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I.  Summary   (by Steve Dickerson, draft of 1/14/2020) 
 
This document attempts to describe a comprehensive higher technology system to resolve the ATL 
area’s congestion difficulties within five years.  It requires making cost-effective expenditures.  The 
high-tech approach is largely based on the very low cost of computing including memory and processing 
(now often called AI, or artificial intelligence), low cost of wireless communications, and on more 
comfortable, convenient, and productive ridesharing of all modes from MARTA trains to carpools.  
Much of the high-tech would be based on almost universal use of smartphones with GPS locating.  All 
users would be subscribers much as now done for Uber and Lyft.  But the application would be much 
broader and cause a great increase in shared and faster rides for urban travel.  In due course, the 
smartphone app tailored to the profile of the individual user would handle all aspects of urban trips.  
Keep in mind that technology changes rapidly and ATL planning is for 5 -20 years.  Uber is only 10 
years old and did not involve formal city planning.  The smartphone can also provide entertainment and 
productive tasks on shared-ride vehicles, carpools to MARTA trains. 
 
The proposed steps, not necessarily in order, are:   
 

1. Smartphone based ridesharing assistance for carpools and transit in general.  Include integrated 
payment for all services.  A component of this should be dynamic car rental and Uber like 
service to assist those who are now without their personal cars after arriving by shared-ride. 

2. Create a luxury vanpool service.  Start with a single van. Expand to thousands in the Atlanta 
area.  About 30,000 such vans is a realistic target. 

3. Comprehensive payment service for MARTA, tolls, parking, etc. on smartphone.  No Breeze 
card or Peach Pass is needed. 

4. Increase in MARTA train speeds to an average of 50 mph (from about 30 mph), and reduced 
headways to about 3 minutes from the current 10 minutes for many trips. 

5. Great increase in HOT, high-occupancy toll, lanes with smartphones charging the tolls based on 
GPS location of vehicles.  No sensors to read Peach Pass are needed. Tolls zero or negative for 
high occupancy. 

6. Take advantage of emerging autonomous driving technology. 
7. Expand to include rural Georgia. 

 
To the extent possible, the effort would incorporate many partners who are already in the business of 
supporting urban transportation.  The author would prefer an all-inclusive effort to operate as a public 
utility (like MARTA) with a legal monopoly to promote and assist shared-ride urban transportation.   
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II. Some Details beyond Summary 
 
 1. Ridesharing assistance for carpools and transit in general, both financial and smartphone 
based.  For carpools and vanpools and even bus pools, WAZE already supplies a smartphone app that 
includes dynamic reservations, automatic payments, and routing help.  The inclusion of financial help 
from public entities can be added easily. It is also important to make available short-term car rental in 
employment areas so that ridesharing passengers have the flexibility to make needed car trips both for 
emergencies and things like shopping and business meetings.  Uber and Lyft help here. 
 
ATL has an effort underway to assist in transit trips including dynamic updating of scheduling and 
automatic payment of fares.  A significant subsidy of transit exists.  For example, a recent MARTA 
FY2020 Budget Highlight puts fiscal year costs at $514 million with revenue, mostly fares, covering 
27.2% or $140 million.  The balance by the taxpayers.  Note that it is suggested below that tolls on high 
occupancy lanes could be used as additional revenue to support better transit. 
 
For ridesharing, many folks would become part-time “Uber drivers.”  Uber and Lyft and Google are 
already trying to support carpooling.  But pool drivers would be making the trip along with passengers 
and might only be compensated with free rides and minimal financial incentives.   Many of the cars used 
for carpools could also be part of dynamic short-term car rental service.  Several such services are now 
available in other places. 
 
 2.    Create a luxury vanpool service.  Start with a single van. Expand to thousands in the Atlanta 
area.  In this plan, luxury vanpools are a significant contributor to the thought that ridesharing in such a 
luxury van is more enjoyable than any other mode.  Subscribers would also be significant users of 
short-term car rentals, scooters, bikes, Uber-like trips and local transit as they would often be at 
destinations without their personal car. 
 
It is important that the riders have a more productive and enjoyable ride than driving alone.  AND 
that the public realizes that vanpooling is a notch above driving alone.  See the on-vehicle services 
provided by Enroute.tech as an example.  Their services include in-route ordering of products.  Such 
orders help pay travel costs.  All seats on the luxury vans would be individual bucket seats with an 
available worktable and lighting such as on airlines. 
 
Luxury vanpools should become a significant provider of shared rides to and from (and within) the 
outlying counties in ATL.  Think a minimum of 10,000 such vehicles should be anticipated, each with 
an average of 9 commuters as occupants.  Vehicles could have other off-peak uses 
 
3. Comprehensive payment service for MARTA, tolls, parking, etc. on smartphone.  This 
simply means that the smart apps anticipated in Item 1, be expanded to include additional automatic 
charges for other transportation services.  The GPS capability of the phones would help arrange for 
parking and would automatically know the phone was in a HOT lane and charge a toll.  That toll 
SHOULD be greatly reduced or perhaps be negative for high occupancy vehicles.  As pointed out in 
Item 1, MARTA rides are largely paid for by the public. 
 
4.. Increase in MARTA train speeds to an average of 50 mph (from about 30 mph), reduced 
headways of about 3 minutes on all routes.  Automobiles will soon have “self -driving” where more than 
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2000 cars per hour per lane will be automatically controlled on highways.  Considering that technology, 
it will be trivial to reduce the headways of automated trains to 3 minutes.  The trains will have automatic 
decoupling and recoupling of individual cars. Then the trains will not need to stop at each station.  
Rather the last car (or two) on a train decouples to discharge and load passengers.  It then moves out to 
be coupled to the train that is 3 minutes later.  Naturally, such automation must keep very good track of 
what is going on so that adjustments can be made if something goes wrong.  E.g., passengers do not load 
or unload properly.  Where the Gold and Red line split, the train could split while moving so that 
headway stays at the minimum. Remember the technology is already available for cars and trucks on 
freeways at up to 2000 cars/hour/lane. 
 
5. Great increase in HOT, high-occupancy toll, lanes with smartphones charging the tolls. 
Assume that the GDOT, working with Federal authorities, would make the left lane of all freeways in 
the ATL area become HOT lanes.  In such lanes a smartphone app would be required for the purposes of 
charging the variable toll.  That toll would vary with congestion as is the current case for I-85 and I-75 
toll lanes outside of I-285.  However, the app would also determine the number of persons riding in a 
vehicle and change the toll based on occupancy.  In fact, over some occupancy, e.g., 4 or more, the 
vehicle would be paid to use the lane.  The tolls would vary with conditions to cause the lane to continue 
to move at least 45 mph.  Most MARTA bus routes would be on priority lanes to make bus service more 
reliable and faster.  An extension of the I-75 reversible lane to Buckhead and Emory should be 
considered.     
 
6. Autonomous driving technology.  The Beltline transit loop, about 22 miles, could be a place for 
innovation.  The author suggests that various automated electric vehicles are candidates.  Per 
https://www.atlantamagazine.com/news-culture-articles/driverless-cars-coming-atlanta-ready/  “ On 
September 14, like any other day, a (driverless) car will leave the Georgia Tech campus, turn onto North 
Avenue, and travel a mile and a half due east through Midtown and the Old Fourth Ward to reach Ponce 
City Market” is an existing service.  The Beltline could have a simple, low-load road of various widths 
to handle the automated vehicles that would run at low speeds.  It appears that such systems could be 
provided at about $7M/mile.  Much less expensive than rail.  
 
7. Rural Georgia Issues.  Going forward it is important to consider all of Georgia for 
transportation innovations.   High-speed ground transportation from Atlanta to Washington DC, 
Savannah, and Chicago IL?   Once again GA can lead by not using the usual steel rail but rather special 
purpose freeway pavement for buses and trucks up to 200 mph. One lane in each direction is more than 
needed anywhere in the USA.  Other options such as evacuated tubes, Hyperloop, would allow the pods 
to travel at up to 750 miles per hour but are probably too expensive,  
 
Items 1 and 2 above apply to rural Georgia as well as the ATL area.  Rural transit issue should also be 
an application of automated vehicle control.  Automated vehicle control will soon, say 5 years away, 
make rural on-demand transit much more economical.    
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.atlantamagazine.com/news-culture-articles/driverless-cars-coming-atlanta-ready/
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Additional Notes 
 
A grant of several million dollars be provided by the Legislature to support R&D is suggested.  Georgia 
Tech could be the primary vendor but probably the money should pass thru ATL.  ATL would act as the 
R&D supervisor.  I expect that Tech, both GTRI and the academic side, could be convinced to largely 
eliminate overhead in doing the work.  Ángel Cabrera, the new President, could help.   
 
A better source of funds to support efficient transit is tolls on high-occupancy toll lanes, HOT.  In the 
short run, surely less than 3 years, many of the left lanes on existing freeways could become HOT lanes 
where tolls are used to enable buses and other favored vehicles to travel at least 45 mph.  Because the 
lanes already exist the revenue from tolls should be used to promote more effective transit generally.  
This reasoning would help convince the public that tolls on existing roads is for the benefit of the public.  
Citizens are known to often say “we have paid for these roads already, why a toll?”  Now we have the 
answer to “why.” 
 
Although Dickerson is a member of the ATL Board and represents parts of Fulton, Cobb, Dekalb, and 
Gwinnett counties, this paper is entirely independent of ATL.  However, he is encouraging ATL to 
adopt more aggressive efforts to utilize innovations in providing a comprehensive effort for the 13 
county region of ATL.  
 
Summary of Objectives 
 
Urban transportation on shared rides, from MARTA trains to vanpools, should be as attractive as 
possible.  This implies, accurate dynamic smartphone-based information on schedule and fares and 
automatic charging for many transportation related features including tolls, parking, entertainment, food, 
and shopping.  More comfortable and supportive seating is part of “attractive.” 
 
All efforts should have maximum cost-benefit and be put into practice as soon as possible.  In many 
cases this implies best use of EXISTING structures.  For example, MARTA train and bus trips should be 
twice as fast with essentially no additional investments. Faster bus trips also enable faster shared rides 
on other modes.   
 
 
 
Keep track of Whim MaaS  https://whimapp.com/plans/   
 
And KPMG  Mobility 2030 and Beyond Transportation  www.KPMG.com/strategy    

https://whimapp.com/plans/
http://www.kpmg.com/strategy
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