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History of the Advanced Transit Association (ATRA) Year by Year 

by J. Edward Anderson, first ATRA President. 

1990 – The Fifteenth Year. 

 

 At the ATRA Annual Meeting in Washington, D. C., on January 9, 1990, the Board fo-

cused on its 1990 program, which considered the results of a poll circulated to all ATRA mem-

bers.  The poll revealed that most members were pleased with the direction and increased vigor 

of ATRA.  Twenty-nine members of a possible 54 replied to the poll.  There was a strong vote 

for continued focus on medium- to lower-density transportation problems, but a significant vote 

to consider the problems of mobility within airports and other special-use areas.  Personal Rapid 

Transit had a strong lead in the poll.  It received 130 points.  Next in line as a system technology 

were the non-PRT people movers with 85 points; however, many respondents felt that study of 

the environmental, economic and financial aspects of new systems was more critical than con-

centrating on another hardware option.  The subsystem technologies felt to be the most critical to 

advancing transit were vehicle control technologies and personal security technologies.  Reliabil-

ity theory and application also rated high.  Promoting knowledge about advanced transit among 

transportation planning and engineering educators at universities was stressed.    

 

 Messrs. Floyd and Kieffer noted that the technical committee report on PRT had been 

brought to the attention of many policymakers, the media, transportation and urban planners, and 

others.  They resolved to continue that process, and they met with representatives of the National 

League of Cities and with staff members of the National Association of Counties. 

 

 In an ATRA Backgrounder dated May 4, 1990, the ATRA Editor led off with the state-

ment: “There was a deadening silence, it seemed, after the ATRA Technical Committee on Per-

sonal Rapid Transit issued its report in March 1989.  Was anyone listening or noticing?  A sense 

of frustration and even despair must have affected many of us.  Perhaps some felt “I told you so; 

it’s time for ATRA to forget PRT.”  ATRA members soon learned, however, that something was 

stirring in Chicago.  The new chairman of the Northeastern Illinois Regional Transportation Au-

thority (RTA), Gayle Franzen, began to face the reality that he lacked sufficient “tools” in his kit.  

On April 24, 1990, he released a Request for Proposals for a pair of $1,500,000 studies of PRT.  

Tom Floyd, as ATRA Chairman, could take an important measure of credit for that action.    

 

 The Illinois State Legislature, in establishing the RTA, had said “The Authority and the 

Service Boards shall study public transportation problems and developments and encourage ex-

perimentation in developing new public transportation technology.” 

 

Tom, in a letter to Gayle Franzen, urged the RTA:  Don’t allow politicians and the news 

media to squeeze the evaluation and test programs into their political deadlines.  Do stress that 

PRT will be, at least initially, a supplement to other public transportation systems.  Don’t allow 

manufacturers or promoters of other transit technologies to water down your goals.  Do explain 

carefully to civic leaders and the public exactly what you are doing and not doing.  Do make sure 
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you have enough competent and committed in-house and consultant staff to help you manage the 

PRT evaluation process. 

 

The RTA established a three-phase programs to evaluate PRT:  Phase 1 would be a pair 

of $1.5M one-years studies of PRT, Phase 2 would be a full-scale test track, and Phase 3 would 

be a prototype system at a suburban demonstration site, carrying passengers in regular service.  

The Phase 2 test program was estimated to cost $40M, and the RTA wanted to share that equally 

with the supplier company. 

 

In its program documentation, the RTA said: “Suburban congestion is worsening daily as 

business and population centers explode with growth . . . private automobiles, with their huge 

space requirements, cannot provide the solutions to the suburbs’ mobility crisis.  They can only 

compound the problem.  However, traditional mass transportation responses have also failed to 

meet mobility needs in these areas of rapid development.  As the suburbs approach gridlock, new 

answers must be found and new technologies examined.” 

 

The RTA further said: “Personal Rapid Transit appears to be uniquely well-suited to the 

needs of today’s growing suburban activity centers.  These areas have population and develop-

ment densities that are too small and widely dispersed to support traditional rapid transit, but too 

large and concentrated to rely exclusively upon use of the automobile.  PRT may provide much 

of the spontaneity, flexibility and privacy of the automobile without suffering from, and adding 

to, ground-level congestion and pollution.”  “Mass transit in the United States has become de-

pendent upon century-old technologies that are not meeting new transportation demands.  The 

RTA recognizes the need to pursue promising new technologies – like PRT – which address de-

veloping problems such as suburban congestion.” 

 

An Editorial published in the Chicago Tribune on May 14, 1990 is shown on the next 

page.   

 

An RTA publication stated: “As promising as this technology is, Personal Rapid Transit 

remains unproven.  The RTA is, therefore, proceeding with as much caution as enthusiasm.  Be-

fore committing to any system, we must clearly demonstrate that it will work in the RTA region. 

This is the beginning of an extensive engineering and testing process to develop and prove an ef-

fective new transit service.”  “Is this an unnecessary risk of tax dollars?  By no means . . . The 

RTA recognizes that any new technology carries some elements of ‘risk.’  By approaching the 

PRT question on a limited and controlled basis, we mitigate much of that ‘risk.’  However, if we 

fail to address the problem of suburban congestion in a timely and effective fashion, what we 

risk is the economic future of our region.” 

 

ATRA established a permanent PRT committee, chaired by Bill Wilde.  It intended to 

produce Question and Answer materials for use by professionals and lay persons to clarify PRT 

and respond to questions that are frequently asked about its characteristics and feasibility. 
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    The November-December 1990 issue of The Futurist contains an article entitled “Per-

sonalizing Public Transportation” by   Thomas H. Floyd, Jr. ATRA Chairman. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

My work on PRT during 1990.  In January 1990 Raytheon Sr. Vice President and General 

Manager of the Equipment Division Walter Stowell assigned 10 of his engineers to work with me 

in preparation of our proposal to the Chicago RTA, and assigned six of his top engineers (the 

Equipment Division had about 2000 engineers) to do a quick assessment of our system.  That 

process was started on March 15, 1990, and finished on March 22nd.  It was headed by Vice Pres-

ident E. M. Stockton, who later said that he had begun very skeptically but ended as a strong 

advocate.  By allotting 5 hours for the introductory presentation it was clear that they were serious.   

 

 During these early months of 1990, George Sarney stressed several times that for Raytheon 

to participate in the Chicago PRT program it would be necessary to team with some company that 
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was already in the transportation business.  Dick Daly called several such companies with little 

success.  The president of UTDC (Urban Transportation Development Corporation), a Canadian 

company, told him that PRT was fatally flawed.  When Dick asked why, the answer was 1) PRT 

provided no emergency-escape means, and 2) PRT could not accommodate the elderly and hand-

icapped.  We had years before showed how we would meet both of those needs, but that didn’t 

seem to matter.  One of the companies, AEG-Westinghouse, tried to convince the person who 

called them to substitute their 100-passenger system for PRT.  Unbelievable, we thought, but that 

was the state of knowledge at that company.  None of the large companies anywhere in the world 

were willing to participate, at least not in the short time available. 

 

 Gayle Franzen also wanted Taxi 2000 to find a large-company partner before the RFP came 

out, indeed at one point he insisted that that be the case.  He called several companies and one 

indicated interest: Morrison-Knutson of Boise, Idaho.  Gayle called the CEO Bill Agee.  He indi-

cated interest, and I talked with Agee over the phone.  Agee sent four of his top managers to Boston 

to meet with us.  A problem with MK was that they did the same kind of work that Raytheon’s 

United Engineers & Constructors (UE&C) did, so Sarney had to rule them out as a potential partner 

with Raytheon.  However, we needed a partner on the assumption that Dennis Picard might not 

agree to have Raytheon be prime contractor on the Chicago project.  Through several meetings 

with Sarney and Stowell, it seemed that Picard was giving the okay if a transportation company 

was willing to partner, but that did not happen.  Another potential partner was Stone & Webster 

Engineering Corporation, headquartered in Boston.  My friend from Colorado RTD days, George 

Billman, who now worked for S&W, had kept in touch with me for 15 years.  He had been a 

member of the ATRA PRT Committee that had released their glowingly positive report about PRT 

in general and Taxi 2000 specifically.  He called George Sarney to recommend that S&W could 

be their partner, but Sarney had the same problem as with MK – they were in the same kind of 

business as UE&C.  Nothing seemed to work.  The RFP was to be released on April 24th.  I was 

invited, and then was told that perhaps I should not go because none of the other potential bidders 

were invited.  Finally, with Gayle Franzen’s blessing, I went.       

 

It was great to be at the April 24th press conference.  The press announcement is reproduced 

on the next two pages.  During the question period, one of the reporters asked Franzen if the PRT 

system would compete with PACE, the suburban bus company.  Another, having been told that no 

federal funds would be involved, wondered who would pay.  Franzen told him that the RTA had 

set aside the necessary funds.  He ended saying “Please give us a chance.  We can’t fail at this.  

This country has lost its will to do R&D and that must be restored.”  At 2 p.m. on the 24th I was 

interviewed by Gary Washburn of the Chicago Tribune.  In the following Sunday paper the article 

following the press announcement appears.   



5 
 

 



6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

In early April, George Sarney and Dick Daly met with two Mitsubishi presidents, who the 

next Friday evening met Dennis Picard and Raytheon Chairman Tom Philips.  Dick told me after 

my trip to Chicago that at the cocktail party one of the Mitsubishi presidents commented to Picard: 

“We tried PRT and didn’t find it a good business.  I recommend that you don’t get into it.”  That 

was all it took for Picard to decline to prime the RTA project.  The strong advocacy of two Senior 

Vice Presidents meant nothing.  What was the difference between the system Mitsubishi was in-

volved with and Taxi 2000?  The Japanese PRT system called CVS for Computerized Vehicle 

System had a huge guideway, the ride was rough, the switch banged and clattered along, they 

assumed only one-berth stations, and the control system was primitive – a 1960s design.  But to 

these company presidents PRT was PRT and that was it! 

In the Chicago Tribune article that appeared on Sunday April 29, 1990, and is reproduced 

above, note the “No U-turn” sign in the picture.  Perhaps this was symbolic.  We could not make 

any U-turns in the PRT project 

While I was in Chicago, I was told that the RFP would be released on May 17th, proposers 

would be given 90 days to respond, and here we were without the necessary deep-pocket company 

deemed necessary for us to file an acceptable proposal.  On April 25th Tom Riley told me that the 

suburban folks were “jumping up and down,” they were so excited that the PRT program would 

proceed.  There were many editorials and articles in the suburban papers and even in the Chicago 

Tribune lauding Gayle Franzen’s initiative.1  Tom asked about the status of Raytheon, and said 

that if they would not participate we should meet with Bill Agee as soon as possible.  But then 

                                                           
1 I have compiled a half-inch-thick booklet of editorials and articles in the Chicago press, all positive for PRT. 
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tragedy struck: The MK CEO and his wife were killed in a light-airplane accident.  In the short 

time left to assemble a team, MK could no longer be a factor.  Sarney told George Billman that 

Raytheon could not team with Stone & Webster because they competed with UEC.  The above 

press release appeared in papers all over the United States and I was getting calls about it seemingly 

from everywhere.  Daly, Sarney and Stowell were suggesting and trying many approaches.  One 

of them contacted a General Motors Division in a Chicago suburb.  Daly flew to Orlando to talk 

to a division of Bombardier and told me on April 30th that he expected a written agreement the 

next day, but then someone there, Dick said, was absolutely convinced that the 25-passenger mon-

orail was the way to go – that is what they had been pushing.  Someone wrote a letter to the 

Chicago Tribune saying that PRT would not work.  Now that the word was out, it seemed that 

every company that would be threatened by PRT was trying to trash the project.  It is amazing that 

Gayle Franzen could ward off the negativism. 
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An illustration developed by an RTA staff member, shown in many publications. 
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Dick Daly suggested to me on May 8th that our proposal would be stronger with Taxi 2000 

as prime contractor.  It certainly would have been, but the RTA thought it best to have a large, 

deep-pocket company as prime.  It didn’t seem to matter to them that the key ideas had been 

developed within Taxi 2000.  This is a common opinion of non-engineering managers – any engi-

neer will do as well as any other.  Somewhere along the line we were introduced to the Chicago 

firm Packer Engineering, Inc. and its CEO, Dr. Kenneth F. Packer.  He paid my expenses to visit 

him on May 11th, following which a Letter of Intent was drawn up that would make us equal 

partners, with responsibilities carefully defined.  Then Dr. Packer visited us in Boston on June 

10th.  But one of the Taxi 2000 board members investigated and advised us to stay away from 

Packer.   

In the meantime, George Billman had been busy going up the line of Stone & Webster 

executives, getting encouragement all the way.  We had been in contact with various S&W exec-

utives for over a year so, and as is essential in a large company, a positive step comes only after 

an ample gestation period.  George and I, as old friends, worked together to define our program, 

and on June 14th we presented it in the S&W downtown Boston office to top management includ-

ing the president.  He was extremely enthusiastic and directed us to proceed with our proposal to 

Chicago.  

I had to busy myself to prepare to spend three weeks at the Denver office of Stone & Web-

ster working on our proposal to the RTA.  In Denver, I picked up Ira Smith at Stapleton Airport, 

and headed to the apartment he and I would share for the next three weeks.  We worked out of the 

Denver office of Stone & Webster.  These were three intense weeks.  We had been given three 

months to complete the proposal and now had to do all the writing in three weeks.  My telephone 

notes during those weeks show many conversations with many people as the writing process pro-

ceeded.  I left for Minneapolis on August 2nd, a day before the proposal was due in Chicago, then   

I was off to Boston on August 6th, and show the cover of our proposal on the next page. 
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The next big activity was to prepare for our oral presentation to the RTA and the Technical 

Support Committee, which was held at RTA headquarters on Friday August 17th.  Tom Riley called 

me on August 30th and said that in a conversation with Gayle Franzen, Gayle said that our proposal 

was “light-years ahead” of the competition.  I learned now that certain staff members at UMTA in 

Washington were fuming that Chicago was proceeding with PRT without them.  They argued, 

unconvincingly, that PRT would not work.  These were the same people who worked on a proposal 

for high-capacity PRT 16 years earlier and thought it was great when they were involved.  On 

September 14th Tom Riley informed me that we were one of the two winners.  The other was the 

Swiss firm Intiman, whose proposal was a sorry imitation of a PRT system.  Twelve proposals had 

been received. 

 


