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Prospects for Competitiveness of Urban Public Transport

Abstract
From the introductory paragraphs:

"If we observe a herd of sheep who want to pass through a gate to a green pasture, we see them pushing so
hard that they get stuck at the gate and pass through it only very torturously and with great delay. It is obvious
that if they would not push, but pass one or two at a time, the sheep would get through the gate much faster
and more easily. The problem is, we conclude, that the sheep are animals with a rather low level of intelligence.
If a creature from Outer Space observes one of our cities from a Spaceship ("flying saucer") on a weekday
morning, he will certainly come to conclusions about the behavior of humans in traffic very similar to those
we reached about the sheep. The observer from Space would be surprised that the humans, who build
beautiful buildings, excellent vehicles and have tools for sophisticated controls, do not manage their cities and
their travel as an intelligent system. Traffic in streets mostly consists of individuals driving vehicles for their
own immediate benefit. The control that could make the entire system work much more efficiently virtually
does not exist. Operation of the transportation system is not much better than what the sheep would arrange.
Analyzing our policies and practices in urban transportation, one can easily discover a number of irrational
situations which prevent urban transport from efficient functioning."
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International Seminar 

UR B A NIA 

Padova, 20 February 1991 

PROSPECTS FOR COMPETITIVENESS OF URBAN PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

Professor Vulcan R. Vuchic 
University of Pennsylvania 

1. Urban Transportation: "The Sheep Phenomenon"

If we observe a herd of sheep who want to pass through a gate to a green pasture, we 
see them pushing so hard that they get stuck at the gate and pass through it only very torturously 
and with great delay. It is obvious that if they would not push, but pass one or two at a time, 
the sheep would get through the gate much faster and more easily. The problem is, we 
conclude, that the sheep are animals with a rather low level of intelligence. 

If a creature from Outer Space observes one of our cities from a Spaceship ("flying 
saucer") on a weekday morning, he will certainly come to conclusions about the behavior of 
humans in traffic very similar to those we reached about the sheep. 

The observer from Space would be surprised that the humans, who build beautiful 
buildings, excellent vehicles and have tools for sophisticated controls, do not manage their cities 
and their travel as an intelligent system. Traffic in streets mostly consists of individuals driving 
vehicles for their own immediate benefit. The control that could make the entire system work 
much more efficiently virtually does not exist. Operation of the transportation system is not 
much better than what the sheep would arrange. 

Analyzing our policies and practices in urban transportation, one can easily discover a 
number of irrational situations which prevent urban transport from efficient functioning. A few 

examples illustrate this. 

1. Public schools and parks are favored by public policies over private schools and golf
courses. But in transportation, travel by private auto is favored by many policies and financial 
decisions over travel by public transport - bus and train. 

2. In most transportation systems we favor large over small vehicles because of their
higher productivity, benefits to users, social interest, etc. Large ships are favored over small 
ones, Jumbo jets over small propeller airplanes; yet, in urban transportation our policies, 
investments and traffic controls give the same rights to low-capacity automobiles as high­

capacity transit vehicles. 
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