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Executive Summary

Denver International Airport promised the world's most advanced baggage system. Instead, testing exposed serious
reliability problems, including damaged and misrouted baggage, delayed the airport opening by 16 months and added
an estimated $560 million in delay costs. This investigation reveals why technology should support buildings, not define
them.

Executive Lessons
- Do Not Design the Building Around the Technology

Denver International Airport was designed around an automated baggage system that had never been built at this
scale. When the technology failed, the entire airport design was compromised. Technology should support the building,
not define it.
- Test at Scale Before Deployment

The baggage system was tested in a warehouse with limited luggage. It was never tested at full airport scale with real
passenger volumes. When you deploy untested technology at scale, you are not innovating - you are gambling.
- Have a Fallback Plan from Day One

Denver had no fallback plan for baggage handling when the automated system failed. The airport opening was delayed
16 months. Every technology-dependent system needs a manual fallback that can be activated immediately.

Timeline

- 1989-05: Denver-area voters approve construction of the new Denver International Airport to replace Stapleton.

- 1990: Consultants Breier Neidle Patrone Associates warn the city that the proposed airport-wide automated baggage
system is too complex to build successfully.

- 1992: After rejecting all three bids (none feasible in the schedule), Denver contracts BAE Automated Systems to build
an airport-wide automated baggage system (~$200M) on a compressed ~two-year timeline.

- 1992-10: Chief engineer Walter Slinger, the system's de facto sponsor, dies, leaving the project without experienced
leadership.

- 1993-10-31: Original airport opening date passes with the baggage system incomplete and failing tests.

- 1994-04: A media demonstration of the system is a public disaster (bags crushed and disgorged); Mayor Webb
cancels the May 15 target and announces an indefinite delay.

- 1994-05: Logplan Consulting is engaged and recommends abandoning full automation; Denver begins building a
conventional tug-and-cart backup system (~$51M).

- 1994-08: City of Denver begins fining BAE $12,000 per day for continued delays as testing continues to fail.

- 1995-02-28: Denver International Airport opens 16 months late, with the automated system usable only for one airline
on one concourse, outbound flights only; delay costs estimated around $560M (GAO: ~$360M direct).

- 2005-08: United Airlines abandons the automated system due to ~$1M/month maintenance costs; the system is
scrapped entirely in favour of manual tugs and carts.
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