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Amtrak on the Brink

Furloughs Delayed for Now

“We are in the third year of a recession in the travel indus-
try. Amtrak’s revenues are $18 million under budget through
March [1993, year-to-date] with no prospect that they will im-
prove dramatically anytime soon.”

—Amtrak President W. Graham Claytor, Jr., at May 5 House Transportation
Appropriations hearing, arguing for a 1993 supplemental appropriation.

The April death of the Clinton stimulus package (March
News) was a big setback for Amtrak. Part of Amtrak’s $188
million in the stimulus was to have permitted recalling some of
the 257 maintenance workers laid off last fall.

Instead, Amtrak may have to furlough 450 more employ-
ees at Beech Grove, Indiana, and in Delaware. Furlough no-
tices were to go up May 14 to take effect May 21, but this was
postponed two months when the appropriations committees,
convinced of the administration’s sincerity in pushing FY ’93
supplemental funding for Amtrak (albelt far less than $188 mil-
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The Amtrak board wrote to the appropriations leaders May
3 asking for a supplemental appropriation. The letter was
signed by Board Members Haley R. Barbour (chairman of the
Republican National Committee), Gov. Tommy G. Thompson
(R-WI), David P. Girard-diCarlo and Leon J. Lombardi. All are
Bush appointees.

Management has rejected further cuts in expenses as
being counterproductive. Claytor testified that reservations
staff, on-board crew, maintenance and amenities all have
been cut—and service quality has suffered. Management it-
self took a 10% reduction in force two years ago. “These cost
reductions do not make good long-term business sense, but
for the short-term they help with costs when revenues are in-
adequate,” said Claytor. “The short-term has passed and we
cannot afford to make any further cuts along these lines.” m




Key Amtrak Officials
Address NARP Board

Amtrak needs to “understand what the customers really
want...and what the employees go through in order to satisfy
those customer wants and needs. . . . Our employees want to
make it work but we haven'’t given them all the tools they
need.’

—Arthur F. McMahon on April 23

Arthur F. McMahon, Amtrak’s new VP—Passenger Ser-
vices since Oct. 15 (Feb. News), and Dennis F. Sullivan,
Exec. VP and Chief Operating Officer, were featured speak-
ers on Apr. 23 and 24, respectively, at the spring meeting of
the NARP Board in Rockville, MD. Both had things to say
which are encouraging to passenger-train supporters.

Passenger Services

McMahon discussed Amtrak’s Continuous Quality Im-
provement program (see separate article) and the specific
steps he wants so passengers and employees alike will feel
Amtrak knows it’s in “the people business.*

He wants to move decision-making to the lowest level pos-
sible so employees can make decisions on the spot to satisfy
customers, but in return to have greater accountability by
those employees. He wants to foster open communications,
teamwork, and a management that is visible.

He said there is an executive commitment to improving
customer satisfaction, fostering employee involvement, safety
excellence, increasing revenues and controlling (not reduc-
ing) costs.

McMahon appears to understand how far Amtrak needs to
go. He referred to 1992 employee surveys that “have de-
scribed our management as being militaristic, autocratic—a
dictatorship that says ‘do as | say and not as i do.””

He is developing “customer focus awareness training pro-
grams to teach people how to approach a customer, how to
talk to a customer—we don’t do very well when we’re talking
to each other at Amtrak, much less talk to customers...How
to handle a customer who is irate, how to approach someone
and ask them if they would like a drink, all in an effort so that
they enjoy the conversation...[and] feel good about the ex-
change. We want the customer to walk away from a hassle-
free environment and feel good about what they went
through. That's half the battle in the service business. . . .”

As enhancements “we are working very hard to find a way
to put the china service on all of our dining-car trains, and |
believe in the not-too-distant future we will find a way to do
justthat. . ..

“Our chefs have all gone to the Culinary Institute. We have
some real creative people who are reluctant to exercise their
full talents in the field, so we are thinking of having a traveling
chef that will work with our chefs on the train to help them re-
alize their potential.”

When asked if Amtrak would consider establishing an 800
“complaint” number, McMahon acknowledged the need to fa-
cilitate customer feedback, noting that asking an irate passen-
ger to write a letter actually conveys to that customer the
hope that he or she will not write.

Operations
Sullivan said he was excited about the prospects for “build-
ing a first-class, first-rate rail passenger system,” adding, “|
too am very frustrated with the slow progress that we have
made in the last five or six years...We had a lot of high hopes

at that time. . .the funding has not been what we would liked to
have seen over the past several years.”

As a result, Amtrak trains are still hauled by diesels whose
freight counterparts would be retired or in yard service by
now. The oldest F40s are 17 years old and approaching their
three millionth mile and fourth overhaul. Help is on the way in
the form of 46 new locomotives (see photo).

Overhauls have been slowed by Amtrak’s financial situa-
tion. In 1992, there was about a $100 million budget shortfall.
For the first half of FY 1993, transportation revenues are $23
mill. below budget [ed.: though $35 mill. above the year-earli-
er period]. After accounting for all revenues and expenses,
the shortfall is still $12 mill.

The first of 140 new Superliners arrive in June. There are
50 Viewliner sleepers on order. The ICE high-speed train will
arrive in late June for Northeast Corridor testing. In the first
quarter of 1994, using information from the X2000 and ICE tri-
als, Amtrak will release specifications for the 26 electric high-
speed trainsets required for Boston-New York-Washington
Metroliner Service once New England electrification is done
and at least two fossil-fuel (diesel or turbine) power units that
could propel the trainsets at the highest practical speed else-
where in the U.S. (and use third-rail electric power at lower
speeds). [Amtrak’s ad inviting bidders to “pre-qualify” was in
The Wall Street Journal on May. 7] .

Sullivan called breaking many of the “Lake Shore’s” con-
nections at Chicago a “bad solution to a bad problem” (Apr.
Travelers’ Advisory). He hopes to restore connections this fall.

Talks with Union Pacific have resulted in an agreement
that should mean faster speeds on curves: UP has sought a
waiver from the Federal Railroad Admin. to operate passen-
ger trains at four-inch unbalanced elevation vs. 1.5 inches
now [and three inches for most other Amtrak trains outside
the Northeast Corridor (Jan. News, p. 3)].

“That's the result of working with the management,” Sulli-
van said, underlining his belief that Amtrak’s more confronta-
tional posture with the freight railroads in the 1970s resulted



in winning some battles “but losing the war.”

As for Southern Pacific reliability problems, Sullivan said
that railroad is financially on its knees and “you can’t get
blood from a stone.”

He offered to review the practice of backing in long-dis-
tance trains arriving Chicago. He said the new AMD-103 loco-
motives can idle on lower power than F-40’s and still provide
electricity to the train. That could mean locomotives could sit
in the station and produce lower amounts of fumes and noise.

Amtrak has yet to decide what seat will go into new Super-
liner coaches, but the superior “new generation” seat on
which Amtrak has been gathering data for over a year would
cost $300 more per seat than current designs.

[Ed.: The current Amfleet-ll seat is being installed on over-
hauled Superliner and Heritage coaches. Many dislike this
seat because it does not recline sufficiently and—when re-
clined—tends to push the passenger forward off the seat. The
original Superliner seat is no longer available nor, apparently,
is the widely admired Sleepy Hollow seat designed by med-
ical specialists for many private railroads. Also, the hard bar
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Continuous Quality Improvement...

...(CQl) is Amtrak’s name for an effort, common in recent
years among businesses, to “replace their traditional ap-

~between-seats-is-a-problem if you want three people in twoproach to management with a new system grounded in a sin-

seats—not unusual where two or more small children travel
together—or one person wants to sleep across two seats.]

The FDA Consent Agreement

McMahon and Sullivan had good things to say about Am-
trak’s consent agreement with the Food and Drug Admin.
(July '92 News). McMahon called it “one of the best things
that ever happened—a rude awakening to what we should
have been doing all along.” Sullivan: “The FDA didn’t do that
to Amtrak; Amtrak did that to Amtrak...It's turned our focus on
cleaning and repairing cars totally around, particularly food
service cars...It was a tough thing to go through, but I'm glad
it's behind us because it was going to hit us anyway.” u
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gle-minded focus on the customer,” recognizing that—for
businesses generally—"only 2% of dissatisfied customers
complain...34% quietly switch to another company. . . . the
cost of attracting new customers runs three to five times the
cost of retaining existing ones.” (Quotations are from “An In-
troduction to CQIl at Amtrak.”)

There are both “external customers”—paying passen-

gers—and “internal customers™—who serve the passengers.

Some examples of what CQI means:

® decisions based “on hard facts and data,” not intuition or
anecdote;

® encouraging employees to improve the way they do their
jobs;

e “giving employees the training, tools, systems and sup-
port they require to perform competently and then turn-
ing them loose to do it”;

® “‘management creates and nurtures a culture in which all
employees are treated with dignity and respect”; and

* “management leads the way to an open, flexible and re-
sponsive culture in which there is widespread informa-
tion sharing, few barriers between departments and be-
tween employees, a spirit of innovation and high
employee satisfaction.”

After considerable work on CQIl by Amtrak’s executive
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staff, Amtrak in Jan. "92 created the post of Executive Direc-
tor—CQl, which is held by Robert Z. LaCroix, a 17-year veter-
an of Amtrak’s finance, planning and real estate departments.

Deployment of CQIl began at headquarters in June '92; the
three major maintenance facilities last Dec. 1; and the Phila.
and Western Divisions Mar. 1. The other divisions will follow
shortly. “CQl is not a ‘quick fix,” ” says Amtrak. “Indeed, it
takes between three and five years for a typical company to
begin to realize a measurable payoff from its CQl efforts.” ®

NEW CITIZEN’S GUIDE TO ISTEA

A new 50-page Citizen’s Guide to ISTEA has been
produced by NARP’s Campaign for New Transporta-
tion Priorities. The Guide is focused on the transit and
rail funding and public participation requirements in
ISTEA and contains a special section on “suggestions
for Successful Public Participation.” A good resource
for public transportation advocates, it is available from
NARP for $10.00/copy.




HR 1919: Administration’s
High-Speed Rail Bill

“. .. I am very product-driven. | hope that five years from
today, we will meet again on a high-speed train somewhere...
‘I propose we be thoughtful and practical. Since this is a
new effort, we ought to focus on significant improvements,
step-by-step; to be strategic in the investments we make and
evaluate the investments. We have to make sure we'’re rea-
sonable in realizing our goal of high-speed rail.”
—Secretary of Transportation Federico Pefia
at April 29 hearing on high-speed rail
At a well-attended Apr. 28 Capitol grounds news confer-
ence, Secretary Pefia unveiled the Clinton Administration’s
high-speed rail policy, the High-Speed Rail Development Act
of 1993. It is now HR 1919, which House Energy & Com-
merce Chairman John D. Dingell (D-MI) and 12 co-sponsors
introduced (see below). Dingell and other key transportation
lawmakers also spoke at the news conference.

A companion bill, S. 839, was introduced the same day by
Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Chairman
Ernest F. Hollings (D-SC), and co-sponsored by J. James
Exon (D-NE) and Frank R. Lautenberg (D-NJ). Exon, chair of
the Subcomm. on Surface Transportation, planned a hearing
on S. 839 on May 20.

HR 1919 was the main topic of an Apr. 29 hearing before
the House Energy and Commerce Subcomm. on Transporta-
tion and Hazardous Materials, chaired by Al Swift.

HR 1919 authorizes $1.3 billion over five years—FY '94-
'98. Of the $140 million for high-speed rail in Clinton’s FY '94
budget (Apr. News), $96 mill. would go to a corridor assis-
tance program, $15 mill. to rail research and $29 mill. to a
maglev prototype.

The corridor assistance program would pay up to 80% of the
cost of eligible improvements if state and/or local funds pay at
least 20% and federal funds provided under this program do
not exceed 50% of the public share of the improvements to any
particular corridor. (“The public share...consists of its total cost
minus the maximum practicable private funding...”.)

The 20% provision insures that federal funds will go only to
projects with strong state/local support. Also, HR 1919 pro-
hibits funds going to “a State where the State by law, regula-
tion, or order prohibits the use of State and/or local funds for
the construction and/or operation of such improvements.”
The Administration, based on a review of the Texas High-
Speed Rail Act, believes Texas is ineligible unless their law is
changed.

The 50% restriction encourages maximum use of funds
from other public sources, including other federal programs
like the Surface Transportation Program and Sec. 1010
grade-crossing program in “ISTEA” (the highway/transit au-
thorization).

HR 1919 funding may not be used for acquisition of rolling
stock.

The five ISTEA “1010” corridors former DOT Sec. Andrew
Card named, plus New York, (Dec. News) will be automatical-
ly redesignated at gubernatorial request and governor(s) can
apply for designation of other corridors—even those for which
no applications were filed last year.

HR 1919 defines “high-speed” as “capable of operating at
sustained speeds of 125 miles per hour or greater”; DOT offi-
cials emphasize that corridors need not already be operating

at such speeds to be eligible.

Co-sponsors of HR 1919: Al Swift (D-WA), Jolene Unsoeld -
(D-WA), Maria Cantwell (D-WA), Bob Carr (D-MI), Fred Upton
(R-MI), Lynn Schenk (D-CA), Carlos J. Moorhead (R-CA),
Cardiss Collins (D-IL:), Richard J. Durbin (D-IL), Ron Wyden
(D-OR), J. Roy Rowland (D-GA), Thomas J. Manton (D-NY),
and Thomas M. Foglietta (D-PA).

The modest size of the program led reporters to keep ask-
ing if this meant Clinton was abandoning a campaign
promise. In fact, it will be a major accomplishment if the ad-
ministration fights for and delivers the promised funding (with-
out “stealing” from Amtrak). [ |




