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AMA Member On Waymo Team

 

Avery Wong

With the proliferation of advanced technologies in passenger vehicles and light trucks, the AMA is seeking assurances that the federal

automated policy includes the detection of motorcycles as part of its plan.

Through written correspondence, the AMA has reached out to automakers and tech companies to urge them to be sure motorcycles are

accounted for in the development of their products.

Reducing crashes involving motorcycles and decreasing the number of motorcycle operators and passengers injured or killed each year is a top

AMA priority.

The AMA also called on the National Highway Tra�c Safety Administration to test algorithms and software in vehicles to ensure the new

technology adequately identi�es and properly responds to motorcycles in all tra�c situations.

The AMA was pleased to learn that AMA member Christian Lauterbach is part of the Waymo team that is developing the technology to reduce

the effects of human error on the nation’s roadways.

Waymo is the company that formerly was Google’s self-driving car project.

The project has logged nearly 3 million miles on public roads, evaluating the performance of the software, sensors and mechanical systems

that are designed to avoid crashes while providing an e�cient and enjoyable experience for travelers.

As a motorcyclist, Lauterbach—who rides a BMW K1600 GT—brings a unique perspective to the process. He agreed to answer a few questions

about this new technology and his role in creating it.
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American Motorcyclist: What has been the Waymo experience when autonomous cars interact with motorcycles on public roads? Have there

been any crashes or near crashes?

Christian Lauterbach: We’re proud of our driving record. Since the start of our project in 2009, we’ve driven nearly 3 million miles autonomously

and shared the road with countless other cars, motorcycles and pedestrians.

Since we’re based in California, you can imagine that we’ve seen all kinds of motorcycle behavior, including, of course, lane splitting.

From the beginning, we got to work teaching our cars how to interact safely with motorcyclists.

While we’ve been involved in some minor fender-benders, the vast majority have been the result of inattentive drivers rear-ending our vehicle. In

fact, throughout our history, in all but one case the other vehicle was responsible for the accident.

None of these instances involved a motorcycle or cyclist.

 

AM: How important is motorcycle recognition to your project?

CL: Our highest priority at Waymo is safety. First and foremost, we want to reduce the tens of thousands of tra�c deaths caused by human

error each year.

Unfortunately, as motorcyclists know too well, many of these road fatalities are riders. Any plan to make a difference and reduce tra�c deaths

or injuries has to make recognizing and safely sharing the roads with motorcycles a priority.

 

AM: How can software distinguish between a slow-moving motorcycle and a bicycle? Does it need to?

CL: Our self driving cars are powered by a combination of lasers, radar and cameras, which gives us a full 360-degree view of the world,

eliminating blind spots.

This means our cars are able to pay attention to what is happening in front of the vehicle, as well as to motorcyclists and cyclists coming up

from behind.

Our radars help us measure the speed of moving objects. Cameras are more effective at detecting color, allowing our cars to recognize tra�c

lights, stop signs and emergency vehicles. And our custom-made LiDARs (short for Light Imaging, Detection, And Ranging) help us “see” the

world in 3D.

Combined, our car can simultaneously track hundreds of objects and recognize vehicles, pedestrians, motorcyclists and other objects.

We’ve trained our software to recognize motorcyclists as distinct road users, because we want to be able to take into account the different

ways a motorbike could move on the road.

For example, motorcycles are capable of quicker acceleration and speeds on the roads than cyclists, but they will also have different behaviors:

they don’t use bike lanes, but they split lanes more often, so we’ve built that expectation into our software.

Through a process called machine learning, we take millions of miles of real-world driving to teach our software how to recognize

motorcyclists, even if we’ve never come across a particular model of motorcycle before. This is just like a human driver–you may have never

seen a Harley-Davidson Roadster or Ducati 899 Panigale before, but you still know it is a motorcycle, because it looks like other bikes you’ve

come across.

Over the last eight years, we’ve come across thousands upon thousands of motorcycles.
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Our software learns from these examples to build a broader recognition of motorcycles in general, accounting for differences in size, speed,

design and countless other factors.

 

AM: How does being a motorcyclist affect your approach to software design for autonomous cars?

CL: It has really shaped my thinking around how important it is to constantly pay attention, scan ahead and predict other people’s driving in

order to anticipate and react quickly to potentially dangerous behavior.

But, to turn the question around, I feel that working on software for autonomous cars has also in�uenced my own riding.

Our �eet of cars sees so many instances of reckless driving on the road on a daily basis that it also makes me evaluate whether I myself would

have been safe in some of these instances.

 

AM: Is Waymo engaged in partnerships with other car or motorcycle manufacturers?

CL: Waymo is focused on bringing to market a self-driving technology platform which can be used in lots of different applications, from ride-

sharing to personal and public transportation or logistics.

We’re talking to a lot of people right now, because they recognize that self-driving cars can make our roads safer and transportation more

e�cient.

Our work with Fiat Chrysler America on our minivans is our �rst collaboration, and we’re looking forward to working with more.

 

AM: How does Waymo technology make the roads safer for motorcyclists?

CL: When it comes to riding in tra�c, some of the most dangerous behavior comes from drivers not paying attention or not noticing

motorcyclists on the road.

We can argue whether loud pipes save lives, but we probably agree that they shouldn’t have to in the �rst place.

Our goal is to create a fully self-driving car that’s safer than a human driver.

In fact, our radars all around the car can spot you, whether you’re going with a Hi-Viz Roadcrafter or all-black leather.

Our lasers can see just as well in the middle of the night as they do at noon, and both radars and lasers constantly detect the world around us.

Our cars are always alert and attentive and at the ready to respond to other drivers, motorcyclists and pedestrians on the road.

 

AM: As a rider, are you con�dent in an autonomous car’s ability to recognize and react to motorcyclists in moving tra�c situations?

CL: I understand all the work we’ve put into teaching our car to understand the world around us, and I trust our car’s ability to safely share the

road with motorcycles.

In fact, I ride and lane split past our self-driving cars on a daily basis.

Not only are we very careful around motorcycles, we’re also considerate.
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When it’s safe to do so, our cars will actually move slightly to the side to give a passing motorcycle more room to maneuver.

And our software understands that motorcycles are quicker to brake and accelerate, so our vehicle acts accordingly, driving more

conservatively and giving more room to nearby riders.

 

Off-Highway Activists
Fighting For Single-Track In New Jersey Forests

 

Gooch Photography

For more than seven years, New Jersey off-highway motorcyclists have been battling the state government to reverse the closing of single-

track trails they had been using since 1930 in the state’s forests.

The 2009 closings followed a policy decision by the Parks and Forestry Division of the state Department of Environmental Protection that

single-track trails were never legal.

That determination, advocated by Wharton State Forest Superintendent Rob Auermuller, �ew in the face of the forest superintendents who had

been approving enduro events for all those years.

“That means that all those superintendents did not know what they were approving or mistakenly approved single track trail,” said AMA Charter

Life Member Michael Bradway, who has been among the leaders in the �ght. “They said their de�nition of ‘trail’ was always ‘Jeep’ trail, and

anything motorized was always jeep or four-wheeled vehicle in size and width.

“The probability of all that being a mistake would have been comical, if they were not actually serious,” he explained. “The battle of the

de�nitions of words like ‘trail,’ the established history of our usage, the previous years of approvals, did not matter to them.”

Then came what Bradway called “the big trick.”


