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Momentum Building for Amtrak Half Cent

Price of Failure High: No Intercity Trains

The idea of earmarking a half cent of the federal gasoline
tax for intercity passenger rail capital improvements was
warmly embraced by most members of the Senate Finance
Committee at an April 23 hearing. The issue at hand was

GOLDEN SPIKE TO TEXAS SENATOR
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NARP President John R. Martin presented the George Falcon
Golden Spike Award for 1997 to Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-TX,
above) at NARP’s annual Washington reception at Union Station,
April 24. The plaque presented to her read, “In her tenure as Chair
of the Subcommittee on Surface Transportation and Merchant Ma-
rine, Senator Hutchison has become a leading advocate on inter-
city passenger rail issues and has worked tirelessly to maintain
existing intercity passenger rail in Texas, to educate Congress
about the importance of Amtrak service outside the Northeast and
to help improve the efficiency of Amtrak nationwide. Since long
before joining the Senate, she has been a leader for the cause of
improved safety at railroad-highway grade crossings.”

Senator Hutchison pushed hard—and successfully—for the
Texas legislature to approve the loan that will extend operation of
Amtrak’s Texas Eagle through September 30, by which time it is
hoped that Amtrak will have enough mail and express revenue to
make the service permanent without further state aid. Her most
recent op-ed column on the subject, “Texas needs passenger rail
service,” appeared in the April 13 Dallas Morning News.

S.436, the “Roth-Moynihan” bill (March News). Friends of
the Earth President Brent Blackwelder, NARP Board Mem-
ber Doras Briggs and NARP Executive Director Ross B. Ca-
pon were among the witnesses. '

The next day, H.R.1437, an identical House bill, was intro-
duced by Reps. Michael N. Castle (R-DE), Nancy L. Johnson
(R-CT), Benjamin L. Cardin (D-MD) and Spencer Bachus (R-
AL). As of May 5, the bill had a total of 26 co-sponsors.

Senate Finance Chairman William V. Roth, Jr. (R-DE) and
Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-NY), the Ranking Member, were
present during the entire two-hour hearing April 23. At least
one other Senator—usually more—also was present at all
times. Chairman Roth’s opening statement quoted Mark
Twain: “When confronted with a difficult decision, do what is
right. You'll please a few and amaze the rest.” We must do
what is right—provide for the future.”

The hearing was notable for the sense of unity which
seemed to develop between those primarily interested in cor-
ridor services, and those for whom the long-distance trains
are most important. The first witness was Senator Ron Wyden
(D-OR), who continued his impressive work defending pas-
senger trains as lifelines in the rural West. He said Amtrak
had convinced him that, long term, the key to providing pas-
senger service along the Pioneer route is to develop the mail
and express business.

Senator Moynihan and Amtrak President Tom Downs em-
phasized the one-time nature of the decision at hand.

(continued on page 3)
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At the April 23 Senate Finance Committee hearing (from left), Doras
Briggs, NARP Executive Director Ross B. Capon, and William Lochte,
Vice President for Marketing and Business Development, Bombardier
Transit Corporation, speaking for the‘American Passenger Rail Coali-
tion, an industry advocacy group.

FRA CHIEF WINS BURCH AWARD—p. 2




THE DR. GARY BURCH
MEMORIAL AWARD

Federal Railroad Administrator Jolene Molitoris
(right) won the Dr. Gary Burch Memorial Safety
Award for 1996. Bette Burch (left) and her family have
sponsored the award since 1994. The annual award
goes to the individual judged to have done the most
to enhance rail passenger safety. It honors the
memory of Mrs. Burch’s husband, who was a victim
of a 1991 passenger train derailment in South Caro-
lina. The presentation was at NARP’s annual Wash-
ington reception at Union Station, April 24.

The selection committee took special note of FRA
Emergency Order No. 20, issued after Molitoris vis-
ited the site of the tragic MARC accident in Silver
Spring, Maryland, in February, 1996, as well as the
subsequent refinements to that order.

The committee believes, as a result of that order,
train travel is becoming safer than ever before.
Molitoris’ initiatives make train operations a team
effort and require communications among crew
members regarding certain signal indications. In

addition, luminescent or retro-reflective materials

marking emergency ingress and egress will help
both passengers and responders in emergencies.
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Richard Tidwell (left) of Chicago commuter railroad
Metra introduces Molitoris, with NARP President
John R. Martin and Vice President Eugene K.
Skoropowski (right).

NEW CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER AT AMTRAK

Alfred S. Altschul became Amtrak’s new Vice President and Chief
Financial Officer November 7 1996 replacing Betsy Reveal He came
gmeerlng and construction management firm, where he was Ex-
ecutive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer in 1995 and 1996.

Other highlights of his career: chief financial officer at Sage En-
terprises (food service company for airlines and health food stores
in Des Plaines, IL; 1993-95), chief financial officer at Midway Air-
lines (Chicago, 1981-92), and financial positions at GATX Corpora-
tion (Chicago, 1965-81). Altschul has a Masters of Business Ad-
ministration degree from the University of Chicago and a Bachelor
of Science degree (Economics) from the University of Wisconsin.
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LOTT—A NATIONAL AMTRAK NEEDED

“[Mayor John Robert Smith of Meridian, MS] continues to be in-
volved and concerned because he does think we need a national
rail system, and | agree. | think we need to get some of the restric-
tions off the back of Amtrak and let them get out there and provide
the service at the cheapest possible rate and as many places as
possible...

“The answer is to give [Amtrak] a small piece of the funds in the
transportation account. One of the ways to get more people off the
highways is to give them good rail service. | think there’s a chance
we may get this [half-cent] designated for Amtrak this year. I'm a
supporter of that.”

—Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, quoted in
The Meridian Star, March 14



Senate Finance Hearing (from page 1)

Moynihan called this “make-or-break time”: “If we do the right
thing, we'll be forgotten, but if we don’t, we’ll be remembered...
We have heard epic testimony. We're at a moment of deci-
sion. We can save it and watch it grow, or we can see it
disappear. We're grateful to be told bluntly and clearly what
the choices are.”

Downs said, “If it is not now time to make [the tough deci-
sions about funding Amtrak], it never will be. If we let Amtrak
die, passenger rail won't come back again in the future, even
if we desperately need it again.” He said the cost of an Amtrak
shut-down would exceed the cost of properly capitalizing it.

Briggs, a Kensington, CA, resident who had just crossed
the country by train en route to the NARP Board meeting
(and who didn’t know she was testifying when she boarded
the train in California!) used warmth and humor to underline
the importance of Amtrak to seniors. She called train travel
“joyous, educational and practical,” and"told of some of the
interesting people she had met on the train.

When she finished, Roth said “I think we’ll need you on the
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NARP Executive Director Ross B. Capon (left) with Chairman William
V. Roth, Jr. (R-DE) after an upbeat Senate Finance Committee hearing
on the Amtrak half cent, April 23. Committee members Al D’Amato (R-
NY) and Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-NY) confer in the background.

HUTCHISON INTRODUCES AMTRAK BILL

Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-TX) on May 14 intro-
duced a new Amtrak authorization bill, the Amtrak
Reform and Accountability Act of 1997. The bill has
capital funding levels consistent with the half cent
and operating levels consistent with the much-ne-
glected “glide path” (see graph at right).

The bill generally is similar to last year’s S.1318
(Jan. ‘96 News). However, Hutchison’s bill changes
the Amtrak Board, deleting one of two commuter-rail
board representatives and adding one mayor and one
representative of the general public. Also, it does
not require the “reform council” to wait three years
before determining whether Amtrak is meeting its fi-
nancial targets, or should be shut down.

Senate floor when the debate comes on [S.436].” She quickly
replied, “Il don’t think I'm that foolish.” When the laughter sub-
sided, Roth said: “Well, we'll try to talk you into it.” Later, he
called her the hearing's “star witness.”

Capon submitted a graph that tracked federal dollars per
capita in road spending and annual intercity and commuter
railroad passenger-miles per capita. There is an inverse re-
lationship, of course. However, the chart also shows that,
since about 1972, passenger-miles per capita have stabilized,
and even risen a bit. This suggests that federal commitments
to Amtrak and commuter rail have done some good.

Recent S.436 co-sponsors are Kennedy (D-MA), D’Amato
(R-NY) (our March lead story had the first 11). |
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OPERATING GRANTS: 25% BELOW BUDGET LEVELS
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As reflected in this chart, House budget resolutions assumed a total
$510 million for Amtrak operations for fiscal years 1996 and 1997. Yet
appropriators gave Amtrak only $385 million, a $125 million shortfall.
Had the appropriators funded that gap by sticking to the budget-reso-
lution “glidepath” to operational self-sufficiency by 2002, Amtrak’s cur-
rent operating shortfall would be wiped out. On the capital side (core
and Northeast Corridor) in those years, appropriators came in below
Amtrak requests by a total of $417 million.
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