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Driving safely... without a Driver: The S 500 Intelligent Drive research car uses 
nearly production-ready technology to show that autonomous driving is already possible. 
However, society may take some time to accept the idea, writes Richard Webb.  

 Hands off the wheel
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ar companies have been replacing conventional 
components with more automated systems – 
effectively driver aids – throughout the evolution 
of the car. Mechanical controls and working parts 
are replaced by electronic ones, like stability 
control, proximity control, brake assist and 
navigation systems, which add up to the potential 
for driverless technology. 

Features that may start out as optional extras 
often become best practice or even mandatory. 
It’s easy to imagine how all these systems can 
be combined using sophisticated software into a 
comprehensive autopilot. We are still at the early 
stage of this technology, and while computers 
will not initially replace human drivers, we are 
witnessing a transition from viewing the car as 
our slave, to being a teammate.

Autonomous cars are likely to make commutes 
safer, more efficient and more productive. 
Implementing this technology will change political, 
cultural and economic landscapes in radical ways, 
and the speed at which this happens will depend 
on our appetite for relinquishing perceived control. 

Most of us think we’re excellent drivers and 
that makes things somewhat problematic. Any 
transition from a driver to a driverless era has to 
be handled carefully, as too much automation, too 
quickly, could deter many. Mercedes-Benz is at the 
forefront of this revolution and is taking a leap of 
faith by notching up many autonomous kilometres 
in Germany, including the recent autonomous  
S 500 Intelligent Drive retracing the 103 km route 
driven by Karl Benz’s wife, Bertha, from Mannheim 
to Pforzheim more than a century ago. 

p i o n e e r i n g  t r i p   
in 1888 Bertha Benz under
took the first long-distance 
car trip, between mannheim 
and Pforzheim. now it’s been 
done with no driver at all.
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I N N O V A T I O N

p
h

o
to

s
 A

n
A

to
l 

K
o

tt
e,

 d
A

im
le

r

The production version of the current S-Class 
offers some autonomy through the Stop&Go Pilot 
option, but Mercedes-Benz engineers believe that 
full autonomy requires more testing. Everybody 
also has to be on the same page for it to work. 
Self-driving cars would be more effective if they 
shared the road with other self-driving vehicles – 
and every part of every road sign and street would 
have to be mapped in perfect detail. Town planners, 
property developers and builders would also need 
to be involved. 

Automated cars promise great benefits such 
as drastically reducing the carnage of road 
accidents. In time, cars that have few accidents 
will become cheaper to insure and make. But it’s 
the unintended consequences that are difficult to 
predict, with decades of road-safety legislation 

e a sy  D o e s  i t
Drive to your destination 

without touching  
the steering wheel –  

technically, it’s  
already possible.

t h e 
t e C h n o l o gy
is based on the 
highly developed 
sensors in the  
new S-Class and 
three-dimensional 
digital maps.
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to be overturned before cars can drive without a 
qualified and able driver at the controls. And would 
each car operate independently? Would it function 
as part of an infrastructure? Or would each car 
work through a central hub that communicates 
with all the vehicles on the road? What if that 
network’s security were compromised – replacing 
car-jacking with car-hacking? 

Challenges like these have not prevented 
autonomous cars from slowly coming to market, 
and it is estimated that partially automated cars 
will be sold in significant numbers by 2016, with 
even more highly automated vehicles finding 
buyers by 2020. 

Could operating driverless cars ultimately be 
boring? Humans get distracted and start to tune 
out... but in time that problem could be solved 
too. Mercedes-Benz production cars already have 
Attention Assist to monitor road and driver, which 
could ultimately cause the car to behave differently 
depending on the driver’s perceived mood and 
mental state. They already offer hands-free driving 
when the system determines it is safe but this is not 
intended to render the car completely autonomous 
because the system alerts and diverts the driver 
to take control.

We are now seeing cars based on the vehicle 
and driver being a team. The prototype partially 
autonomous Mercedes-Benz E-Class recently made 
a successful highway trip – not just automatically 
maintaining a safe distance from other vehicles but 
also passing another car without driver intervention. 
As soon as the driver grips the steering wheel, full 
control is regained immediately.

New E-Class and S-Class cars equipped with 
partially autonomous features are already on 
sale. Daimler CEO Dieter Zetsche says: “This is 
exactly our philosophy: drivers should be relieved 
of certain actions, but only when they want to 
be – for example, when autonomous operation 
makes driving safer or more comfortable. On the 
other hand, drivers can fully enjoy the pleasure of 
driving whenever they want,” he says.

Emission-free driving is good and so is accident-
free driving. “We’re working to make both of them a 
reality. At the same time, driving a Mercedes-Benz 
should not be ‘free of emotion’ — and definitely 
not ‘free of fun’. That is our vision of autonomous 
driving,” says Zetsche. 

Read what Gorden Wagener, Head of Design 
at Mercedes-Benz, has to say on the subject by 
turning to page XXX.

Since 90% of road accidents are attributed to 
human error, making the argument for autonomous 
cars is easy and it’s hard to argue that we wouldn’t 
benefit greatly from them.

Most of us think we’re excellent drivers,  
and that makes things somewhat 
problematic. Too much automation, too 
quickly, could deter many.
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i t ’ s 
t e C h n i C a l ly 
p o s s i b l e
... but would 
entirely automated 
cars take all the 
fun out of driving?


