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INTRODUCTION

Several private initiatives to develop automated guideway transit (AGT)
systems began to appear in the United States in the early 1960's. The moti-
vation then was--and still is--the judgment that these "AGT" systems could
provide a substantially higher level of urban transportation service for sub-
stantially lower cost. There was naturally much disagreement over the specific
features of these systems, and of course, many peonle doubted that they would
ever provide a significant contribution to public transit.

In 1966, Congress formed the Urban Mass Transportation Administration and
gave it responsibility for development of new types of transit systems. But
the vast majority of UMTA's activity was pointed toward distribution of federal
transit funds to existing transit systems to prevent their continued decline.
Most of the professionals in the transit community were understandably so busy
with problems of operating, expanding or deploying conventional systems that
they had 1ittle or no patience with new systems and new service concepts. As
it had been decades since any new type of transit system had been deployed,
few people within the industry thought at all in terms of development or de-
ployment of new systems. There was no institutional structure related to new
systems, there was no consensus that adequate transit service could not be pro-
vided by expanding and up-dating existing systems, and the increasing subsi-
dies removed incentives for fundamental change. Nevertheless, an influential
group of people felt that transit suppliers could do most of the necessary re-
search and development on existing systems and that it was the government's
business to get on with the task of development of new systems.

In the early 1970's, the "new-system" view seemed to some extent to pre-

vail in UMTA's Office of Research and Development, but there was no real



system view either in terms of the level of service that ought to be provided
or in terms of optimization of the physical hardware needed to reach a parti-
cular service level. In late 1970, in response to political pressure from
West Virginia, UMTA let contracts for construction of the Morgantown AGT sys-
tem. In 1971, they funded four companies $1.5 million each to set up AGT de-
monstrations at Transpo '72, Dulles International Airport, in hopes that that
would stimulate cities to procure systems. In these actions, no patience with
systems analysis was apparent. Things had to be built right away.

The results of Transpo '72 were disappointing. About 18 months later,

Las Vegas announced that they had selected the Rohr Monocab AGT system, but the
order did not materialize. While a few systems were ordered for airports and
z00s, no urban area ordered an AGT system. Pressure increased for UMTA to sti-
mulate the market, and in mid 1975 UMTA announced the Downtown People Mover
Program. (DPM was a new name for the simplest types of AGT.) Cleveland, St.
Paul, Los Angeles and Houston were selected for deployments in late 1976. But
in 1977 the new Cleveland mayor refused the DPM funds, saying the system would
be too expensive and too disruptive; and, in May 1979, the Minnesota House of
Representatives voted against the St. Paul People Mover. These actions pro-
vide motivation for a review of UMTA efforts to develop AGT.

In the following paragraph, the Morgantown program is reviewed. Next, the
most advanced UMTA AGT development program is shown to have serious problems,
and finally the Downtown People Mover Program is shown to have been flawed
from its inception. It is concluded that UMTA initiatives to develop and en-
courage development of new transit systems are failures. UMTA has neither
developed nor absorbed the transit systems theory needed to guide the develop-

ment of new systems. UMTA has not taken advantage of modern systems development



techniques and procedures. UMTA has not developed a broad concept of transit
service toward which new systems development programs can be aimed. Instead

of facilitating the process of development of new systems, UMTA has inhibited
that process. It is time to reconsider how civil research and development in
the national interest should be done. A concept analogous to the agricultural

experiment stations is suggested.

THE MORGANTOWN PROGRAM

The contracts for the Morgantown AGT program were awarded in December 1970
and stipulated that the first vehicles had to be running in October 1972. The
prime contractor for the system was the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and the vehi-
cles were to be manufactured by Boeing. Neither had had experience in the
field of AGT. By contrast, it takes approximately seven years for a new air-
plane design to move from concept to flight test in companies in which there
are experts in all phases of aeronautical engineering. No comparable theoreti-
cal or experimental background was available to guide the development of the
Morgantown AGT system. The result was a system substantially overdesigned from
the original concept of the Alden Starrcar System upon which it was based. The
totally unrealistic 20-month development schedule led to a four-to-one cost
overrun, thus producing a great deal of disillusionment with the whole field of
AGT.

People in positions of influence, but with 1ittle knowledge of the details
of the Morgantown Program, became convinced that the failure of Morgantown was
somehow a failure of automation, a failure of modern technology. It became
conventional wisdom that the answer was to move toward simpler systems in future
deployments. But the best of modern technology never had a chance. The failure

of Morgantown was not the failure of technical sophistication but the failure






