
A	  Ride	  Around	  Michigan’s	  Driverless	  City	  
The	  University	  of	  Michigan	  opens	  its	  mock	  city	  for	  testing	  driverless	  
vehicles.	  
	  
By	  Will	  Knight	  on	  July	  24,	  2015	  
Y	  IT	  MATTERS	  
Driverless	  cars	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  deal	  with	  any	  situation	  a	  human	  driver	  might	  encounter.	  

	  
An	  aerial	  photograph	  shows	  the	  roads	  that	  wind	  around	  Mcity.	  

	  
The	  streets	  of	  a	  new	  neighborhood	  on	  the	  edge	  of	  Ann	  Arbor,	  Michigan,	  seem	  remarkably	  clean	  and	  peaceful.	  For	  
automated	  cars,	  however,	  they	  represent	  daunting	  challenges.	  
	  
The	  University	  of	  Michigan	  opened	  the	  area,	  called	  Mcity,	  this	  week,	  as	  a	  place	  for	  automotive	  companies	  and	  suppliers	  to	  
test	  technology	  for	  automated	  and	  connected	  driving.	  The	  facility	  was	  built	  in	  collaboration	  with	  the	  Michigan	  Department	  
of	  Transportation	  and	  with	  funding	  from	  numerous	  automakers	  and	  suppliers,	  who	  will	  have	  access	  to	  the	  area	  to	  test	  their	  
technology	  in	  different	  situations.	  
	  
Mcity	  is	  meant	  to	  include	  just	  about	  every	  possible	  traffic	  situation	  that	  could	  cause	  trouble	  for	  an	  automated	  car’s	  sensors	  
and	  algorithms.	  Automated	  driving	  technology	  is	  improving,	  but	  computers	  still	  struggle	  with	  certain	  situations	  where	  
visibility	  is	  degraded,	  where	  scenes	  are	  extremely	  complicated,	  or	  where	  there	  is	  a	  lot	  of	  other	  traffic	  that	  must	  be	  
negotiated.	  The	  facility	  could	  also	  provide	  a	  good	  place	  for	  regulators	  to	  certify	  that	  different	  automated	  driving	  
technologies	  meet	  the	  required	  standards	  (assuming	  such	  standards	  are	  established).	  
Across	  32	  acres	  of	  urban	  and	  suburban	  sprawl,	  Mcity	  includes	  traffic	  circles,	  tunnels,	  construction	  sites,	  highway	  on-‐	  and	  
off-‐ramps,	  even	  faded	  lane	  markings	  and	  traffic	  signs	  defaced	  with	  graffiti.	  The	  snow	  that	  visits	  Michigan	  in	  winter	  should	  
provide	  another	  important	  challenge	  (see	  “A	  Town	  Built	  for	  Driverless	  Cars”).	  
	  
This	  week,	  companies	  with	  a	  stake	  in	  Mcity	  were	  there	  to	  showcase	  their	  technologies	  and	  give	  visitors	  a	  ride	  around	  the	  
facility.	  For	  example,	  the	  mapping	  company	  Here,	  a	  division	  of	  Nokia,	  showed	  one	  of	  the	  cars	  it	  uses	  to	  scan	  streets	  with	  
high-‐resolution	  cameras	  and	  laser	  ranging	  instruments.	  This	  data	  is	  valuable	  to	  automotive	  companies	  because	  it	  can	  help	  
vehicles	  navigate	  along	  streets	  (recent	  reports,	  in	  fact,	  suggest	  Here	  may	  soon	  be	  acquired	  by	  a	  consortium	  of	  German	  
carmakers).	  Here	  has	  scanned	  Mcity	  and	  made	  the	  data	  available	  to	  other	  companies.	  



	  
The	  main	  street	  in	  Mcity	  consists	  of	  stores	  and	  restaurants	  painted	  along	  a	  wall.	  

	  
Several	  automotive	  technology	  companies	  were	  at	  the	  launch.	  Denso,	  a	  Japanese	  component	  supplier,	  showed	  off	  
hardware	  that	  allows	  cars	  to	  communicate	  with	  one	  another	  to	  help	  prevent	  accidents	  and	  congestion	  (see	  “10	  
Breakthrough	  Technologies:	  Car-‐to-‐Car	  Communications”).	  
	  
The	  German	  supplier	  Bosch	  demonstrated	  a	  system	  that	  allows	  cars	  to	  drive	  for	  themselves	  on	  straight	  stretches	  of	  road.	  
And	  Xerox	  and	  Honda	  showed	  a	  system	  that	  allows	  cars	  to	  detect	  and	  communicate	  with	  pedestrians	  or	  cyclists,	  via	  a	  
suitably	  modified	  smartphone,	  to	  help	  prevent	  accidents.	  
	  
Lorraine	  Novak,	  an	  application	  developer	  at	  Denso	  who	  also	  works	  on	  automated	  driving	  systems,	  said	  she	  was	  very	  keen	  to	  
use	  Mcity	  to	  try	  different	  approaches	  to	  particular	  problems.	  She	  noted	  that	  traffic	  circles	  remain	  a	  big	  problem	  for	  
automated	  cars.	  In	  busy	  traffic,	  self-‐driving	  cars,	  which	  are	  usually	  configured	  to	  be	  quite	  cautious,	  can	  end	  up	  going	  around	  
a	  traffic	  circle	  many	  times	  before	  escaping,	  or	  they	  may	  simply	  come	  to	  a	  standstill,	  she	  says.	  
	  
As	  automated	  driving	  becomes	  more	  common,	  bigger	  testing	  facilities	  may	  be	  required.	  Public	  officials	  and	  politicians	  in	  
Michigan	  have	  also	  suggested	  that	  an	  even	  larger	  facility	  for	  testing	  self-‐driving	  vehicles	  could	  be	  developed	  about	  20	  
minutes	  from	  Ann	  Arbor.	  


