
Wireless Communications in 
Autonomous Driving

Event Recap

The fourth session of our autonomous vehicles discussion series took 
place on March 23, 2017 in San Francisco. “Wireless Communications 
In Autonomous Driving: What It Is, Who Regulates It and Why We Care” 
examined critical spectrum resources needed for the uninterrupted 
operation of autonomous vehicles. Robert Kelly, chair of our 
Communications Practice, moderated a panel that included Ferdinand 
Milanes, Chief Office of Radio Communications at the California 
Department of Transportation (Caltrans); Dean Brenner, Senior Vice 
President for Government Affairs for Qualcomm; and Dorothy Glancy, 
a professor of law at Santa Clara University School of Law focusing on 
new technology and regulation.

The session highlighted the essential need for operators in this space 
to understand the role of spectrum in connected car functionality. 
Intelligent transportations systems, including connected and 
autonomous vehicles, operate using radio frequency (RF) spectrum. 
Many of us might view an occasional dropped cellphone call or lost Wi-
Fi connection as being inconvenient. As we move closer to realizing the 
benefits of connected cars and both semi and fully autonomous vehicles 
(AVs) operating on our roads and highways, radio frequency interference 
becomes a much more serious safety issue. 

In order to function properly, AVs must be able to communicate, without 
harm of interference, with other vehicles infrastructure, pedestrians 
and technological devices (collectively referred to as V2X). The 
research, development and deployment of AVs and connected cars 
depends on access to appropriate spectrum allocations. Instances 
of lost connections or interference to RF spectrum in the automotive 
context could result in serious safety concerns, which in turn will 
impact the public’s perception of such technology and their subsequent 
proliferation. Given the stakes involved, how do we arrive at the level 
of reliability required for full market adoption, and what role does the 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) play?  

Congress has delegated responsibility for regulating non-government 
operated spectrum, and of licensing the spectrum for wireless 
communication needs (including cellular service, GPS, Wi-Fi, and 
satellite radio), to the FCC. The federal government’s own use of 
spectrum is managed by the National Telecommunications Information 
Administration (NTIA) within the Department of Commerce. A license 
specifies, among other things, a range of spectrum/frequencies 
and technical parameter. Users of the spectrum may be required to 
coordinate their use so as to avoid the likelihood of interference. 

One of the main issues raised during this event was the best ways 
to allocate spectrum. Past experiences of 3G and 4G roll-out have 
taught us that “eventual use” cases are very hard to predict. Future 
uses of wireless communications, such as 5G systems, are similarly 
unpredictable. 

As wireless technology evolves, however, one thing is certain: spectrum 
needs are likely to increase. Our panelists discussed how one challenge 
for the FCC in licensing spectrum is how to facilitate innovation by 
coming up with new ways to apportion spectrum in a way that would 
enable safe, reliable communications without hindering or limiting 
future technology. 

One of the main issues that regulators are grappling over in this regard 
concerns the division of public versus private needs for spectrum. 
Should spectrum be dedicated now for public use (to alleviate traffic, 
reduce accidents and generally make more efficient use of roadways) 
and how much should be dedicated for this use? This question brought 
about a discussion of the FCC’s 1999 licensing regime covering 
dedicated short range communications (DSRC). How DSRC spectrum is 
allocated between safety (e.g., collision avoidance, traffic lights, etc.) 
uses and “non-safety” uses (e.g., in-car media) will need to be carefully 
examined. 

Finally, the panel considered how better regulation could come about 
in this area. The Department of Transportation and FCC operate very 
differently because when these government bodies were first created, 
their purposes were distinctly different. How will these government 
bodies need to change in order to enable widespread AV and connected 
car use? Is it inevitable that Department of Transportation regulations 
will become contingent upon FCC spectrum allocation for safety and 
non-safety uses and visa-versa? What will that coordination look like?

Our next session will focus on the related and highly relevant issue of 
infrastructure. It will take place on May 18, 2017 in our San Francisco office.

*Thank you to to James Reed and Anthony Dursi for their contributions 
to this piece.
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