
WASHINGTON: Uber Technologies Inc un-
veiled its newest Volvo self-driving car in Wash-
ington on Wednesday as it works to eventually
deploy vehicles without drivers under some lim-
ited conditions. Uber said the new production
XC90 will be assembled by Volvo Cars in Swe-
den and have human controls like steering
wheels and brake pedals, but also with factory-
installed steering and braking systems designed
for computer rather than human control.

Uber Advanced Technologies Group chief
scientist Raquel Urtasun showed off the com-
pany’s artificial intelligence technology that al-
lows it to drive autonomously for long distances
on highways without maps and “on the fly” to
plot its course and navigate construction zones.
“Our goal is get each one of you to where you
want to go much better, much safer, cheaper,”
Urtasun said. As the race to push out au-
tonomous cars across the globe heats up, other
companies are also working to deploy self-dri-
ving vehicles in limited areas.

Ford Motor Co’s majority-owned au-
tonomous vehicle unit, Argo AI, launched its new
fleet of self-driving test vehicles - Ford Fusion
Hybrid - in Detroit on Wednesday, expanding to
five US cities. The No. 2 US automaker also
opened a research center in Tel Aviv, joining a
growing number of major automakers and sup-
pliers setting up shop in Israel’s tech hub. General
Motors Co in January 2018 sought permission
from US regulators to deploy a ride-sharing fleet
of driverless cars without steering wheels or
other human controls before the end of 2019, but
is still struggling to win regulatory approval. Al-
phabet Inc’s Waymo unit is operating a robotaxi

service in Arizona and said last month it is part-
nering with Lyft Inc to serve more riders. South
Korea’s Hyundai Motor Co and Kia Motors Corp
both said they would invest in the self-driving car
software startup Aurora and speed up develop-
ment of their respective autonomous vehicle
technologies. Carmakers have struggled to main-
tain profit margins faced with the rising costs of
making electric, connected and autonomous cars.
As a result, they are setting up alliances and lin-
ing up outside investors to combat spiraling de-
velopment costs.

Previously, Uber had purchased about 250
Volvo XC90 SUVs and retrofitted them for self-
driving use. The new vehicles - known by the in-
ternal code number 519G and under
development for several years - are safer, more
reliable and will replace the older vehicles in
Uber’s fleet “soon,” according to Eric Meyhofer,
the head of Uber’s Advanced Technologies
Group. “This is about going to production,”
Meyhofer said in an interview at an Uber con-
ference in Washington on Tuesday. The new ve-
hicle also has several backup systems for both
steering and braking functions as well as backup
battery power and new cybersecurity systems.

Human controls
Uber is not ready to deploy vehicles without

human controls, Meyhofer said. “We’re still in a
real hybrid state,” he said. “We have to get there
and we’re not going to get to thousands of cars
in a city overnight. It’s going to be a slower in-
troduction.” The new XC90 vehicles have an in-
terior fish-eye camera to scan for lost items,
Uber said. They also do not have sunroofs since

the self-driving vehicles have large sensors on
the roof and are equipped with auto-close doors
to prevent an unsafe departure.

Uber, which has taken delivery of about a
dozen prototypes of the new vehicle, but has not
yet deployed them on public roads, said the car’s
“self-driving system will one day allow for safe,
reliable autonomous ridesharing without the
need” for a safety driver. Asked if Uber will de-
ploy self-driving cars without safety drivers in
limited areas in the next few years, Meyhofer
said: “Yes - way before that.”

But he added that Uber wants to be in “the
good graces of public trust and regulatory trust”

before making the business decision to deploy.
In December, Uber resumed limited self-driving
car testing on public roads in Pittsburgh, nine
months after it suspended the program following
a deadly accident in Arizona. In March 2018, au-
thorities in Arizona suspended Uber’s ability to
test its self-driving cars after one of its XC90
cars hit and killed a woman crossing the street
at night in the Phoenix suburb of Tempe, then
Uber’s largest testing hub. The crash was the
first death attributed to a self-driving vehicle.

In March 2019, prosecutors in Arizona said
the company was not criminally liable in the
crash and would not pursue charges. —Reuters
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WASHINGTON: Uber’s Volvo XC90 self driving car is shown during a demonstration of self-driving
automotive technology in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, US.—Reuters

WASHINGTON:The number of Amer-
icans filing applications for unemploy-
ment benefits unexpectedly rose last
week, which could add to concerns that
the labor market was losing steam after
job growth slowed sharply in May.
Other data yesterday showed import
prices fell by the most in five months in
May amid a broad decline in the cost of
goods, the latest indication of muted in-
flation pressures. Signs of a slowing
labor market and tepid inflation
strengthen the case for the Federal Re-
serve to cut interest rates this year.

US central bank policymakers are
scheduled to meet on June 18-19
against the backdrop of rising trade
tensions. Financial markets have
priced in at least two rate cuts by the
end of 2019. A rate cut is not expected
next Wednesday. Initial claims for
state unemployment benefits rose
3,000 to a seasonally adjusted
222,000 for the week ended June 8,
the Labor Department said on Thurs-
day. Economists polled by Reuters

had forecast claims decreasing to
216,000 in the latest week.

While layoffs remain relatively low,
the third straight weekly increase in
claims suggests some softening in labor
market conditions. The four-week mov-
ing average of claims, considered a bet-
ter measure of labor market trends as it
irons out week-to-week volatility, rose
2,500 to 217,750 last week. The econ-
omy created only 75,000 jobs in May,
with annual wages increasing at their
slowest pace in eight months, the gov-
ernment reported last week. US finan-
cial markets were little moved by the
claims data.

The slowdown in hiring, which oc-
curred before a recent escalation in
trade tensions between the United
States and China, raised fears of a sharp
deceleration in economic growth. The
claims data is being closely monitored
for signs of any fallout from the trade
war. President Donald Trump in early
May imposed additional tariffs of up to
25 percent on $200 billion of Chinese

goods, prompting retaliation by Beijing.
Trump on Monday threatened more
duties on Chinese imports if no deal
was reached when he meets Chinese
President Xi Jinping at a G20 summit
later this month in Japan.

A tariff on all goods from Mexico
to force authorities in that country to
stop immigrants from Central America
from crossing the border into the
United States was narrowly averted
after the two nations struck an agree-
ment late on Friday.

Economy slowing
Data so far have suggested a sharp

slowdown in US economic growth in
the second quarter after a temporary
boost from exports and an accumula-
tion of inventory early in the year. In
addition to the sharp moderation in hir-
ing last month, manufacturing produc-
tion, exports and home sales dropped
in April, while consumer spending
cooled. The Atlanta Fed is forecasting
gross domestic product increasing at a
1.4 percent annualized rate in the April-
June quarter. The economy grew at a
3.1% pace in the first quarter.

In another report yesterday, the
Labor Department said import prices
dropped 0.3 percent last month, the

biggest decline since last December,
after edging up 0.1 percent in April.
Economists had forecast import prices
slipping 0.2 percent in May. In the 12
months through May, import prices fell
1.5 percent after decreasing 0.3 percent
in April. The report came on the heels
of data on Wednesday showing con-
sumer prices remained tame in May.

Import prices exclude duties. In
May, prices for imported fuels and lu-
bricants declined 1.0 percent after ris-
ing 1.7 percent percent in the prior

month. Imported food prices dropped
0.8% last month after surging 2.7 per-
cent in April.

Excluding fuels and food, import
prices slipped 0.2 percent in May after
falling 0.3 percent in the prior month.
So-called core import prices decreased
1.5 percent in the 12 months through
May. Though the dollar has weakened
a bit this year, its gains last year against
the currencies of the United States’
main trading partners continue to de-
press core import prices.—Reuters

US weekly jobless claims
rise; imported inflation weak

LOS ANGELES: People wait in line to attend TechFair LA, a technology job fair,
in Los Angeles, California.—Reuters


