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At Issue:
Can mass transit easily incorporate autonomous vehicles?yes

yes
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t here are multiple opinions about how the public trans-
portation world can accommodate and improve passenger
experience and embrace rapidly emerging technologies

and innovations. With autonomous, or self-driving, vehicles a
number of efforts are underway.

The U.S. Department of Transportation recently announced
the launch of a new Automation Proving Ground Pilot program
designed to designate “qualified proving grounds” for the safe
testing, demonstration and deployment of autonomous-vehicle
technology. Also, the department led a national competitive-
grant process called the Smart City Challenge to encourage
communities to develop and lead collaborative processes to
identify how technology can solve issues and challenges.

More than 70 cities took up the challenge. The city that was
selected — Columbus, Ohio — developed a compelling story
about how autonomous technology can improve access and
mobility to underserved sectors of the community. Additionally,
more than 16 states have enacted legislation to accelerate and
adopt regulations for the safe deployment of autonomous vehi-
cles, including cars and trucks, while some public transit
modes in Europe already are using self-driving vehicles.

An important aspect of these efforts remains foundational
— that is, to significantly improve access through investment
in infrastructure in our communities, whether large or small,
rural or urban. Every community will measure its investments
based on available resources as well as community interest
and engagement. That said, as rapidly evolving technologies
disrupt traditional transit means and methods, communities
will need a consistent platform through which to engage and
develop best practices so the innovations can help cities meet
and improve economic and development goals.

In 2015, the board of the American Public Transportation As-
sociation, which represents public and private organizations in-
volved in mass transit, approved 12 principles designed to guide
the transit industry on how to effectively frame its participation
in the autonomous-vehicle space. These principles included en-
suring access for all, as well as developing partnerships across
the broad spectrum of new participants in the field.

Questions about insurance, vehicle specifications, the inter-
action between autonomous and non-autonomous modes,
what constitutes “safe” demonstration locations and how to re-
train and develop the workforce will be critical to the contin-
ued success of public transportation. The evolution of innova-
tion will continue to accelerate. Thus, the public transportation
industry needs to be a key contributor if this process is to
maximize the effectiveness of these applications.no
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i t won’t be easy for transit to adapt, but technology such
as automated collision avoidance and autonomous emer-
gency braking will need to be incorporated into buses to

improve safety and reduce casualty and liability expenses.
Some transit modes may lead the way in moving to au-

tonomous driving. Fixed routes, especially those operating in
exclusive lanes, such as bus rapid transit, provide a receptive
environment for autonomous driving.

The European Union’s recently completed CityMobil2
demonstrations showed the potential for small vehicle/low-
speed urban transit operations. From July 2014 through March
2016, 12- automated buses successfully carried thousands of
passengers in nine European cities.

Autonomous vehicles could offer better service to disabled
riders. Paratransit service for disabled individuals is very expen-
sive and often is poor. The average operating cost to agencies
for a regular transit trip in 2014 was $3.68, only 39 percent of
which was paid for with fares. In comparison, the average
cost of a paratransit trip to serve a disabled passenger was
$34.43, with only 8 percent covered by fares.

Uber already is testing autonomous vehicles in Pittsburgh.
These vehicles can operate autonomously in some areas and
under certain conditions. Once fully autonomous “driverless”
vehicles come into the market, most of the labor cost of oper-
ating a car will go away. Why would anyone wait for a bus if
they could summon an autonomous taxi to their door at a
competitive price?

Conventional transit will still be important in urban areas
where parking and roadway capacity are constrained, but
automation can increase transit capacity and improve perfor-
mance in those areas as well. But operating buses in subur-
ban areas (which costs agencies an average of $130 per
hour) will become untenable if riders are attracted away to
autonomous private taxis. Many transit agencies, whose ser-
vices are heavily subsidized, will need to retrench and con-
centrate their resources in corridors where passenger density
is higher.

The move to autonomous vehicles could potentially lead to
reduced service, which is difficult for transit agencies. Riders
want the same service every day, and even small changes
often lead to vocal complaints to elected officials. Transit
workers have strong unions and federal labor protections. Try-
ing to replace drivers with autonomous vehicles will lead to
prolonged and difficult negotiations. Transit boards are mainly
public bodies that conduct business in open meetings. Accom-
modating radical change in that environment is not easy.


