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DETROIT: The US government is investigat-
ing the first reported death of a driver
whose car was in self-driving mode when
he crashed. Joshua D. Brown, 40, died May
7 when his Tesla Model S, which was oper-
ating on “autopilot,” failed to activate its
brakes and hit a truck in Florida.

The crash raises questions about
autonomous and semi-autonomous cars,
their capabilities and their limits. Here are
answers to some of those questions:

Q: ARE THERE SELF-DRIVING CARS ON
US STREETS RIGHT NOW?

A: Yes, but in limited numbers. Various
companies, including Google, Ford and
Uber, have test fleets of autonomous cars
running in specific areas, including
Mountain View, California, and Austin, 

Texas. Right now, those vehicles always
have a steering wheel, brakes and a driver
ready to take over in case of a problem, but
prototype cars without steering wheels are
also being developed.

Q: HOW DO THEY WORK?
A: A network of cameras, radars and

lasers feeds information to the car’s com-
puters, helping to fill in the gaps in the GPS
system, which knows how to get the car
from point to point. Cameras let the car see
what’s around it, while radar senses things
in the dark or in inclement weather. Lasers
constantly scan the road and give a three-
dimensional picture of what’s going on.

Q: ARE THERE LAWS ALLOWING
SELF-DRIVING CARS?

A: Right now, it’s a patchwork. Eight
states - including Nevada, Michigan, Florida
and Tennessee - and Washington DC. have
laws allowing autonomous vehicles. Other
states have legislation in the works. Later
this summer, the federal government is
expected to release guidelines for the safe
deployment of autonomous vehicles.

Q: WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF SELF-
DRIVING CARS?

A: Self-driving cars have the potential to
save lives by anticipating accidents before
they happen. Intel CEO Brian Krzanich said
Friday that 90 percent of car accidents are
caused by human error, and distracted or
drowsy driving accounts for some 13 per-
cent of those crashes. The accidents cost
about $870 billion a year globally.

Q: CAN I BUY A SELF-DRIVING CAR?
A: No. A few automakers offer cars and

SUVs with semi-autonomous modes that
can perform some functions without help
from the driver, including maintaining a set
speed, braking, changing lanes and even
parallel parking. 

Semi-autonomous features can be
found on high-end vehicles from Tesla,
Mercedes-Benz, Infiniti and Volvo. Some
lower-priced models have them, too.
Toyota, for example, plans to make auto-
matic emergency braking standard on its

vehicles by 2017, ahead of a self-imposed
deadline of 2022 that most automakers
have agreed to.

Q: WHEN WILL COMPLETELY SELF-DRI-
VING CARS BE AVAILABLE TO CONSUMERS?

A: That’s not yet clear. Volvo plans a
large-scale test of driverless cars in Sweden
next year. Google wants to make cars avail-
able to the public around the end of 2019.
BMW, Intel and Israel’s Mobileye have

teamed up to roll out the cars by 2021.
IHS Automotive, a consulting firm, pre-

dicts that the US will see the earliest
deployment of autonomous vehicles, with
several thousand on the road by 2020. That
number will rise to 4.5 million vehicles by
2035, IHS says. But even if the vehicles are
on the road, they might not be in your
garage.  The earliest self-driving cars might
be on-demand taxis, employee shuttles or
other shared vehicles.

Q: WHAT ARE THE TECHNICAL CHAL-
LENGES TO GETTING AUTONOMOUS
CARS ON THE ROAD?

A: Driverless cars need detailed maps to
follow, and companies are still mapping
roads. They also can have trouble staying
within lanes in heavy rain or snow. And, as
the Tesla crash showed, there will always be
scenarios that driverless cars can’t foresee
or navigate correctly. 

Brown’s car didn’t see an oncoming trac-
tor-trailer because it was white against a
brightly lit sky. Tesla CEO Elon Musk said
the car’s radar is also designed to tune out
what looks like overhead signs to prevent
false braking.

Q: HOW COULD THE TESLA AUTOPI-
LOT NOT SEE SOMETHING AS LARGE AS
A TRACTOR-TRAILER?

A: Raj Rajkumar, a computer engineer-
ing professor at Carnegie Mellon University
who leads its autonomous vehicle research,
said computers can’t be programmed to
handle every situation. But Tesla may need
to adjust its radar, he said. 

Tesla would not comment directly on
the radar and computer programs, but the
company issued a statement saying that it
continually advances its software by ana-
lyzing hundreds of millions of miles of driv-
ing data. The National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration is looking at the
design and performance of Tesla’s system
as part of its investigation. — AP

Tesla crash shows limits of self-driving technology

There is just no luck for Tesla in China. After slow sales, lay-offs, competition,
and near-murder they are now facing a nasty accident in Nanjing  in China.

APOPKA: A real estate sign in the Piedmont Park neighborhood in Apopka, Florida a
former agricultural hub now crowded with housing developments. Where one in 10
homes was once a rental, now more than a third are. — AP

APOPKA, Florida: Many of the single-family
homes in the Piedmont Park neighborhood of
Apopka, Florida, used to be owned by fami-
lies - the Vargases and the Townes, the Pierces
and the Riddles. Now, they’re owned by
Blackstone, American Homes 4 Rent and
Colony Starwood Homes, companies associ-
ated with big real estate investment firms.

And the occupants are tenants, not own-
ers. In the decade since the housing boom
deflated into a bust, financial firms recog-
nized an investment opportunity in hard-hit
areas like this Orlando suburb. Single-family
homes lost to foreclosure could be bought
cheaply and transformed into rent-generat-
ing income streams.

The corporate purchases have spread
through Piedmont Park and surrounding
neighborhoods, where the percentage of
renters rose from a bit over 10 percent to
more than 35 percent within a decade.
Piedmont Park homeowners complain that
the result is more transient neighbors, less
engagement at homeowners’ meetings and
difficulties reaching absentee corporate land-
lords. Apopka Mayor Joe Kilsheimer regards
the surge of renters in houses throughout
central Florida as an unfortunate conse-
quence of the damage this region absorbed
from the Great Recession and housing bust.
“Having an owner-occupied house is better
for a neighborhood and better for a commu-
nity than a house occupied by renters,”
Kilsheimer said. “They are invested in their
children’s school.  They’re invested the quality
of life in their community.” Claudette Guerrier,
one of the original homeowners in Piedmont
Park from its development in 1988, feels dis-
heartened by the transformation. She said
her four-bedroom, two-story house has been
broken into twice recently

“It was better in the beginning; now it’s
not so good,” Guerrier said. In the aftermath
of a housing crisis, metro Orlando suffered
one of the highest foreclosure rates in the
nation. A few homes in Piedmont Park sat
empty for months, attracting squatters who
moved in and were hard to evict, said Karin
Settle, president of the local homeowners
association. One house of college-age
renters, she said, threw fraternity-like parties
with 20 or so cars parked outside and drunk
men hanging out on the porch - something
the neighborhood didn’t see in years past.

Several homeowners have said they’re
considering selling their homes because
there are so many renters now, she said. “If
these people come in and they’re out-of-state
investors - some place in Canada or Arizona
you don’t really have a physical office or peo-
ple to contact about when there is something
going on with the home,” Settle said. “On the
good side, they come in, renovate the house,
typically gut it. They paint it, fix the fence and
it looks nice from the curb. But then these
companies don’t take a lot of pains in terms
of who they rent to.”

Laura Smith, a resident for 17 years, was
close friends with her neighbors in the house
behind hers until they moved a couple of
years ago. Since then, she said, it’s been one
renter after another. “They just come and go;
you just see different cars,” Smith said. “I say to
myself, ‘I should make a better effort to get to

know them.’ But by the time I get around to it,
they’re gone.”

The three-bedroom, two-bath home next
door to Michelle Harner’s house was sold in
March.  She was hoping that owner-occu-
pants would move in. But the telltale signs of
a corporate landlord appeared within days.
“Somebody doesn’t buy a house like that and
turn around and rip everything out and com-
pletely remodel the whole thing and put a
new roof on it five days after buying the
house,” she said. Property records show that
the house was bought at the end of March by
Freo Florida LLC for $145,000. Freo Florida,
part of Progress Residential Trust, which owns
over 3,000 homes around the nation, listed
the house on Zillow as a rental for $1,325 a
month. Some renters do show pride in tend-
ing to their homes, Harner said, but it’s often
easy to pick out which homes are rentals.
Yards tend to be untended, cars are parked all
over the street, “and you see one family a year
come and go.”

The transient nature brings other chal-
lenges. At a recent homeowners’ association
meeting to discuss installing a new play-
ground, only nine homeowners showed up
from a neighborhood with more than 400
residents. A decade ago, dozens would likely
have attended. “When you have a high per-
centage of renters, you end up having a low
turnout at things like homeowners’ associa-
tion meetings, when you do a community
yard sale,” Harner said. “That collaboration
sort of declines.

Ask the renters themselves, and some will
say that very sense of community is what
they value most about living there. Nicole
Caverly, who began renting in the Piedmont
Park neighborhood this year, doesn’t consid-
er herself a disengaged neighbor. After hav-
ing lived for years in an apartment building
where people kept to themselves, she loves
living where she can chat with neighbors
during walks.

The previous owners had lost the house to
foreclosure in 2015, after which it was bought
by Freo. Caverly, a store manager, says the
management company her landlord uses has
been pleasantly responsive. It quickly fixed
troubled locks on the front door after she
moved in with her daughter and boyfriend.

She is saving for a down payment to buy a
home. But she doesn’t yearn for the responsi-
bilities of ownership - from having to fix
appliances to dealing with insect infestations.

For now, Caverly observed, “It’s a renters’
market because nobody can afford a down
payment.” There are few signs that the real
estate investment companies plan to sell
many of the homes they bought. But the
temptation to do so will keep rising if home
prices do. In the meantime, the companies
have scaled back their purchases - from 9 per-
cent of all sales nationwide in 2013 to about
2.5 percent early this year, said Daren
Blomquist, a vice president at RealtyTrac,
which tracks housing data and trends.

The industry has been consolidating as
companies try to create efficiencies of scale.
Colony American Homes and Starwood
Waypoint Residential merged this year. And
American Residential Properties merged with
American Homes 4 Rent late last year. — AP

When neighborhood is owned 

by billion-dollar companies

PARIS: French Socialist Prime Minister Manuel
Valls yesterday bypassed parliament to force
through labor reforms that have sparked four
months of strikes and street protests.

“This country is too used to mass unemploy-
ment,” Valls told parliament as many members
booed and several walked out of the chamber.
He said a “coalition of immobility” had stymied
the reforms, which aim at reducing unemploy-
ment by freeing up the job market-notably by
making it easier for employers to hire and fire
staff. It was the second time the embattled gov-
ernment used the so-called 49-3 provision for
this package of reforms, as it could not count on
the votes of legislators on the Socialist Party’s
left flank. It used the same measure to force a
package of economic reforms through parlia-
ment last year, also to prevent the rebel left flank
of the party from sinking it. 

The labour bill now continues on its bicameral
shuttle. It returns to the Senate before its defini-
tive adoption by the lower house on July 22 —
when Valls is expected to again resort to the 49-3
manoeuvre for the final step. In the streets mean-
while, protesters staged their 12th show of oppo-
sition to the controversial package, seen as too
pro-business and a threat to cherished workers’
rights. However the numbers were down from
previous protests. A Paris protest drew up to
7,500 people according to police and 45,000
according to the hardline CGT union.

Demonstrations peaked on March 31 at
390,000 people across the country, according to
official figures, while the unions claim the figure
was 1.2 million.

Unemployment in France stands at a stub-
born 10 percent overall, but for young people
the figure is closer to 25 percent.  Union- and
student-backed demonstrations against the
reforms began nearly four months ago, with
some protests descending into violence.

MPs have 24 hours to decide whether to call a
vote of no confidence in Valls’ government,
which the rightwing opposition has already
ruled out. The government survived a vote of
no-confidence by a comfortable margin over its
use of the 49-3 clause in May.

On Tuesday the head of the Republicans’ par-
liamentary group, Christian Jacob, said the cen-
tre-right party would not call such a vote this
time around. Union- and student-backed
demonstrations against the reforms began in
early March, with some protests descending into
violence. The worst unrest was seen in Paris on
June 14, just four days after the start of the Euro
2016 football championships in France, when
around 40 people were hurt and dozens were

arrested. President Francois Hollande, who faces
a re-election bid next April, had hoped for a sig-
nature reform to reverse his dire approval ratings. 

800 amendments 
But pressure from the street, as well as parlia-

ment’s back benches, caused the government to
water down the proposals, which only angered
bosses while failing to satisfy the unions. The
main sticking point has been a measure giving
precedence to agreements negotiated between

companies and their staff over deals reached
with unions across entire industrial sectors-
notably on working hours.

“Compromise was possible, it was even with-
in reach,” said Christian Paul, head of the Socialist
rebels. Pierre Gattaz, the head of the employers’
federation MEDEF, said last week that he was
“very disappointed” with the bill in its watered-
down form, calling it a “monument of complexi-
ty, absolutely illegible” for small and medium-
sized businesses. — AFP

French PM forces through 
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Valls defends move on rising unemployment

FRANKFURT: German airline Lufthansa yester-
day unveiled the details of a wide-ranging deal
on pay and working conditions for its cabin staff,
including a no-strike agreement and job guaran-
tees until 2021. 

Bringing to an end a long and bitter industrial
dispute that hit thousands of passengers,
Lufthansa and the cabin crews’ union UFO said
that both sides had accepted a “comprehensive
agreement” drawn up during months of arbitra-
tion. The talks had been mediated by Matthias
Platzeck, the former Social Democrat president
of the regional state of Brandenburg. 

The deal covered issues ranging from pension
rights, pay increases, a long-term no-strike
agreement and job guarantees until 2021, the

two sides said in a joint statement. 
Lufthansa’s personnel chief Bettina Volkens

said that with Platzeck’s support, the airline and
the union had “managed to reach a solution at
the bargaining table out of the public eye.

“It was a struggle to reach an agreement in
which it was necessary for both sides to make
cutbacks from their original position. The cur-
rent compromise demonstrates that the effort
was worthwhile,” she said. UFO’s chief negotia-
tor Nicoley Baublies said Platzeck “managed
very neatly to bring our diverging interests
together in the best possible way: Lufthansa
has achieved economic and political security
without taking anything away from individual
employees at any point.” — AFP

Lufthansa reaches long-term 

no-strike deal with cabin staff

PARIS: French Labor Minister Myriam El Khomri (C-R) and French lawmaker Philippe Vigier (C-R)
are pictured prior to a debate on the government’s planned labor law reforms yesterday. — AFP

PARIS: A woman carrying a backpack with a sticker reading “Red card to the labor law” stands behind French CRS anti-riot police during a
demonstration against the government’s proposed labour reforms in Paris yesterday. — AFP


