The evolution of driverless pods

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/click_online/9613795.stm
A report on the potential of Personal Rapid transit (PRT) for solving transport problems at airports and also in city centres.
TASK 1

Watch the video without looking at the transcript and answer the following questions:

1. What speed do the pods travel at?  40 kl.p.h.
2. How much shorter is an average pod journey compared to one by bus? 10 minutes
3. Why would a system like this not be suitable for London? London is too big/unique
4. Which city is mentioned as an example of where PRT would be successful? Bristol
4. In which city was this type of system tried out in the 1950s? Paris
5. Is that early system still operating? No
TASK II

Listen to the video again and fill in the missing words:
There’s something strange taking to the sky over Heathrow. Four-seater pods are moving overhead, whisking travelers from car-park to check-in in record time. Travelling at 40 kilometres an hour, these battery-powered vehicles use lasers to stay on-track. We’re used to seeing monorails at airports but this system’s different.  The pods are automated, driverless and operate on-demand, waiting at the station until they’re needed rather than running around empty. This system’s a hybrid of public and private transports. It’s like public transport because, like a bus or a monorail, you just hop on the next one. It’s also a bit like a private taxi, because you tell it exactly where you’d like to go and the pod, which is individual to you, takes you there from A to B without stopping anywhere in-between.

So, Business Parking Station A, please. Here at Heathrow, the pods are replacing buses, shaving about 10 minutes from the average journey time. That’s time saved thanks to each pod being controlled by a central computer. Its software is on a mission to get the pod to its destination in the fastest time. Two operators monitor the comings and goings via CCTV but don’t be fooled – it’s computer rather than human that’s doing the thinking. Computer-controlled transport like this is known as Personal Rapid Transit or PRT and its ambition goes beyond airports.
`Well this was designed to work in cities, not the very big cities like London, which is a very unique place, but this was designed for somewhere like Bristol, The idea’s been around for some time, but I think in the past people got carried away with trying to do automation and – you know – the technical things. We’ve always tried to provide a service for people, something that would do what the customer actually wants.’
It all looks very futuristic, but the idea of PRT has been around for decades and its development has been anything but fast. It was conceived in the fifties and one of the first trials took place in Paris. Leaving gaps between trains is inefficient, says the science, so this project aimed to run pods as close together as possible, maximizing the capacity of the track.

`The carriages of this little train are connected by light waves. Each carriage carries a laser, which bounces its beam off the carriage in front. It measures how long it takes the light to travel and calculates how far away the next carriage is. ‘
Slightly too close for comfort, perhaps.  While the Parisian system was abandoned, PRT has once again caught the imagination, with several systems currently in development around the world.
TASK III

Match these words from the passage with their meanings:

1. whisk





made to operate without human control 3
2. monorail




think of 10
3. automated




watch carefully 7
4. on-demand




get on quickly without any previous booking 6
5. hybrid 





leave something or someone behind 12
6. hop on 





wish to achieve something 8
7. monitor





resembling what may happen years from now 9
8. ambition




move something rapidly 1
9. futuristic




railway system with a single rail 2
10. conceive




as and when wanted 4
11. maximize




mix of different types 5
12. abandon




make as big as possible 11
TASK IV

Answer the following questions:
1. How does the new system at Heathrow work and how is it different from what happened before?

Passengers press a button to call a pod and select a destination. The pods travel to their destination controlled by a computer and with the use of laser beams for navigation. Human beings just monitor the system.
2. What are the similarities and differences between the Heathrow PRT system and Hong Kong’s MTR?

The HK system is also computer controlled but there is a driver for each train and passengers cannot selct their own destination.
3. Why do you think the Parisian system was abandoned?

Perhaps because people felt it was unsafe
4. How is Hong Kong’s transport system different from that of most cities in developed countries. What improvements would you like to see made here?

There is much more reliance on public transport as the level of car ownership is quite low.
The MTR system is newer and cleaner than in cities like London, Paris or New York.
