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Most of us are familiar with conventional forms of public transit systems like streetcars, light rail, commuter rail, and monorail. These transportation systems are usually in urban cities, transport large volumes of passengers, travel on a predetermined route with a fixed schedule and stopping for additional passengers on the way.

Imagine this; you, spouse, and kids have a family night out and have tickets to a T-Bones or Wizards game. You decide to leave early to get a bite to eat at a restaurant in Village West. So you park your car at a designated parking lot and catch a ride directly to the location of your choice; non-stop. Sound cool to you? 
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“I think elderly would really like it and be more likely to come out here and parents like my sister with kids getting quickly from place to place,” Leslie Fredelake said taking the audio tour of Kansas Legends at The Legends.  
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The concept is called Personal Rapid Transit (PRT), which consists of a network of pod-like vehicles on an elevated monorail-like structure with many off-line stations so trips are non-stop, there is very little waiting, and everyone gets a seat.
 This innovative transit system was the discussion among transportation professionals at the Advanced Transit Association (ATRA) Conference on Modern Mobility held on April 23rd in Kansas City, Kansas. The conference, moderated by Stan Young, President of ATRA, marked the end of a 2-year study that examined the feasibility of a 27-station PRT system at the Village West development located in western Kansas City, Kansas. 

With a combined nearly $1 billion in development projects taking place in almost every vacant plot of land surrounding or on the 400 acre development, Village West is growing at a pace that even Unified Government (UG) officials couldn’t have imagined. Just recently in 2009, the UG announced a $414-million deal to build a brand new multi-purpose 18,000 seat soccer stadium, a 200,000 square-ft 3-building office complex both in Village West and approximately 24 soccer fields just about a mile west of [image: image6.jpg]


the development. The office complex will bring in an additional 4,000 employees to the area every day of the week when completed in 2013. The 24 soccer fields will host tournaments every year attracting hundreds of soccer enthusiast. 
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Plans also include construction of a $386-million destination casino. Both the stadium and casino are under construction now. Located just to the north, is an 865,000 square foot “power center called The Plaza at the Speedway, which also contains nationally known retailers and restaurants. Some stores are currently undergoing construction.  Just to the east on the other side of I-435 is the Schlitterbahn Vacation Village. The Schlitterbahn is a $749 million groundbreaking, trend-setting retail entertainment destination comprised of multiple shopping, dining, lodging and entertainment venues.
So when you think about the growth of Village West since its opening in 2002, the area appears to be an ideal location to conduct a study on the viability and benefits of a modern transit system. 
“The research addressed several questions such as economic feasibility, ridership, regulatory concerns, safety, architectural, and environmental impact,” said Richard W. Miller, Asst. Geotechnical Engineer, Kansas Dept. of Transportation. “KDOT recognizes PRT may be a viable solution to move people between businesses, parking, and other forms of transportation that is worth investigating.”
KDOT was able to fund a major portion of the study through a grant awarded to KSU (http://www.k-state.edu/research/articles/archive/transit.html). 
Chuck Vervynck and his wife drive from Lawrence 3 to 4 times a year to shop and dine at Village West. “I can see where it would be handy. You would have to have a designated parking spot for everybody- people that are older than me or have a hard time walking around, said Vervynck.” “It would be real handy for the wives,” said Stephanie as she laughs. “That way men could go over to the Speedway or Wizards with their wives and then when they got tired over there they could come over here and shop.”
Another resident from Overland, Park says he and his wife shop at TJ Max, Nebraska Furniture Mart, and eat at one of the restaurants at least once a month.  He said he would use the system to go between various locations within the area.
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Village West is the #1 tourist destination in the state attracting more than 10,000 visitors yearly throughout the Midwest region. According to PRT researches and experts, the best areas that work for the PRT is low to moderate traffic areas like the Village West, which fits into the category of a campus-type application. 
“I see very positive results from this idea. Customers at nearby hotels have expressed the need for transportation to other venues in Village West,” Marketing Director for Legends Outlets, Amy Craft said. “So I definitely see this increasing sales opportunities and opportunities for us to work closely together.”
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“PRT could greatly enhance accessibility on the site,” said Peter Muller, President of PRT Consulting, the only US firm that provides consulting services around the world for cities and communities interested in the PRT concept (http://www.prtconsulting.com/index.html). “Families could split up with the kids at the water park, Dad at the casino and mom shopping – all while leaving the car in its original parking lot.” 
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The transit design proposed in the study for Village West is the Urban Light Transport (ULTra) system. It’s an innovative form of PRT that consists of small, lightweight, computer-driven electric vehicles running on slender, special-purpose guideways. (Take a look: http://www.ultraprt.com/prt/). 

Heathrow International Airport in London, England began construction on the first public ULTra system in 2008, which is also the first commercial PRT system in the world. The first phase consisting of 3 stations opens for operation this year. Also in the heart of Abu Dhabi in Masdar City, work has begun on their version of the PRT; the world’s first carbon neutral, zero-waste to landfill, car-free city powered entirely by alternative energy sources (http://www.masdarcity.ae/en/index.aspx). 
There are many variations of APM technologies with unique functionalities and pod car designs to choose from. Some systems are constructed with pod cars hanging from elevated beams and they continue to evolve as the technologies improve. So, We narrowed the consideration to the ULTra PRT system because it and 2getthere (A Netherlands based company that markets and develops APM Systems) are the only two commercially available PRT systems and both are very similar in operating characteristics and costs,” Muller said. 
Cost is usually one of the first questions that come to mind when mentioning any kind of rail system, because they usually come with a high price tag when you add in ongoing operating expenditures. Dough Bach, Deputy County Administration for the UG has reservations about overall benefits as well. “I think it’s a very interesting system with a lot of potential that would meet transit needs within the Village West area,” Bach said. “However, I am somewhat concerned about the feasibility of implementing a PRT system.” 
Take a look at this chart provided by PRT Consulting, which provides an estimated cost for construction of the system:
	Probable Costs

	Capitol Costs
	$137 Million

	Annual O&M Costs
	$4.3 Million

	Annualized Capital Costs (at 5% over 30 yrs.)
	$12.6 Million

	Total Annual Costs
	$16.9 Million




Larry Fabion, ATRA board member and events coordinator, appreciates Bach’s concerns because he says Automated People Movers (APM) have historically been noted for their high costs. Fabion stated there are 146 APM’s worldwide of which 4 are PRT (PRT is a subset of APM).  “While PRT systems may require more sophisticated control systems, they will hopefully also reduce costs. The study we did found that there was a benefit cost ratio of about $2.5 million,” Fabion said. 
Other benefits of the ULTra PRT system include: 
· Low capital and operational costs 
· Flexible routing

· 24-hour availability 
· On-demand service, with no transfers

· Greater privacy

· Zero on-site emissions

· Extremely low overall energy use

· Minimal visual and acoustic impacts

“So it shows that it could be very beneficial. The questions is do the local people want it? How do we finance it? Fund it? And get it built?” said Fabion.

Federal funding may be an option to help reduce cost of financing the construction of a PRT system. The Town of Morgantown was awarded $309,339 in 2009 from the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) through ARRA funding to purchase closed circuit TV’s cameras, a public address system, and message boards for each of the five passenger stations along West Virginia University’s PRT.

The UG recently was awarded $10.3 million in Federal TIGER (Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery) Grant funds for the implementation of the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system and transit-related improvements along the State Ave. corridor in Kansas City, Kansas. The State Avenue route connects Kansas City, Missouri, the Central Business District to downtown Kansas City, Kansas, and the employment concentrations at Village West.
Unlike light rail and commuter rail, capitol cost for the PRT could be covered within a ten year time span through a tax revenue increase and a 50-cent charge for ridership. He says the addition of a PRT would even make the BRT more effective. “The new bus rapid transit system would likely see increased ridership because it would be more accessible. The elderly, handicapped and children would all have improved mobility.” 

Not only are PRT’s notable for their mobility, but also for their impact on the environment. As our society focuses more on energy and sustainability programs and initiatives, the PRT has the capacity of serving transportation needs while also improving the overall living conditions of our cities in a clean, energy efficient, and convenient manner. 

“Cars are great, but they’re ruining our cities,” said Peter Muller, President of PRT Consulting. He added automobiles create many safety and energy concerns. There were more than 40,000 highway deaths reported in 2007 and automobiles use more oil than any other uses combined, he said. Other statistics regarding the impact of autos was contained in one of the many brochures distributed during the meeting, which highlighted that cars contribute to 34% of greenhouse gases.
Take a look at this photo to the left. The feasibility study also revealed that the PRT system could save money by making more efficient use of parking and reducing the amount of pavement. By reducing the amount of pavement you also will minimize the increases in runoff from rain and snowmelt, which also effects climate change.

While finding available spaces to park is not currently a major issue during the weekday, the weekend is another story according to local resident Carrie Bergin pushing her child in a stroller. I think so, I have a baby and I don’t come up here a lot because of the parking. Especially on the weekends I would avoid it.” 
Fabion emphasizes that although there are many ways to design around traditional transit plans, there is still more planning and research to be done on whether a PRT system will meet the needs of our community. Is the area a place where visitors can get around without a car? What is the value of circulation? Is it more than a shopping experience? Or is there a plan to make it more pedestrian friendly?

 “Our whole Schlitterbahn experience is based on transportation; we’re river water tubes and boat transportation. So our project takes transportation into consideration to enhance the experience or keep people there longer or attract more people,” said Chris Ozimek, Marketing Director for Schlitterbahn Vacation Village. 
Some of the retailers located at Legends Outlets (an open-air shopping and entertainment center that features 101 stores and restaurants inside Village West) couldn’t agree more with Ozimek because they see very little benefit from the thousands of fans that converge on the area during NASCAR weekend. Potential shoppers are often diverted away from the area to the interstate following the end of every race according to retailers looking to capitalize from the crowds. In this case, the PRT system would provide an option for people who aren’t in walking distance or just want to leave their vehicles and go back to Village West for more entertainment and dinning following a race or sports event.  

“So when you look at the entire Village West area with all the unique attractions that is got already and all the others that are coming; the possibilities are endless as far as creating a unique tourist destination, he said.”

PRTs were a major area of study in the 1960s and 1970s, promoted as the best solution to the widespread urban decay being seen in the US. The first PRT system was constructed in 1970 on the University of West Virginia’s campus in Morgantown. 

Detroit, Michigan, Irving, Texas, Jacksonville and Miami cities in Florida have also built a version of the transportation concept using PRT technologies. While there aren’t many cities that have invested in the PRT concept, the interest is rapidly growing worldwide according to Muller.
Other PRT Projects Around the World

· Heathrow Airport – London, England

· Morgantown, West Virginia

· Masdar City – United Arab Emirates

· Suncheon City, South Korea

· Obole – Poland

· Copenhagen – Denmark

· Uppsala – Sweden

· Ithaca, New York

· Winona, Minnesota

· San Jose, California

The Village West Application Study began in 2008. The project consisted of a collaborative effort with the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT), Kansas State University (KSU), the University of Kansas, and the University of Maryland.  

“KDOT has supported several research studies related to automated mobility options for the future, realizing that present and future transportation challenges will need to be met with more than just vehicles and highways,” Miller said. “Personal Rapid Transit, like that shown in the Village West studies, has the potential to augment our current system, and provide solutions that could result in more efficient land-use, enhanced mobility, reduced impact on the environment, and improved access to businesses and services.”
The Modern Mobility Conference presented the results of the study and concluded that the PRT system would be viable and a financially feasible system for Village West, but that more detailed examination needs to be done. 
AFTRA has held similar conferences in other cities as part of its mission to encourage consideration of advanced forms of transit, hence their visit to Kansas City.
Miller said, “While the department doesn’t currently have any plans to participate in funding implementation of this PRT system, KDOT is certainly willing to consider participating in additional study and research. KDOT stands ready to partner with local jurisdictions to come up with creative solutions to address transportation challenges.”
But for now, it’s just a study. Only time will tell what the future holds for this 400 acres of land that continues to attract new and exciting things. 
PRT!


Could it be the Next Attraction for Village West?
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