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This seminar is a survey course covering best practices in building, managing and operating public transport in cities around the world, and examines how American transit agencies could learn from these improvements from abroad. This course examines the organizational structures, operational practices, technological improvements and capital construction techniques necessary to provide high-quality public transport. Case studies will cover both European and Japanese examples, as well as past American examples from the heyday of urban transit in the past century, and ways that global innovations have been put into practice in the American context.
Contact information and office hours
E-mail: PLACEHOLDER (pending Columbia email activation)
Phone: 917-725-3079
Office hours: I am happy to chat after class; alternatively, we can arrange individual appointments by phone, videochat, or in-person anywhere below 59th Street. 
Attendance
Attendance is mandatory unless previously arranged, and I expect you to be both physically and mentally present. 
Course Learning Objectives
This class exists to teach you, the student, to think creatively about what can be done to improve public transportation in the United States.  It’s no secret that American public transport lags far behind peer nations.  I want you to be able to identify why this is so, how American public transport could be improved by importing best practices from abroad, and what implementing international best practices would look like in the American context.  
By the end of this semester, you will produce a white paper that identifies a problem with New York City public transport, examine how New York compares to an international best practice, determine what changes would be best to implement, and supporting your conclusion with appropriate evidence.
Academic conduct
This class follows standard GSAPP policies, with a few wrinkles.
1. I don’t accept or grade any late assignments unless you have a note from the Dean of Student Affairs.  If an assignment it isn’t in my inbox by the deadline, I won’t consider it, even if it’s one minute late. This is deliberately strict. Planning often has legally binding, arbitrary deadlines.  In professional practice, late proposals often go straight into the bin, no matter how meritorious.  This class will operate to the same standard.
2. Use of foreign sources is encouraged. 
3. My policy on using generative AI use is:
a. You’re allowed to use AI to ideate on themes, structures and potential bibliography. That said, this class exists so that you think about the complicated issues that bedevil American public transport.  Be cautious about outsourcing your critical thinking skills to a machine.
b. If you do use a generative AI tool, I require that you disclose it.  If you use generative AI tools, you’ll have to include a short appendix that states:
i. Which models you used (e.g., Claude Sonnet 4.6, ChatGPT 4o, etc.)
ii. What you used the tool for (e.g., generating ideas or themes, suggesting readings, gathering research materials)
iii. Any other comments you wish to add regarding AI use in the assignment.
c. All writing must be your own. Using AI-generated text will be reported as an academic integrity violation, but using AI for proofreading is OK.
d. Keep records of generative AI prompts that you use. You want your results to be replicable and verifiable, to the extent that a tool can do so.  (I realize that generative AI is ultimately probabilistic.)
Grading
Your semester-long assignment will be to go through the steps to produce a white paper identifying a particular problem related to New York City public transit, and to draft a 20-25 page white paper on the topic, with a presentation at the semester end. This will be divided into three stages. 
I grade based not just on the strength of your proposals, but on how well you’ve thought through your proposals and explain them to a potentially skeptical audience.  Many of the reports you write in the professional world will be public-facing, and they will be subject to intense debate. Being able to explain how and why you arrived at your conclusion is just as important as the conclusion itself.  
You will assemble:
· An analysis identifying the problem (5-10pp) – 15%
· Alternatives analysis, and identify a preferred solution (3-5pp) – 25%
· Final white paper and presentation (20-25 pp) – 50%
· Class participation – 10%
SEMESTER OVERVIEW
Part A: Introduction
1. Semester introduction
· Discussion of course goals, rules and syllabus
· Historical background; short summary of the rise and fall of American public transport networks 
· Identify what makes public transport work well: speed, frequency, reliability, going where people need to go
· How to get relevant, reliable information on a particular issue – public records, press reports, white papers, academic research
· Class project: filing a public records request
· Big picture question: Can public transport be made to work in America like it does elsewhere?  What would it take on the part of transit agencies and other governmental authorities to make things work correctly like in the rest of the developed world?
· Jarrett Walker, Human Transit chapters 1 and 2
· Transportation Research Board Special Report 257, Making Transit Work: Insight from Western Europe, Canada, and the United States, ch. 4. https://www.nationalacademies.org/read/10110/chapter/4. 
2. An Introduction to Public Transport Modes and TOD
· In this class we will provide a high-level discussion of standard public transport modes, their relative advantages and disadvantages, and standard use cases, including bus, busway (BRT), streetcar, light rail (LRT), subway, regional rail, monorail, and gondola.
· We will also discuss the basics of the interactions between transport and land use, using American examples in New York, Dallas and Houston.
· Jake Berman, The Lost Subways of North America, A Brief Primer, chapters 6 and 8
· Types of Mass Transit – handout attached
· Bent Flyvbjerg, How Big Things Get Done, ix to 20
Part B: Fundamental Organizing Principles
The first part of the course deals with the planning process for public transport, and the structural risks that can inflict critical damage on public transport projects during the planning stages.
3. Accountable decision-making and minimizing bureaucratic overlap
· The buck ultimately has to stop somewhere. The starting point is to have a well-staffed team of professionals with the discretion to make decisions quickly, with the institutional knowledge necessary to be able to control contractors and set ground rules.
· This class is a case study of how Boston’s Green Line Extension - a fundamentally sound project - ran dramatically late and over budget. 
· We will also examine the role of public comment in this class
· Eric Goldwyn, Alon Levy and Elif Ensari, The Boston Case: The Story of the Green Line Extension
· Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, Green Line Extension Final Environmental Impact Report
· New York Metropolitan Transportation Authority, Staten Island North Shore Bus Rapid Transit Final Environmental Impact Statement, 28-1 to 28-34, https:/www.mta.info/document/131446
4.  Streamlining permitting and reducing veto points
· International best practice is to designate a lead agency as a one-stop shop for all permits to be issued for major construction (i.e., “self-permitting”), something that is not the norm in the United States. In this course, we examine California case studies regarding this type of bureaucratic duplication.
· Colin Parent, The Powerless Brokers
5. Public-private partnerships I
· Public-private partnerships (PPPs), when well-managed, can allow transit operators to access private capital for major infrastructural improvements.  This class provides an introduction to common types of PPPs, like the concession/franchise model, management contracts, greenfield infrastructure builds, and privatization/divestiture of existing infrastructure.
· World Bank, Public-Private Partnerships Reference Guide, Chapter 1 (PPP Basics)
6. Public-private partnerships II
· This class examines what to do and what not to do, contrasting the underbuilt Canada Line light metro in Vancouver, which uses incompatible technology with the rest of the network, the Seoul Line 9 Subway, a PPP construction success story, and the historical Interborough Rapid Transit system in New York. 
· This will also be the first checkpoint for the capstone projects.
· Yonah Freemark, Despite Extraordinary Ridership, Vancouver’s New Canada Line is Suffering, https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2009/11/17/despite-extraordinary-ridership-vancouvers-new-canada-line-is-suffering/
· Shin Lee / Yoo Gyeong Hur, Three Innovations of Subway Line 9: Financing, Speed, Competitiveness and Social Equity
Part C: Improving Existing Operational Practices
The second portion of the course deals with the types of operational improvements that can be made without major bureaucratic overhauls, within existing systems.
7. Reforming labor standards
· Labor is the single largest cost in any transit agency’s budget, and for this class we will examine what types of operational practices can be used to provide better services, focusing particularly on the plans to convert SEPTA Regional Rail (Greater Philadelphia) into a regional rapid transit system in the 1980s and the counterexample of Vancouver’s SkyTrain light metro.
· Eric Goldwyn, Elif Ensari and Alon Levy, How Many People Does It Take to Operate a Train?
· Jake Berman, The Lost Subways of North America, chapter 15 
8. Better bus route design and inter-agency coordination
· Bus routing flexibility was a major reason for why transit operators replaced street-running rail with buses in the mid-20th century.  But routes often reflect historical, rather than present patterns of urban development, and a clean-sheet redesign is often necessary.  This class focuses on Houston’s clean-sheet redesign of its bus network, replacing a legacy radial system with a grid of high-frequency bus routes that better reflects the development patterns of sprawling modern Houston, as well as the German model of inter-agency regional coordination.
· Steven Parks, Bus Network Redesigns in the Modern Age, https://enotrans.org/article/bus-network-redesigns-in-the-modern-age-how-u-s-transit-agencies-adapt-to-evolving-travel/
· Ralph Buehler, John Pucher and Oliver Duemmler, Verkehrsverbund: The evolution and spread of fully integrated regional public transport in Germany, Austria and Switzerland
9. Improving bus operating procedures and funding sources
· New York City Transit’s buses have been in ridership freefall for decades, due to a combination of factors.  This class focuses on the types of small-bore reforms, like proof of payment ticketing, back door boarding, real-time arrivals and better stop spacing to make buses run faster and more reliably, as well as funding schemes for such initial investments, like sales tax, turnpike tolls, and property tax.
· Jan Luis Mendez and Emily Pramik, A Review of Initiatives to Improve Bus Speeds in New York City
10. Real estate development by transit operators
· Today, many metropolises face the dual crises of housing shortage and inadequate public transport, and transit authorities own large amounts of underused land near their lines which are ripe for redevelopment.  In the past, a key source of revenue for transport operations was cross-subsidization by businesses under common ownership with the transport operator, like electric utility service and real estate development.  Japanese rail operators never abandoned the cross-subsidization model; this class examines how Japanese rail operators balance their books and encourage ridership by developing real estate near stations.
· This will also be the second checkpoint for the capstone projects.
· Japanese International Cooperation Agency, The Research on Integrated Urban Rail and Urban/Regional Development. https://openjicareport.jica.go.jp/pdf/12305546.pdf. 
· Required: Chapters 6 and 7
· Optional: Appendix
· Keio Corporation, Company Introduction Document.
· Optional: Japan Rail East, Real Estate Rotation Business in “To the Next Stage” 2034, https://www.jreast.co.jp/e/investor/pdf/202509_e_irday_real_estate_rotation.pdf 
· Optional: Keio Corp., Keio Group Medium-Term Management Plan
Part D: Use of Technology
The third portion of the class discusses how modern technology can be joined with major capital investments to improve transit service.
11. Automation
· The gold standard for new metro lines worldwide is driverless systems, where a central control computer handles all aspects of train operation – starting and stopping, opening and closing doors, and flagging emergency situations for personnel to assume control.  The thornier question is how to convert existing lines from manned to unmanned operation.  This class examines Montreal’s conversion of the Deux-Montagnes commuter rail line into the fully automated Réseau express métropolitain (REM).
· Rik Poulus, Elisah van Kempen, and Jaco van Meijeren, Automatic Train Operation: Driving the Future of Rail Transport
· Eric Goldwyn, On Track For Success: Decoding Montreal’s REM model https://transitcenter.org/on-track-for-success-decoding-montreals-rem-model-for-efficient-transit-projects-in-the-u-s/
12. Scalability in technology and construction
· Transit is fundamentally an iterative technology, and there are very truly new innovations. We will discuss how to do major technological upgrades and how to properly design infrastructure so it can be built in bulk, as with the Montreal REM. 
· Eric Goldwyn, On Track for Success: Decoding Montreal’s REM Model for Efficient Transit Projects in the U.S., https://transitcenter.org/on-track-for-success-decoding-montreals-rem-model-for-efficient-transit-projects-in-the-u-s/
· Technical sheets on the REM design https://rem.info/sites/default/files/document/Technical-sheets-STATIONS-EN.pdf
· Bent Flyvbjerg, How Big Things Get Done, 60-79, 167-184
Part E: Conclusion
13. Semester summary; presentations
· This class will be the time for people to present their final papers.
· As this is the end of the semester, time will be provided for questions and further discussion.
