Fitting PRT into an Existing Multimodal Environment

by Dick Gronning


There is no doubt that PRT is a reality. It’s no longer what we’ve heard from our legislators; a system that is nice, but ten years away from happening. We can go to Uppsala, Sweden and watch the vehicles perform their task. We can visit the construction at London’s Heathrow Airport. It’s a time that the advocates of PRT have been waiting for; some of us for over thirty years. But, it hasn’t happened yet in the United States.

It’s true that good leadership embarks on a task to solve a problem and good leadership means looking for better and newer solutions for the problem. Can people interfere with decision making, even from good leaders? It’s true that Sweden has been carefully researching PRT for thirty years. It’s also true than they have a systematic approach to their transportation problems that we here in the U.S.A. don’t seem able to afford. We seem to depend on our government to respond, rather, to the voices of the people. If people want something bad enough, it should happen. This leaves the field of problem solving open to lobbyists, consultants from existing industries, and advocacy organizations and pressure groups that are promoting their particular slant on solutions.

I think that it’s fair to say that CPRT falls into the latter category. We see PRT as THE solution to the entire transportation dilemma. PRT will go everywhere and do everything! Why hasn’t this approach been successful? There are several reasons. First of all, there hasn’t been an actual system to see, study, and ride.  Second, there isn’t an industry that can back the claims and lobby the government.  Could there be a third reason? Could we, as PRT advocates, be promoting PRT without regard to what is already there? In other words, do we really understand what city planners and transportation managers need to see before accepting PRT, or any new transportation system? Do we really want to see how to get PRT built in the U.S.A, or do we only want to feel good about advocating a technology that isn’t about to be built here?

Let’s first take a look at the way that our government, the experts, the city planners, and the transportation managers look at the transportation situation. They see all the forms that are there and how they mix. It’s called a “Multimodal Transportation Concept.” The term originated with container shipping. Containers could be loaded. These loaded containers then are loaded on either trucks or rail cars, then put aboard ships or cargo aircraft, and then on some other mode of transportation. The term was carried forward when the interrelationship of modes of transportation of people and freight was studied.

A city planner or transportation Manager will look at the people traveling and the goods shipped and what patterns that they generate. They will look at how trucks, trains, cars, bicycles and pedestrians interact. They will take every aspect into account; time of day, weather, and construction events, etc. Then they will try to figure out how to make the patterns more efficient. Their decisions will be according to a multimodal approach. The fixes may be incrementally small.

Just how would PRT be seen by these experts? To begin with, many complete staffs have planned out what they feel is the most expedient system for today’s traffic. Their efforts usually end up in a plan that is meant to last twenty to thirty years. They won’t see PRT at all if we harp on PRT as the answer to all problems. To be told that PRT would replace all of their concepts and planning would seem preposterous to them. If the experts are examining the whole arena of transportation, they certainly would think that any proposal to junk it completely and start over would be laughable. What they could see is adding small incremental steps of a new system and examining how the mix works. The cities couldn’t afford the funds to take such a step as replacing the entire infrastructure anyway. If these experts don’t see the answers that we see, maybe we are the ones that need to take a second look. What are the plusses and minuses of each system out there? How can we construct a picture that makes PRT easier for the experts to see?

While each of us can preach the merits of PRT, are we aware of the fact that PRT actually does have some drawbacks? One problem is that the stations are designed to be relatively small. Most stations will be for three vehicles, then five, seven, etc. The station concept for PRT reaches a point of diminishing return somewhere around twelve vehicles. If only one person is in a vehicle, twelve people aren’t very many at rush hour. The small stations are actually an asset, because many stations can be built cheaply and accessed easily. However, if we only build a few stations and try to run a PRT system as a line-haul, say, from the suburbs to a down town area, the system would overload stations and the system would “wave-off” vehicles. They would have to keep going, come to a route that would take them back to the destination, and possibly get waved off again. The point is that PRT works best as a circulator. It moves people in a dense area around that area quite well.

Light Rail and other rail concepts, trolleys, commuter rail, freight, etc. work best in a straight line. One can think of a city to city operation, then think of points along a line in one city, as the best way to utilize rail travel. To put a rail along a circular route in a down town area would be a disaster. Buildings would have to be torn down, and because it would have to stop so often, it would end up being easier and quicker to just walk.

Busses serve residential areas best. They stall out in down town traffic and add to congestion, but they move quickly along less congested streets and highways. They’re versatile. Routes can change as traffic flow changes. They can be used for alternative applications such as moving people around to ball games and other events.

By taking the plusses and minuses into consideration we should be able to develop and propose a system that would incorporate existing systems and PRT into the most expedient system for everybody. We need to show PRT as an asset to the other public transit systems already in place. With the assets of each system, we should be able to show how PRT could provide a better multimodal picture of transportation. Let’s examine a couple of ideas that show this type of approach.

Some people in Minneapolis caught the PRT bug and decided to propose a system for the down town area. The proposed system covered the heaviest traveled routes as a circulator connecting to the down town skyways. When the effect of the system was analyzed, they could see that at the present time, if one lived in the lake Nokomis area, or close to the  Hwy 62 cross-town freeway, one hopped into one’s car, hit the cross-town, then I-35W, and drove to the down town area. With the PRT circulator in place, one could take a # 14 or #5 bus to Lake Street, access the PRT system, and then the Skyway system. The trip would be faster because PRT would have vehicles waiting and more convenient over all. The bus lines wouldn’t have to contend with down town traffic. There would be no parking fees. 

Bus ridership would go up for several reasons. Busses would be used more because they would be more practical. They wouldn’t have to contend with down town traffic, the bus lines would be filled out because the subsidies would go further with busses traveling in less congested areas. With busses being easier to catch and more convenient, bus ridership would go up even more.

LRT ridership would go up because people could access more down town areas much easier. In fact, if more LRT routes are desired, they won’t be installed, because the ridership figures won’t allow funding. With PRT used as a circulator, the ridership figures for LRT would go up and more LRT routes might be feasible.

A study of the terribly congested Bloomington, Edina transit corridors was made a few years ago. A circulator PRT system was suggested that reached from the Hwy 62 cross-town freeway to I-494 in the France Ave, Southdale area. The authors concluded that, with a PRT circulator in a multimodal approach, traffic in the area could be significantly reduced.

If we are going to see what “multimodal” really is, we’re going to assess the different modes that are affected. The down town PRT circulator utilizes PRT in conjunction with busses and LRT near Hwy 62 and pedestrian travel in the down town area. Bicycles could be easily seen as part of the solution because more people would use them if they knew that they could get back again if it started to rain or snow. More people would walk if they got used to walking in this multimodal metropolitan arena of travel. The private vehicle congestion would go down. The Edina PRT circulator would connect PRT with private autos and busses. A conclusion was that private vehicle congestion would be reduced primarily because of car pooling.

So, the modes of travel listed in the multimodal approaches in just these examples are; 

1) PRT

2) Busses

3) LRT

4) Pedestrian travel

5) Bicycles

6) Private vehicles

7) Car pooling

I hope that we are beginning to understand the concept of a multimodal approach. If we want to see PRT developed, we’re going to have to try to help city planners and transportation managers solve their problems. We can’t create new problems for them.
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