
On Wednesday, August 31st, the 
Urban Transportation Center wel-

comed the new students at its annual ori-
entation. The twelve new research and 
graduate assistants come from a variety 
of UIC graduate programs, including 
urban planning and policy, pubic ad-
ministration, engineering, and business. 
The half-day orientation introduced the 
students to the UTC community through 
group activities and informative presen-
tations from several faculty and staff 
members.

A number of previous and current UTC 
projects were discussed at length, al-
lowing the students to gain further in-
sight into UTC’s mission of advancing 
solutions for emerging transportation 
challenges. Executive Director Steve 
Schlickman emphasized that the stu-
dents’ time at the UTC will be both an 
immersive and interdisciplinary experi-
ence. Not only will assistants be taking 
part in several of UTC’s innovative re-
search endeavors (such as projects with 
METSI, CTA, CFIRE, and IDOT), but 
they will also have the opportunity to

attend a number of infl uential seminars 
and conferences, including the annual 
TRB conference in Washington, D.C. 

A catered lunch followed the presenta-
tions, allowing the entire group to social-
ize on a less formal level. The enthusi-
asm from new students and staff alike 
left everyone excited about what lies in 
store for the UTC in this coming year. 
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UTC Welcomes New Students at Orientation

Students, faculty, and staff enjoy lunch in the UTC conference room at CUPPA Hall

Presentations were given by multiple faculty members, including P.S. Sriraj, Lise Dirks, 
and Executive Director Steve Schlickman
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We have kicked off the Fall semes-
ter by welcoming a large cadre of 

graduate and undergraduate students as 
our research assistant (RA) team for the 
new school year. I am very impressed by 
the high caliber of these RAs, who come 
from diverse backgrounds here in the US 
and around the world. They help our fac-
ulty, research professors and senior as-
sociates pull together all the fi ne details 
that are needed for quality analysis and 
reports. We could not do our work with-
out them. 

In our ongoing research activities we are 
immersed in a performance review of 
large transit systems in the United States 
and the development of possible transit 
revenue options that can be implement-
ed by local governments. This activity 
should add value to the fi nancial struggles 
faced by transit in Illinois and elsewhere.  

Our work with the Northern Indiana 
Commuter Transportation District con-
tinues on the assessment of the proposed 
extensions of the South Shore Railroad. 
Market assessment and the fi nancial op-
tions for expansion are a primary focus.  
The desired new service also has to be 
compared to the condition of the existing 
infrastructure and the ability to fi nancially 
improve that condition.

The UTC has been engaged by the Met-
ropolitan Rail Discussion Group, com-
prised of the largest transit rail systems in 
the country. The scope of work includes 
research and analytical support in the de-
velopment of its federal program. Under 
the guidance of the Group’s leadership, 
the UTC will review and assess congres-
sional and administration opportunities 
and initiatives and develop appropriate 
analysis on which the Group can take ac-
tion.  

As reported in the last Connector issue, 
the UTC is involved in a close examina-
tion of funding, fi nancial, and public pri-
vate partnership options for delivering 
220 miles per hour rail service from Chi-
cago to Champaign-Urbana and beyond 

to St. Louis and/or Indianapolis. UTC is 
also responsible for ridership estimation 
and fi nancial feasibility of the project.  
Of particular interest is how other high 
speed rail projects were delivered around 
the world with major private sector in-
vestments. In Taiwan, for example, a 220 
miles per hour rail line was opened with 
mostly private fi nancing through a Build, 
Operate, Transfer (BOT) agreement be-
tween the government and Taiwan High 
Speed Rail Corporation.  It is projects like 
Taiwan High Speed Rail and several other 
international projects that will inform the 
UTC’s preliminary recommendations to 
the Illinois Department of Transportation 
and other members of the project team.

As noted in a related article in this issue, 
we have reconstituted our seminar series 
to bring in high profi le speakers from 
around the country. Our aim is to address 
pressing challenges facing US and Illinois 
transportation by featuring practitioners 
who are providing innovative and effec-
tive ideas and strategies to those issues.

The UTC is defi nitely in an expansion 
mode to take on new and more challeng-
ing research topics. Transportation in the 
Chicago area, the State of Illinois and 
around the nation continues to struggle 
with many complex diffi culties requir-
ing data development, detailed analysis, 
and the development of thoughtful solu-
tions. As we move forward with the tasks 
at hand, we are also cognizant of our role 
in infl uencing public policy through our 
academic research.  
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UTC Faculty & Staff

Steve Schlickman
Executive Director, UTC  

Joshua Auld
Post Doctoral Research Associate

Silvia Becerra
Program Coordinator
Peter Benjamin

Visiting Economic Development Planner
Belinda Burgess

Administrative Assistant
Lise Dirks

Senior Associate
Kazuya Kawamura

UPP Head and Associate Professor
James Keene

Visiting Economic Development Planner
Paul Metaxatos

Associate Director for Research 
Programs and Research Assistant 

Professor
Ashish Sen

Professor Emeritus
Vanessa Smith 

Associate Director of Business and 
Finance

Jordan Snow
Visiting Economic Development Planner

Siim Sööt
Emeritus  

P.S. Sriraj
Director, Metsi and Research Assistant 

Professor
George Yanos

Principal Research Programmer

Affi liated Faculty 
Darold Barnum

Professor, Managerial Studies
Timothy Johnson

Professor, Public Administration and
Director of Survey Research Lab

Jie (Jane) Lin
Associate Professor, CME

Abolfazl (Kouros) Mohammadian
Associate Professor, CME

Peter Nelson
Dean, College of Engineering and 

Professor, Computer Science
Anthony Pagano

Associate Professor, Managerial Studies
Joseph Persky

Professor, Economics
Janet Smith

Co-Director of N.P. Voorhees Center 
and Associate Professor, Urban 

Planning and Policy
Eric Welch 

Associate Professor, Public 
Administration
Ouri Wolfson

Professor, Computer Science

Message from  the Executive Director

Steve Schlickman
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On Monday, September 12th, UTC 
hosted its second seminar on the 

topic of running transit as a business. 
Mark Aesch, former CEO of the Roches-
ter Genesee Regional Transportation Au-
thority (RGRTA), spoke about the meth-
ods that he used to transform the RGRTA 
into the model transit agency that it is 
today. When Aesch joined the organi-
zation in 2004, it suffered from a $27.7 
million defi cit. In the seven short years 
since, Aesch has turned that defi cit into 
a surplus of $35.5 million. According to 
him, providing a public sector service 
with a private sector mindset allowed for 
RGRTA’s successful transformation.

He discussed the six key words that he 
believes set extraordinary organizations 

(and individuals) apart from the ordinary. 
If individuals and organizations maintain 
a clear vision, focus on achieving success, 
have quality information, make the 
diffi cult decisions, and strive to succeed, 
then the end result for the organization 
will be victory. By adopting these 
techniques, Aesch has made a miraculous 
turnaround for RGRTA. 

Aesch entered an environment where 
fares had risen 40 percent, service was 
down 65 percent, and the workforce was 
cut by 25 percent. Since his arrival with 
the agency, ridership has grown by 20 
percent, customer service is up 6 percent, 
fi nancial productivity of the bus routes is 
up 97 percent, and RGRTA is 36 percent 
less reliant on taxpayer dollars. In an 

economy where most transit organizations 
are raising fares and accruing staggering 
defi cits, the RGRTA has not only reduced 
its fares, but has seen six years of multi-
million dollar surpluses. Aesch’s triumph 
has encouraged transit leaders to adopt 
similar tools in hopes of achieving the 
same kind of success. Aesch’s approach 
to management is chronicled in his best 
selling book, Driving Excellence.

CN Fellowship

In the fall of 2010, Steven Mannella 
became the fi rst recipient of the 

Canadian National (CN) Fellowship. 
Mannella is currently a 2012 Masters 
Candidate for the Urban Planning 
and Public Policy Degree with 
concentrations in Transportation and 
Economic Development.  At present, 
he holds an internship with   a Chicago-

based civil engineering fi rm, where he 
conducts market research within the 
transportation industry.

Consistent with the CN Fellowship’s 
purpose of advancing freight rail 
research, Mannella is writing his thesis 
to examine the planning process between 
the public sector and Class I railroad 
companies. He aims to foster a better 
understanding of why frustration and 
confusion are still part of the planning 
process and, more specifi cally, how 
this process can be affected by policies, 
regulations, and precedents. 

News from UIC Engineering

Affi liated UTC faculty member, 
Dr. Jie (Jane) Lin, is an Associate 

Professor for the Department of Civil 

and Materials Engineering at UIC. 
In August, she was appointed to the 
Editorial Board for the International 
Journal of Sustainable Transportation. 
She was also appointed as the chair 
of the Transportation Research Board 
(TRB) and Air Quality Committee 
(ADC20). 

She is actively leading a number 
of research grants, including the 
“Environmental and Energy Benefi ts 
of Freight Delivery Consolidation in 
Urban Areas,” which she is co-piloting 
with UTC’s Kazuya Kawamura (Head 
of the Department of Urban Planning 
& Policy and Associate Professor at 
UIC). We congratulate Dr. Lin on her 
new professional appointments, and 
wish her success with all of her current 
endeavors.
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 UTC Seminar Series - Vision to Victory

Aesch discusses victory in public transit

Pedestrian / Bicyclist Warning Devices & Signs at Highway-Rail & Pathway-Rail Grade 
Crossings

UTC’s Dr. Paul Metaxatos and Dr. 
P.S. Sriraj, along with several 

research assistants, are currently 
conducting a study that will determine 
the best practices for providing effective 
warnings to non-motorized and special 
needs users at highway-rail and pathway-

rail grade crossings. These warnings are 
intended to (a) inform the user of the 
presence of a crossing, and (b) inform the 
user to take appropriate action to prevent 
a collision. The research aims not only 
at reducing the number of incidents that 
occur between trains and non-motorized 

users at all highway-rail and pathway-
rail grade crossings, but also at assisting 
transit agencies in Illinois and other 
states in their planning, upgrading, 
and retrofi tting of pedestrian/bicycle 
crossings. 

Student and Faculty Updates

Steven Mannella
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Sakina Saulath
MUPP, CUPPA-UTC ‘01

Sakina Saulath received her master’s degree from the College of Urban Planning and 
Public Affairs in 2001 with a concentration in transportation. She currently works 

as Consultant to Research and Innovative Technologies Administration, U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation, Washington, D.C.

She has been with USDOT since 2001; her responsibilities include Production Sup-
port for Aviation Data warehouse for the Offi ce of Airline Information. This involves 
maintaining data quality of air carrier data, releasing data periodically to public, and 
providing analytical reports to data users. The Offi ce is federally mandated for collec-
tion and dissemination of aviation data. She has been a part of several IT initiatives for 
the offi ce using Cloud computing technology and Business Intelligence.

Saulath has three kids and lives with her family in Washington, D.C. area.

UTC congratulates the graduates from the Summer 2011 semester for their hard work and determina-
tion. We wish them great success in all of their future endeavors.

Student, Degree Title, Advisor Employer

Caitlin Cottrill
PhD-UPP

Dissertation: An Analysis of Privacy in Intelligent Transpor-
tation Systems (ITS) and Location Based Services (LBS)
Advisor: Dr. Piyushimita Thakuriah

Post Doctoral Associate, Future Urban 
Mobility IRG, Singapore-MIT Alliance for 
Research and Technology

Radha Hemmige
MPA Advisor: Dr. Mary Feeney
Jason Saavedra
MUPP

Project: Ridership-Building Strategies: The Case of Immi-
grants with Limited English Profi eciency 
Advisor: Dr. P.S. Sriraj

Jordan Snow
MUPP

Project:  A Rule Change in the 112th Congress and Its Effect 
on Transportation Funding
Advisor: Dr. Kazuya Kawamura

Visiting Economic Development Planner, 
UIC, Urban Transportation Center

Upcoming UTC Event

Conference: Rebuilding the North American Economy Together– Driving a New Era in Canada and U.S. Relations
Hosted by: Urban Transportation Center, University of Illinois at Chicago and Dalhousie University
Date and Location: Wednesday, October 12, 2011 at the University of Illinois at Chicago, UIC Forum

This conference will focus on bi-national economic relationships and business opportunities between Canada and the 
United States; and, it will showcase new markets, new partnerships, and new supply chains that leverage multimodal 
transportation systems. The event will hold concurrent sessions in both the morning and afternoon on the following topics: 
Carrier Capacity Issues, Building Trans-Border Partnerships, Next Gen Sustainability, Connecting Trade Partners, Critical 
Infrastructure, and Trade Barriers and Opportunities. The conference will feature a number of speakers, including Keynote 
speaker Keith Creel (Executive Vice-President and Chief Operating Offi cer of CN) and Nicole Lamb Hale (U.S. Department 
of Commerce). For more details on times and session information, please visit www.freightedge.com.

URBAN TRANSPORTATION CENTER

UTC’s Mission Statement:
The Urban Transportation Center 

will continue its tradition of strong 
local research and achieve national 

and international prominence to 
advance solutions for emerging 

transportation challenges.

Alumni Update
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