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Tesla eyes self-driving ‘robotaxis’ by 2020 
SHANGHAI: Visitors walk past a Tesla Model 3 at the Shanghai Auto Show in Shanghai. — AFP
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Musk expects regulator approval in ‘some jurisdictions’
WASHINGTON: Tesla said Monday it is expecting to
deploy self-driving “robotaxis” by 2020 as it unveiled its
upgraded technology for driverless vehicles. Chief execu-
tive Elon Musk told an investor presentation he expected
regulator approval in some jurisdictions for autonomous
ride-hailing that could use some of the Teslas on the road if
their owners agree to share the vehicles.

“I feel very confident in predicting autonomous robot-
axis next year,” Musk told the event, saying he expected
the plan to operate on a model similar to that of Uber or
Airbnb. He said Tesla would be adding a rideshare app and
that owners who chose to participate in the network could
benefit from that. “The fundamental utility of the vehicle
increases by a factor of five” with a rideshare system, he

said. Musk commented on the robotaxi plan after the com-
pany unveiled computer hardware for “full self-driving”
capabilities-part of its strategy to bring autonomous cars
to the mainstream.

Tesla already enables partial autonomy for its cars, but
the road to full autonomy faces considerable legal and reg-
ulatory hurdles. The chip announcement comes as Tesla
races with Waymo, Uber and traditional automakers to
bring autonomous vehicles to market.

Musk said its custom-designed chip for the vehicle,
which he called the best available, was a significant mile-
stone in self-driving.

“At first, it seems improbable-how could it be that Tesla,
which has never designed a chip before, could design the

best chip in the world?” he said.
“But that is objectively what has occurred.”
The new chip is being installed in all its vehicles, clear-

ing the way to improve its software and “neural networks”
that will effectively drive the autonomous vehicles.

“All Tesla cars being produced have all the hardware
necessary... for full self-driving,” Musk told the event. “All
you need to do is improve the software.”

Despite Tesla’s claims, its electric vehicles are not using
the standard definition of “level 4” autonomy that would
handle all functions with a human on standby or “level 5”
autonomy that would need no human.

Musk said he expected that with Tesla technology, driv-
ers “would not need to touch the wheel” sometime early

next year and that he hoped for regulatory approvals in
some areas later in 2020.

He maintained that Tesla’s approach using data from its
vehicles on the road was better than those of its rivals,
which rely on simulations. “We have quite good simulation
too, but it does not capture the long tail of things that hap-
pen in the real world,” Musk said.

“The real world is really weird and messy.”
Musk also argued that the neural network technology,

based on artificial intelligence, was better than the Lidar
systems used by rivals that are based on light pulses.

Musk said his space exploration firm SpaceX uses Lidar
for some purposes but that “in cars it’s pretty stupid, it’s
expensive and unnecessary.” — AFP 

China wins Belt and
Road fans but 
criticism persists
BEIJING: President Xi Jinping will lead a hard sales push
at a Beijing summit this week, to corral more countries into
a global infrastructure project at the core of China’s super-
power ambitions and win over those who see a strategic
threat. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) envisages massive
investments in maritime, road and rail projects across 65
countries from Asia to Europe and Africa that collectively
account for 30 percent of global GDP. If fully realized, it
could shape the world economic and geopolitical landscape
for decades to come. But its scope and ambition have divid-
ed Europe, while US officials have called it a “vanity proj-
ect”, and detractors have warned that it is laden with debt
risks and opaque deals favoring Chinese firms and labor.

Despite the criticism, momentum appears to be on Xi’s
side, with leaders from 37 countries flocking to Beijing for
the three-day summit beginning Thursday. It’s the second
such event, with an inaugural 2017 summit bringing 29 lead-
ers together.

Italy breaks ranks 
China added a key nation to its Belt and Road roster

when Italy became the first G7 member to sign on to the
project last month. Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte will par-
ticipate in the summit and Switzerland appears set to sign
on with President Ueli Maurer flying to Beijing.

Russian President Vladimir Putin and other leaders from
Europe, Asia and Africa will also attend, but major EU
nations are sending ministers and the United States said it
would not have a high-level delegation. Since Xi launched

Belt and Road in 2013, China has invested $90 billion in
projects while banks have provided between $200 billion
and $300 billion in loans, according to Xiao Weiming, a
Chinese government official overseeing Belt and Road.

Examples of debt trouble abound.
Sri Lanka turned over a deep-sea port to China for 99-

years after it was unable to repay loans. Pakistan needs an
international bailout. And Montenegro has had to make dif-
ficult choices after taking on crushing Chinese debt to pay a
Chinese company to build a new highway.

It has also become an election issue in some countries.
Chinese officials say the projects foster development in
poor countries and Xiao dismissed “debt trap” warnings as
repeating “the same old tune”. Foreign Minister Wang Yi
denied last week that the project was a “geopolitical tool”,
though he admitted that “jointly building the Belt and Road
is a developing process, it won’t happen overnight, and
there will inevitably be some troubles.”

Italy rolled out a red carpet for Xi Jinping in Rome last
month and signed a memorandum of understanding on the
Belt and Road, with Beijing planning to invest in Italian
ports. The NATO member country’s ascension drew con-
sternation in Brussels and Washington, and even within the
leadership of Rome’s ruling coalition-Deputy Prime
Minister Matteo Salvini said Italy would be “no-one’s
colony”.

Pushback 
For China, the initiative is both a practical solution to

economic issues at home and a way to expand its global
influence-a key concern for Xi, who frequently trumpets the
goal of a “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”. It “alle-
viates a lot of the built up excess industrial capacity that
results from the Chinese economic model,” said James
Bowen of the Perth US-Asia Center.

“Chinese workers need jobs and China has materials that
need to be exported and built out in other countries rather

than in China.” The World Bank estimates that Belt and
Road funded infrastructure could marginally boost trade
and officials there say it is offering funding in areas where it
is sorely needed.

But the money comes as loans instead of aid, requiring
countries to pay China back for the massive projects its
companies and people build. Pushing back has proved a
successful election issue in Asia, including in Sri Lanka, the
Maldives and Malaysia, as the trademark infrastructure

push is used to whip up fears about eroding sovereignty.
In the Maldives, Ibrahim Mohamed Solih claimed victory

last year on the back of an anti-corruption campaign tar-
geting the opaque deals with Beijing and “China’s colonial-
ism”. Opposition candidates in Sri Lanka and Malaysia sim-
ilarly wielded the debt laden deals to victory.

The new Malaysian prime minister cancelled some
and renegotiated a rail project cutting 30 percent off
the price tag.  — AFP 

BEIJING: Banners are displayed along a street ahead of the Belt and Road Forum in
Beijing on Monday.— AFP


