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Activity Summary (all metrics are as of February 29, 2016) 

 
Vehicles  

● 23 Lexus RX450h SUVs – currently self-driving on public streets; 14 in Mountain View, CA, 8 in Austin, TX, 1 in 
Kirkland, WA. 

● 33 prototypes – currently self-driving on public streets; 26 in Mountain View, CA & 7 in Austin, TX 
 
Miles driven since start of project in 2009 
“Autonomous mode” means the software is driving the vehicle, and test drivers are not touching the manual 
controls. “Manual mode” means the test drivers are driving the car.  

● Autonomous mode: 1,452,177 miles 
● Manual mode:  1,017,450 miles 
● We average around 10,000-15,000 autonomous miles per week on public streets 

 
 
Scenes from the Streets -- each month we’ll give examples of everyday situations we encounter 

 
Our self-driving cars spend a lot of time on El Camino Real, a wide boulevard of three lanes in each direction that 
runs through Google’s hometown of Mountain View and up the peninsula along San Francisco Bay.  With hundreds 
of sets of traffic lights and hundreds more intersections, this busy and historic artery has helped us learn a lot over 
the years.  And on Valentine’s Day we ran into a tricky set of circumstances on El Camino that’s helped us improve 
an important skill for navigating similar roads. 
 
El Camino has quite a few right-hand lanes wide enough to allow two lines of traffic.  Most of the time it makes 
sense to drive in the middle of a lane. But when you’re teeing up a right-hand turn in a lane wide enough to handle 
two streams of traffic, annoyed traffic stacks up behind you.  So several weeks ago we began giving the self-driving 
car the capabilities it needs to do what human drivers do: hug the rightmost side of the lane.  This is the social norm 
because a turning vehicle often has to pause and wait for pedestrians; hugging the curb allows other drivers to 
continue on their way by passing on the left.  It’s vital for us to develop advanced skills that respect not just the 
letter of the traffic code but the spirit of the road.  
 
On February 14, our vehicle was driving autonomously and had pulled toward the right-hand curb to prepare for a 
right turn.  It then detected sandbags near a storm drain blocking its path, so it needed to come to a stop.  After 
waiting for some other vehicles to pass, our vehicle, still in autonomous mode, began angling back toward the 
center of the lane at around 2 mph -- and made contact with the side of a passing bus traveling at 15 mph.  Our car 
had detected the approaching bus, but predicted that it would yield to us because we were ahead of it. (You can 
read the details we submitted to the CA DMV below.) 
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Our test driver, who had been watching the bus in the mirror, also expected the bus to slow or stop. And we can 
imagine the bus driver assumed we were going to stay put.  Unfortunately, all these assumptions led us to the same 
spot in the lane at the same time.  This type of misunderstanding happens between human drivers on the road 
every day.  
 
This is a classic example of the negotiation that’s a normal part of driving -- we’re all trying to predict each other’s 
movements. In this case, we clearly bear some responsibility, because if our car hadn’t moved there wouldn’t have 
been a collision. That said, our test driver believed the bus was going to slow or stop to allow us to merge into the 
traffic, and that there would be sufficient space to do that.  
 
We’ve now reviewed this incident (and thousands of variations on it) in our simulator in detail and made 
refinements to our software.  Our cars will more deeply understand that buses and other large vehicles are less 
likely to yield to us than other types of vehicles, and we hope to handle situations like this more gracefully in the 
future.  
 

 
 
Traffic Accidents Reported to CA DMV 

 
A Google Lexus-model autonomous vehicle (“Google AV”) was traveling in autonomous mode eastbound on El 
Camino Real in Mountain View in the far right-hand lane approaching the Castro St. intersection. As the Google AV 
approached the intersection, it signaled its intent to make a right turn on red onto Castro St.  The Google AV then 
moved to the right-hand side of the lane to pass traffic in the same lane that was stopped at the intersection and 
proceeding straight. However, the Google AV had to come to a stop and go around sandbags positioned around a 
storm drain that were blocking its path.  When the light turned green, traffic in the lane continued past the Google 
AV.  After a few cars had passed, the Google AV began to proceed back into the center of the lane to pass the sand 
bags.  A public transit  bus was approaching from behind. The Google AV test driver saw the bus approaching in the 
left side mirror but believed the bus would stop or slow to allow the Google AV to continue.  Approximately three 
seconds later, as the Google AV was reentering the center of the lane it made contact with the side of the bus. The 
Google AV was operating in autonomous mode and traveling at less than 2 mph, and the bus was travelling at 
about 15 mph at the time of contact. 
 
The Google AV sustained body damage to the left front fender, the left front wheel and one of its driver’s-side 
sensors. There were no injuries reported at the scene.  
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What we’ve been reading  

● The Verge: “Together, we can mind the hype gap”, (February 2016) 
● New York Times: “Reading This While You Drive Could Increase Your Risk of Crashing by 10”,  (February 

2016) 
● NPR: “Google Makes The Case For A Hands-Off Approach To Self-Driving Cars”, (February 2016) 
● Washington Post: “The astonishing human potential wasted on commutes”, (February 2016) 
● USA Today: “With driverless cars, how safe is safe enough?: Column”,  (February 2016) 

 

 
 
 

http://www.theverge.com/2016/2/19/11065044/self-driving-car-technology-hype-gap
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/24/science/driving-distractions-study.html?_r=0
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/02/24/467983440/google-makes-the-case-for-a-hands-off-approach-to-self-driving-cars
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/02/25/how-much-of-your-life-youre-wasting-on-your-commute/?utm_source=SFFB
http://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2016/01/31/driverless-cars-autonomous-vehicles-safety-innovation-death-accidents-column/78688584/

