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A Mag-lev Rail System

Addressing a conference in Ger-
many on May 5, 2001, Lyndon

LaRouche sketched a bold vision
of the role of mag-lev centred de-
velopment corridors in transform-
ing the Eurasian continent, a con-
cept which is equally applicable to
our own vast, undersettled and un-
developed country:

“This is not railroads, this is not
Silk Roads, these are corridors of
development, which run a range of,
let’s say, up to 100 kilometers in
width, from the Atlantic to the Pa-
cific, going in various directions.
Along these routes, as we did in the
United States with the transconti-
nental railroad, the area on either
side of the transportation axis be-
comes immediately, in and of itself,
a sustainable area of economic de-
velopment. By that means, you can
branch out from the main corridors
into subsidiary corridors of devel-
opment and capture the area. If we
can make that kind of link, one in-
teresting kind of change occurs im-
mediately....

“Take transportation alone. Peo-
ple who don’t think, think that
ocean freight is the cheapest way to
move freight. That is not true. The
cheapest way is across land, but not
by truck; trucks running up and
down the highway tell you that the
economy is being dismantled. It
costs too much, it’s intrinsically bad.
Railways are much better. Integrat-
ed transport systems, featuring rail-
ways, especially magnetic levita-
tion systems, are excellent. Magnet-
ic levitation systems move passen-
gers more rapidly, but those same
systems for moving freight, that is
really a wonder. That’s where the
payoff comes. If you can move
freight from Rotterdam to Tokyo at
an average rate of 300 kilometers
per hour, without much stopping
along the way, and if for every 100
km  of motion across that route, you
are generating the creation of wealth
through production as a result of the
existence of that corridor, then the
cost of moving freight from Rotter-
dam to Tokyo is less than zero. What
ocean freight can do that? Did you
ever see a large supercargo ship pro-
ducing wealth while travelling
across the ocean? And at what
speed?

“Therefore, we have come to a
turning point in technology, where
the development of the internal
land-mass of the world and the great
typical frontier is Central and North
Asia. That is the greatest single op-
portunity before all mankind for de-
velopment.”

The mag-lev era has already be-
gun. On January 23, 2001, China
and Germany signed a contract to
begin the construction, in Shang-
hai, of the first magnetic-levitation
rail line in the world, which will
begin commercial operations in

February 2003. The implications of
this first contract were summed up
in a recent evaluation in Executive
Intelligence Review of November
2, 2001:

“This revolutionary new technol-
ogy is not only suited for passenger
travel at velocities of up to 500 km/
hour—for which the German mag-
lev system Transrapid was opti-
mized—but in the future will also
allow the creation of fully automat-
ed systems of freight transport, with
performance parameters which up
to now are completely unattainable.
Such future freight systems will au-
tomatically transport containers
from one chosen spot on the net-
work to another, like a computer-
controlled industrial conveyor belt.
At speeds of up to 250 km/hour, a
single mag-lev container freight
transport line could support as
much freight daily, as 20 or more
parallel conventional railroad lines.

“With the Transrapid, the ancient
invention of the wheel is for the first
time becoming obsolete. There is
no longer mechanical contact be-
tween train and track; instead, the
train is suspended and propelled
forward by electronically steered
magnetic fields alone, in a friction-
free manner. As a result, magnetic
levitation technology allows, in
comparison with conventional
wheel-track technology, a much
greater rate of acceleration, steeper
ascents, narrower curves, low noise
volume, higher safety because of
fully automatic operation, and great-
ly reduced wear-and-tear on the train
and roadway.

“Studies of mag-lev routes in Eu-
rope have shown that not only is
the technology quicker than air trav-
el for relatively short routes, but that
even for such longer routes, as from
Berlin to Moscow or Kiev, mag-lev

is more than competitive. Especial-
ly if one keeps in mind the transfer
time between airports and city cent-
ers, and the lengthy checking-in and
boarding procedures of air travel.
At the same time, the Transrapid sys-
tem has all the normal advantages
of passenger railroads: above all,
that not only the terminal points of
a line, but rather an entire series of
cities in between are serviced by the
same train, with the unlimited possi-
bility of stopovers for the passengers.

“The Transrapid thereby contrib-
utes to the general development of
the entire corridor. Whereas for an
airplane there is only uninhabited,
empty air between takeoff and des-
tination.”

The Chinese are roaring ahead
with their Shanghai-Pudong mag-
lev project. “Commander” Wu Xi-
angming, the director of construc-
tion for the project, has organised
the construction in a military-engi-
neering style, which will allow the
project to be completed in less than
two years. The Chinese took only
six months to build an entire new
factory near Shanghai, which start-
ed producing the concrete and steel
components of the line in Novem-
ber 2001, to the amazement of Ger-
man journalists who have visited
the site. As China extends the line
to Beijing, the system’s components
would no longer be produced in
Germany, but entirely in China, with
a view to export to other Asian coun-
tries, just as we could establish our
own mag-lev industry in Australia.

The Shanghai-Pudong project
has provoked an explosion of in-
terest and large-scale proposals in
the Netherlands, Germany, Poland,
the U.S. and other countries. In Aus-
tralia, when examining options for
a link from the city of Melbourne
to the airport, Victorian Premier

Steve Bracks expressed interest in a
mag-lev line. An express trip would
take eight minutes, while a trip with
two stops, at Keilor Park and Sun-
shine, would take only 13 minutes,
with speeds hitting 250 km/hour. In
NSW, Transrapid also has a concept
for a regional/orbital system to link
Sydney, Wollongong and Newcas-
tle.

For two decades now, Australian
federal governments have been dith-
ering and doddering over a Sydney
to Canberra or a Sydney-Canberra-
Melbourne high speed link, with
one proposal after another being
turned down as not cheap enough.
But, in retrospect, perhaps all this
stonewalling will prove to have
been useful, since it prevented Aus-
tralia from being stuck with a much
slower, less effective technology than
the mag-lev.

The most insightful recent evalu-
ations of high speed trains for Aus-
tralia in the past decade are found
in two reports by former MP Peter
Nixon, who in 1995 chaired a work-
ing group reporting to the Victorian
State Government on rail strategy.
His committee’s report, “The High
Speed Train Report” was updated
by him in July 2000, in his ‘High
Speed Trains in Australia: Beyond
2000.”

In the latter, he makes a couple of
crucial points. First, that “Our coun-
try is similar in geographic area to
continental United States and main-
land China. A large proportion of
our relatively small population live
in coastal cities separated by signif-
icant distances. Almost half of that
population live in and around our
two largest cities, Sydney and Mel-
bourne, separated by a distance of
approximately 900 kilometres. Mil-
lions more live in the cities and ma-
jor regional centres of the east coast
corridor, and the aggregation of city
and regional Australians along its
path, that high speed trains will be
required to effectively serve.”

The benchmark for trains in this
corridor, he notes, is an express trip
between Sydney and Melbourne in
three hours or less, to effectively

The future of world transportation—magnetically levitated trains capable of travelling at 550 km/hour.

compete with air travel. Some
“wheel on track” technologies
could conceivably do this. “How-
ever”, Nixon observes, “in a world
of rapid technological change, there
are indications that conventional
‘wheel on track’ rail systems will in
the very near future be succeeded
by ‘wheel-less’ trains propelled by
the principle of magnetic levitation
(maglev). Over the past quarter cen-
tury, such systems have moved from
the development stage to operation-
al readiness. Maglev, with its prom-
ise of a quantum increase in operat-
ing speeds, remains the ‘new tech-
nology’ seeking to challenge the es-
tablished performance of ‘wheel on
track’ systems…. [E]nough interna-
tional experience has been gained
to demand that the proper evalua-
tion of a major east coast high speed
rail network in Australia must in-
clude a thorough and objective as-
sessment of the maglev option. At a
time of generational change in the
rail industry the technology equa-
tion remains paramount. The high
speed option selected for Australia
will be required to overcome the re-
lated tyrannies of distance and time
for the next 100 years or more.”

But, even more important than the
technical aspects of mag-lev, is the
call with which Nixon ends his re-
port, which is an implicit call for a
great mag-lev scheme, as part of a
broader national purpose of nation-
building:

“Nations need to build. Citizens
and communities need, and over-
whelmingly seek, to be a part of that
embrace of a national purpose. The
strength of a national high speed
train project lies in the fact that such
a project will deliver much more
than an alternative transport mode
to service existing travel needs. Such
a project would provide an impor-
tant national focus for the develop-
ment of Australia into the 21st Cen-
tury. Considerations of national vi-
sion and national purpose go to the
very heart of our Australian charac-
ter and psyche.”

Well said. Now, let’s get on with
the job!

Above: The world’s first commercial mag-lev rail line, from Shanghai to the Pudong Airport, is being
built now and will open in Feb. 2003. Right:  The 30 km Shanghai-Pudong mag-lev line is expected
to be expanded rapidly to Beijing, a distance of 1,250 km.

what I was proposing was rational
and proper for Australia, and, as
you can see, the political system
was not equal to it.”

  There were several reasons for
this: first, it was a national project,
and the nation’s rail and port sys-
tems are all state-based, so no state

would sign on to a national project
which might “divert” anything
away from its own collapsing state
rail systems and ports; and second,
more importantly, because the fed-
eral government has been on a mad
privatisation, user-pays binge with
the rail system, like everything else.

 While refusing to back the rev-
olutionary Asian Express, Prime
Minister Howard has lent federal
backing, and funds, to a private-
ly-funded $10 billion rail scheme
from Melbourne to Darwin, the
Australian Transport and Energy
Corridor (ATEC), headed up by

former Liberal party fundraiser
and Howard friend Everell Comp-
ton. Aside from the fact that ATEC
will mostly run along existing
routes, which thus negates the es-
sential point of the Asian Express,
its high-speed aspect, and the fact
that federal government backing for

such a project was effectively let
without a tender, under coming de-
pression conditions, the privately-
funded ATEC will never be built in
the first place.
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