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YOKOHAMA: With an ageing population in
need of transport, Japan is betting on au-
tonomous cars, but an accident involving a self-
driving showcase at the Paralympics illustrates
the challenges ahead. Japan is far from the only
place with autonomous vehicles on the roads,
but its government has set acceleration of the
technology as a key priority.

Last year, it became the first country in the
world to allow a vehicle capable of taking full
control in certain situations to operate on public
roads. The Honda car has “Level 3” autonomy,
meaning it can take certain decisions alone,
though a driver has to be ready to take the wheel
in emergencies.

The government has changed the law to pave
the way for increasingly advanced autonomous
vehicles, and the ministry of economy, trade and
industry (METI) has plans for 40 autonomous
taxi test sites nationwide by 2025. It’s a policy
driven by a serious problem: Japan’s population
is the oldest in the world, and the country is
plagued by persistent labor shortages. “In the
cargo and transport sectors, drivers have become
older and the shortage of human resources has
become serious,” a recent METI report said. It
also warned of “terrible traffic accidents caused
by elderly drivers making operational errors”.

With demand clear, local automakers have

lined up to develop technologies. Top-selling
Toyota plans to run its e-Palette self-driving
buses along dedicated roads in the smart city it
is building at the foot of Mount Fuji. The buses
ran in the athletes’ village during the Tokyo 2020
Games, but the project was briefly suspended
after a vehicle hit and lightly injured a visually
impaired Paralympian. The bus had detected the
man and stopped, but an operator on board
overrode the system. For Christopher Richter,
head of Japan research at brokerage CLSA and
an automotive specialist, the incident demon-
strates how far the sector has to go.

“People said autonomous is ready for these
kinds of controlled communities,” but even there
“it failed”, he said.

‘Complicated areas’ 
For rural Japan, autonomous vehicles “will

become a necessity”, Richter added. “I can see
why it’s a priority for the government, for car-
makers... (but) big-scale autonomous driving is
probably not coming in our decade.” Japan’s au-
tomakers admit the time horizon is a complex
proposition at this stage.

When Nissan launched tests of its “Easy
Ride” self-driving taxis in 2018, it said it ex-
pected them to be commercially available from
the early 2020s. But Kazuhiro Doi, the com-

pany’s global vice president in charge of re-
search, is more circumspect now. “Social accept-
ance (of autonomous cars) is not high enough,”
he told AFP. “Very few people have experience
with autonomous driving. Without having expe-

rience, I think it’s very hard to accept it, because
it’s too new.” This month, the Easy Ride taxis are
in their third round of tests on public roads in
Yokohama outside Tokyo, albeit in a limited area
designated for the purpose. —AFP 

Bumpy road as ageing Japan 
bets on self-driving cars

YOKOHAMA: A Nissan Motor autonomous vehicle during a press preview for a field operation test of Easy
Ride at the Minato Mirai business district in Yokohama. — AFP

Accident at Paralympics illustrates challenges ahead

Conglomerate Tata 
Group bids for 
ailing Air India
NEW DELHI: India’s tea-to-steel conglomerate Tata
Group confirmed it has submitted a bid to buy debt-crip-
pled national carrier Air India, which it owned decades ago
before the airline was nationalized. The Indian government
has sought to sell its entire stake in the ailing company, set-
ting a deadline for bids for Wednesday after failing previ-
ously to secure any interest for a majority share.

“We have put in a bid,” a Tata Group spokesperson
told AFP late Wednesday, without giving any further de-
tails. Tata already has investments in airlines AirAsia India
and Vistara.

The founder of Indian budget carrier SpiceJet, Ajay
Singh, also submitted a bid in a personal capacity, The
Times of India reported. SpiceJet did not respond to an AFP
request for comment.

The secretary of the government’s investment and public
asset management department, Tuhin Kanta Pandey, con-
firmed bids had been received. “Process now moves to con-
cluding stage,” he tweeted Wednesday. Tata Group in 1932
pioneered commercial air travel in India with Tata Airlines.

Once known affectionately as the “Maharaja of the
skies”, the airline was later taken over by the government
and rebranded Air India.

But it has been hemorrhaging money for more than a
decade, incurring billions of dollars in debt and losing mar-

ket share to low-cost rivals in one of the world’s fastest-
growing, but highly competitive, airline markets. Apart from
Air India, the government also plans to raise billions of dol-
lars through the privatisation of Bharat Petroleum and a
share sale of a major insurer.

In August, New Delhi said it was seeking to lease state-
owned assets to the private sector to raise six trillion rupees
($81 billion) to repair public finances battered by the pan-
demic and fund new infrastructure.  —AFP 

New Zealand posts 
strong Q2 growth
WELLINGTON: New Zealand’s economy surged 2.8 percent in the
second quarter, official data showed yesterday, although analysts said
the country’s latest COVID-19 lockdown had likely stalled momentum.

The growth figure for the April-June period was more than double
market forecasts, partly boosted by the opening of a short-lived travel
bubble with neighboring Australia. The latest figure follows growth of
1.4 percent in the previous quarter, revised down from 1.6 percent,
Statistics New Zealand said.

On an annual basis, the economy grew more than 17 percent
in the 12 months to the end of June, including a one-off 13.9 per-
cent boost in the July-September quarter after New Zealand
lifted its initial lockdown. Kiwibank chief economist Jarrod Kerr
said the opening of a quarantine-free travel bubble between Aus-
tralia and New Zealand helped “supercharge” some sectors of
the economy.

“Fewer COVID restrictions and the trans-Tasman travel bubble
opening provided a boost to transport and retail activity,” he said.
The bubble opened in April but shut in July as Australia struggled
with numerous outbreaks of the highly transmissible Delta variant.
The prospects of its reopening soon appear remote as New Zealand
battles its own Delta outbreak, which emerged in the country’s
largest city Auckland in mid-August. 

Kerr said the outbreak-which prompted a three-week na-
tional lockdown that is still being enforced in Auckland-meant
the strong growth recorded in the second quarter was already
“old news”. — AFP


