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Short of the Jetsons’ flying cars, there are just three ways to unsnarl transportation gridlock in the United States: build more

and wider highways, better and bigger airports, or more and faster trains. Barack Obama, even before he ran for president,

has been particularly enamored of the rails.

The idea of replicating the sleek bullet trains that whistle across Europe and parts of Asia, and setting them on routes from,

say, Chicago to St. Louis or Tampa to Orlando, appeals to politicians such as Obama searching for a way to break the cycle of

more lanes and more

planes that has characterized transportation policy. Just a few months after he became president, in

fact, Obama invited more than a hundred transportation experts into the auditorium of the

Eisenhower Executive Office Building next door to the White House, where he outlined his ideas for a

high-speed rail network that he hoped would revolutionize intercity transport.

“Imagine,” he told the audience, “whisking through towns at speeds over 100 miles an hour, walking

only a few steps to public transportation and ending up just blocks from your destination.

“Imagine,” he said, “what a great project that would be to rebuild America.”

The vision is not new. Some states, among them California and New York, have been studying the

possibilities for decades. The Transportation Department, in fact, designated 11 likely high-speed

rail corridors around the United States several years ago. Obama himself has been following the
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 concept since he became an Illinois state senator a dozen years ago and soon thereafter advocated

upgrading the Amtrak passenger rail network, rather than reducing its federal subsidies.

Even as Obama met with the transportation experts this spring, his administration and Congress had already started the

project rolling, in a modest way. At the new president’s request, Congress added $8 billion to the economic stimulus package

enacted in the spring for grants to high-speed rail projects, along with other intercity passenger rail projects. In his 2010

budget, the president asked for $1 billion for high-speed rail; House appropriators quadrupled that, and the chairman of the

House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, Minnesota Democrat James L. Oberstar, has set aside a $50 billion

authorization in the highway and transit bill he has been writing.

This is virtually starting from scratch. The United States has only one route that even approaches high-speed rail: Amtrak’s

Acela service between Washington and Boston. It is expensive — a round trip between the District of Columbia and New York,

for instance, can run more than $300 — and leisurely compared with Europe and Asia. It hits its highest speed of 150 miles per

hour just twice for short stretches.

“Acela is considered a joke in the international community,” said Republican Rep. John L. Mica of Florida, a leading advocate

for developing a privately funded national rail system as a successor to Amtrak, a quasi-governmental enterprise set up four

decades ago to replace railroads that wanted to drop intercity passenger service. “You’d be laughed out of the room if you told

them our average speed.”

For that reason, the concept of true fast-rail service is alluring. At speeds approaching 200 miles per hour, which are frequently

achieved in Europe and Japan, the experience is like jet flight on land — with fresh coffee and an Internet connection.

At the meeting with transportation experts, Ray LaHood, Obama’s Transportation secretary and a former Republican House

member from downstate Illinois, was ebullient. “These people that are gathered here today are seeing their dreams come

true,” he said. “I’m not a historian, but I know this: One of the legacies for this administration, for the president and vice

president, will be high-speed rail. That will be their transportation legacy.”
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LaHood, though, is a relatively recent convert to this point of view, and his previous reservations are instructive of the

problems Obama’s project will face. In 2004, when Amtrak proposed spending millions to raise speeds on its line from

Chicago to St. Louis, LaHood the congressman condemned it as a “bad idea.”

“People in rural Illinois are not for high-speed rail,” he told the State Journal-Register in Springfield that summer. “They do not

want a train traveling 120, 125, 150 miles per hour through the rural areas, and I support them on that.”

His main worry was money. Garden-variety Amtrak was fine, “the lifeblood transportation for small

communities” in Illinois, LaHood said then, but high-speed rail was not. “I think it’s a bad idea,” he

said, “mainly because we don’t have the money to fund the routes that currently serve Illinois.”

Today, LaHood says that he was just trying to conserve scarce funding for everyday rail

transportation. “It came down to where should we put our limited resources,” he said in an interview

last week. “My feeling was we should put it into current passenger service. That was in a day when we

didn’t have an administration that was willing to put $8 billion to jump-start high-speed rail.”

“Back in those days,” LaHood said, “if an administration had come up with what they have come up

with today, I would have been way out in front to get what I could for Illinois.”

Of course, the $8 billion isn’t all for high-speed rail, and even if it were, it probably wouldn’t be a

decent down payment on Obama’s plan. The cost — an outlay of hundreds of billions that has not

even been precisely estimated — is just one of several obstacles that probably will limit high-speed rail’s promise in this

country. A more likely outcome is the development of one or two routes where demand is the greatest.

Building what Obama envisions — essentially a series of separate regional networks that would pass through more than two

dozen of the nation’s major cities — would require a massive commitment from the federal government, the sort of focus and

resources that haven’t been devoted to transportation since the Eisenhower administration started building the Interstate

Highway System half a century ago.



The same level of commitment, in fact, was called for in a preliminary national rail plan that the Federal Railroad

Administration released last week. The plan included no firm proposals, but in testimony at a hearing last week, FRA

administrator Joseph Szabo did have a warning of the financial danger of too much enthusiasm. “The interest by the states in

the high-speed program,” he said, “far exceeds the funds available today, or next year or over the next five years.”

Popularity is something that could actually derail the high-speed program. Cities and states could touch off a lobbying war that

would complicate the design of any system. And as transportation officials in Germany have learned, the more stops a train has

to make, the slower it runs. (Germany, p. 2363)

Even if the money is made available to build a high-speed network, there is no assurance Americans will abandon their cars

and actually ride it — despite what they tell pollsters.

Not that the public and politicians don’t want high-speed trains. They do. When oil prices surged to near $4 a gallon in some

areas two summers ago, people flocked to public transportation in record numbers. And last November, voters in California

chose to let the state authorize almost $10 billion in bonds for a rail project linking Los Angeles to San Francisco at 220 miles

per hour.

Overall, though, the problems of building and paying for high-speed rail simply outweigh the promise. “It will drift along for a

while,” said Ronald Utt, a transportation expert at the Heritage Foundation, which is no fan of rail passenger service, “and

then the reality of 10 years of deficits is going to be the galvanizing limits on these hoped-for systems.”

A Gleaming Promise

For years, American transportation planners and politicians have been traveling to Europe and returning in envy of the fast

trains in countries such as Germany and France that move people so efficiently from city to city.

The systems look incredibly hip: In Italy, sports car maker Ferrari is co-branding one model of train, which will be painted red

with the company’s prancing horse emblem. They also make environmental sense. Proponents say high-speed train systems
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that run on electricity and not diesel fuel produce less greenhouse gas. In the United States, such trains also might reduce U.S.

imports of oil.

“Absolutely, we need it,” said Andy Kunz, the president of the U.S. High Speed Rail Association.

“The days of cheap easy oil are coming to an end. We are going to move into expensive difficult oil.

Our current transportation system is dependent on oil.”

Advocates for high-speed rail, such as Obama, tout the convenience of boarding a train in an urban

center, having the freedom to use electronics and do work on the trip, and then arriving at one’s

destination in the center of another city. For trips up to about 500 miles, transportation experts say,

high-speed rail saves energy and time over flying — given the time it takes to drive to an airport,

check in, go through security and wait to board the plane, then at the destination reversing the

process.

The ultimate goal, then, of the administration and advocates of high-speed rail is for trains to replace most short-haul flights

between major cities. That goal has been largely reached in Europe, where, for instance, flights no longer connect Frankfurt

and Cologne in Germany because the trains are so fast and convenient.

In the United States, the argument against high-speed rail, or any rail for that matter, is that the country is so large and the

cities so distant from one another that train travel isn’t practical. It has been studied, though, for years. States including Ohio

and Texas have been looking into the feasibility of high-speed passenger service for almost three decades. Louise M.

Slaughter, a Democrat from Rochester, N.Y., tried to get a federal study of high-speed rail for upstate New York during her

first term in the House — 22 years ago.

The 11 regional corridors the White House has identified as appropriate for high-speed rail service, each of them between 100

and 600 miles long, are similar to those designated for safety improvements at highway-rail grade crossings in the 1991

surface transportation law — because it had been determined back then that they had the most potential for high-speed rail.
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High-Speed Rail Routes  

Development in some regions is further along than others. The closest is the Northeast Corridor where Acela runs, but only in

short stretches at its designed speed of 150 mph. The trains were built heavier than their European counterparts and too wide

to tilt around curves as intended.

In other regions, development was looking like a possibility well before Obama came to office. California is the furthest along

and has requested, although it hasn’t been given, almost $5 billion of the $8 billion in stimulus grant money to aid its project.

To date, the Transportation Department has received 45 applications from 24 states totaling approximately $50 billion to

advance high-speed-rail corridor programs. Some requests are from major metropolitan areas, but others have come from less-

populous places, such as Iowa and Arkansas. Even the Walt Disney Co. has promised some of its land if a station along the line

between Tampa and Orlando could be sited at its theme park.

Getting In on the Action

The Obama plan is so popular, at least in concept, that states and cities are lining up for a share, even in places where regular

passenger rail is not successful — which is most of the country. Politicians want the option of knowing rail is nearby.

One of the greatest advocates of that logic is Trent Lott. As a senator who for more than two decades was in the Republican

leadership, he successfully rallied Congress to provide increased funding and operational improvements to Amtrak, even

though his constituents in Mississippi made relatively scant use of passenger service compared with cars and commercial

planes.

“It was frustrating,” said Lott, who’s now a lobbyist, of the government’s reluctance to pay more for

trains. “You need a warrior who is going to say, ‘We’re not going to cut you out, we’re going to have a

plan where you can get in on it.’ Do your line in these corridors and do it where there are high

population needs, but you also need to make it possible for smaller states.”

But therein lies one of the first problems that threatens to hinder the project: bragging rights for

lawmakers to show their districts and states that they’re still in touch with the problems at home. If
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high-speed rail is the next big thing, few politicians will want to sit back and watch others reap the

benefits.

If trains must stop at every small town, though, high-speed rail suddenly isn’t high-speed. It’s a

problem that has plagued Germany, a country with an expansive rail network. The trains on the system are built to travel up to

250 mph but are slowed by politics.

“Every region wants a stop,” said Thomas Hailer, managing director of the German Transport Forum, an industry group, “and

every mayor of a city tells you how important it is to have a high-speed railway stop at his place, and then you come to political

compromise and suddenly you have too many stops on a link and it takes a lot of time off the average speed.”

But even beyond the question of where a train should stop along a certain route is how many routes the federal government

will attempt to finance. The initial $8 billion that the government has to offer from the stimulus package will not go far, and the

decision has yet to be made where to spend it. The bill reserves it for high-speed rail and intercity passenger rail.

“Our selections will be merit-based and will reflect President Obama’s vision to remake America’s transportation landscape,”

said Szabo, the FRA administrator, in a prepared statement.

The administration already has said a portion of the money will go to upgrading existing tracks and grade crossings for freight

lines that carry passenger trains. Some worry that all of the money will be exhausted on those smaller maintenance projects or

spread too thinly on too many new projects.

“I think that’s a danger,” said Petra Todorovich, director of America 2050, an initiative backed by private foundations to

address the country’s future infrastructure and environmental challenges. “Our hope,” she said, “is that they choose one or

two high-profile projects to make an impact. How they spend will determine the public’s sense of the success of the program.

They have one chance to get off to a good start and demonstrate the benefits of high-speed rail. Since these projects are so

expensive, we hope one or two will be highlighted.”

https://jukebox.cq.com/www/graphics/weekly/2009/10/19/wr20091019-39rail-cht2.pdf


 

STARTER SET: Amtrak’s

Acela is the only U.S.

high-speed line, though

it rarely reaches its 150-

miles-per-hour potential.

(GETTY IMAGES/AFP /

NICHOLAS KAMM) 

 

 

After analyzing 27,000 potential routes, Todorovich’s organization has identified the top corridors where high-speed rail will

work best. The top four are in the Northeast, and the fifth is from Los Angeles to San Francisco.

Paying the Piper

The cost for any or all of these routes would be high and require a substantial federal subsidy. In a March report on high-speed

rail, the Government Accountability Office estimated that the Los Angeles to San Francisco route would cost about $33 billion

because it would require laying down new, dedicated track. The engines, passenger cars and stations would be a lot extra.

The reason is that nearly all of Amtrak’s passenger trains now run on rail lines built for freight traffic. In order to run a true

high-speed rail system, the country effectively needs to start from scratch and build a whole new rail infrastructure.

According to the GAO, it would cost less to improve existing freight track, but then the average speed

would be only about 110 mph — substantially less than on dedicated tracks built for the purpose. And

slower speeds would probably mean fewer paying customers and a riskier path to financial self-

sufficiency.

Another huge cost is building track into city centers. Available land is scarce and expensive, and

tunnels to get trains downtown are even more expensive. One alternative to save costs — but, again,

in a way that might be off-putting to consumers — is to move passengers from high-speed trains onto

commuter trains or light rail for the trip to downtown. One privately financed project called Desert

Xpress would connect Las Vegas and Victorville, Calif., 81 miles from Los Angeles.

“These stations have to be downtown even if it costs an extra $1 billion,” Kunz said. “If you have to

get out and change, it will be a nightmare.”

Controlling spending could be another nightmare, given the history of transportation projects such as Boston’s “Big Dig,”

which put downtown expressways underground. LaHood, in fact, often categorizes the $8 billion in the stimulus as a “down

payment” that won’t buy very much high-speed rail.



 

Some lawmakers predict that investors would jump at a chance to finance a new rail system. Mica, the senior GOP member on

the House Transportation panel, secured a provision in last year’s Amtrak reauthorization law that permits private enterprises

to bid on development of high-speed rail. Mica said investors, especially from abroad, come to his office regularly to discuss

getting in on an American system.

“If you have a good system like in the Northeast Corridor, the revenue is like a cash register that doesn’t stop,” he said. “They

see the potential in the United States. The biggest fear they have is that the government may elbow them out.”

But without a commitment from the public sector it isn’t easy to secure private funding. The nations that run high-speed rail do

so at tremendous cost and heavily subsidize their systems. There is hardly a rail system that doesn’t receive public funding.

Mary E. Peters, a Transportation secretary for George W. Bush, was a proponent of eliciting private investment in the nation’s

infrastructure, such as toll roads. But she said recently that potential investors are nervous that the government won’t do its

share. “The money is there,” Peters said, “but they are looking for signals from the public sector that we’re in this game.”

Elusive Pro�its

There is a distinction between those, such as Mica, who think high-speed rail is a sound investment for private companies and

the fiscal conservatives who believe the whole project is a waste of money. While some systems in France and Japan do

produce a return on investments, overall it is rare for a rail system to make a profit on ticket sales.

“The private sector will enter a market only if it’s profitable,” said Utt of the Heritage Foundation. “There are no profits

available with high-speed rail. People are deluding themselves.”

But even if some private investment could be leveraged, Peters says, it would have to be in the form of

public-private partnerships that would still require a financial and political commitment from the

government. And while the Obama administration and many lawmakers have promised to help,

there doesn’t seem to be a sense of urgency.
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Obama has already shown the transportation world where infrastructure investments fall among his

priorities: After talking up the importance of rebuilding America during his campaign, he sidelined

any increase in highway or transit funding until after the 2010 election because it would require

either tax increases or adding to the national debt.

Likewise, the administration and Congress have long touted the need for a new satellite-based air traffic control system to ease

congestion, but have been slow to foot the bill.

The GAO in its report warned that sustaining political support would be one of the biggest challenges to high-speed rail.

Building such a network can take decades — Germany started planning for high-speed lines in 1971, and its first one didn’t

open until 1991 — and that will transcend several election cycles, bringing new politicians who might have different priorities.

There’s no guarantee that in 10 years whoever is president will have the same yen for high-speed rail.

It has also become very difficult in American politics to make broad, progressive changes without lengthy and often bitter

debate. Lott said he doesn’t get the sense that Obama is really committed to rail anyway.

“We need a president that understands transportation and will do the big quantum leap like Eisenhower,” Lott said. “It’s just

so hard to develop a grand scheme without a president and his team. We have an infrastructure problem in this country, and

maybe Obama does it, and if he does, I’ll be along the parade singing his praises. I haven’t seen it yet. ”

More Go Than Show

Advocates of high-speed rail worry not only that politicians might lose their interest in high-speed rail, but also that they might

build a system too basic to attract passengers. Many factors — average speed, location of stations, creature comforts on board

and convenience of schedule — will determine if high-speed service is successful in the United States. Amtrak’s system does

not attract many riders, other than on the routes between Washington and Boston, because it is plagued with delays and

infrequent travel times, and is grossly underfunded.
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“America needs to keep an eye on the full vision,” said Will Schroeer, the state policy director for Smart Growth America, an

urban planning group. “There’s a tendency in American engineering to focus on the facility. We need to make sure the system

connects to what it is serving: the people.”

Americans realize, he said, that high-speed rail must be part of the country’s transportation future. “The challenge will be to

get down from 30,000 feet and make sure those stations connect to the people.”

It is, of course, possible that everything gets built and runs smoothly, the money lines up and the politicians stay motivated.

But even then, fiscal conservatives may still be right that the price and the effort will outweigh the public benefit.

For the past 60 to 70 years, the American dream has looked a certain way: Success means owning a home, in a neighborhood,

with a car — or two, or three — in the driveway. The nation’s infrastructure is built to support that dream, and the culture has

been ingrained deep in the American psyche.

Changing people’s habits is not easy. Americans are used to cars that allow them to leave from their homes whenever their

personal schedules permit and drive to their destinations. And when driving isn’t possible, they’ll fly. There’s a certain ego that

surrounds transportation. Cars are status symbols; public transportation, whether buses or subways, is generally considered a

lower-class alternative.

But the Acela’s prices are beyond many travelers, which is why most of its passengers are travelling on business. Others opt to

creep up Interstate 95 for four hours or longer rather than pay the fare to get from Washington to New York in 2 hours and 50

minutes.

Cars are the mode of choice for short trips because others are not as convenient. And maybe that’s all it would take: A more

convenient, spacious, comfortable rail network might persuade people to leave their cars at home .

“The benchmark,” said the German Transport Forum’s Hailer, “is the private car, and if you want to live up to that you need to

have a certain quality.”
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Wendell Cox, a transportation consultant who served on an Amtrak Reform Council from 1999 to 2002, said he has a

frequent-rider pass on France’s TGV high-speed train line. But he still doesn’t think it’s the right choice for the United States.

Cox, an ally for highway groups, argues that increasing road capacity and investing in green technologies for cars makes the

most sense for “our automobile oriented society.”

The Obama administration and the crowd he gathered together on that morning in April would disagree. If high-speed rail is

happening all over the world, it should be happening in America, they say. “Years from now, Americans will look back on this

time as a game-changer, a time when we got serious about putting public transportation to work on behalf of all Americans,”

the president said that day. “All of you know this is not some fanciful, pie-in-the-sky vision of the future.”

FOR FURTHER READING:Fiscal 2010 Transportation appropriations (HR 3288), CQ Weekly, pp. 2098, 1783; economic

stimulus (PL 111-5), p. 352; House’s surface transportation bill, p. 1522; Amtrak reauthorization (PL 110-432), 2008 Almanac,

p. 3-16; high-speed rail corridors (PL 102-240), 1991 Almanac, p. 137.
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