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Support for the modern transportation industry, the use of computing technology to take 
advantage of “big data” in transportation research, growth in the number of student 
research associates, establishment of regular funding sources and continued efforts to 
maintain excellence summarized comments from past and current leaders of the Urban 
Transportation Center during its 35th Anniversary Celebration October 20. 
 
More than 100 guests — including a significant 
number of UTC alumni, current UTC staff, 
affiliated faculty and sponsors — gathered at 
the Metropolitan Club in Willis Tower for a gala 
evening of dinner, networking and learning 
from four past directors and current Executive 
Director Stephen Schlickman during a panel 
discussion.  Guests also were updated on the 
Joseph DiJohn Memorial Scholarship Fund, initiated in honor of the former long-time 
Director of the Metropolitan Transportation Support Initiative (METSI) who passed away 
in 2011. 
 
The panel discussion featured commentary on pivotal events and industry developments 
that took place since the UTC was launched at UIC in 1979. During the discussion, led by 
CUPPA Dean Michael Pagano, these were some highlights: 
 
 Dr. Ashish Sen, who wrote the proposal to establish the UTC, said from the onset a 

goal behind the Center was to support the transportation industry through research.  
The decision to hire graduate students to assist with research enhanced the Center’s 
capabilities.  

 Dr. Robert Paaswell said work conducted by the Center helps improve the quality of 
life in cities through better transportation.  He said faculty from various departments 
and colleges brought unique skills and experience to solve problems.  

 Dr. David Boyce, who served as director for eight years, talked about the many 
academic accomplishments of the Center, while highlighting the Advance Project. 

 Dr. Siim Sööt recounted how Mr. DiJohn used his personal insight and network to 
initiate the METSI grant through the Illinois Department of Transportation.  He also 
noted that the study of transportation made impact on the entire UIC campus. 

 Executive Director Stephen Schlickman, JD said the Center is at a high point, with 
more than 30 research studies underway.  The UTC will continue to aggressively seek 
new grant funding and produce research that will help address current transportation 
challenges. 

 
Speakers also recognized these former directors:  The late Dr. Richard Michaels, the first 
UTC director; Dr. Sue McNeil, currently professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering 
and Urban Planning and Public Affairs at the University of Delaware; and, Dr. Piyushimita 
(Vonu) Thakuriah, now professor of Urban Studies and affiliated professor of the School 
of Engineering at the University of Glasgow.  
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Panel Offers Retrospective on UTC History at  
35th Anniversary Celebration Gala 

Mission  and Vision Statements 

The Urban Transportation Center focuses 
on researching evolving transportation 
issues to assist the Chicago region and 
Illinois stakeholders and achieve national 
and international prominence to advance 
solutions for emerging transportation 
challenges. 

The mission will be realized by UTC 
staff, students and affiliated faculty 
through interdisciplinary research. The 
research will assist UTC in becoming a 
national and international leader in 
transportation.  It will offer an immersive, 
transformative education based on real-
world problems and practical student 
experience.  Utilizing the local urban 
context, the Center will be an incubator 
for successful solutions to urban 
challenges while facilitating the 
advancement of staff, students and 
affiliated faculty. 



From Executive Director Stephen E. Schlickman 
Anniversaries offer more than just an occasion to celebrate.  They provide an opportunity to reflect on success and 
challenges overcome, as well as provide a direction for the future.  
 
On October 20, UTC past directors, current faculty and staff, alumni, sponsors and guests gathered for the 35th Anniversary 
Celebration dinner gala held at the Metropolitan Club in Willis Tower.  A highlight of the evening was a panel discussion with 
four past directors and myself.   
 

The conversation centered on milestones that took place since the Center was founded in 1979.  
One underlying theme: UTC transportation research has helped improve people’s lives – such as in 
the areas of paratransit, addressing the “last mile” challenge and improving transit safety.  And, it 
was emphasized that the UTC has a commitment to the education of graduate students who learn 
valuable skills while contributing to UTC research. 
 
Personally, it’s an honor to be among the visionary men and women who have guided the UTC 
from its beginnings to the present.   Today, without question we are at our zenith in terms of new 
research assignments.  As of this writing, we have 30 projects underway by faculty researchers and 
their graduate research assistants.  The results will help build livable communities through: 
 Helping hospitals identify ways to improve use of public transit for employees and visitors. 
 Building a behavioral model for multimodal freight movement to address the volume and  
        flow pattern of freight traffic. 
 Offering transit agencies options to better cope with potentially damaging weather. 
 Expanding services to assist Illinois veterans in getting access to public and specialized 
transportation services. 
 

Of course, researchers are in the midst of many other projects, and we’re competing for some major grant proposals, 
including a workforce development proposal.  But we are always prepared to take on new challenges.  If a research 
opportunity surfaces, please let us know.  
 
 We plan to continue to help build livable communities through better transportation – for at least the next 35 years.    

Autonomous or “driverless” vehicle technology and how to harness “big data” for transit planners and agencies were the subject 
of two Fall Seminar Series presentations hosted by the UTC.  Here are summaries. 
 
Continued traffic congestion, driver distraction and an aging population are just three reasons why autonomous vehicle 
technology would benefit society in the near future. That was a key take away from a lecture presented by Dr. Sean Brennan   
September 19.  Dr. Brennan, Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering at The Pennsylvania State University, said society is 
still years away from having cars, trucks and buses controlled by autonomous – or driverless -- technology.  “We are still trying to 
find a way to make this technology altruistic,” he said.  Transportation engineers are grappling with a “big data” glut, but are 
closer to technology that help in some way; for example, new technology may help mitigate traffic jams by sending signals that 
would reduce the speed of oncoming vehicles.   
 
The value behind “big data,” or extremely large sets of data, is its potential to harness the value of the information to use scarce 
resources more effectively and efficiently.  Phil Silver and Wade Rosado of Urban Insights, a transportation consulting and services  
company, noted during a presentation October 24 that better interpretation of research can drive decisions leading to better 
service for users of public transit.  Recent work done for the San Diego MTS provided the knowledge to help the agency adjust, 
then measure, service changes that reflect traveler preferences. These could include adjusting timetables to facilitate connections 
at locations where travelers actually make transfer and communicating alternative travel options. 

UTC Fall Seminars: Autonomous Vehicle Technology and Big Data in Transportation 

Stephen E. Schlickman 

Executive Director 
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Four senior engineering professionals offered thoughts and insight on major projects 
completed or underway in three international capital cities during a special evening 
presentation hosted by the Urban Transportation Center September 30. The 
engineers were in Chicago as part of the Arcadis Global Leadership Forum (AGLF), an 
annual meeting hosted by the global engineering firm.  
 
Rob Mooren, GBL Infrastructure Director at Arcadis, opened the presentation, 
noting that the firm is truly global with 35 offices on six continents.  He said an 
underlying goal for Arcadis projects is to improve quality of life for people. “Nations 
that invest in their infrastructure generally have a better economy and improved 
quality of life for their citizens,” he said. 
 
The construction of a new terminal and other improvements at Sao Paulo Guarulhos 
International Airport proved challenging, said Paul Willis, a partner of EC Harris, LLP, 
an Arcadis subsidiary.  Willis, also Global Head of the Aviation Sector, said the massive 

project was done in time for the start of the World Cup soccer tournament this June.  One critical factor in the project’s success: 
Getting stakeholder participation by airline and facility staff before the new terminal was opened. 
 
A multi-year plan to build new underground rail lines and related infrastructure in metropolitan Paris was addressed by Yann 
Leblais, Global Director of Infrastructure at ARCADIS (NV). Primary reasons behind the so -called "Grand Paris Express" are to 
“keep up the attractiveness of Paris as an investment” and provide better transportation options in surrounding suburbs. Other 
benefits include reducing congestion and pollution, relieving use on existing public transit and addressing urban sprawl. 
 
Some major projects call for a consortium of engineering experts with different levels of expertise. That’s the case in the 
construction of the Olympic Village in Rio de Janeiro, site of the 2016 Summer Games.  Carlos Valsecchi, president of the 
infrastructure division of Arcadis Logos, said the long-term goal of this development is to improve infrastructure throughout the 
metropolitan area without wasting money.   
 
More than 30 UIC students and faculty attended the event, held in the Great Cities Institute conference room. 
 

Two research professionals who were on staff at a leading 
Chicago civic organization have brought their skills to the 
Urban Transportation Center.   
 
In August, the UTC welcomed aboard the former Metropolis 
Strategies transportation team of James C. LaBelle, a senior 
transportation and governmental affairs expert, and Sheena F. 
Frève, an experienced research and policy analyst. During 
their years at Metropolis Strategies, Jim and Sheena worked 
on several significant policy initiatives, planning studies and 
related research used to guide transportation planning in and 
around Chicago.   
 
Jim has experience as the top executive at local governmental 
agencies, including the Lake County Board and the Lake 

County Forest Preserve District; he has also served on the 
Metra, Lake County Transportation Alliance and other leading 
transportation governing boards. A resident of north suburban 
Zion, Jim earned his Master’s and undergraduate degrees 
from Northern Illinois University.   
 
At Metropolis Strategies, Sheena provided staff support for 
the Northeastern Illinois Public Transit Task Force, and she co-
authored a comprehensive report that addressed ways to 
improve transportation systems in Illinois.  While in Boston, 
Sheena was a research associate at the Boston Municipal 
Research Bureau; there she was kept busy with reports on the 
city’s financial and management policies.  Sheena holds a 
Master’s degree from Northeastern University and a 
Bachelor’s degree from Gordon College.   

UTC Welcomes Researchers LaBelle and Frève 

From left: Arcadis executives Rob Mooren, 

Carlos Valsecchi, Paul Willis and Yann Leblais. 

Arcadis Engineers Share Perspectives on Projects That Improve Quality of Life 
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UTC Faculty & Staff 
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Executive Director 

 
Silvia Becerra 

Program Coordinator 
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Senior Associate 
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Research Associate 

 
James LaBelle 
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Associate Director for  

Research Programs and  
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Nadereh Moini 

Research Assistant Professor 
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Administrator 
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Associate Director for  
Business and Finance 
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Planner/Analyst 

 
Siim Sööt 

Associate Professor Emeritus 
 

P.S. Sriraj 
Director, Metropolitan Transportation 

Support Initiative (METSI) 
and Research Associate Professor 

 
George Yanos 

Principal Research Programmer 

During an academic career that began a quarter century 
ago, Dr. Paul Metaxatos, Ph.D., has participated in 
transportation research ranging from planning the 
Bogota, Columbia metro system to analyzing pedestrian 
and cyclist safety at Chicago-area rail grade crossings.  
These accomplishments -- along with his many 
contributions to scholarly journals, presentations at 
industry conferences, book contributions, working 
papers and service to the industry –were recognized by 
his UIC colleagues earlier this year when they promoted 
Dr. Metaxatos to the rank of Research Associate 
Professor.  
 
Dr. Metaxatos, who also serves as UTC’s Associate 
Director for Research Programs, began his work at the UTC in 1992, when he came on board 
as a research assistant.  After working in the private industry for a short time, he returned to 
the UTC in 1997 as a post-doctorate research associate.  A native of Greece, Dr. Metaxatos 
earned a doctorate degree in Public Policy Analysis and a Master’s degree in Urban 
Geography – both from UIC.  And, he holds a Bachelor’s degree in Rural and Surveying 
Engineering from the National Technical University in Athens, Greece. 
 
Research led by Dr. Metaxatos over the past 20-plus years has focused on transit planning, 
transportation and land use, intelligent transportation systems, transportation modeling, 
multi-modal transportation, and planning and economic development.  He also has been the 
programmer or co-programmer for various transportation software development projects.  
 
Congratulations to Dr. Metaxatos on this outstanding professional achievement.  

412 South Peoria Street 
Room 340 (M/C 357) 

Chicago, Illinois  60607 
312-996-4820 
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Dr. Paul Metaxatos, who began his  work at UIC in 

1992, was promoted to Research Associate 

Professor.  
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