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(57) When a vehicle that can travel autonomously is
dropped off, a vehicle control apparatus causes the ve-
hicle to move to a standby place by traveling autono-
mously. Specifically, when the vehicle is dropped off, the
vehicle control apparatus determines a moving destina-

tion among standby places, based on the current location
of the vehicle, and the locations of the standby places,
and vehicle-demand prediction information, and instructs
the vehicle to move to the determined moving destina-
tion.
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Description

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

[0001] The present disclosure relates to a vehicle con-
trol apparatus and a vehicle control method for causing,
when a vehicle that is capable of traveling autonomously
is dropped off, the vehicle to move a standby place in an
unmanned manner.

2. Description of the Related Art

[0002] International Publication No. 2015/166811
(hereinafter referred to as "Patent Document 1") disclos-
es a system using a self-driving vehicle (such as an elec-
tric car) that can travel autonomously. The self-driving
vehicle disclosed in Patent Document 1 receives settings
for an operation after a user gets out of the self-driving
vehicle. Patent Document 1 also discloses that when the
operation after the user gets out of the self-driving vehicle
is set to "return", the self-driving vehicle returns to a pre-
determined return place, such as a parking lot of a near-
est car rental company, after the self-driving vehicle is
dropped off.

SUMMARY

[0003] In such a system, it is desired that a dropped
off vehicle be allocated to an appropriate location.
[0004] One non-limiting and exemplary embodiment
provides a vehicle control apparatus or a vehicle control
method that can allocate a dropped off vehicle to an ap-
propriate location.
[0005] In one general aspect, the techniques disclosed
here feature an apparatus including: a processor and a
memory storing thereon a computer program, which
when executed by the processor, causes the processor
to perform operations including: determining, when a ve-
hicle that is capable of traveling autonomously is dropped
off, a moving destination among a plurality of standby
places, based on a current location of the vehicle which
is indicated by a global positioning system provided in
the vehicle, locations of the standby places, and vehicle-
demand prediction information; and instructing the vehi-
cle to move to the determined moving destination.
[0006] The present disclosure can provide a vehicle
control apparatus or a vehicle control method that can
allocate a dropped off vehicle to an appropriate location.
[0007] It should be noted that general or specific em-
bodiments may be implemented as a system, a method,
an integrated circuit, a computer program, a storage me-
dium, or any selective combination thereof.
[0008] Additional benefits and advantages of the dis-
closed embodiments will become apparent from the
specification and drawings. The benefits and/or advan-
tages may be individually obtained by the various em-

bodiments and features of the specification and draw-
ings, which need not all be provided in order to obtain
one or more of such benefits and/or advantages.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0009]

Fig. 1 is a diagram illustrating the configuration of a
vehicle control system according to a first embodi-
ment;
Fig. 2 is a view illustrating one example of a vehicle
according to the first embodiment and a standby
place;
Fig. 3 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration
of a vehicle control apparatus according to the first
embodiment;
Fig. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating the operations of
the vehicle control system according to the first em-
bodiment;
Fig. 5 is a flowchart illustrating processing performed
by the vehicle control apparatus according to the first
embodiment;
Fig. 6 is a flowchart illustrating moving-destination
determination processing according to the first em-
bodiment;
Fig. 7 is a table illustrating one example of standby-
place information according to the first embodiment;
Fig. 8 illustrates one example of standby-place in-
formation according to the first embodiment;
Fig. 9 is a map for describing movable-range deter-
mination processing according to the first embodi-
ment;
Fig. 10 is a map for describing the movable-range
determination processing according to the first em-
bodiment;
Fig. 11 is a diagram illustrating one example of mov-
able ranges according to the first embodiment;
Fig. 12 is a map illustrating one example of demand
prediction information according to the first embod-
iment;
Fig. 13 is a map illustrating one example of the de-
mand prediction information according to the first
embodiment;
Fig. 14 is a diagram for describing moving-destina-
tion determination processing according to the first
embodiment;
Fig. 15 is a table illustrating one example of vehicle
information according to the first embodiment;
Fig. 16 is a flowchart illustrating the moving-destina-
tion determination processing according to the first
embodiment;
Fig. 17 is a block diagram illustrating the configura-
tion of a vehicle control apparatus according to a
modification of the first embodiment;
Fig. 18 illustrates the configuration of a bicycle shar-
ing system according to a second embodiment;
Fig. 19 is a block diagram illustrating the configura-
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tion of a control apparatus according to the second
embodiment;
Fig. 20 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation of
the bicycle sharing system according to the second
embodiment;
Fig. 21 is a flowchart illustrating processing per-
formed by the control apparatus according to the
second embodiment;
Fig. 22 is a table illustrating one example of standby-
place information according to the second embodi-
ment;
Fig. 23 is a table illustrating one example of vehicle
information according to the second embodiment;
Fig. 24 illustrates an example of a display screen
according to the second embodiment; and
Fig. 25 illustrates an example of the display screen
according to the second embodi ment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0010] A vehicle control apparatus according to one
aspect of the present disclosure is directed to a vehicle
control apparatus that causes, when a vehicle that is ca-
pable of traveling autonomously is dropped off, the ve-
hicle to move to a standby place by traveling autono-
mously. The apparatus includes: a moving-destination
determiner that determines, when the vehicle is dropped
off, a moving destination among a plurality of standby
places, based on a current location of the vehicle, loca-
tions of the standby places, and vehicle-demand predic-
tion information; and a moving instructor that instructs
the vehicle to move to the determined moving destina-
tion.
[0011] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can allocate a dropped off vehicle to an
appropriate location by using the vehicle-demand pre-
diction information. Also, since the appropriate location
can be determined in such a manner, re-moving the ve-
hicle or the like can be suppressed or reduced, and thus
the amount of fuel consumed by the vehicle can be re-
duced. In addition, since re-performing a computational
operation, re-issuing an instruction, and so on can be
suppressed, it is possible to reduce throughput of the
vehicle control apparatus.
[0012] For example, the moving-destination determin-
er may determine, among the standby places, moving-
destination candidates included in a predetermined
range from the current location and may determine the
moving destination among the moving-destination can-
didates, based on the demand prediction information.
[0013] For example, the vehicle may be an electrically
powered vehicle; battery chargers for the vehicle is pro-
vided at the standby places; and when the vehicle is
dropped off, the moving-destination determiner may de-
termine the moving destination, based on the current lo-
cation, the locations of the standby places, the demand
prediction information, and a current battery charge of
the vehicle.

[0014] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can allocate a dropped off vehicle to an
appropriate location, based on the battery charge of the
vehicle.
[0015] For example, the moving-destination determin-
er may determine, among the standby places, the mov-
ing-destination candidates included in a range that the
vehicle is capable of traveling from the current location
by using the current battery charge and may determine
the moving destination among the moving-destination
candidates, based on the demand prediction information.
[0016] For example, when the vehicle is dropped off,
the moving-destination determiner may determine, the
moving destination, based on the current location, the
locations of the standby places, the demand prediction
information, and information about a plurality of vehicles.
[0017] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can allocate a dropped off vehicle to an
appropriate location by using the information about a plu-
rality of vehicles.
[0018] For example, the vehicle control apparatus may
further include a demand predictor that determines the
demand prediction information, based on population in-
formation.
[0019] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can generate appropriate demand predic-
tion information.
[0020] For example, the vehicle control apparatus may
further include a demand predictor that determines dy-
namic demand prediction information, based on dynamic
power consumption data.
[0021] According to this configuration, this vehicle con-
trol apparatus can generate dynamic demand prediction
information based on power consumption data.
[0022] For example, the vehicle control apparatus may
further include a demand predictor that that determines
the dynamic demand prediction information, based on
dynamic sales data of stores.
[0023] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can generate dynamic demand prediction
information based on sales data.
[0024] For example, the vehicle control apparatus may
further include a demand predictor that determines the
dynamic demand prediction information, based on
weather forecast information.
[0025] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can generate dynamic demand prediction
information based on weather forecast information.
[0026] For example, the vehicle control apparatus may
further include a drop-off determiner that determines
whether or not the vehicle is dropped off, based on a
state of the vehicle.
[0027] For example, the state of the vehicle may in-
clude at least one of a speed of the vehicle, a change in
weight applied to the vehicle, opening and closing of a
door, and locking of a door.
[0028] According to this configuration, the vehicle con-
trol apparatus can appropriately determine drop-off of a
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vehicle.
[0029] A vehicle control method according to one as-
pect of the present disclosure is directed to a vehicle
control method that causes, when a vehicle that is capa-
ble of traveling autonomously is dropped off, the vehicle
to move to a standby place by traveling autonomously.
The method includes: determining, when a vehicle that
is capable of traveling autonomously is dropped off, a
moving destination among a plurality of standby places,
based on a current location of the vehicle which is indi-
cated by a global positioning system provided in the ve-
hicle, locations of the standby places, and vehicle-de-
mand prediction information; and instructing the vehicle
to move to the determined moving destination.
[0030] According to the vehicle control method, it is
possible to allocate a dropped off vehicle to an appropri-
ate location by using the vehicle-demand prediction in-
formation.
[0031] The configuration for allocating a vehicle to an
appropriate location by using the vehicle-demand pre-
diction information can also be applied to a bicycle shar-
ing system.
[0032] The bicycle sharing system includes: an incen-
tive determiner that determines an incentive to be given
to a user when the user moves a bicycle to a moving
destination that is one of standby places, based on the
number of bicycles on standby at each of the standby
places and bicycle-demand prediction information, and
an informer that informs the user of the moving destina-
tion and the incentive.
[0033] According to this configuration, by using the ve-
hicle (i.e., bicycle) demand prediction information, the
bicycle sharing system can guide users so that vehicles
are allocated to appropriate locations. Since the appro-
priate locations can be determined in such a manner, it
is possible to suppress re-performing a computational
operation, re-issuing an instruction, and so on, thus mak-
ing it possible to reduce throughput of a control appara-
tus.
[0034] The incentive determiner may increase the in-
centive, as the distance from the current location of the
bicycle to the moving destination increases.
[0035] According to this configuration, the bicycle shar-
ing system can determine an appropriate incentive.
[0036] The incentive determiner may increase the in-
centive, as the number of bicycles that are present at the
moving destination gets smaller relative to demand pre-
diction for the moving destination, the demand prediction
being indicated by the demand prediction information.
[0037] According to this configuration, the bicycle shar-
ing system can guide users so that the vehicles are al-
located to more appropriate locations.
[0038] A bicycle sharing system may include: deter-
mining an incentive to be given to a user when the user
moves a bicycle to a moving destination that is one of
standby places, based on the number of bicycles on
standby at each of the standby places and bicycle-de-
mand prediction information, and informing the user of

the moving destination and the incentive.
[0039] According to the bicycle sharing method, by us-
ing the vehicle (i.e., bicycle) demand prediction informa-
tion, it is possible to guide users so that the vehicles are
allocated to appropriate locations.
[0040] It should be noted that general or specific em-
bodiments may be implemented as a system, a method,
an integrated circuit, a computer program, a computer-
readable storage medium such as compact disc read-
only memory (CD-ROM), or any selective combination
thereof.
[0041] Embodiments will be described below in detail
with reference to the accompanying drawings. The em-
bodiments described below each represent a general or
specific example. Numerical values, shapes, materials,
constituent elements, the arrangement positions and
connections of constituent elements, steps, the order of
steps, and so on described in the embodiments below
are examples and are not intended to limit the present
disclosure. Of the constituent elements in the embodi-
ments described below, the constituent elements not set
forth in the independent claims that represent the broad-
est concept will be described as optional constituent el-
ements.

(First Embodiment)

[0042] First, a description will be given of the configu-
ration of a vehicle control system according to a first em-
bodiment. Fig. 1 is a diagram illustrating the configuration
of a vehicle control system 100 according to the first em-
bodiment. As illustrated in Fig. 1, the vehicle control sys-
tem 100 includes a plurality of vehicles 102 and a vehicle
control apparatus 101 that controls the vehicles 102.
[0043] Each of the vehicles 102 is, for example, an
electrically powered vehicle, such as an electric vehicle,
having an autonomous driving function and can travel
autonomously (e.g., in an unmanned manner).
[0044] For example, as illustrated in Fig. 2, each vehi-
cle 102 can be parked or charged in small space in a
town. Thus, users can use the vehicles 102 parked at
various standby places in the town. For example, each
user rides one of the vehicles 102 that are parked and
sets a destination. Thus, the vehicle 102 travels auton-
omously to the set destination while the user is in the
vehicle 102. The user may pre-set the destination via a
portable terminal or the like, before he or she gets in the
vehicle 102. When the user gets out of the vehicle 102
at the destination, the vehicle 102 travels autonomously
to one of the standby places, stands by, and performs
charging. A user getting out of the vehicle 102 at a des-
tination is herein referred to as "drop off’.
[0045] When a user is in the vehicle 102, the vehicle
102 may be driven by the user, rather than traveling au-
tonomously.
[0046] Also, instead of a user visiting one of the stand-
by places, the vehicle 102 may move to a pickup place
designated by the user by traveling autonomously, on
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the basis of the user’s instruction given or reservation
made via a portable terminal or the like. In this case, the
vehicle 102 may move, by traveling autonomously, the
vehicle 102 closest to a pickup place designated by the
user to the pickup place by. Also, the vehicle 102 that
moves to the pickup place may be determined based on
a destination set by the user, rather than moving the ve-
hicle 102 closest to the pickup place designated by the
user. For example, when the vehicle 102 that is being
sent toward a place in the vicinity of a destination set by
the user is moved to a pickup place by traveling auton-
omously, it is possible to realize efficient vehicle dispatch.
[0047] Each of the standby places is not limited to a
private parking space like that illustrated in Fig. 2 and
may be a parking space where a business operator runs
a parking-lot business, a public parking space, or the like.
In this case, battery chargers for the vehicles 102 are
provided at the standby places. For example, each ve-
hicle 102 is automatically charged by a method in which
a charging connector is physically connected thereto or
by a method using contactless charging. Work for the
charging may be partly or entirely performed by person-
nel who are present at each standby place.
[0048] The vehicle control apparatus 101 can commu-
nicate with the vehicles 102 through a communication
network or the like. When one of the vehicles 102 is
dropped off, the vehicle control apparatus 101 causes
the vehicle 102 to move to a standby place by traveling
autonomously (e.g., in an unmanned manner).
[0049] Next, a description will be given of the configu-
ration of the vehicle control apparatus 101. Fig. 3 is a
block diagram illustrating the configuration of the vehicle
control apparatus 101. As illustrated in Fig. 3, the vehicle
control apparatus 101 includes a vehicle information ob-
tainer 111, a drop-off determiner 112, a storage unit 113,
a moving-destination determiner 114, a moving instructor
115, a standby-place manager 116, a demand predictor
117, and a vehicle information manager 118.
[0050] The vehicle information obtainer 111 obtains
vehicle state information from each vehicle 102. The ve-
hicle state information indicates, for example, the state
and the location of each vehicle 102.
[0051] On the basis of the state of the vehicle 102 which
is indicated by the vehicle state information obtained from
the vehicle 102, the drop-off determiner 112 determines
whether or not the vehicle 102 is dropped off.
[0052] The storage unit 113 stores therein standby-
place information 121 indicating the locations of standby
places, demand prediction information 122 indicating ve-
hicle-demand prediction distribution, and vehicle infor-
mation 123 indicating the states and the distribution (lo-
cations) of the vehicles 102.
[0053] When one of the vehicles 102 is dropped off,
the moving-destination determiner 114 determines a
moving destination of the vehicle 102 among the standby
places indicated by the standby-place information 121.
More specifically, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines a moving destination among the plurality of

standby places on the basis of the current location of the
vehicle 102, the locations of the standby places indicated
by the standby-place information 121, the vehicle-de-
mand prediction distribution indicated by the demand
prediction information 122, and the distribution of the ve-
hicles indicated by the vehicle information 123.
[0054] The moving instructor 115 instructs the vehicle
102 to move to the determined moving destination.
[0055] The standby-place manager 116 manages the
standby places. For example, the standby-place manag-
er 116 periodically obtains, from the vehicles 102, infor-
mation indicating at which of the standby places the ve-
hicle 102 is on standby or periodically obtains, from each
standby place, information indicating whether or not the
standby place is vacant and manages whether or not
each standby place is vacant on the basis of the obtained
information.
[0056] The demand predictor 117 determines the ve-
hicle-demand prediction distribution and stores a deter-
mination result in the storage unit 113 as the demand
prediction information 122.
[0057] The vehicle information manager 118 updates
the vehicle information 123 on the basis of the vehicle
state information of the vehicles 102 which is obtained
from the vehicles 102.
[0058] Next, a description will be given of the operation
of the vehicle control apparatus 101. Fig. 4 is a flow di-
agram illustrating the operations of one vehicle 102 and
the vehicle control apparatus 101. Although the operation
that the vehicle control apparatus 101 performs on one
vehicle 102 will be given below for the sake of simplicity,
the operation described below is, in practice, performed
on each vehicle 102.
[0059] As illustrated in Fig. 4, the vehicle 102 periodi-
cally transmits vehicle state information to the vehicle
control apparatus 101 (S101 and S103). Upon receiving
the vehicle state information, the vehicle control appara-
tus 101 determines whether or not the vehicle 102 is
dropped off, by using the vehicle state information (S102
and S104).
[0060] Upon determining that the vehicle 102 is
dropped off (S104), the vehicle control apparatus 101
transmits, to the vehicle 102, an obtaining request for
obtaining location information of the vehicle 102 and bat-
tery charge information of the vehicle 102 (S105). Upon
receiving the obtaining request, the vehicle 102 transmits
the location information and the battery charge informa-
tion to the vehicle control apparatus 101 (S106).
[0061] Next, the vehicle control apparatus 101 deter-
mines a moving destination by using the received loca-
tion information and battery charge information (S107)
and transmits, to the vehicle 102, an instruction for mov-
ing the vehicle 102 to the determined moving destination
(S108). Upon receiving the moving instruction, the vehi-
cle 102 moves to the moving destination indicated by the
moving instruction (S109).
[0062] In this case, although an example in which the
location information and the battery charge information
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are obtained when it is determined that the vehicle 102
is dropped off is described, the location information and
the battery charge information may be included in the
vehicle state information and may be periodically trans-
mitted to the vehicle 102.
[0063] Fig. 5 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of
the vehicle control apparatus 101. First, the vehicle in-
formation obtainer 111 obtains the vehicle state informa-
tion from the vehicle 102 (S111).
[0064] Next, by using the obtained vehicle state infor-
mation, the drop-off determiner 112 determines whether
or not the vehicle 102 is dropped off (S112).
[0065] Specifically, for example, when the user gets
out of the vehicle 102, he or she presses a button pro-
vided therein. The vehicle state information includes in-
formation indicating that the button is pressed. When the
vehicle state information includes the information indi-
cating that the button is pressed, the drop-off determiner
112 determines that the vehicle 102 is dropped off. The
operation that the user performs when he or she gets out
of the vehicle 102 is not limited to pressing the button.
Such a user interface does not necessarily have to be
provided in the vehicle 102, and the operation may be
an input performed via a smartphone, portable terminal,
or the like in the possession of the user.
[0066] Alternatively, the drop-off determiner 112 may
determine whether or not the vehicle 102 is dropped off,
on the basis of the state of the vehicle 102 which is indi-
cated by the vehicle state information. For example, the
vehicle state information may indicate the speed of the
vehicle 102, and based on the speed, the drop-off deter-
miner 112 may determine whether or not the vehicle 102
is dropped off. More specifically, when the speed of the
vehicle 102 reaches zero (i.e., enters a stopped state),
and this state continues for a predetermined time or more,
the drop-off determiner 112 may determine that the ve-
hicle 102 is dropped off.
[0067] Alternatively, the drop-off determiner 112 may
detect whether or not the user gets out of the vehicle 102
on the basis of the vehicle state information. For example,
the drop-off determiner 112 may determine that the ve-
hicle 102 is dropped off, when a door of the vehicle 102
is opened and closed and is locked after the opening and
closing. Alternatively, the vehicle state information may
indicate a weight that is applied to tires, a suspension,
or a seat, and the drop-off determiner 112 may determine
that the vehicle 102 is dropped off, when the weight
changes (decreases) by a predetermined amount or
more. As described above, the drop-off determiner 112
may determine whether or not the vehicle 102 is dropped
off, on the basis of a change in the weight applied to the
vehicle 102, the opening and closing of a door, or the
lock of the door. The drop-off determiner 112 may use a
combination of two or more of the above-described de-
termination methods.
[0068] If it is determined that the vehicle 102 is not
dropped off (No in S112), the vehicle information obtainer
111 obtains the vehicle state information from the vehicle

102 again after a predetermined time elapses (S111),
and the drop-off determiner 112 determines whether or
not the vehicle 102 is dropped off, by using the obtained
vehicle state information (S112).
[0069] On the other hand, if it is determined that the
vehicle 102 is dropped off (Yes in S112), the moving-
destination determiner 114 obtains the location of the
dropped off vehicle 102, the battery charge of the vehicle
102, information about the standby places, and the de-
mand prediction distribution (S113). Specifically, the ve-
hicle information obtainer 111 obtains the location of the
dropped off vehicle 102 and information indicating the
battery charge of the vehicle 102 from the vehicle 102.
Also, the information about the standby places and the
demand prediction distribution are stored in the storage
unit 113 as the standby-place information 121 and the
demand prediction information 122.
[0070] Next, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines a moving destination by using obtained loca-
tion of the dropped off vehicle 102, the battery charge of
the vehicle 102, the information about the standby plac-
es, and the demand prediction distribution (S114). De-
tails of this process are described later.
[0071] Lastly, the moving instructor 115 instructs the
vehicle 102 to move to the determined moving destina-
tion (S115).
[0072] Next, a description will be given of details of the
moving-destination determination processing (S114)
performed by the moving-destination determiner 114.
First, a description will be given of moving-destination
determination processing using a demand prediction dis-
tribution and a battery charge. Fig. 6 is a flowchart of this
processing. Fig. 7 is a table illustrating one example of
the standby-place information 121.
[0073] As illustrated in Fig. 7, the standby-place infor-
mation 121 includes, for each standby place, a standby-
place ID that is information for identifying the standby
place, location information (location (x, y)) indicating the
location of the standby place, and usage-state informa-
tion indicating whether the standby place is in use or va-
cant (available). Although the location information is in-
dicated by two-dimensional coordinates, the location in-
formation may be indicated by three-dimensional coor-
dinates or may be an address or the like.
[0074] Also, the standby-place manager 116 sequen-
tially updates the usage-state information. More specifi-
cally, for example, the standby-place manager 116 peri-
odically obtains the location information from each of the
vehicles 102, and when the obtained location information
matches the location information of any of the standby
places, the standby-place manager 116 determines that
the standby place is in use. The standby-place manager
116 may obtain, from each vehicle 102, information in-
dicating that the vehicle 102 is on standby and the stand-
by-place ID of the standby place that is currently in use
and may update the usage-state information on the basis
of the obtained information and standby-place ID. Alter-
natively, the standby-place manager 116 may obtain in-
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formation indicating whether or not the standby place is
in use or vacant from an apparatus installed at the stand-
by place through a communication network or the like
and may update the usage-state information on the basis
of the obtained information.
[0075] Also, the standby-place information 121 may be
map information like that illustrated in Fig. 8.
[0076] As illustrated in Fig. 6, by using the current lo-
cation of the vehicle 102 when it is dropped off and the
current battery charge of the vehicle 102 when it is
dropped off, the moving-destination determiner 114 first
determines a movable range that the vehicle 102 can
travel on the current battery charge (S121).
[0077] For example, as illustrated in Fig. 9, the moving-
destination determiner 114 determines, as a movable
range, a concentric circle having its center at the current
location of the vehicle 102. The radius of the concentric
circle increases in proportion to the battery charge. The
relationship between the radius of the concentric circle
and the battery charge may be pre-set or may be deter-
mined based on past traveling history of the vehicle 102.
When the traveling history is used, the relationship be-
tween the radius of the concentric circle and the battery
charge, the relationship differing from one vehicle 102 to
another, may be set for each vehicle 102, based on the
traveling history of the vehicle 102.
[0078] Alternatively, as illustrated in Fig. 10, the mov-
able range may be determined considering a road situ-
ation or a congestion situation in addition to the battery
charge. The congestion situation may be a congestion
situation that is set for each day (each day of the week,
season, or month) or for each time segment and that
corresponds to the current date and time. Also, the infor-
mation indicating the current congestion state may be
obtained from another apparatus through a communica-
tion network or the like. The congestion situation may be
predicted from a past congestion situation. The conges-
tion situation may also be predicted from moment to mo-
ment when the vehicle 102 is moving.
[0079] For example, in the example illustrated in Fig.
10, since the degrees of congestion on roads in two upper
and right directions are high, the movable range is small,
and since the degrees of congestion on roads in two lower
and left directions are low, the movable range is large.
[0080] Next, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines a plurality of moving-destination candidates
included in the movable range. First, the moving-desti-
nation determiner 114 determines whether or not an
available standby place is included in the movable range
(S122). When an available standby place is not included
in the movable range (No in S122), the moving-destina-
tion determiner 114 transmits a standby instruction to the
vehicle 102 via the moving instructor 115 (S123). In re-
sponse to the standby instruction, the vehicle 102 stands
by at the current place. Also, the moving-destination de-
terminer 114 updates the standby-place information 121
after a predetermined time elapses (S124) and performs
the process in steps S122 again by using the updated

standby-place information 121. Thus, at a timing at which
a standby place close to the vehicle 102 becomes vacant,
an instruction for moving to the standby place is given.
[0081] On the other hand, if an available standby place
is included in the movable range (Yes in S122), the mov-
ing-destination determiner 114 determines whether or
not a plurality of available standby places is included in
the movable range (S125). If a plurality of available stand-
by places is not included in the movable range, that is,
only one available standby place is included in the mov-
able range (No in S125), the moving-destination deter-
miner 114 determines that the moving destination is the
standby place (S126).
[0082] On the other hand, if a plurality of available
standby places is included in the movable range (Yes in
S125), the moving-destination determiner 114 deter-
mines a moving destination among the moving-destina-
tion candidates that are the available standby places in-
cluded in the movable range, by using the demand pre-
diction distribution (S127).
[0083] Fig. 11 illustrates one example of moving-des-
tination candidates. Fig. 11 illustrates only available
standby places among the standby places. In this exam-
ple, three moving-destination candidates, that is, standby
places 1, 2, and 3, exist for vehicle A.
[0084] Fig. 12 is a map illustrating one example of the
demand prediction information 122. As illustrated in Fig.
12, the demand prediction information 122 indicates, for
example, spots where the appearance frequency of us-
ers of the vehicles 102 is high. The appearance frequency
of users of the vehicles 102 may be set in a stepwise
manner.
[0085] The demand prediction information 122 may al-
so be determined based on a population distribution like
that illustrated in Fig. 13. That is, the demand predictor
117 determines a demand prediction distribution on the
basis of a population distribution obtained externally.
Specifically, the demand predictor 117 determines that
the larger the population is, the higher the demand is.
[0086] The demand predictor 117 may also determine
the population distribution or the demand prediction dis-
tribution, considering a distribution of building (e.g., plan-
er information of buildings). For example, the demand
predictor 117 may determine the population distribution
or the demand prediction distribution, considering the dis-
tribution of the volumes or the floor areas of buildings.
Specifically, the demand predictor 117 may determine
that the larger the volume or the floor area of buildings
is, the larger the population or the demand is.
[0087] Also, the demand predictor 117 may determine
the population distribution or the demand prediction dis-
tribution, considering a resident map. That is, the demand
predictor 117 may determine that the larger the number
of residents is, the larger the population or the demand is.
[0088] The demand predictor 117 may also determine
a different demand prediction distribution at each time
point. For example, the demand predictor 117 may gen-
erate a demand prediction distribution for daytime by us-
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ing a daytime population map and may generate a de-
mand prediction distribution for nighttime by using a
nighttime population map.
[0089] The demand predictor 117 may also generate
a dynamic demand prediction distribution by using real-
time information. For example, the demand predictor 117
may generate a dynamic population distribution by using
real-time information and may generate a dynamic de-
mand prediction distribution by using the generated pop-
ulation distribution.
[0090] For example, the demand predictor 117 may
determine a dynamic demand prediction distribution on
the basis of dynamic (real-time) power consumption data.
For example, the demand predictor 117 generates a dy-
namic population distribution by analyzing electric-power
data of smart meters in a corresponding area. That is,
the demand predictor 117 determines that the population
is larger (the demand is higher) in an area where the
power consumption is larger.
[0091] Alternatively, the demand predictor 117 may
determine a dynamic demand prediction distribution on
the basis of dynamic sales data of stores. Specifically,
the demand predictor 117 generates the dynamic popu-
lation distribution by analyzing sales states of stores in
a corresponding area. That is, the demand predictor 117
determines that the population is larger (the demand is
higher) in an area where sales is higher. For example,
the demand predictor 117 generates the dynamic popu-
lation distribution by collecting point-of-sale (POS) data
of stores and analyzing it.
[0092] Alternatively, the demand predictor 117 may
generate the demand prediction distribution by using a
past usage history. Specifically, the demand predictor
117 identifies past usage-start locations on the basis of
global positioning system (GPS) data of each vehicle 102
and determines that the demand is higher in an area
where locations therein were used as the usage-start lo-
cations a larger number of times.
[0093] Alternatively, the demand predictor 117 may
obtain information about a tendency of getting in and out
of taxis and may determine that the demand is higher in
an area where the number of passengers who get in the
taxis is larger.
[0094] Alternatively, the demand predictor 117 may
determine the dynamic demand prediction distribution on
the basis of the current weather or weather forecast in-
formation. Specifically, the demand predictor 117 deter-
mines that the demand is high in a region where rain is
falling or a region where rain is expected to fall from now.
[0095] The demand predictor 117 may make the de-
termination by combining two or more of the above-de-
scribed schemes.
[0096] Fig. 14 is a diagram for describing an operation
when the demand prediction distribution is information
indicating spots where the appearance frequency of us-
ers of the vehicles 102 is high as in the case illustrated
in Fig. 12. In the example illustrated in Fig. 14, three
standby places 1 to 3 exist in one movable range. Also,

the distances from vehicle A to standby places 1 to 3 are
generally equal to each other. In this case, the moving-
destination determiner 114 determines that the moving
destination is standby place 1, which is close to spots 1
and 2 where the appearance frequency of users of the
vehicles 102 is high.
[0097] Although an example in which the standby plac-
es in the movable range determined according to the
battery charge are determined to be moving-destination
candidates, standby places included in a predetermined
range may be determined to be moving-destination can-
didates, and the moving destination may be determined
among the moving-destination candidates on the basis
of the demand prediction distribution.
[0098] For example, when the battery charge is greater
than a predetermined threshold, the battery charge does
not necessarily have to be used. Also, the battery charge
does not necessarily have to be used in a particular re-
gion where there are many standby places.
[0099] The moving-destination determiner 114 may
further determine the moving destination by using the
distribution of the vehicles 102. Fig. 15 is a table illustrat-
ing one example of the vehicle information 123. As illus-
trated in Fig. 15, the vehicle information 123 indicates,
for each vehicle 102, a vehicle ID for identifying the ve-
hicle 102, the current location (location (x, y)) of the ve-
hicle 102, the usage state of the vehicle 102, and the
moving destination of the vehicle 102.
[0100] The usage state in this case includes a state in
which the vehicle 102 is stopped (available) at a standby
place, a state in which the vehicle 102 is being used (in
use) by a user, a state in which the vehicle 102 is moving
(returning) to a standby place after drop-off, and a state
in which the vehicle 102 is standing by (on standby) at
the current place after drop-off. Also, when the vehicle
102 is in use, the destination thereof is set as a moving
destination, and when the vehicle 102 is returning, the
standby place in the vicinity of the moving destination is
set as a moving destination.
[0101] These pieces of information are periodically
transmitted from the vehicles 102 to the vehicle control
apparatus 101. Although the current location and the
moving destination are indicated by two-dimensional co-
ordinates, they may be indicated by three-dimensional
coordinates or may be addresses or the like. When the
current location or the moving destination matches any
of the standby place, the standby-place ID thereof may
be used.
[0102] Fig. 16 is a flowchart of moving-destination de-
termination processing performed by the moving-desti-
nation determiner 114 when the distribution of the vehi-
cles 102 is used. First, the moving-destination determiner
114 determines first evaluation values for the respective
moving-destination candidates on the basis of the de-
mand prediction distribution (S131). Specifically, the
moving-destination determiner 114 sets the first evalua-
tion value higher for a standby place located in an area
where the demand prediction is high or for a standby
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place that is close to an area where the demand predic-
tion is high. When the demand prediction indicates a de-
mand level, the moving-destination determiner 114 sets
the first evaluation value higher for a standby place lo-
cated in an area where the demand level is high or a
standby place that is close to an area where the demand
level is high.
[0103] Next, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines second evaluation values for the respective
moving-destination candidates on the basis of the dis-
tances from the current location to the standby places
(S132). Specifically, the moving-destination determiner
114 increases the second evaluation value, as the dis-
tance from the current location to the standby place de-
creases. When the congestion situation or the like is con-
sidered, a time taken for the movement may be used
instead of the distance. In this case, the moving-destina-
tion determiner 114 increases the second evaluation val-
ue, as the time taken for the movement gets shorter.
[0104] Next, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines third evaluation values for the respective
moving-destination candidates on the basis of the distri-
bution of the vehicles 102 (S133). Specifically, the mov-
ing-destination determiner 114 sets the third evaluation
value lower for an area where a larger number of vehicles
exist or for an area around which a larger number of ve-
hicles exist. The vehicles used in the determination in
this case are available vehicles (e.g., available vehicles
in Fig. 15). Taking into account vehicles that are currently
moving, the moving-destination determiner 114 may de-
termine the third evaluation values on the basis of a ve-
hicle distribution after a predetermined time elapses.
[0105] Lastly, the moving-destination determiner 114
determines the moving destination on the basis of the
first, second, and third evaluation values (S134). For ex-
ample, the moving-destination determiner 114 calculates
final evaluation values by adding up the first, second, and
third evaluation values for the respective moving-desti-
nation candidates and determines, as the moving desti-
nation, the moving-destination candidate with which the
final evaluation value is the largest.
[0106] Although, in the above description, the moving-
destination determiner 114 independently calculates the
first evaluation values and the third evaluation values, it
may calculate an insufficient number of vehicles in each
area on the basis of the demand prediction and the ve-
hicle distribution and determines the evaluation values
on the basis of the insufficient number of vehicles. That
is, the moving-destination determiner 114 sets the eval-
uation value higher for a standby place that is located in
an area where the number of vehicles is not sufficient or
an area that is close to an area where the number of
vehicles is not sufficient.
[0107] In addition, although Fig. 3 illustrates an exam-
ple in which the vehicle control apparatus 101 is imple-
mented as a single apparatus (e.g., a server) that is in-
dependent from the vehicles 102, the functions of the
vehicle control apparatus 101 may be implemented by a

plurality of apparatuses that can communicate with each
other. For example, the standby-place manager 116, the
demand predictor 117, and the vehicle information man-
ager 118 may be provided in independent apparatuses,
and the vehicle control apparatus 101 may obtain the
standby-place information 121, the demand prediction
information 122, and the vehicle information 123 gener-
ated by the apparatuses and store the obtained informa-
tion in the storage unit 113.
[0108] Also, some of the functions of the vehicle control
apparatus 101 may be provided in each vehicle 102. Fig.
17 is a block diagram illustrating an example in which
some of the functions vehicle control apparatus 101 are
provided in each vehicle 102. In the example illustrated
in Fig. 17, the vehicle control apparatus 101 in the vehicle
102 includes the vehicle information obtainer 111, the
drop-off determiner 112, the moving-destination deter-
miner 114, and the moving instructor 115, which are de-
scribed above. Also, a management apparatus 130,
which is a server or the like, is provided external to the
vehicle 102 and includes the storage unit 113, the stand-
by-place manager 116, the demand predictor 117, and
the vehicle information manager 118, which are de-
scribed above.
[0109] The vehicle control apparatus 101 includes a
communicator 131 that communicates with the manage-
ment apparatus 130. The communicator 131 transmits
the vehicle state information and receives the standby-
place information 121, the demand prediction information
122, and the vehicle information 123.
[0110] As described above, when the vehicle 102 is
dropped off, the vehicle control apparatus 101 according
to the present embodiment determines a moving desti-
nation among a plurality of standby places on the basis
of the current location of the vehicle 102, the locations
of the standby places, and the vehicle-demand prediction
distribution. Thus, the vehicle control apparatus 101 can
allocate each dropped off vehicle to an appropriate loca-
tion by using the vehicle-demand prediction distribution.
[0111] In addition, when one vehicle 102 is dropped
off, the vehicle control apparatus 101 determines the
moving destination on the basis of the current battery
charge of the vehicle 102. Thus, the vehicle control ap-
paratus 101 can allocate the dropped off vehicle 102 to
an appropriate location, taking into account the battery
charge of the vehicle 102.
[0112] In addition, when the vehicle 102 is dropped off,
the vehicle control apparatus 101 determines the moving
destination on the basis of the distribution of the vehicles
102. Thus, the vehicle control apparatus 101 can allocate
the dropped off vehicle 102 to an appropriate location,
taking the distribution of the vehicles 102 into account.
[0113] There are also cases in which, when the vehicle
102 is dropped off, the distribution of the vehicles 102 is
unbalanced and differs from an allocation corresponding
to the distribution of users who wish to use the vehicles
102. In this case, there are cases in which no vehicle 102
is allocated to a place near a user who wishes to use the
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vehicle 102, and thus the user cannot use the vehicle 102.
[0114] As described above, after one user finishes us-
ing one of the vehicles 102, the vehicle control apparatus
101 according to the present embodiment moves the ve-
hicle 102 in order to prepare for a next user. That is, the
vehicle control apparatus 101 allocates the vehicles 102
in accordance with the distribution of users who wish to
use the vehicles 102. This makes it possible to realize
an environment where the vehicle 102 is always allocated
to a place near a user when he or she wishes to use the
vehicle 102.
[0115] The vehicle control system 100 can also be ap-
plied to a system as described below.
[0116] First, a user gives an instruction indicating his
or her current location and a destination by using a tablet
terminal or the like. On the basis of the conditions indi-
cated by the instruction, the vehicle 102, which may be
a community car, is sent to the user’s current location.
[0117] After the user finishes using the vehicle 102,
when he or she presses an "end" button provided in the
vehicle 102 or the like, a usage fee is settled with credit.
[0118] In accordance with an instruction from a central
office, the vehicle 102 after use is sent to a parking place
or a place where a next user called for a vehicle.
[0119] A place to which the vehicle 102 is to be sent
is determined based on the demand prediction, destina-
tion prediction, or the like, which is based on a time seg-
ment, weather forecast, a past usage situation, and so on.
[0120] When a reservation for using one of the vehicles
102 is made, one of the vehicles 102 which is the most
appropriate therefor is dispatched. Specifically, the
amount of time to be taken for picking up the user, a
distance that can be traveled, or the like is taken into
account. Also, when the vehicle 102 returns from a des-
tination, for example, the following possible uses are tak-
en into account.
[0121] For example, even when the vehicle 102 is used
from the same site to the same destination, the vehicle
102 may stand by or may return to a different place after
the use, depending on the time segment, weather pre-
diction after the use, or the like. For example, in the early
evening, a large number of vehicles are allocated to plac-
es in the vicinity of stations or the like, and in the morning,
a large number of vehicles are allocated to places in the
vicinity of residential areas or the like.
[0122] When a reservation for using the vehicle 102 is
made when it is traveling to a place to which it should
return, or when a request for using the vehicle is received
when the vehicle is traveling on a schedule route, a route
is changed upon approval by the central office.
[0123] Machine learning may be used for the above-
described demand prediction. For example, machine
learning may be performed using, as inputs, various pa-
rameters, including time segments, weather, and so on,
and history information about sites where the vehicles
102 were actually used. Since the demand varies, the
machine learning may be performed so that higher pri-
ority is given to a newer parameter and newer history

information.
[0124] Although the above description has been given
of the vehicle control apparatus 101 and the vehicle con-
trol system 100 according to the present embodiment,
the present disclosure is not limited to the embodiment.
[0125] For example, although an example in which
people are transported has been described above, the
scheme of the present embodiment is also applicable to
cases in which objects are transported.
[0126] In addition, although the above description has
been given of an example of a case in which the vehicles
102 are electrically powered vehicles, the power sources
for the vehicles 102 are not limited to electric power and
may be any known power source. The vehicles 102 may
also be hybrid cars or the like using a plurality of power
sources.

(Second Embodiment)

[0127] In a second embodiment, a description will be
given of a bicycle sharing system that can reduce an
imbalance in the distribution of bicycles.
[0128] First, a description will be given of the configu-
ration of a bicycle sharing system according to the
present embodiment. Fig. 18 illustrates the configuration
of a bicycle sharing system 200 according to the present
embodiment. As illustrated in Fig. 18, the bicycle sharing
system 200 includes a control apparatus 201, a plurality
of bicycles 202, a plurality of docking stations 204, and
one or more user terminals 205.
[0129] The docking stations 204 are provided at stand-
by places. During standby, each bicycle 202 is coupled
to the docking station 204 and is locked.
[0130] Each user terminal 205 is a terminal carried by
a user 203 with him or her and is, for example, a smart-
phone. The user terminal 205 is not limited to a smart-
phone and may be a smart watch, a dedicated terminal,
a head-mounted display, or the like.
[0131] For example, the user 203 installs a dedicated
application to his or her user terminal 205 and registers
the user terminal 205 with the bicycle sharing system 200
in advance. Next, at any of the docking stations 204, the
user 203 places the user terminal 205 over a reader or
the like provided on the docking station 204 or the bicycle
202, so that user authentication is performed. As a result,
a lock is released to allow the user 203 to use the bicycle
202. This use method is one example, and the user au-
thentication may be performed using an authentication
card, a passcode, or the like that the user 203 is notified
of in advance.
[0132] Also, after using the bicycle 202, the user 203
returns the bicycle 202 by locking the bicycle 202 to any
of the docking stations 204.
[0133] The control apparatus 201 can communicate
with the docking stations 204, the bicycles 202, and the
user terminal 205 through a communication network or
the like. The communication may be indirectly performed
via another apparatus. The control apparatus 201 per-
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forms user management and so on as described above.
[0134] Such a system allows a plurality of users 203
to share the plurality of bicycles 202. Also, since each
user 203 does not have to return the bicycle 202 to a
place where he or she rents the bicycle 202 and can
return the bicycle 202 to any of the docking station 204,
thus making it possible to improve the convenience of
the user 203.
[0135] Meanwhile, since each user 203 can return the
bicycle 202 to any of the docking stations 204, a problem
that the distribution of the bicycles 202 becomes unbal-
ance occurs. Consequently, cases in which no bicycle
202 remains at a place where any of the users 203 wishes
to rent the bicycle 202 occur, thus reducing the conven-
ience of the users 203. In addition, a problem that the
cost for moving the bicycles 202 is required arises. In the
present embodiment, a description will be given of a
scheme that can reduce such an imbalance in the distri-
bution of the bicycles 202.
[0136] Fig. 19 is a block diagram illustrating the con-
figuration of the control apparatus 201. As illustrated in
Fig. 19, the control apparatus 201 includes a standby-
place information obtainer 211, a location information ob-
tainer 212, a storage unit 213, an incentive determiner
214, an informer 215, a standby-place manager 216, a
demand predictor 217, a vehicle information obtainer
218, and a vehicle information manager 219.
[0137] The standby-place information obtainer 211 ob-
tains number-of-standby-bicycles information, which in-
dicates the number of bicycles 202 on standby at standby
places, from the docking stations 204.
[0138] The storage unit 213 stores therein standby-
place information 221 indicating the number of bicycles
202 that are on standby at each of the standby places,
bicycle-demand prediction information 222 indicating the
bicycle-demand prediction distribution, and vehicle infor-
mation 223 indicating the locations, the states, and so
on of the bicycles 202.
[0139] The standby-place manager 216 manages the
states of the standby places. Specifically, the standby-
place manager 216 updates the standby-place informa-
tion 221 by using the number-of-standby-bicycles infor-
mation obtained by the standby-place information obtain-
er 211.
[0140] The location information obtainer 212 obtains
the current locations of the users 203 from the user ter-
minals 205 or the bicycles 202.
[0141] The incentive determiner 214 determines,
among the standby places, recommended sites that are
the standby places where incentives are to be given to
the user 203 when the user 203 moves (i.e., returns the
bicycle 202) to the corresponding standby places. The
incentive determiner 214 also determines each incentive
to be given to the user 203 when the user 203 moves to
the corresponding recommended sites.
[0142] More specifically, the incentive determiner 214
determines the recommended sites and the incentives
on the basis of the number of bicycles 202 on standby

at the standby places and the bicycle-demand prediction
information 222.
[0143] The informer 215 informs the corresponding us-
er 203 of the determined recommended sites and the
incentives.
[0144] The demand predictor 217 calculates the de-
mand prediction distribution of the bicycles 202 and
stores a calculation result in the storage unit 213 as the
bicycle-demand prediction information 222.
[0145] The vehicle information obtainer 218 obtains
vehicle state information from the bicycles 202. The ve-
hicle state information indicates, for example, the states
and the locations of the respective vehicles 202.
[0146] On the basis of the vehicle state information ob-
tained from the bicycles 202, the vehicle information
manager 219 updates the vehicle information 223.
[0147] Next, a description will be given of the operation
of the bicycle sharing system 200. Fig. 20 is a flow dia-
gram illustrating the operation of the bicycle sharing sys-
tem 200.
[0148] As illustrated in Fig. 20, the docking station 204
transmits the number-of standby-bicycles information,
which indicates the number of bicycles 202 on standby
at each docking station 204, to the control apparatus 201
periodically or in accordance with an instruction from the
control apparatus 201 (S201). Although Fig. 20 illustrates
only one docking station 204, the number-of-standby-
bicycles information is transmitted from each of the dock-
ing stations 204.
[0149] Each user terminal 205 transmits location infor-
mation indicating the location of the user terminal 205
(i.e., the location of the user 203) to the control apparatus
201 periodically or in accordance with a predetermined
trigger. The "predetermined trigger" in this case refers to
an operation that the user 203 performs on the user ter-
minal 205, placement of the user terminal 205 over the
docking station 204, or the like. The location information
is obtained, for example, from a GPS or the like provided
in the user terminal 205.
[0150] The location information does not necessarily
have to be transmitted. The location information may also
be obtained using a GPS or the like provided on the bi-
cycle 202 or in the docking station 204.
[0151] After S202, the control apparatus 201 deter-
mines recommended sites and respective incentives by
using the received number-of-standby-bicycles informa-
tion and location information (S203). Next, the control
apparatus 201 reports the determined recommended
sites and incentives to the user terminal 205 (S204). The
user terminal 205 informs the user 203 of the recom-
mended sites and the incentives (S205). For example,
the user terminal 205 displays the recommended sites
and the incentives on a display unit of the user terminal
205.
[0152] The control apparatus 201 may report the rec-
ommended sites and the incentives to the bicycle 202 or
the docking station 204, and the bicycle 202 or the dock-
ing station 204 may inform the user 203 of the reported
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recommended sites and incentives. For example, the bi-
cycle 202 or the docking station 204 has a display unit
and displays the recommended sites and the incentives
on the display unit.
[0153] Fig. 21 is a flowchart illustrating the operation
of the control apparatus 201. First, the vehicle information
obtainer 218 obtains a plurality of pieces of number-of-
standby-bicycles information from the docking stations
204 (S211).
[0154] Next, the standby-place manager 216 calcu-
lates the current distribution of the bicycles 202 by using
the pieces of number-of-standby-bicycles information
and updates the standby-place information 221 (S212).
[0155] Fig. 22 is a table illustrating one example of the
standby-place information 221. As illustrated in Fig. 22,
the standby-place information 221 includes, for each of
the standby places, a standby-place ID that is information
for identifying the standby place, location information (lo-
cation (x, y)) indicating the location of the standby place,
maximum-number-of-standby-bicycles information indi-
cating the maximum number of bicycles 202 that can
stand by at the standby place, and the number-of-stand-
by-bicycles information indicating the number of bicycles
202 that are currently on standby at the standby place.
Although the location information is indicated by two-di-
mensional coordinates, the location information may be
indicated by three-dimensional coordinates or may be an
address or the like. The standby-place manager 216 se-
quentially updates the number-of-standby-bicycles infor-
mation. The standby-place information 221 may be map
information like that illustrated in Fig. 8.
[0156] After S212, the demand predictor 217 calcu-
lates an optimum distribution of the bicycles 202 and
stores the calculated distribution in the storage unit 213
as the bicycle-demand prediction information 222
(S213). The calculation of the bicycle-demand prediction
information 222 may be performed in advance, or de-
mand prediction information that is externally obtained
may be used as the bicycle-demand prediction informa-
tion 222.
[0157] For example, a distribution in which the bicycles
202 are evenly allocated on a map may be used as the
optimum distribution. The demand predictor 217 may al-
so calculate the bicycle-demand prediction information
222 by using a method that is analogous to the method
for determining the demand prediction information 122
used in the first embodiment. Specifically, the bicycle-
demand prediction information 222 indicates the number
of necessary bicycles 202 at each standby place.
[0158] After S213, the incentive determiner 214 deter-
mines recommended sites and respective incentives by
using the location information and the bicycle-demand
prediction information 222 (S214). Specifically, the in-
centive determiner 214 determines, as recommended
sites, standby places where the number of bicycles 202
on standby falls below a necessary number. When the
number of standby places where the number of bicycles
202 on standby falls below the necessary number is larg-

er than a predetermined number, the incentive determin-
er 214 may select the standby places corresponding to
the predetermined number in descending order of the
numbers of insufficient bicycles 202 relative to the nec-
essary number or in increasing order of the ratios of the
numbers of bicycles 202 on standby to the necessary
number and may determine the selected predetermined
number of standby places as recommended sites.
[0159] Also, the incentive determiner 214 may make
the above-described determination on the standby plac-
es included in a predetermined range from the current
location of the user 203 which is indicated by the location
information.
[0160] After determining the recommended sites, the
incentive determiner 214 determines incentives for the
respective recommended sites. The "incentives" as used
herein refer to, for example, points given to the user 203.
For example, the user 203 can use the bicycle sharing
system 200 by using the points, instead of cash. The
method for using the points may be any method, and the
points may be used, for example, for exchange with an-
other service or other goods. Each incentive may also
be a discount on a fee for the user 203 to use the bicycle
sharing system 200 this time or in the future.
[0161] More specifically, the incentive determiner 214
increases the incentive as the distance from the current
location of the user 203 (the bicycle 202) to the recom-
mended site increases. The "distance" in this case may
be a straight-line distance or a distance along a road.
This makes it possible to determine each incentive cor-
responding to the amount of work of the user 203.
[0162] The incentive determiner 214 may also in-
crease the incentive as the number of bicycles 202 at
each recommended site decreases relative to the de-
mand prediction for the recommended site which is indi-
cated by the bicycle-demand prediction information 222.
That is, the incentive determiner 214 increases the in-
centive as the number of insufficient bicycles 202 relative
to the necessary number increases or as the ratio of the
number of bicycles 202 on standby to the necessary
number decreases. This makes it possible to eliminate
a shortage of the bicycles 202.
[0163] The incentive determiner 214 may use the ve-
hicle information 223 to predict the distribution of the bi-
cycles 202 after a predetermined time elapses. Fig. 23
is a table illustrating one example of the vehicle informa-
tion 223. As illustrated in Fig. 23, the vehicle information
223 indicates, for each bicycle 202, a vehicle ID for iden-
tifying the bicycle 202, the current location (location (x,
y)) of the bicycle 202, the state of the bicycle 202, and
the moving destination of the bicycle 202. The vehicle
information obtainer 218 updates the vehicle information
223 on the basis of information obtained from the corre-
sponding bicycle 202, the docking stations 204, or the
user terminal 205.
[0164] The "state" in this case includes a state in which
the bicycle 202 is on standby (available) at a standby
place and a state in which the bicycle 202 is being used
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(in use) by the user 203. Also, for example, when a stand-
by place in the vicinity of the moving destination of the
bicycle 202 can be predicted, the vehicle information 223
indicates the moving destination. For example, when the
user terminal 205 or the bicycle 202 has a navigation
function, and a destination is set on the navigation func-
tion, the destination is set as a moving destination. Also,
when the moving destination can be estimated using the
moving direction or the trace of the bicycle 202, the ve-
hicle information 223 indicates the estimated moving
destination. This estimation may use a past movement
history or the like.
[0165] The incentive determiner 214 uses information
about the estimated moving destination to calculate the
distribution of the bicycles 202 after a predetermined time
elapses and uses the calculated distribution and the bi-
cycle-demand prediction information 222 to determine
the recommended site and the incentive.
[0166] The incentive determiner 214 may also use a
past distribution to estimate the distribution of the bicy-
cles 202 after the predetermined time elapses. For ex-
ample, when the past distribution indicates that the
number of bicycles 202 at a particular standby place
tends to be small in a certain time segment, the incentive
determiner 214 may correct the number of bicycles 202
at the particular standby place to a number smaller than
the current number and then compare the corrected
number with the bicycle-demand prediction information
222.
[0167] Also, since there is a possibility that the number
of bicycles 202 increases at a recommended site that
another user was informed of in an immediately previous
period, the incentive determiner 214 may correct the
number of bicycles 202 at the recommended site to a
number larger than the current number and then compare
the corrected number with the bicycle-demand prediction
information 222. Alternatively, when a plurality of users
is to be informed of a recommended site in a predeter-
mined period, the informer 215 may inform the users of
different recommended sites.
[0168] After S214, the informer 215 informs the user
203 of the determined recommended sites and incentives
(S215). Fig. 24 illustrates an example of a screen dis-
played on the user terminal 205. This screen is displayed,
for example, when the user 203 comes in a predeter-
mined range from the bicycle 202 or the docking station
204 or the user 203 places the user terminal 205 over
the bicycle 202 or the docking station 204 in order to start
using the bicycle 202. The information on the screen may
be displayed on a display unit provided on the bicycle
202 or the docking station 204 or may be displayed in
accordance with an operation performed by the user 203
or the like or in accordance with another trigger.
[0169] For example, as illustrated in Fig. 24, recom-
mended sites and the incentives (points) at the respective
recommended sites are displayed on map information.
In this case, placing a limit on the number of recommend-
ed sites that the user is informed of, as described above,

makes it possible to suppress complicating information
to be displayed.
[0170] When recommended sites among a plurality of
standby places are displayed in a highlighted manner,
and the user taps one of the recommended sites, infor-
mation about the tapped recommended site which in-
cludes an incentive may be displayed, as illustrated in
Fig. 25.
[0171] Also, when the number of recommended sites
is limited, as described above, a predetermined number
of recommended sites may be selected from standby
places included in the range of a map that is currently
displayed. That is, when the range of a map that is dis-
played is scrolled, or the display magnification of the map
is changed, the recommended sites to be displayed may
be changed.
[0172] Also, when the user 203 moves to a recom-
mended site with the bicycle 202 and returns the bicycle
202 at the recommended site, the corresponding incen-
tive is given to the user 203.
[0173] As described above, the bicycle sharing system
200 determines an incentive to be given to the user 203
when the user 203 moves the bicycle 202 to a moving
destination (a recommended site) that is one of the stand-
by places, on the basis of the number of bicycles 202
that are on standby at each of the standby places and
the demand prediction information 222 of the bicycles
202, and informs the user 203 of the moving destination
(the recommended site) and the incentive.
[0174] This makes it possible to give guidance so that
the user 203 moves the bicycle 202 to the recommended
site. Thus, it is possible to reduce an imbalance in the
distribution of the bicycles 202. For example, when two
standby places exist near the destination of the user 203,
and one of the standby places is set for a recommended
site, the user 203 is more likely to select moving the bi-
cycle 202 to the recommended site. Thus, it is possible
to move the bicycle 202 to a standby place where the
number of bicycles 202 is not sufficient, without increas-
ing the amount of load on the user 203. Also, in sight-
seeing or the like, when a user is about to sequentially
visit sightseeing areas, for example, there will also be a
case in which the user first visits the sightseeing area set
for a recommended site.
[0175] Although an example of a system in which the
standby places (the docking stations 204) are pre-set
has been described above, the scheme of the present
embodiment is also applicable to a system in which no
standby places are provided and the bicycles 202 are
dropped off at arbitrary places. In such a system, for ex-
ample, a lock attached to the bicycle 202 is opened or
closed using the user terminal 205 or the like.
[0176] In this case, the control apparatus 201 manages
the location of each bicycle 202 which is obtained using
a GPS or the like provided on the bicycle 202. For exam-
ple, the control apparatus 201 determines the locations
of the bicycles 202 on standby on the basis of the vehicle
information 223 illustrated in Fig. 23. On the basis of the
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locations of the bicycles 202 on standby, the control ap-
paratus 201 calculates the current distribution of the plu-
rality of bicycles 202. Also, for example, meshed zones
obtained by dividing a map are used instead of the stand-
by places. With a method that is analogous to that de-
scribed above, the incentive determiner 214 determines
incentives for recommended zones, which correspond
to recommended sites, and incentives at the recom-
mended zones by using the current number of bicycles
202 and the number of necessary bicycles 202 in each
zone. The shape of the zones is not limited to a meshed
shape and may be any shape. An object, such as a build-
ing or intersection, and surroundings thereof may be set
as one zone. Even when drop-off like that described
above is performed, standby places where drop-off can
be performed, for example, places in the vicinity of roads,
are predetermined. Hence, even in such a case, it can
be said that recommended sites are determined among
a plurality of standby places.
[0177] Although the above description has been given
of the vehicle control apparatus 101 and the vehicle con-
trol system 100 according to the first embodiment and
the bicycle sharing system 200 and the control apparatus
201 according to the second embodiment, the present
disclosure is not limited to the embodiments.
[0178] The processing units included in the vehicle
control apparatus 101, the control apparatus 201, or the
like according to the above-described embodiment are
typically realized as large-scale integration (LSI) circuits.
The processing units may be individually realized by sin-
gle chips or at least one or all of the processing units may
be realized by a single chip.
[0179] Circuit integration is not limited to LSI and may
be realized by a dedicated circuit or a general-purpose
processor. The present disclosure may also utilize a field
programmable gate array (FPGA) that can be pro-
grammed after manufacture of an LSI or a reconfigurable
processor that allows reconfiguration of connections and
settings of circuit cells inside an LSI.
[0180] In each embodiment described above, the con-
stituent elements may be implemented by dedicated
hardware or may be implemented by executing a soft-
ware program suitable for the constituent elements. A
program executor, such as a central processing unit
(CPU) or a processor, may read and execute a software
program recorded on/in a storage medium, such as a
hard disk or a semiconductor memory, to thereby realize
the constituent elements.
[0181] The present disclosure may also be realized as
a vehicle control method that is executed by the vehicle
control apparatus. The present disclosure may also be
realized as a bicycle sharing method or a control method
that is executed by the bicycle sharing system or the con-
trol apparatus.
[0182] The numbers used in the above description are
all exemplary for specifically describing the present dis-
closure and are not limited to those exemplified above.
[0183] The division of the functional blocks in each

block diagram is one example, and some of the functional
blocks may be realized as one functional block, one of
the functional blocks may be divided into a plurality of
blocks, or one or more functions may be moved to an-
other functional block. A single piece of hardware of soft-
ware may process the functions of functional blocks hav-
ing similar functions in parallel or in a time divided man-
ner.
[0184] The order in which the individual steps illustrat-
ed in each flowchart are executed is exemplary and il-
lustrative for specifically describing the present disclo-
sure and may be an order other than the above-described
order. Also, some of the above-described steps may be
executed simultaneously (in parallel) with the other steps.
[0185] Although the vehicle control apparatus accord-
ing to one or more aspects has been described above in
accordance with the embodiment, the present disclosure
is not limited to the embodiment. Modes obtained by ap-
plying various modifications conceived by those skilled
in the art to the embodiments or modes constructed by
combining the constituent elements in different embodi-
ments may also be encompassed by the scope of one
or more aspects of the present disclosure, as long as
such modes do not depart from the spirit of the present
disclosure.
[0186] The present disclosure is applicable to a vehicle
control apparatus and is applicable to, for example, a
transportation system using electric vehicles that can
drive autonomous, a bicycle sharing system, or the like.

Claims

1. An apparatus comprising:

a processor; and
a memory storing thereon a computer program,
which when executed by the processor, causes
the processor to perform operations including:

determining, when a vehicle configured to
travel autonomously is dropped off, a mov-
ing destination among a plurality of standby
places, based on (i) a current location of the
vehicle which is indicated by a global posi-
tioning system provided in the vehicle, (ii)
locations of the standby places, and (iii) ve-
hicle-demand prediction information indi-
cating vehicle-demand prediction distribu-
tion; and
instructing the vehicle to move to the deter-
mined moving destination.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein, in the determining of the moving destina-
tion, moving-destination candidates included in a
predetermined range from the current location are
determined among the standby places, and the mov-
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ing destination is determined among the moving-
destination candidates based on the demand pre-
diction information

3. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the vehicle is an electrically powered vehi-
cle;
battery chargers for the vehicle is provided at the
standby places; and
in the determining of the moving destination, when
the vehicle is dropped off, the moving destination is
determined based on (i) the current location, (ii) the
locations of the standby places, (iii) the demand pre-
diction information, and (iv) a current battery charge
of the vehicle.

4. The apparatus according to claim 3,
wherein, in the determining of the moving destina-
tion, moving-destination candidates included in a
range that the vehicle is capable of traveling from
the current location by using the current battery
charge are determined among the standby places,
and the moving destination is determined among the
moving-destination candidates based on the de-
mand prediction information.

5. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein, in the determining of the moving destina-
tion, when the vehicle is dropped off, the moving des-
tination is determined based on (i) the current loca-
tion, (ii) the locations of the standby places, (iii) the
demand prediction information, and (iv) locations of
a plurality of other vehicles.

6. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the operations further include:

determining the demand prediction information
based on population information.

7. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the operations further include:

determining, as the demand prediction informa-
tion, dynamic demand prediction information
based on dynamic power consumption data.

8. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the operations further include:

determining, as the demand prediction informa-
tion, dynamic demand prediction information
based on dynamic sales data of stores.

9. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the operations further include:

determining, as the demand prediction informa-

tion, dynamic demand prediction information
based on weather forecast information.

10. The apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the operations further include:

determining whether or not the vehicle is
dropped off based on a state of the vehicle.

11. The apparatus according to claim 10,
wherein, in the determining of whether or not the
vehicle is dropped off, the state of the vehicle in-
cludes at least one of (i) a speed of the vehicle, (ii)
a change in weight applied to the vehicle, (iii) opening
and closing of a door, and (iv) locking of a door.

12. A method comprising:

determining, when a vehicle that is capable of
traveling autonomously is dropped off, a moving
destination among a plurality of standby places,
based on (i) a current location of the vehicle
which is indicated by a global positioning system
provided in the vehicle, (ii) locations of the stand-
by places, and (iii) vehicle-demand prediction
information indicating vehicle-demand predic-
tion distribution; and
instructing the vehicle to move to the determined
moving destination.

13. The method according to claim12, wherein the de-
termination of the moving destination includes,
determining a range which is a circle, a center of the
circle being the current position of the vehicle which
is determined using the global positioning system, a
radius of the circle being a maximum distance which
the vehicle can move using a current battery charge,
updating availability information which indicates
each of the plurality of the stand-by place positions
is available or not,
determining whether one of the plurality of the stand-
by place positions which is available is included in
the range or not using the availability information,
when the one of the plurality of the stand-by place
positions which is available is not included in the
range,

updating the availability information after a pre-
determined time elapsed,
determining not to move the vehicle until the one
of the plurality of the stand-by place positions
which is available is included in the range,

when the one of the plurality of the stand-by place
positions which is available is included in the range,
determining the moving destination from the plurality
of stand-by place positions using the demand pre-
diction information, the demand prediction informa-
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tion indicating demand of the moving destination is
high when a number of user who started to ride on
the vehicle at the moving destination in a past is larg-
er than the number of user who started to ride on the
vehicle at other places in the past.
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