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ODU is poised to begin building the maglev train track, shown in this rendering, in mid- to late May. 
The nation's first magnetic levitation train could begin gliding along an elevated track through the heart of Old Dominion University just over a year from now if the $14 million project keeps to its ambitious schedule. 

College officials have settled on a new route, smack through the center of campus, and are poised to begin constructing the track -- called a guideway -- in mid- to late May. The vehicle, though, is still in development. It's expected to be ready for trials at a Florida test site this summer. 

``If this thing gets working, the world's going to come,'' said Ronald Tola, ODU facilities management director. 

If the ODU project succeeds, it would be the first maglev train in the United States and would serve as a national, if not international, demonstration project. 

Magnetic levitation, which uses magnets and electricity to float and propel trains along elevated tracks, is still considered an unproven technology. 

If the ODU train fails, the guideway would be removed at no cost to the university. 
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Graphic by John Earle / The Virginian-Pilot. 

The project is being developed by American Maglev Technology Inc. of Marietta, Ga., in partnership with Lockheed Martin, Dominion Resources/Virginia Power, the state and ODU. 

Lockheed Martin and Dominion Resources are each contributing $3.5 million, as well as their expertise to develop the system. The Commonwealth Transportation Board granted a $7 million loan, which would be repaid by American Maglev from proceeds from future maglev projects. 

ODU is providing the site, as well as help from its faculty and staff. 

Since the project was first announced more than a year ago, the track's length and route have changed. It has been scaled back to less than a mile long, 3,200 feet and bisects the campus instead of running along its southern perimeter. 

The new route follows what's known as the east-west spine, which is a pedestrian walkway along 46th Street. It connects the residence halls and recreational facilities to the west, the academic buildings and Webb student center in the middle, and the University Village and Constant Convocation Center under development to the east across Hampton Boulevard. 

``It's a way of knitting the campus together,'' said Robert Fenning, ODU vice president for administration and finance. ``This route really makes the maglev system an important and integral transportation system for the students, faculty and visitors to the university.'' 

There will be three elevated stations, at the University Village, Webb Center and Powhatan Avenue. Each will include stairs and elevators to the train platform. The stations will have an open, airy design, with parasol-like overhangs. 

The one-car, 100-passenger train will travel the entire route in three to five minutes. Travel time between stations is about a minute. 

Because there are no moving parts like gears and wheels, the train will be quiet except for the ``whoosh'' of displaced air. 

The maglev technology allows the 50,000-pound car to be lifted one-quarter inch above the rail using the power equivalent to running 20 hair dryers, Tola said. 

Because the guideway is elevated, it will not impede pedestrian flow across the campus. Three-foot-wide columns will be erected about every 80 feet. The platform the train runs along is 4 feet wide and 13 1/2 feet to 16 1/2 feet above the ground. 

The cars are not staffed but will be automatically controlled from ODU's security office. There will be two security cameras on the train, two more at the station and one on the elevator. 

With the demonstration project, ODU hopes to position itself as the leading research university in magnetic levitation technology. 

The system has its limitations. 

The promise of maglev is that it could potentially reach speeds of 300 mph and be competitive with air travel for shorter trips. But the ODU train would reach a peak speed of about 40 mph. American Maglev would still need to prove its trains could reach ultra-high speeds and be a viable mass transportation system. 

``I may be wrong, but it's hard to see why you need a maglev at low speeds,'' said John T. Harding, chief maglev scientist for the Federal Railroad Administration. ``At low speeds, maglev is more of a novelty than anything else. But I know you have to learn how to walk before you run, so there is certain merit in that.'' 

Germany and Japan have long experimented with high-speed maglev. Germany successfully tested its latest maglev train at its World Expo 2000. A Japanese test track has set a speed record of 343 mph. Now, China just committed to building a commercial maglev train to Shanghai's new airport. 

Tony Morris, president of American Maglev, has developed a prototype that he says is more affordable and can work at high speeds. 

Not everyone is convinced. Virginia Tech and Virginia Beach rejected proposals from Morris, as did the federal government, which is ready to spend almost $1 billion on a maglev project either from Baltimore to Washington, D.C., or in Pittsburgh. 

``The whole world is looking for the next generation of transportation,'' Morris said. ``Clearly we have a very aggressive schedule. But time is money, and we don't have a lot of time to ponder things. It's important that we not do more paper studies and start cutting metal and making progress.'' 

Reach Debbie Messina at dmessina@pilotonline.com or 446-2588. 
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