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Senate Commerce Votes 20-3 Pro-Amtrak

The Senate Committee on Commerce,
Science and Transportation on April 18 ap-
proved S.1991, the National Defense Rail
Act, in the form of a substitute amendment
offered by Chairman Ernest Hollings (D.-
S.C.), with several changes from the origi-
nal bill (introduced March 6):

* Increasing funds for Amtrak security
needs (excluding tunnels) from $360 mil-
lion to $515 million;

» Applying Buy America requirements
to high-speed projects (as is now the case
for Amtrak);

 Specifying that the bill will not affect
rail labor protections now in place;

« Stating that any profit from Amtrak

non-passenger activities must go to im-
proving Amtrak’s working capital (to help
prevent service disruptions due to finan-
cial problems), or to “high priority capital
projects.”

Ranking Republican John McCain’s
(Ariz.) amendment to make the bidding
process on high-speed rail access com-
petitive was agreed to, with the condition
that existing labor protections be pre-
served. His amendment requiring an 80-
20 federal-state split on investment was
modified to make state funding voluntary.

Gordon Smith (R.-Ore.) had some
amendments that passed, including add-
ing Portland, Ore., to the list of proposed

NARP Urges Supplemental Funding

Support appears to be growing for fund-
ing Amtrak at its requested level in fiscal
year 2003, which begins October 1. How-
ever, Amtrak’s chances to survive until fis-
cal 2003 are not 100%, and its condition
by then absent supplemental funding is
of great concern.

That is reflected, for example, in DOT
Inspector General Ken Mead’s statement
to the Senate Appropriations subcommit-
tee, March 7, that he didn’t like to see
Amtrak’s belt-tightening actions. But, he
added, they didn’'t have much choice (Mar.
News, p. 4).

NARP wrote to Senate Appropriations
Chairman Robert Byrd March 22 urging
that Amtrak be included in the emergency
defense appropriations supplemental
Congress is considering.

The letter said, in part, “While Amtrak
has said it has enough cash to last through
September 30, we think the company may
be so ‘close to the edge’ that an incident
or two (for example, terrorist event or de-
railment) could push it over the edge and
force a permanent, nationwide shut-
down...when most people think Congress
has complete authority to decide what will

happen in Fiscal 2003.

“Indeed, a non-fatal derailment played
a key role in the series of events that led
to the private sector Auto-Train
Corporation’s 1981 end of service...

“Some of Amtrak’s recent cutbacks are
disturbing. Amtrak on March 1 eliminated
checked baggage service and reduced
staffing hours at significant cities includ-
ing Austin, Detroit, El Paso, Fargo, Hous-
ton, Lamy (which serves nearby Santa
Fe), Little Rock and Tucson. Since
Maricopa, the new station serving Phoe-
nix, never had checked baggage service,
there now is no such service at any inter-
mediate station on the 1,423-mile San
Antonio-Los Angeles segment. Effective
April 1, Amtrak will eliminate checked bag-
gage at Cincinnati.

“These are not the actions of a com-
pany with confidence in its future, or a
company that gives customer service
proper importance...”

The April 18, 2002, Auto Train wreck is
notable, of course, for the tragic loss of
three lives and for injuries, but also for the
urgency it adds to the case for supplemen-
tal 2002 funding for Amtrak. n

high-speed rail hubs.

Ron Wyden (D.-Ore.) offered an
amendment, that passed, requiring the
Inspector General of the Department of
Transportation to develop “objective” stan-
dards and criteria which Amtrak would use
for route decisions. This was the topic of
a report he commissioned from the Gen-
eral Accounting Office, which was re-
leased earlier that week.

Two McCain amendments were re-
jected. One would have created an
“Amtrak Control Board” (from McCain’s
S.1958; see page 2). The other would
have prohibited Amtrak from entering into
any new debt without the approval of the
Secretary of Transportation.

The three ‘nay’ votes were cast by
McCain, Sam Brownback (R.-Kans.) and
John Ensign (R.-Nev.).

Since the last NARP News, four more
sponsors have signed onto S.1991, bring-
ing the total to 33—Collins (R.-Me.),
Nelson (D.-Neb.), Dodd (D.-Conn.),
Chafee (R.-R.1.).

See page two for other passenger-rail
authorization bills. n

AMTRAK IN THE 2003 SENATE
BUDGET RESOLUTION

The Senate Budget Resolution
includes the full $1.2 billion Amtrak
says it needs. Earlier, 51 Senators
had signed a letter to Budget Chair-
man Kent Conrad (D.-N.Dak.) re-
questing just that.

The House followed the more
usual custom of not providing spe-
cific numbers for “small” programs
like Amtrak. The House transpor-
tation number seems to assume the
Bush Administration’s inadequate,
$521-million “placeholder” amount.

Many observers doubt Congress
will agree on a budget resolution
this year. There is even doubt that
the Senate will pass a resolution.



Amtrak’s “Service-Cut Possibility” Letter

“While Amtrak could not be more com-
mitted to a national passenger rail system,
if funding falls below Amtrak’s budget, it
is likely that certain trains will be discon-
tinued. Of course some trains require
more direct subsidy than others. Eighteen
of these already have been identified as
being at high risk and, depending on the
level of appropriation, other routes, ser-
vices or programs also are at risk.”

This is from the April 5 letter that Amtrak
President and CEO George D. Warrington
sent to the governors of the 46 states
Amtrak serves, state DOT’s, the U.S. Con-
ference of Mayors, and Congress. The
letter also informed them of Amtrak’s fund-
ing needs for 2003—$1.2 billion.

Warrington had announced on Febru-
ary 1 that, absent an appropriation of $1.2
billion, Amtrak would discontinue its 18
long-distance trains (but not Auto Train).
Amtrak also had said that 180-day discon-
tinuance notices would be posted around
March 29, giving Amtrak the flexibility to
discontinue the trains depending on what
funding Amtrak gets for Fiscal 2003.

NARP expressed concern to Amtrak

that a formal 180-day notice would harm
Amtrak’s cash flow by depressing advance
bookings, and so could become a self-ful-
filling prophecy. Intense media coverage
since February 1 seems to have brought
much of the “educational” value of the for-
mal notice, and Amtrak's funding needs.

The final funding amount for 2003 still
cannot be known, because an appropria-
tions bill typically isn’t introduced until May.
Therefore, the fact that discontinuation no-
tices were not posted doesn’t put the long-
distance trains out of danger. Amtrak can,
under certain circumstances, discontinue
trains without giving the standard 180-day
notice.

Exceptions to the 180-day rule

Title 49 of the U.S. Code, Section
24706, deals with discontinuances on
Amtrak’s route system, including the re-
quirement that 180 days’ notice be given
to “a State, a regional or local authority,
or another person” so they may have an
“opportunity to agree to share or assume
the cost of any part of the train, route, or
service to be discontinued.”

However, Amtrak may also seek dis-
continuance in time frames less than 180
days for “lack of appropriations.” This can
happen during “the first month of a fiscal
year if the authorization of appropriations
and the appropriations for Amtrak are not
enacted at least 90 days before the be-
ginning of the fiscal year;” and during “the
30 days following enactment of an appro-
priation for Amtrak or a rescission of an
appropriation.”

In other words, Amtrak could get around
the 180-day rule during October 2002 (the
start of fiscal 2003) if reauthorization and
2003 appropriations bills are not enacted
by July 3 (they probably will not be), or
within 30 days after President Bush signs
the 2003 appropriations bill (probably late
September at the earliest). n

“I am Amish and ride Amtrak
long-distance passenger trains of-
ten. We Amish cannot fly airlines,
our religion only allows ground
transportation.”

—NARP member from Western
Pennsylvania, in April 5 letter to

Chairman Hollings thanking him for his
pro-Amtrak efforts

Additional Passenger-Rail Authorization Bills

Senator Hollings’ pro-nationwide-net-
work passenger rail bill, S.1991 (p. 1) isn’t
the only one in circulation. Other ap-
proaches have been proposed in the
House and Senate.

Senate—S.1958

Sen. John McCain (R.-Ariz.), ranking
member of the Senate Commerce Com-
mittee, introduced on February 15 (Con-
gressional Record, pages S898-900) a bill,
S.1958, the Rail Passenger Service Im-
provement Act, “to provide a restructured
and rationalized system that provides ef-
ficient service on viable routes; to elimi-
nate budget deficits and management in-
efficiencies at Amtrak through the estab-
lishment of an Amtrak Control Board mod-
eled after the DC Control Board; to allow
for the privatization of Amtrak; to increase
the role of State and private entities in rail
passenger service; and, to promote com-
petition and improve rail passenger ser-
vice opportunities.”

The bill, among other things, directs the
Transportation Secretary “to establish a
Rail Passenger Development and Fran-
chising Office within the Federal Railroad
Administration.” The bill also directs

Amtrak “to restructure into three separate
subsidiaries,” covering operations, main-
tenance and reservations, with each to “be
privatized no later than four years after en-
actment.” As of April 23, the bill had no
CO-SpoNsors.

House—H.R.4545

The House Transportation and Infra-
structure Committee on April 24 was set
to consider an Amtrak authorization bill,
H.R.4545, introduced just a day before.
But 10 minutes before the session, the bill
was pulled for lack of agreement among
Republican and Democratic leaders.

A key feature of H.R.4545, according
to a release from its sponsor, Transporta-
tion and Infrastructure Chairman Don
Young (R.-Alaska), is increased “account-
ability.” The bill requires Amtrak capital
funding to go through the Department of
Transportation; the Secretary of Transpor-
tation must approve all capital projects.
This might give veto power to the Office
of Management and Budget, forcing
Amtrak endlessly to “jump through hoops.”

Indeed, Democrats, noting that Amtrak
had not yet received the $105 million in
safety/security funds appropriated last

December, feared Amtrak might never see
any of the bills funds. That would be in
sharp contrast with prompt tax refunds
given to airlines (see page 4).

H.R.4545 is a one-year bill (2003 only),
authorizing $1.2 billion for Amtrak, plus
$375 million “for a grant program for rail
security projects on Amtrak [and] $400
million for a grant program to make life-
safety improvements in Amtrak tunnels.”

Committee leaders were continuing to
work to find common ground.

House High-Speed Bonds

The Transportation and Infrastructure
Committee, also on April 24, planned to
consider arevamped H.R.2950 (RIDE-21,
Oct. ‘01 News). Like the Amtrak bill, it was
pulled just before the meeting.

The new, ten-year, $59-billion version
of H.R.2950 appears to combine elements
of the old bill and of another bill, H.R.2329
(the Oberstar-Houghton High Speed Rail
Investment Act, July ‘01 News).

It includes $1.2 billion a year in federal
tax-credit bonds (like H.R.2329) and $1.2
billion a year in state bonds that are fed-
erally tax-exempt (like H.R.2950). n



“Cut Consultants,” and Other Advice from Amtrak’s IG

“Reduce reliance on outside consult-
ants and make more effective use of only
those remaining consulting firms that dem-
onstrate true added value.”

This is one of the “Recommendations
for Amtrak Decision Makers” in the April-
September, 2001, Semiannual Report to
Congress by Amtrak Inspector General
Fred E. Weiderhold, Jr.

He reports directly to Amtrak’s board
chairman, not to the president/CEO. The
Amtrak Office of Inspector General (OIG)
operates under the same statute as the
better known DOT OIG. DOT IG Ken
Mead examines policy and larger funding
issues; Weiderhold is tasked with more de-
tailed oversight for internal controls, pro-
curement, waste, fraud and abuse.

His other recommendations to Amtrak:

* “Press for legislation which will pro-
vide Amtrak with both the maximum pro-
tection for federal funds invested and
maximum flexibility for seeking new busi-
ness and entrepreneurship.”

* “Continue and expand efforts to cut
costs...and...ensure the initiatives are
practical, enforceable, and are maintained
[long enough] to become effective.

* “Implement more effective internal
controls for major capital projects, includ-
ing better pre-contract review...and de-
mand accountability from contractors.

» “Develop more creative marketing
strategies and fare flexibility, particularly
for mid-day and historically under-utilized
trains and services.

 “Immediately improve financial and
management information support sys-
tems, providing greater distribution of in-
formation on success and failures to man-
agement and all employees.

* “Re-balance [Amtrak,...centralizing]
functions that require quality, consistency,
economies of scale, and shared re-
sources. Decentralize only those func-
tions that meet time-to-market objectives,
or use non-shared resources.”

He also offers these “recommendations
for Congressional Decision Makers”:

 “Move immediately away from the op-
erating self-sufficiency criterion in the glide
path to a set of betterment metrics over
time that will account for both financial and
non-financial performance at system, re-
gion, and route levels.

* “Do not lose sight of traditional finan-
cial statement results, but do not let finan-
cial statement results alone, in the

aggregate, or on a route-by-route basis,
be the sole determinant or driver of the
value and benefit of any service.

* “Require betterment measures which
are appropriate for the circumstances and
avoid aggregating routes and services that
have dissimilar operating and demo-
graphic characteristics.

* “Consult with and involve states and
regions to build specifically on their suc-
cessful transportation experiences, more
clearly identifying their short and long term
needs from the bottom up, emphasizing
and rewarding intermodalism and partner-
ships wherever possible. Weave these
inputs into a set of better integrated na-
tional transportation network needs that
involve all modes.

* “Avoid undocumented claims that
privatization or an unspecified ‘free

The Latest Quinn Hearing

Long-Distance Trains:

Less than 24 hours before the sched-
uled appearance of Federal Railroad Ad-
ministrator Allan Rutter at the April 11
Amtrak hearing of the House Subcommit-
tee on Railroads, he notified the Commit-
tee that he would not be able to appear.

This presumably reflects a lack of con-
sensus within the Administration on what
its Amtrak policy should be, and whether
there are any conditions under which the
Administration would approve more for
Amtrak in fiscal 2003 than the $521 mil-
lion so-called placeholder shown in Presi-
dent Bush’s budget.

Therefore, the featured witness at the
hearing was JayEtta Hecker, of the [Con-
gressional] General Accounting Office.
She had a PowerPoint demonstration that
included a state-by-state passengers-per-
day map. The several geographically
large states with relatively small boardings
created the appearance of a lightly used
system.

The map, however, is not an indicator
of near-empty trains, but of well-filled trains
that do a limited business in particular
states. In many cases, those limits result
from a high proportion of space being al-
ready occupied by passengers transiting
the state.

Hecker did not explain any of this, so
Rep. Robert R. Simmons (R.-Conn.) un-
derstandably reacted this way: “I find it
extraordinary that we’re maintaining routes

market’ fix is a panacea for passenger rail.

* “Insist on updating Amtrak’s financial
and management information systems,
more complete expense and cost-benefit
analyses for major investments and
projects, yield management, and asset uti-
lization...

* “Acknowledge that the Congressional
authorization and appropriation processes
sometimes and unintentionally drive short
term thinking. Require accountability, re-
turn on federal investment, and finally,
determine an adequate and stable long
term capital funding source.”

Weiderhold’s semiannual reports deal
primarily with his office’s main activities:

audits, investigations and inspections/
evaluations.

Reports going back to 1995 are at
<www.amtrakoig.com>. n

The GAO and NARP

perhaps in many cases with under 100 rid-
ers a day.”

For the record, in fiscal 2001, which in-
cluded a recession, the transcontinental
trains had “passenger-miles-per-train-
mile” measures ranging from 153 to 185.

NARP Executive Director Ross B. Ca-
pon—in an April 17 letter to Ms. Hecker
with copies to the committee leaders—
emphasized that the statistics she cited
simply mean “that well-used trains are
largely filled with very-long-distance rid-
ers who transit several states.

“To cite an extreme example, more than
one-quarter of Southwest Chief ticket rev-
enues are from two city-pairs: Chicago-
Los Angeles and Chicago-Fullerton. In
other words, a big chunk of ridership on
this route is credited on your map to llli-
nois and California, even though those rid-
ers are not making trips local to those two
states, or even to the region in which they
are located.

“As a by-product of long-distance ser-
vice between major markets like Chicago
and Southern California, this and other
transcontinental trains provide service to
small, en-route communities. The rela-
tively small cost of intermediate station
stops makes this possible.”

NARP's full letter is available at NARP’s
web site, <www.narprail.org>, or by send-
ing $3 and a self-addressed, stamped
envelope to NARP. n



TRAVELERS’ ADVISORY

Major equipment shuffling—Am-
trak will remove the Silver Palm’s
Viewliner sleeper and Heritage diner
effective May 1—the first time in mod-
ern history that Florida’s West Coast
(Tampa) has not had sleeping-car
service. The train’s name will revert
to its former name, Palmetto.

Amtrak wanted to cut costs by re-
moving the diner, and did not want
another diner-less sleeper service.

NARP’s Ross Capon wrote (again)
to Amtrak April 18, emphasizing the
strong demand for West Coast
sleeper service and stating, “I am told
that the renovation of the single-level
diners was stopped midstream. The
result is that, because certain carts
were not purchased, Amtrak cannot
take advantage of a lot of the capital
investments already put into these
cars, and cannot” serve box meals
in-room as Empire Builder Portland
sleeping-car passengers get. “If a
small amount of capital would make
the difference, maybe it should be
part of the $1.2 billion.”

Amtrak was offering displaced
sleeper passengers same-day space
in coach or Business Class, or same-
day sleeper space on the other two
Floridatrains (if available), or sleeper
space on the other two trains the day
before or after the original travel date.

The Cardinal and Kentucky Cardi-
nal convert from bi-level to single-
level equipment in early May. It was
already planned that the Kentucky
Cardinal would get a Viewliner

sleeper. The Cardinal was converted
to make more Superliners available
to Auto Train, after that train’s derail-
ment in Florida on April 18. Unfortu-
nately, the Cardinal’s carriage of
unboxed bikes likely will end.

NARP has urged Amtrak to restore
through operation of the Cardinal to
New York City. NARP noted that this
would boost revenues. It also would
improve equipment utilization by con-
solidating Viewliners at New York and
avoid establishment of Washington
as an oddball Viewliner terminal with
asingle, tri-weekly train. Amtrak has
agreed to review the costs and ben-
efits of the New York extension.

Piedmont—At state request, Am-
trak removed the baggage car from
this Raleigh-Charlotte train, but still
offers checked baggage service (in
one of the coaches). Bicycle carriage
is no longer allowed, whether
checked or brought aboard.

Downeaster—Plans for a summer
stop at Old Orchard Beach, Me., are
on hold as Guilford and the Northern
New England Passenger Rail Author-
ity so far have been unable to reach
a lease agreement. The state hopes
for a shuttle from Saco.

Amtrak Guest Rewards—The fre-
guent-user program now has a “Se-
lect” membership category. To
qualify, Guest Rewards members
must accrue at least 5000 Guest Re-
wards points on Amtrak travel dur-
ing a calendar year. Early in April,
Amtrak sent aletter outlining the ben-
efits to the category.

“The last time | took a trip by
plane l ended up in the hospital for
eight days with pneumonia and a
touch of Legionnaire's disease. Of
course, my doctor said | should not
fly. Since | am 86 years old | am
not comfortable driving on ex-
tended trips and around unfamiliar,
traffic congested cities. Where
does that leave me without Amtrak
services? Only the bus.

“People should be able to
choose how they wish to travel. If
the U.S. Government can fund high-
ways and bail out airlines, there cer-
tainly should be some consider-
ation for keeping the trains run-
ning.”

—Letter from NARP member John M.

Abts, Scottsdale, Ariz., April 2002

AIRLINE TAX REFUNDS

The stimulus bill President Bush
signed March 9 let companies “carry
back” 2001-02 net operating losses five
years (instead of just two). Example:
United Airlines got $169 million in tax re-
funds under the old law plus $464 million
under the new. United got the money
rather promptly [Reuters, March 25].

FORMER NARP DIRECTOR Alan
Wimmergren passed away Decem-
ber 15, 2001, at the age of 42, at
Costa Mesa, Cal., after a long ill-
ness. He was a NARP Region 12
board member 1987-98. A memo-
rial will be held May 25, 12:00 noon,
at the Santa Ana rail station; call
714/543-1200 for details.
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