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A century that began with 
the horse has extended 

transportation into space. 
What next? 

GEORGE AND BENITA GRAY 

Aummary of a Dialogue with Wilfred 01,;en on Transportation and the Future, 
a special session of the 1993 Transportation Researd1 Board Annual Meeting 

1,eld in Ja.nuaiy, is presented here. Participants were invited to meet informally 
with Owen, a long-time transportation planner, to discuss developing a new vision of how 
transportalfon can respond to the current and future needs of society, /,ow transportation 
may be better integmted into the social and environmental efforts to improve the quality 
of life and preserve tl1e world's natural resources, and other topics related to transportation 
and !he future. A long-time fellow of the Brookings Institution, Owen was one of cl1e 01iginal 
staff members of the Highway Research Board (now the Transportation Research Board), 
serving in the Department of finance and Administrntion from 1935-1938. I-le subsequently 
served 011 a number of HRB comm.Wees, including tlie Project Committee 011 Higl1way 
Finance and tire Special Conunittees on Urban Research, on International Cooperative 
Activities, and on Long-Range Planning. 

Wilfred Owen 

George Gray is the District Planner, California Department of Transportation, San Diego. Supersonic flight will hasten an integrated world 
Benita Gray is a Consultant in San Diego, Ca1ifomia. 
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economy. 

PREDlCTlNG THE ruruRE is not just trying to figure out what is going 
to happen, but deciding what ought to happen and what trans­
portation researchers can make happen to achieve the goals of 
society. There is no magic involved in predicting the future; it 
involves an understanding of the past, an appreciation of what is 
going on today, and a determination to achieve the goals of com­
munities and the nation both at home and abroad. Transportation 
professionals are working on ways of not only increasing mobil­
ity, but increasing the possibilities of forgoing transportation by 
finding_ better ways to accomplish routine daily tasks that cur­
rently require travel. 

With these thoughts from Wilfred Owen, the dialogue between 
the transportation planner and the audience began. 

As examples of the use of transportation to shape national 
goals, Owen cited Japan and Singapore. In Japan, emphasis has 
been on providing mobility. This strategy has been successful in 
meeting that goal, but there have been social costs. For example, 
Owen said that about 80 percent of the houses in Japan are with­
out heat and an estimated 40 percent are without indoor toilets. 
To address these and similar shortcomings,Japan is now making 
improvement of the quality of life a major goal, he added. 

In Singapore, transportation was used to achieve other objec­
tives, such as housing the poor, creatingjobs, raising income, and 
upgrading the environment while redeveloping the inner city. 
Singapore has been successful in reaching these goals using 
transportation as a major tool, but it also has an autocratic 
government. 

A wide-ranging exchange of transportation information, 
thoughts, and philosophies followed Owen's introductory re­
marks. Highlights of the forum follow. 

• Transportation specialists have tended to be most con­
cerned with the inner workings of the system. When they were 
striving to provide mobility for the United States, specialists con­
centrated on highway construction and had to focus completely 
on staying ahead of demand. Owen pointed out, " Now we should 
be much more interested in how transportation affects our 
relations with the rest of the world. How can transportation be 
of assistance to the poor? How can transportation be used to 
improve the inner cities' How can it create a new kind of multi­
centered urban region? How can it really be a positive factor in 
the environment and not a negative one?" 

• Owen believes that the U.S. Department of Transportation 
should tum over some of its current programs to states, local 
governments, and the private sector and should concentrate on 
"relating transportation to the kind of goals that we seek and 
the kind of ... country that we want to achieve." 
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• Congestion pticing needs to be consid­
ered with all its impacts. At present, those 
who use facilities duting the peak petiods are 
favored. Congestion pticing would reverse 
this and also reverse the tendency for trans­
portation to be underpticed. Variable pricing 
is not only feasible, but would be more 
equitable. 

• Global research in transportation is still 
needed, but many organizations, including 
the Transportation Research Board, could 
probably handle those needs. Combined 
public-private efforts may be an effective 
means to providing transportation systems 
for Third World countties. 

• Transportation professionals should not 
get hung up on new technology as the solu­
tion for all transportation problems. The focus 
instead should be on user needs. Innovative 
use of existing technology often offers better 
solutions than new technology. For example, 
point-to-point paratransit systems, such as 
the ParaTranspo system in Ottawa, Canada, 
offer promise and may be more in line with 
the needs of customers than are conventional 
transit systems. 

• In his book Strategy for Mobility, in 
offertng guidance to poor countties, Owen 
concentrated his recommendations on 
providing highways. He did not,' by his own 
admission, foresee that building highways 
does not always meet transportation need. 
Maintenance of the highways and providing 
motor vehicles to use them are as important 
as the highways themselves. A successful 

highway system involves more than just 
road building. 

• Oregon's truck weight-distance tax for 
goods movement should be studied for its 
potential in providing a more equitable mech­
anism for determining user charges. 

Owen's thoughts about the future of trans­
portation stimulated much of the evening's 
discussion. The following items, taken from 
his notes, provide a digest of his comments 
and an outline for achievable goals that would 
ensure a place for the transportation sector 
as a ptime shaper of 21st century society. 

• Environment. Transportation has in the 
past had largely negative impacts on the en­
vironment, but it will become a positive 
conttibutor to clean air and to the aesthetics 
of the land areas it serves. 

• Inner cities . Transportation operations 
and transportation infrastructure will together 
help eliminate urban slums and blight and 
create the physical framework for the city of 
the future. 

• Suburban growth. Partnerships between 
transportation agencies and regional land-use 
policy makers will make possible more man­
ageable use of the land and will provide a 
means of preserving large areas of the country­
side for recrea.tion. 

• Relief for commuters . Transportation and 
communications will improve information 
disttibution and enable people to perform 
tasks and errands electronically, thereby re­
ducing the volume of travel. 

Billions of the earth's people still rely on animals to power the transportation system. 

4 TR News 166, May-June 1993 

Commuter congestion around the world will be 
but by solutions that reduce the demand. Morning 

• Energy conservation and alternative 
choices. The use of energy by the transport sec­
tor will be sharply reduced without diminish­
ing service through the use of more efficient 
vehicles, more effective systems of transport, 
and vehicles powered by a vatiety of energy 
sources. 

• Paying the bill. The transportation sector 
will contribute to reducing the national debt 
and the budget deficits of the federal and state 
governments by means of a gasoline tax in­
crease and use of automated toll collection 
on the Interstate highway system. A user tax 
to maintain the Interstates will release billions 
of dollars annually for state and municipal 
transport and will allow vehicle charges to 
be tailored to costs. 

• Accident and health costs. Intelligent 
vehicle-highway systems applied to dtiver in­
formation, accident prevention, and progres­
sively greater automation of vehicle operation 
will help reduce the accident toll on the high­
ways, the costs of insurance, and the medical 
costs associated with injuries. 

• Global transportation networks. Global 
public transportation networks will be de­
veloped through a combination of jet flight, 
intercontinental airports, and ground con­
nections by magnetically levitated vehicles. 

• U.S. trade and the global economy. As the 
U.S. economy becomes increasingly tied to 
the global economy, growth of international 
transactions will depend increasingly on eco­
nomic development in the Third World. This, 
in tum, will require upgraded transport ser­
vices and new kinds of international joint 
ventures abroad; one model is the worldwide 
operations today of Federal Express. 



relieved not only by investments in transport 
peak hour traffic headed for Washington,D.C. 

• Global laborato1y. A major change now 
under way is the availability of global commu­
nications and air transport that allow policy 
makers and researchers to observe transport 
operations around the world and gain first -
hand knowledge of what is working or not 
working under a wide variety of conditions. 
This is a tremendous leap forward in the ca­
pacity for learning and doing. 

Owen summed up his vision for the future 
of the United States as follows: My vision is 
that the future of America will be one in which 
the old cities are completely redeveloped with 
help from the transportation sector. High­
speed transportation systems will reach out­
ward from the cities, connecting them with 
new towns and enlarged existing towns that 
will evolve into mixed-use, environmentally 
friendly suburban or exurban communities. 
The combination of transportation and com­
munications systems will make it possible to 
achieve a multicentered metropolis and per­
haps even an urban nation of many centers 
in which vacant land around and between 
these centers will be preserved by zoning and 
land-use policies. High-speed ground trans­
port to airports will complement high-speed 
air links to the world. An expanding global 
economy will mean far higher levels of trade 
in goods and services and, of course, infor­
mation; national boundaries will diminish 
in significance. Future automobiles will be 
zero-polluting, probably electric-powered ve­
hicles, and the electricity will be much more 
efficiently produced so that there is less pol­
lution of the atmosphere. We will concentrate 
on livability as well as on mobility. 

The Demand Side of Transportation 
following is a sumnw,y of th,: wrmnolls of 
1rcm.1portc1liLJ11 rla11ncr Wilfred Owen to the 
Fcdcrul High1V11y Ad111ini.1trnLion Rcsrnrch 
and Technology Coordinatin,~ Co111millcc in 
Murch 199.3. 

Much highway research in the 20th cenlUl)' 
has been inv.·ard focused and industry 01i ­

cntcd as the United States struggled to 
achieve basic highway transport capability. 
Having achieved a high level of mobility, 
transponation departments are now in a po­
sition to increase their contribution to the 
wider concerns of socic_ty and, at the same 
time, to further the prospects of sustaining 
transport. Three demand-side approaches to 
transportation problem-solving have signifi­
cant potential: they involve transport­
conserving community design, suburban 
growLh management, and the use or tcle­
communicat1ons. 

Demand-side solutions in community clc­
\'eloprnern and redevelopment call t·or de­
signing communities and neighborhoods 
that contain 11 mix ofjobs, housing, shopping, 
an<l services. Con\'entional suburbs ofLen 
provide rew l)f the conveniences of daily life, 
and residents rnusL rely on transportation Lo 
compensate for their absence. \Villiam Levi Lt. 

the cb·elopt:r orse\-eral large residential com­
munities, reflecting that his developments 
contain thousands of houses and liule else, 
said that his one-purpose approach to devel­
opment was a key error of Amcrica·s subur­
ban growth, creating long work trips and 
endless travels to carry out the day's activi­
ties. \,\!hat is necclccl are communities that 
provide not only mobility but :.ilso oppor-

tunities for work, shopping, and recreation. 
There is growing urgency about the 

mounting infrastructure costs of unlimited 
dispersal as ;1dvances in technology mn­
corne the isolation of pre\iously remote land. 
Demand mighL be kept within practical 
limits through partnerships between trans­
portation and regional devek)pment agencies 
to arrive at transport-sustainable land-use 
strategies. 

TelecornmuLing, tcleshopping, and Lele­
conrerencing offer another demand-side so­
lution to reduce the lrequency or some 
home-to-work, business, and routine house­
hold tral'el. A two-):ear study by the Virginia 
Department or Transportation is bringing 
industry executi\'es and communications 
specialists together Lo explore the potentials 
of speeding up the creation or elecLronic in­
forn1ation highways to relieve the burden on 
passenger and freight highw:iys. ElecLronic 
delivery of information is a means of increas­
ing productiviLy, reducing costs, rnhancing 
\.vorking conditions, and avoiding some 
commuter trips by means of homt.: offices. 
neighborhood work centers, and the multi­
plying or branch offices. 

Transportation research should address 
how partnerships and ,ioint vernures wiLh 
other sectors can meet SlKietal needs without 
adding transportation demand. Rt.:search 
aimed at demand-side solutions could give 
the transportation sector a leadership role in 
furthering the national agenda-upgrading 
the cities, reducing unnecessary commuter 
traffic, implementing land conservation, pro­
tecting Lhe environment , and saving energy. 
all of which promote the abilil)' to sustain 
the nation's mobility. 
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Transportation by sea and air has shrunk the planet, yet poor surface transportation 
inhibits economic growth and trade potential in two-thirds of the world. 
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