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Will you be able to simply tell your next car 
“home Siri” then sit back and enjoy the ride? 
Are those long lines at the pump about to 
become a thing of the past? Are automobile 

accidents soon to go the way of the dodo? The answer is no, 
at least not anytime soon (sorry for getting your hopes up), 
but it is very likely that within the next generation America’s 
car industry and 
culture will see its 
biggest revolution 
since Henry Ford’s 
assembly line.  The 
car of the future 
will be green, 
autonomous, and 
safe.  It may also 
provide opportunities 
for creative 
and innovative 
manufacturing 
companies many 
of which call the 
Hudson Valley home.

Autonomous
At a press conference 

on January 7, Carlos 
Ghosn, chairman and 
chief Executive of 
the Renault-Nissan 
Alliance—a strategic partnership between the two car manufacturers—
announced that Nissan would introduce 10 new autonomous vehicles 
in the next four years. Not two weeks later, Tesla chief executive Elon 
Musk told reporters that the “Autopilot” feature introduced in the 
Tesla Model S last fall was “probably” a better driver than a person, 
and even went so far as to claim that within a couple years it would 
be technologically feasible for a driver to summon a Tesla car from the 
opposite side of the country.

Sales hyperbole aside however, there is a growing gap between what 
Ghosn and Musk are describing, and what the average consumer 

envisions when they hear executives and scientists talk about driverless 
cars. The cars these executives were describing are just standard 
automobiles with advanced capabilities that can help, or even take 
over for, a driver in difficult situations, such as managing speed (as 
opposed to cruise control which can only be manually adjusted), 
changing lanes, and parallel parking. While the technology they use is 
impressive, the self-driving aspect is more of a new safety feature than 

a sci-fi innovation. Fully 
autonomous cars that 
do all the work are still 
at least a decade away, 
experts say. Google has 
been conducting tests on 
such a car, but it still has 
a long way to go until it 
is road ready. 

In November, 
California police pulled 
over a Google car for 
driving too slow and 
impeding the flow of 
traffic. That was just one 
incident in a series that 
underscores the difficulty 
in programming an 
autopilot to drive like 
a human. In another 
incident in August a 
Google car approaching 

a crosswalk was rear-ended when it slowed to allow a pedestrian to cross 
the street—in keeping with state law, but to the surprise of the human-
driven sedan behind it. Google cars are programmed to follow the letter 
of the law, but human drivers aren’t. In a 2009 episode a self-driving 
car pulled up to a four-way stop, came to a complete stop, and waited 
for the other vehicles to do the same before driving on. Only none of 
the other vehicles did, instead the human drivers kept inching forward 
looking for an advantage. As a result Google’s car was left paralyzed at 
the intersection, its safety conscious programming rendering it more 
disruptive to traffic. Tesla has the opposite problem, its autopilot has 

Automotive firms worldwide will roll out more than 80 million vehicles in 2016, and they are at the 
forefront of technology innovation. HV Mfg takes a look at trends in the automotive manufacturing 
industry and what these changes might mean for consumers and suppliers.
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only a single camera to follow the roadway and when used on city streets or 
country lanes it can take turns to fast or fail to follow curves smoothly.

Safety
Even as they try to work out the kinks in the self-driving cars, the 

automobile industry is already introducing a whole array of other new 
safety features that will change the way we drive. Brake assistance is 
one of the biggest, and potentially most significant. These “Forward 
Collision Prevention Systems” use a combination of cameras, lasers, and 
radar to either cue the driver to approaching obstacles, or to step in and 
slam on the brakes. Some crash alert systems can also charge brakes to 
make a hard stop. While most Americans still don’t have them, early 
evidence suggests these new “smartbrakes” will eventually be mandated 
for every car. A review by the Insurance Institute for Highway safety 
found that vehicles with front or rear hazard alerts reduced their 
accident risk by 7 percent. Automatic braking systems double the 
advantage: They're in 14 percent fewer crashes.

Other common sense safety innovations you can expect to see 
more of? For starters, there are blind spot alerts. What driver hasn’t 
wished for something like this when backing out of a crowded parking 
lot or changing lanes on a busy highway? With this feature a car is 
equipped with a backup camera on the blind spot and a program to 
process the images. When an object enters the blind spot the sensors 
can trigger flashing lights at side mirrors or sound alerts. Another 
helpful improvement rolling out is adaptive headlights. These are 
headlamps or lenses that pivot with the steering wheel. Sensors connect 
with the headlamps to allow for safer night driving, the high-beams 
automatically turn on when it gets dark, and when the sensors detect 
another vehicle ahead it turns them off. Not only does this mean you 
don’t have to worry about forgetting to turn your high-beams off when 
a car passes you, it also has been shown to reduce accidents. Systems 
already installed by Mazda, Mercedes, and Volvo have reduced liability 
claims from damage to other cars by as much as 10 percent. To top 
it all off, these systems use LED lamps that use less energy than 
traditional headlights. 

Alternative Fuels
Energy efficient headlights are only the tip of the iceberg in the 

quest to make automobiles greener. Although it is less exciting than 
self-driving cars, the goal is no less important for the automobile’s (and 
the planet’s) future. The race to develop an alternative means of energy 
took on a greater urgency in 2015 as countries agreed to a landmark 
deal to reduce global carbon emissions. In the U.S. the EPA has already 
mandated that cars become more fuel efficient and reduce their carbon 
emissions. Although the recent Volkswagen scandal is a reminder of how 
difficult it will be to reach those goals. Yet the biggest hurdle in reducing 
emissions is coming from a more mundane source—the gas pump. 

The recent plunge in oil prices has dis-incentivized consumers from 
buying more energy efficient vehicles. While saving the environment 
can be a nice hook, the cold truth is most Americans driving electric 
cars and hybrids were driven by government incentives and the 
economic benefits and of weaning themselves off high-priced gasoline. 
Now with gas prices down many drivers are taking a second look 
at those roomy trucks and SUVs. While modern engines in these 
vehicles make them more efficient, they are still gas guzzlers. Not that 
battery powered cars were without their own issues. They tend to be 
more expensive, and can lack the range of a gasoline powered car, and 
they’re not always as green as they look—an electric car that’s charged 
with power from a coal-burning plant, for example. Still, it’s clear 
that greener cars are the industry’s future, now it’s up to American 
manufacturers to make them work.

While the quest to build a better battery continues on (some ideas 
include MIT’s Carbon Nanotube Electrode Lithium, and IBM’s 
Carbon Air Lithium) some car manufacturers are betting that other 
technological innovations will be able to offer consumers the mixture 
of convenience and environmental cleanliness that battery powered 
cars have struggled to deliver. As of January three of the biggest names 
in the industry, Honda, Lexus, and Toyota, have all placed their bets 
on an unexpected fuel source—Hydrogen. Yes, that is the same gas 
that was used in the Hindenburg. Possible PR issues aside, Hydrogen 
powered cars do have several advantages over electric ones. Their range 
is already better than most battery cars, and they’re on average cheaper. 
The technology has its doubters though, Elon Musk went so far as 
to call them “incredibly dumb.” The biggest roadblock right now is 
that, unlike electricity, it’s extremely difficult for the average consumer 
to get a hold of Hydrogen. But then, gas stations don’t predate the 
petroleum engine either.

All of these improvements and changes in automobiles will 
mean new opportunities for high tech manufacturing firms and 
their suppliers. All the new sensors, controllers, circuit boards, 
microprocessors and the like that will find their way into the tens of 
millions of automobiles sold in the U.S. each year and will be designed 
and produced by thousands of smaller manufacturers, many of which 
may have never sold to the auto industry before. Many firms with the 
innovative and technical capability to make these products are located 
right here in the Hudson Valley. While George Jetson’s flying car is still 
a long ways away, the future of the car is shaping up to turn science 
fiction into science fact, and manufacturers would be smart to get in on 
the ground floor. The automobile of tomorrow will be clean, safe, and 
drive itself.
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