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As we settle in to the post 
pandemic era of passenger rail, 
the struggle to adapt to the new 
world continues.  People still want 
to move around.  The freeways 
are busy, as are the airports.  And 
so indeed are the long-distance 
passenger trains, the pariah 
of surface transportation that 
refuses to quit.  Weekends on 

the State supported trains such as the Surfliner show good 
load factors, but weekdays are still light.  Meanwhile, on the 
commuter networks, traditional customers are still stubbornly 
refusing to go back to work, some because they don’t have to, 
others because they are ill or fear catching the latest wave of 
infection.

I “Zoomed” in on the July Metrolink (SCRRA) Board meeting.  
Management was looking for a consensus to defer the 
planned resumption of full service in October because 
patronage had stopped returning.  Looking at three months 
with only 30% of pre-pandemic fare-paying passengers, 
management had the choice of holding service at current 
reduced levels or going to the 5 county “patrons” for more 
money.  I made a public comment, and some of the Board 
members spoke similarly, that not only should the service 
remain the same, but there should be no going back to the 
previous level of peak hour trains.  Instead, as resources 
become available, service should be added midday and 
weekends.  

CEO Darren Kettle and COO Don Filippi made a strong 
point that their schedulers are looking at every opportunity 
to introduce new types of service.  We’ll see soon what they 
propose.  Meanwhile the summer boom in off peak and 
weekend traffic may not last beyond the school holidays.  On 
the Metrolink agenda was a report about various schemes 

to economize on expenses. Absent from the discussion was 
corporate headcount at SCRRA headquarters.  Prior CEO 
Stephanie Wiggins added a lot of staff positions, and it’s 
difficult to imagine just how they fill their workdays.  Job cuts 
are tough, but “Overhead Kills”, to quote a former business 
acquaintance.  Taxpayers’ money has poured into these 
public agencies over the past three years, not always to good 
effect.  At the same time a lot of people have suffered a lot of 
economic pain, with little assistance from public funds.  Public 
agencies should be adequately staffed, not overstaffed.

Finally, early in the pandemic SCRRA staff were given 
permission to work from home part time.  Two suggestions.  
They should show up at the office, by train, to fill up empty 
seats.  This encourages other riders and ensures that 
Metrolink staff get a clear picture of the product they are 
selling.  By the same token, why not have them take a day a 
month to travel the network and learn more about the various 
routes?  Perhaps they will begin to understand the importance 
of connections, when they realize that for much of the day 
“you can’t get there from here”.  

 

Thruway Bus proposal
RailPAC member Narayan Gopinathan is currently studying 
at UCLA and his family is in San Diego County.  He suggests 
extending the Bakersfield Santa Monica Thruway bus to 
Fullerton.  That would provide a faster connection to Orange 
County and San Diego from the westside and a connection 
to the Palm Springs Thruway bus. This is quicker and more 
convenient than taking transit to Los Angeles.  We think this is 
worthy of study.  

Steel Wheels will have a feature in the next issue about the 
current Thruway service and the availability for non-train 
riders.

pdyson@railpac.org

Don’t forget to check your 
subscription expiration date 

on the mailing label and renew 
your membership if it is due.
Thank you for your continued                       

support for RailPAC and 
passenger rail.

From the Editor’s Desk
By Paul Dyson -  RailPAC Editor
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First, I wish to offer condolences 
and sympathy to those individuals 
and families who lost loved ones 
or were injured in the recent 
truck collision and derailment of 
the Southwest Chief.  As I noted 
regarding a similar incident with 
the Empire Builder, Steel Wheels 

readers can empathize with everyone who was on the train.  And 
a “shout-out” to the Scout troop on the way back from the Philmont 
Scout Camp who, utilizing their training and showing leadership, 
jumped into action, evacuating other passengers and rendering first 
aid and comfort to those injured or disoriented.

 Borrowing from Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities: “It was the best 
of times; it was the worst of times.”  July has been hot, everywhere.  
If you are inside your house with your solar panels generating plenty 
of power watching a baseball game, times seem pretty good.  If you 
are traveling anywhere in the world, by any mode, it seems the worst 
of times.

Trains are late, US freight rail is in complete meltdown, the airlines 
cancel thousands of flights, and baggage piles up. Adding to this, rails 
and runways buckle in Europe from the heat, passengers spend days 
at airports trying to get home, trains are surrounded by flames, high 
fuel prices result in high fares, and strikes loom. Who knew jet fuel 
in wing tanks must be below about 110F because that fuel is used 
to cool key components in the engine?  With higher temperatures, 
either the fuel tanks have to be emptied and refilled with cooler fuel 
or the plane has to sit until after sunset.  And we think freight train 
delays are bad.  It sure is hard to follow the transportation industry 
and advocate for it when all around there seems to be failure.  

Following recent trends, the on-time performance of the long-distance 
trains in June was 34.5%, with the Sunset Limited at 8%.  The best 
route was the Palmetto at 54%!  If you are a shipper it is probably a 
negative number.  Precise and scheduled railroading this is not.  The 
freight railroads have lost control of their operations.  Late Amtrak 
trains are not only inconvenient at best for passengers and increase 
costs, tardy arrivals also play havoc with crew and equipment turns.  
At some point in the cycle an extra crew and set of equipment is 
required.  Finding this extra equipment and staffing is one of the 
factors that causes long-distance trains to have small consists. 

Meanwhile the Gulf Coast saga continues.  As I write this (July), 
the parties are in mediation.  The Surface Transportation Board is 
bending over backwards trying to get the freight railroads to commit 
to a mutually agreeable resolution of the issues.  The Board hopes to 
avoid a directed order for service with possibly a court challenge that 
would drag things out further.

There are some positive developments regarding California high-
speed rail.  After an 18-month stalemate between the Governor 
and legislative leaders, the remaining $4.2 billion in proposition 1A 
bond funding was authorized in the State 22/23 Budget.  This will 
allow the completion and beginning of service using the Merced – 
Bakersfield Interim Operating Segment, coordinated with the Amtrak 

San Joaquins and Altamont Corridor Express.  CAHSRA has already 
begun pre-construction work (mapping, geo-tech borings, etc.) on the 
Madera – Merced and Shafter - Bakersfield extensions.  CAHSRA 
recently submitted two multi-year grant applications as part of the 
infrastructure act totaling $1.3 billion.  These grants would fund full 
double track Merced to Bakersfield, advance design work for the 
Merced and Bakersfield extensions, advancing the next phase of 
design Merced to San Francisco and Bakersfield to Palmdale and 
the purchase of six electric trainsets.

In Texas, the eminent domain lawsuit against Texas Central Railway 
was finally decided with Texas Central prevailing.  However, the delay 
has left the company nearly moribund with limited cash and few if any 
employees.  It also owes $600,000 property taxes for right-of-way 
property it has already acquired.  It does, however, have valuable 
assets.  It has a completed and approved environmental report for 
a high-speed rail line between Dallas and Houston, some right-of-
way (perhaps 40% of the route), station locations, and a design that 
is at some higher level of completeness. This line would serve the 
third largest intercity corridor in the US; and there are no mountain 
ranges, deep chasms, or wide rivers between Dallas and Houston.  
This project would seem to be a natural for Brightline to take over, but 
they have a lot on their plate in Florida and California-Nevada.

Speaking of Brightline, there is no recent news on the Las Vegas 
route; they may be waiting until the Victorville to Rancho Cucamonga 
environmental report is completed and approved.  Brightline West 
says they will break ground in 2023.

On page 2 Paul discusses the need to transition commuter rail lines 
to become regional rail systems.  This means a shift away from 
downtown-centric peak hour schedules to frequent uniform service 
throughout the day, extensive service through Los Angeles, and 
schedules able to cater to riders with non-traditional work shifts.   
Difficult tradeoffs may have to be faced.  In Southern California, for 
example, Metrolink has network extensions, Ventura and Oceanside, 
with modest service and low ridership. Metrolink still doesn’t offer 
joint service with Coaster.  There is also the Riverside Line through 
Pomona that depends on a key high-volume freight route, where 
expansion would be expensive.  

For the Ventura and Oceanside extensions, utilizing the Pacific 
Surfliner franchise could offer a solution.  Instead of hourly Pacific 
Surfliner service, bi-hourly Surfliner service would replace the current 
Metrolink frequencies to Oceanside and Ventura.  At Burbank the 
bi-hourly route would split with hourly service to Ventura and hourly 
service to Lancaster (the future high-speed rail connection point).  
LOSSAN trains would operate with a mix of cars with intercity seating 
(reserved) and higher density commuter seating.   With 30 minute 
headways, selected stop-skipping could be utilized to achieve faster 
schedules.

The operations of Southwest Chief, Sunset Ltd, and future Coachella 
Valley service could be shifted to the Riverside Line that transits 
Pomona, thus replacing current Metrolink service.  That shift would 
free up slots on the 91 line. There willbe plenty of combinations to 
discuss as we look ahead into next year.

 President’s Commentary
By Steve Roberts – RailPAC President
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Caltrain’s first electric trainset underwent clearance testing 
the weekend of July 16-17 along a corridor between the Santa 
Clara station in that city and the Tamien station in San Jose, 
California, to ensure the vehicles meet safety requirements.
The train was outfitted with foam rubber padding to simulate the 
dynamic envelope of the trains and their maximum clearance at 5 
mph, pulled by a diesel locomotive. No major problems were found 
during testing, Caltrain officials said in a press release.
More testing is expected to take place later this year when trains will 
operate under their own power via the overhead catenary system.  
SMART is offering $12 combined rail and ferry tickets from 
anywhere on the SMART line to and from San Francisco.  Contact 
sonomamarintrain.org for more information and other trip ideas.  I’ll 
be using this deal myself in September.

Valley Link Achieves New Milestone:   
Advances Into Federal Funding Pipeline
Livermore, CA, June 1, 2022 – Today, the Tri-Valley – San Joaquin 
Valley Regional Rail Authority (Authority) announced that the 
Federal Transit Administration (FTA) has approved entry of the 
Valley Link Rail Project Phase 1 into Project Development of the 
Capital Investment Grants (CIG) Program.
“Acceptance of Valley Link in to the CIG program marks a key 
milestone in advancing this transformational project forward,” 
said Veronica Vargas, Chair of the Authority Board of Directors. 
The 26-mile Valley Link Rail Project Phase 1 between the Dublin/
Pleasanton Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station in Alameda 

County and the Mountain House station in San Joaquin County, 
will connect tens of thousands of Northern San Joaquin Valley 
workers to the Tri-Valley at the center of the Northern California 
Megaregion – one of the fastest growing and economically 
significant areas in the state of California.

Dublin BART Parking – The Independent - Dublin
Alameda County — Construction is scheduled to begin in August 
on the long-awaited five-story parking structure that will add more 
than 500 spaces adjacent to the East Dublin-Pleasanton BART 
station.
The $34.5 million Dublin Transit Parking Garage Project, which 
was originally approved four years ago, was finally set into motion 
last month when the Alameda County Board of Supervisors 
approved a construction contract with McCarthy Building 
Companies in Santa Clara.
“It’s really going to happen this time,” said Shawn Wilson, chief 
of staff to Supervisor David Haubert, whose district includes 
Livermore, Dublin and a portion of Pleasanton.
In addition to regular parking spaces, the structure at Iron Horse 
Parkway and Martinelli Way in Dublin will feature priority vanpool 
parking and electric vehicle charging stations next to another 
structure at the sit
RailPAC members Brian Yanity, Marven Norman, Bob Manning 
and Gary Moline have been working hard to solidify support for the 
Riverside County program for rail services to the Coachella Valley. 
Marven Norman writes: On July 13, the Riverside County 
Transportation Commission (RCTC) took the next major step 
forward in bringing rail service to the Coachella Valley (and 
beyond) by certifying the Tier I environmental documents for 
the planned Coachella Valley Rail service that they have been 
working on for the last decade or so—with any luck, the service 
would start a decade from now. These Tier I approvals clear the 
general concept and RCTC is now seeking funding for completing 
Tier II environmental documents that would identify the impacts of 
specific infrastructure projects themselves including the third track, 
the bridge over the Santa Ana River, and the stations.
But it seems that the Tier II document also provides an opportunity 
for bringing forward some of the ideas which were mentioned in 
previous RailPAC articles about the Inland Empire. These revolve 
around initiatives such as preparing for more than just two daily 
roundtrips or working toward making sure higher speeds are 
an option at points in the future. Unfortunately, it is likely that 
also studying a connection to allow for routing Coachella Valley 
trains via San Bernardino is out of the cards at the moment. 
Nevertheless, this project will still set a great baseline from which 
to expand in the future.
$60 million is now needed for Tier II EIS/EIR and engineering 
phase to get the project ‘shovel ready’.  RCTC has so far secured 
$25 million from state CTC funding. The project didn’t get FRA 
CRISI grant they applied for in the fall, for which RailPAC gave a 
letter of support.  RCTC will continue to apply for grants, including 
the next round of CRISI, and other federal opportunities such as 
FRA funding for emerging corridors, and state funding. 

NEWSLINES

Aluminum rough car body # 614 (end car) for one of the 19 
7-car double-deck EMUs ordered for Caltrain in California. The 

27-meter-long body, welded at Stadler Rheintal’s Altenrhein 
plant, St. Margrethen, Switzerland. Photo: Georg Trub
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LEADERSHIP: The Good, The Great, and Amtrak
Commentary and Photos from Russ Jackson

How do you define “Leadership”?  Let’s take a crack at 
it before we get to Amtrak’s current “leaders.”  To this writer 
a leader in business is one who knows why the company or 
corporation exists and represents it directly to the public with 
pride and conviction so that its customers can relate to it and 
want to become part of it.  Simple enough?  Well, let’s look at 
some successful business leaders.  Number one on my list is 
Lee Iacocca.  Need I say more?  Those of us who were around 
remember how he introduced the Mustang at Ford in the 1960s, 
but it was his «rescue» of Chrysler in the 1980s that showed 
how a leader can take charge and get great public response.  
He was all over TV with his commercials, saying, «If you can 
find a better car, buy it.»  Yes, «personality» association with 
the product and the public.  

John Legere.  T-Mobile was a struggling company when 
they “went in a new direction” in 2012.  Legere “became” 
T-Mobile, and it was his non-traditional approach that “rattled” 
the industry.  He put himself out in front with his customers 
and changed the culture of the company.  From his television 
appearances to his persona he was the image not of the old 
shirt-and-tie executive behind the scenes, but of the magenta 
color clothes and long hair who became “brutally authentic.”  
He rode around T-Mobile’s Seattle area headquarters on a 
segway.  Everyone knew him, and to the world he became the 
guy who mocked his rival companies as “dumb and dumber.”  
An hour interview with Jim “Mad Money” Cramer on CNBC 
was entertaining as well as informative.  The public responded 
and soon T-Mobile was one of the “big boys.”   The book?  
Every Sunday Legere was on TV doing a cooking show in his 
magenta clothes, and the recipes reflected his enthusiasm.

Ray Lindstrom.  You’ve never heard of Ray?  Well, read his 
book sometime and you’ll know a lot about someone who was 
one of the great behind the scene leaders.  Ray started as a 
top-rated disc jockey on Tucson’s KTKT, became an advertising 
genius in Arizona by bringing a small Ford dealer, Tex 
Earnhardt, onto TV to pitch his cars, went on to be the first to 
air “infomercials” nationally, and put shops in casinos that sold 
watches.  He was “Ray the watchman.”  He’s never stopped 
thinking of new things to do, and still entertains his friends with 
such things as a deck of cards with their pictures.  On his own 
picture he is the Joker.  That’s Ray.  Read his book, it contains 
21 “Lindstrom’s Laws” to success, from “You can learn how to 
do anything,” to “Tell the world about your success,” to “Will 
something be successful?  You never know until you do it.  So 
what are you waiting for?”

Now we come to Amtrak.  While it is generally recognized that 
W. Graham Claytor was the “best” Amtrak President/CEO, and 
he deserves that accolade for bringing an era of growth to the 
company in the 1980s, there have been others who were true 
leaders who brought success, and Tom Downs is one.  Downs 
split the company into three functioning subsidiaries and told 
them to go for it.  Gil Mallery, was President of “Amtrak West” 

and his team that included the 
brilliant customer-oriented Brian 
Rosenwald developed the Pacific 
Parlour Car for the Coast Starlight 
that brought new customers who 
wanted the travel experience to 
be more than just “transportation.”  
But, it was Amtrak’s internal 
bureaucracy-oriented jealousy 
in Washington that brought an end to that kind of leadership, 
and the end of those cars, and the end of that kind of thinking.  
David Gunn (right) is recognized as a true leader, because 
he knew his philosophy as President from 2002-2005 was, in 
his words, “no form of passenger transportation in the U.S. is 
self-sufficient” clashed with Congress and its desire again to 
drop government subsidies.  Gunn supported the separation 
of the long distance trains from the Northeast Corridor, and 
challenged the concept of “business as usual.”  He was out 
there riding the trains, got to know the employees, and wasn’t 
afraid to talk to the public via interviews.  

Finally we come to Amtrak today.  Yes, there is leadership 
(small letters) at Amtrak and it›s all in Washington DC.  Have 
you looked at a list of the current office-holders up there?  
There are twelve (12) Senior officers as of the last musical 
chairs shuffle that put Stephen Gardner where he always 
wanted to be, at the top.  Look at the titles of those people.  
Are any of them directly concerned with the customer?  Have 
you seen any of them “out there” on the trains?  Have any of 
them even been on a train outside the NEC?  As former airline 
executives do they come down to our level to see what is out 
there in their company?  Gardner has been the “effective CEO” 
for at least 10 years.  Has he learned anything?  Do any of 
them have any real concerns for the success of the company 
other than to rake in as much government money as possible 
to be spent where?  They got 60 BILLION dollars out of the 
government, which looks great until you see what their plans 
are or aren’t.  ConnectUS is a boondoggle that will result in 
studies, studies, studies, and because few states will want to 
accept the eventual financial responsibility not many will bite 
on their plan.  The long-distance trains, the really productive 
part of their business, was ignored and devalued to the point 
where they almost disappeared (and could yet), and from a 
leadership standpoint they don’t exist.  Can you identify any 
of these “leaders”?  The only one whose job description even 
includes the long-distance trains came from engineering not 
customer service.  Other than promotion bio shots, there are 
not even pictures of any of them “out among them.” How 
about a TV ad showing an Amtrak CEO saying “Welcome to 
Amtrak.  Let me show you what you›ll find when you ride.»  To 
quote a prominent Amtrak critic, «Can somebody please send 
this suffering railroad a competent railroad official to run the 
trains?»  LEADERSHIP, that’s what it is.
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OpenStreetMap.org, annotations by author

An exciting prospect for new passenger rail in Southern California 
is an Imperial Valley extension to the Coachella Valley Rail 
passenger service, currently under development. As proposed, 
the new passenger trains will go from Los Angeles Union station 
to Fullerton, Riverside, Palm Springs, Indio, and as far east as 
Coachella. Some trains of the proposed Los Angeles-Coachella 
Valley service could extend south from Coachella, to Brawley, El 
Centro and Calexico.  Other possible stops along the line could 
include Mecca, Niland, Calipatria, Imperial, and Heber. Imperial 
County has a fast-growing population of 180,000, and the 
combined population of the bi-national region of Imperial County/
Mexicali Municipality is over one million people. 

The Imperial Valley has long had some of the highest poverty 
and unemployment rates in California, but the region has great 

economic potential that would be supported by investment in 
railroad infrastructure. The region’s economy has traditionally 
been based on agriculture and international trade, but is also 
emerging as hub of the growing clean energy industries. Imperial 
County is already a center of renewable energy production in the 
U.S., with geothermal, solar and wind power generation capacity 
totaling thousands of megawatts, and thousands more in various 
stages of development. A Salton Sea lithium mining boom may be 
also on the horizon.
In 2021, the Calexico West Port of Entry saw about 6 million 
passengers in northbound personal vehicles, and over 2 million 
northbound pedestrian crossings. By both measures, it is the 
fourth-busiest land border crossing into the United States. This 
works out to an average of over 21,000 people per day, well 
over 5,000 of which are pedestrians. The border crossing is in 
downtown Calexico, adjacent to the railroad border crossing 
and walking distance from the potential/historic rail passenger 

Passenger Rail to the Imperial Valley
by Brian Yanity, Vice President-South, RailPAC, photos by the author unless noted.
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depot site.  While Calexico and other Imperial Valley communities 
are served by Greyhound Lines and other private intercity bus 
and shuttle operators, public intercity transportation options are 
limited. Imperial Valley Transit provides local bus service between 
Imperial County cities and to Yuma. The county’s only regularly 
scheduled airline service is four roundtrip trip flights per day 
from Imperial County Airport to Los Angeles, subsidized by the 
Essential Air Service program.  These Southern Airways Express 
flights are on 9-passenger Cessna Caravans. While one way 
airline tickets on this route are advertised as low as $60, there 
are at most 36 passenger seats available each way daily, or 
less than an average bus. Passenger rail service would provide 
a valuable new intercity transportation option and international 
connection opportunity, providing congestion relief, and economic 
and environmental benefits to Imperial County by shifting traffic 
from road to rail. 

The first trains came to what is now Imperial County with the 
completion of the Southern Pacific’s Sunset Route between Yuma 
and the Coachella Valley in 1877. The “Inter-California Railway” 
line, constructed by the Southern Pacific between 1902 and 1911, 
branched from the Sunset Route at Niland, going south through 

the newly created towns of the Imperial Valley and crossing 
the border at Calexico/Mexicali. Upon entering Baja California, 
the track went eastward for about 50 miles to cross back into 
the U.S. at Los Algodones. From there it rejoined the Sunset 
Route at Araz Junction, about 5 miles west of Yuma. The mostly 
Mexican section of track between Mexicali and Araz Junction 
was abandoned in the late 1950s. Union Pacific’s Calexico 
Subdivision, running 41 miles between Niland and Calexico, is 
the remaining part of the “Inter-Cal”.

The Rock Island and Southern Pacific’s joint Imperial passenger 
train connected the Imperial Valley to Los Angeles, San Diego, 
Kansas City and Chicago between 1932 and 1967.  The Imperial 
was a unique trans-continental that diverted from the Sunset 
Route mainline at Yuma into Mexico, making stops at Los 
Algodones and Mexicali, and then crossed back into the U.S. at 
Calexico. From there, the train split into the Los Angeles Section 
(stopping in El Centro, Brawley, Niland, Indio and Palm Springs), 
and the San Diego Section which took the San Diego & Arizona 
Eastern from El Centro back into Mexico. This service had its 
roots in a local train between San Diego and Yuma, and made 
stops in Tecate and Tijuana before crossing back into the U.S. 

Niland, gateway to the Imperial Valley.  The El Centro hauler takes the day’s loads and empties to West Colton, May 1, 2016.
Union Pacific freight is the only traffic south of Niland to the Mexican border. Photo: Charles Freericks.
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at San Ysidro to terminate at San Diego’s Santa Fe Deport. A 
section of sleeper cars on the famed Golden State also used this 
route to San Diego, which split from the main train at Yuma.

A little more than two decades after the last passenger train stopped 
in the Imperial Valley, there was renewed interest in passenger 
rail in the region. Riverside County Transportation Commission 
(RCTC)’s 1991 Los Angeles - Coachella Valley - Imperial County 
Intercity Rail Feasibility Study proposed one round trip per day 
between Los Angeles and Calexico along what was then the 
Southern Pacific Railroad’s Yuma Subdivision (part of the Sunset 
Route mainline) and Calexico Subdivision branch line. 

The 1991 RCTC study proposed new stations at the same sites 
as demolished historic Southern Pacific depots in El Centro 
(between Main Street and Commercial Ave.) and Brawley (Main 
Street). [The Brawley depot was demolished relatively recently, in 
2015]. Three site alternatives for stations in downtown Calexico 
were examined, including two within a few blocks’ walking 
distance of the border port of entry (and roughly the site of yet 
another demolished historic Southern Pacific depot). Most of the 
anticipated demand for passenger rail service was expected, as 

it would be today, to be people crossing the border to and from 
Mexicali on foot. Thus, it would be desirable to locate a station as 

close to the international border as possible. The 1991 study also 
described track and grade crossing improvements needed along 
the 41-mile Calexico Subdivision between Niland and Calexico 
(then owned by the Southern Pacific Railroad).

RCTC’s current Coachella Valley-San Gorgonio Pass Rail 
Corridor Service Project environmental and design studies 
cover a corridor as far east as Coachella. RCTC certified the 
final Tier 1 program-level environmental impact statement (EIS)/
environmental impact report (EIR) on July 13, 2022. With Federal 
rail infrastructure grant funding available, it is now timely to re-
investigate passenger rail service extending past Coachella 

to Calexico. A new rail study is needed to determine costs, 
passenger demand, service plan, and capital projects needed 
to support passenger operations on the Calexico Subdivision, 
while also providing sufficient capacity for Union Pacific freight 
service. Railroad equipment technology (locomotive-pulled trains 
or ‘multiple unit’ trains) and sources of power (diesel, electric, 
others) are fast-evolving. A cost-benefit analysis of the Imperial 
Valley service options is needed to determine the train equipment 
configuration.

Track owner Union Pacific would surely demand public 
investment in track capacity and other infrastructure before 
allowing passenger trains on the Calexico Subdivision. Upgrades 
and refurbishment of existing tracks, adding new sidings and 
possibly double track in sections, would improve freight rail 
service as well. 

The Calexico East Port of Entry is where all truck traffic entering 
the United States from Mexicali is inspected. In 2021, Calexico 

View North from Main Street El Centro

View North from E 2nd Street Calexico

View North from Main Street Brawley

The El Centro hauler departs on August 15, 2017 to West 
Colton, the Sierra de Los Cucapah in the distance in Mexico.

Photo: Tony Escarcega
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East saw over 400,000 trucks cross into the U.S. (or more than 1,000 
per day), making it the nation’s 8th busiest land port of entry for trucks. 
Mexicali is a major manufacturing center, with most of the goods 
produced exported to the U.S. though the Imperial Valley. With track 
infrastructure improvements, much of this freight could be shifted from 
truck to rail, which would greatly reduce truck traffic and pollution. An 
inland port is now in development between Niland and Calipatria; and 
UP-delivered containers are already being stored along a loop track 
at rail-served container storage yard in Calipatria. UP has also been 
promoting development of the rail-served Imperial Valley Industrial Park 
on the Northeast side of El Centro. If the Salton Sea geothermal lithium 
mining industry takes off, sufficient freight rail capacity and reliability will 
be needed to support the industry.   Moving bulk lithium by rail is much 
safer and more environmentally friendly than shipping it by truck, and 
should prove more economical. 

The Coachella Valley town of Mecca in Riverside County has a population 
of nearly 9,000 people, and should be investigated as a stop on rail service 
between Coachella and the Imperial Valley. The town is now benefiting 
from RCTC’s Avenue 66 grade separation project, which opened to traffic 
in March 2022. Pedestrians and vehicles going to and from Mecca are no 
longer blocked by trains on the Sunset mainline at the 4th Street at-grade 
crossing. The nearest alternative crossing is over two miles away in either 
direction, so the town had been effectively cut off each time a train goes 
by or stops. UP trains often stop and hold for many minutes on this part of 
the mainline.

It is important to see a new passenger rail service to the Imperial Valley 
as being part of a larger network. The map below shows proposed 
needed rail infrastructure improvements along the UP Sunset Route 
(and branch lines) that are supported by the advocacy organizations 
RailPAC and All Aboard Arizona, including an Niland-Calexico passenger 
line extension to the Imperial Valley.  Amtrak’s Sunset Limited between 
LA and New Orleans travels through Imperial County, but with no 
scheduled stops- the closest being Yuma.  A future passenger train 
station at Niland would serve as a connection point for train passengers 
changing between the Imperial Valley and interstate trains such as the 
Sunset Limited and future California-Arizona regional services. Imperial 
County should pursue Federal and state grants for a feasibility study 
of LA-Calexico passenger rail service. The mobility, economic and 
environmental benefits of a new passenger train to the Imperial Valley 
are likely to be huge.

Proposed rail infrastructure improvements along the UP Sunset Route 
supported by RailPAC and All Aboard Arizona, including an Niland-
Calexico passenger line extension to the Imperial Valley

OpenStreetMap.org, annotations by author
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NEW NATIONAL RAIL ADVOCACY ORGANIZATION FORMED

The Aurora Group is a volunteer association of business 
professionals — both active and retired — who are gravely 
concerned that Amtrak’s national passenger train system is on 
the verge of collapse. 

The reason is that Amtrak management has not allocated 
sufficient resources to maintain its aging fleet in a state of 
good repair and has unreasonably delayed action to procure 
much needed equipment to replace it. Without corrective 
action in the immediate future, the lack of serviceable 
equipment will force Amtrak to reduce and even abandon 
service on an ever-growing number of its federally sponsored 
interstate routes – commonly known as “long distance.”

Few members of government — much less the public —   
are aware of this possibility. 

The Aurora Group is barely three months old. As a first step, 
we have requested a meeting with Amit Bose, Administrator 
of the Federal Railroad Administration, Polly Trottenberg, the 
Assistant Secretary of Transportation, and Marty Oberman, 
the Chairman of the Surface Transportation Board. As the 
second step, we plan to follow with a series of information 
bulletins to inform elected officials and the citizens around the 
nation of the existential threat to the service they have today. 
We are building a website and plan to incorporate as a 501 
(c) 3 charitable corporation soon. Each of our members has 

years of advocacy experience in advancing transportation 
programs that will improve the economic welfare and quality 
of life in American.

Grass roots support is important when working to influence 
action at the federal level. We are following the strategy that 
businessman, lawyer and political activist William Pitcairn 
used so effectively in the early 20th Century: “Minorities create 
news because they do daring things and act together. They 
get their way against larger numbers because they demand 
what they want and make a fuss about it.”

We ask for the help and support of rail advocates in the West 
and around the country. We need to make a fuss, deliver a 
clear message, and motivate Congress and the FRA to act.

George Chilson, Co- Chair, San Diego, Californi
James Tilley, Co-Chair, Jacksonville, Florida

George Chilson is a retired entrepreneur, former marketing 
executive and Chairman Emeritus of the Rail Passengers 
Association.

James Tilley is President of the Florida Coalition of Rail 
Passengers and previously held the position of Vice 
President-Car Management, Genesee & Wyoming Railroad 
Services

Amtrak 3 Southwest Chief July 11, 2022 is five hours late as it passes Esperanza (Yorba Linda) near the end of its journey.
Photo: Craig Walker



 S T E E L  W H E E L S  /  T H I R D  Q U A R T E R  2 0 2 2  1 1

To save your jobs, save Amtrak’s National Network! Its 
continued operation – and the jobs at the Beech Grove shops 
that sustain it – are at risk. Act now. Contact Congressman 
Andre’ Carson, Senator Todd Young and Senator Mike Braun. 
Tell them Amtrak must accelerate repairs and rebuilds of its 
long-distance fleet. 

Here’s the story in a nutshell: 

Amtrak currently lacks enough serviceable cars to operate its 
existing long-distance network. 

The lack of sufficient equipment is seriously degrading 
Amtrak service: shorter trains, fewer seats and berths, last 
minute cancellations, equipment failures, late departures, 
compromised on-board service. Bad service means 
disappointed passengers that will not return.

Without immediate action, Amtrak service will continue to 
deteriorate until the entire long-distance network collapses. 

Such an outcome would threaten jobs at Beech Grove. It is 
avoidable, however, if people act now. Make a fuss. Pressure 
Amtrak to repair, and return to service, all the more than 60 
Superliners currently sitting in storage. Each needs varying 
degrees of maintenance. Congress has appropriated the 
money to do this work, but Amtrak management is dragging its 
feet. 

Why? The likely cause is wrong priorities in top management. 
When Richard Anderson became Amtrak’s president in 2017, 
he announced his intention to eliminate at least two thirds of 
Amtrak’s long-distance routes. Although Anderson left Amtrak 
in early 2020, it seems likely that current management still 
embraces his priorities. They resist investing in the long-
distance fleet. Reports indicate that they have paused even 

 the modest cosmetic refresh program. They continue to 
focus on cost reduction without sufficient consideration of the 
negative impact these cuts have had on service to the traveling 
public. 

If management had executed the plan for new equipment it 
published in 2010, most Superliner I’s would now be retired 
and replacements for Superliner IIs would be in the pipeline. 
They did not. So, without any new equipment planned for 
delivery within the next decade, the repair and rebuilding of 
the current Superliner fleet has become an important and 
immediate priority. Congress must send that message to 
Amtrak. And the public should send that message to Congress.

To prevent further deterioration and possible abandonment 
of the nation’s already limited national rail passenger system, 
Amtrak must use the already appropriated IIJA funding to:

• Return all Superliners to service. 
• Fund a comprehensive rebuild program to extend the 

service life of the existing Superliner cars. 
• Expedite acquisition of replacements.

To help stop the current meltdown of Amtrak’s national 
network, Beech Grove employees should contact their 
members of Congress by phone and e-mail. (US Mail takes 
four to six weeks to process before delivery.) Ask them to press 
Amtrak’s management. Insist that they accelerate repairs, 
rebuilds and replacements to reverse what has become an 
intolerable downgrade in service on the long-distance network. 
Amtrak’s inaction not only violates Congressional mandates, 
but it also threatens jobs at the Beech Grove shops and the 
larger Beech Grove community.

Editor’s note: The following was published as an op-ed in the South Side Times, the local newspaper that serves the community 
around Amtrak’s Beech Grove shop, July 28, 2022.

URGENT MESSAGE TO AMTRAK EMPLOYEES                                 
AND BEECH GROVE RESIDENTS

100 years old and still running. Swiss Railways “Crocodile” on the 
Gotthard line, July 24, 2022. Electric locomotives have long lives! 

Photo: Georg Trub

RailPAC 
Annual Business Meeting 

& Guest Speaker 
will be a ZOOM meeting

to be held on                    
Saturday, November 5, 2022

at 2.00 pm.
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PASSENGER TRAIN PLANNING – BEST PRACTICES
J. Bruce Richardson – Corridor Rail Development Corporation

Whether you are Amtrak CEO Stephen Gardner or an 
experienced planner for a new, private passenger train 
developer, here are some of the best practices for successful 
route planning from both a financial and highest utilization of 
equipment and assets viewpoint:

•  Don’t allow traditional barriers to fog your thinking. East 
coast Florida trains have “always” originated in New York 
City, with the exception for a short time Amtrak extended 
one to Boston. It’s time to revisit that concept of Boston as 
the northern terminus.

Amtrak dispelled the notion that New York City is the center 
of the Northeast Corridor universe by running trains from 
Washington, D.C. all the way to Boston. In the previous 
world, if you wanted to travel to Boston from Washington the 
conventional way was the Pennsylvania Railroad to New York 
and the New Haven from New York to Boston. Now, it’s one-
seat service.

Even with equipment rotation between the Florida trains and 
the Lake Shore Limited and Crescent, trainsets sit in New York’s 
Sunnyside yard sometimes for a full day.

This provides an opportunity for the Silver Meteor, Silver Star 
and Crescent to all have their northern terminus extended from 
New York to Boston to provide one-seat service or, even more 
aggressively, extend either Florida train to Montreal since the 
southern terminus is Miami and the primary maintenance base 
is Hialeah yard.

•  Embrace odd-shaped routes. Many planners always think 
a route has to be a straight line.

There is nothing wrong with “L” shaped routes or other odd 
configurations. North Carolina’s state-subsidized Carolinian 
originates in Charlotte, travels north, then travels southeast to 
Raleigh and Selma, then travels north again to New York Penn 
station. This route embraces a good combination of major North 
Carolina cities and smaller intermediate markets before joining 

the CSX “I-95″ line for more northbound North Carolina stops 
before continuing on to the NEC and New York City.

The important factor is to efficiently connect markets 
passengers want as an origination/destination point to promote 
ridership and revenue. If that’s not in a straight line, that’s okay.

•  Don’t be afraid to split/join trains enroute to serve two 
separate terminals. At one time this was a practiced art 
form; today, Amtrak does this in only four instances: The 
Sunset Limited and Texas Eagle in San Antonio, the Eagle 
dropping the Chicago – St. Louis coach, the Empire Builder 
split/join in Spokane for the Builder to proceed to separate 
terminals in Seattle and Portland and the Albany split/
join for the New York City and Boston sections of the Lake 
Shore Limited. What used to be accomplished in a few 
minutes now has multiples of 10 minute segments devoted 
to the process.

As always, it’s a combination question of how much revenue 
can be gained by an extra expense such as this and how much 
will this contribute to good equipment utilization?

The pint-size River Cities was a single coach carried on the City 
of New Orleans from New Orleans to Carbondale, Illinois where 
it was split off and then ran from Carbondale to St. Louis. At 
St. Louis it was added to a Kansas City Mule consist to reach its 
ultimate destination of Kansas City. The River Cities ran from 
1984 to 1993.

In earlier Amtrak days this was common, such as the City 
of New Orleans/River Cities, the California Zephyr/Desert Wind/
Pioneer, Silver Meteor and Silver Star splits in Florida, the 
through-car to Florida on the Capitol Limited, the Crescent 
dropping/adding cars in Atlanta, the Crescent/Gulf Breeze and 
others.

•  Create run-through trains, such as a Hiawatha train from 
Milwaukee running beyond Chicago to Memphis. Perhaps 
a Cascades service train eastward to Spokane? Or some 
combination of Illinois and Michigan trains to combine to 
form a new, much needed second train to Grand Rapids?

•  Because a state subsidizes a train for part of its route 
doesn’t mean the train is not a good candidate for 
expansion or combination with another state-subsidized 
train. The Carolinian and the Virginia trains are all only 
subsidized northward into Washington Union Station. 
Beyond that, they are considered NEC trains with no need 
for subsidy. Wisconsin and Illinois already jointly subsidize 
the Hiawatha service. Michigan subsidizes the Blue Water, 
Pere Marquette and Wolverine services, both the Blue Water 
and Wolverines also make stops in Indiana. Washington 
State and Oregon co-sponsor the Cascades Service.These 
are templates for other states working together.

•  Much to the surprise of some, passenger trains run 
efficiently both night and day. While daytime corridor 
trains may serve a good purpose, the most efficient use 
of passenger train equipment is on long distance/inter-

 A Los Angeles - Oakland - Reno train would be an                             
“L” shaped route, and successfully serve many markets. 

Surfliner at Summerland - Photo: Chris Mohs
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regional trains which operate both day and overnight.

For those who unfortunately insist corridors are the future, 
simply allow yourself to understand that most long distance 
train routes are actually a series of corridors strung together, 
serviced by one set of equipment, providing one-seat service 
for passengers choosing to beyond a set of short-distance city-
pairs.

•  Night trains/sleeper trains are making a comeback all over 
the civilized world. Think of routes between major cities 
that take from six to 10 hours to run. Those are prime night 
train routes.

•  People have to eat, and are willing to pay for acceptable 
food on a train. Plan for diners, grill cars and lounge 
cars. They all generate revenue. Also, don’t be afraid 
to schedule a baggage car. The airlines have taught/
forced passengers to pay for checking baggage. While 
trains have the opportunity to shine over restrictive airline 
baggage policies, there is revenue to be made in this area.

•  Don’t believe every traveler is equal and should have 
equal accommodations in a coach because that is what is 
best for the largest group of travelers. Plan for business 
class service (more than a newspaper, pillow and free 
bottle of water), the reintroduction of parlor cars – the 
original kind, not the Coast Starlight former version – and 
sleeping cars. One thing the pandemic has proven is 
travelers seek private accommodations and a passenger 
train is the only form of land transportation which can 
offer this valuable service. It has been proven for decades 
passengers are willing to pay for two things: privacy and 
plumbing. Passengers like a room with a door and they 
prefer their private room come with sinks and toilets and 
showers when feasible. (Because there is always an argument 
about toilets in roomettes, the easy answer is to have two types 
of roomettes in each sleeping car: one with toilets and one 
without. Allow passengers to choose which they prefer.)

•  Do not let an international border hinder your planning. For 
decades the International was a successful joint operation 
between Amtrak and VIA Rail Canada between Chicago 
and Toronto. The Maple Leaf carries on this tradition as 
does service between Seattle and Vancouver. New deals 
are in place between the United States and Canada to 
more easily restart Montrealer service. More will come.

•  History is one of our greatest teachers. Examining historic 
routes is always a good starting point; the question is, has 
this route been devalued because of change in population 
and residents migrating out of the area, or is there still an 
unfilled need for common carrier transportation?

The next step is to examine current travel patterns, such as 
how busy interstate highways are, and what areas are being 
served by airlines?

For those with time to spare, it’s interesting to examine an 
overlay of the current national interstate highway system map 

over historic mainline passenger train routes. How much did 
the interstate highway planners depend on maps in The Official 
Guide of the Railways when they started drawing lines on blank 
paper?

It’s all about travel patterns and demand. “Build it and they will 
come” is not necessarily a watchword for common carriers. 
While it worked for Florida’s two pioneering Henrys, Henry M. 
Flagler and Henry B. Plant who each turned wild country on 
Florida’s two coasts into what would become modern Florida 
with their railroads, it’s a different world now. Population first, 
then meet the demand of the population.

•  One of the useful things government does is gather 
and publish statistics. The federal government’s Bureau 
of Transportation Statistics publishes mountains 
of professionally gathered data about all forms of 
transportation and travel patterns.

The Official Guide of the Railways, first published in 1868 is still a 
vital tool used today for researchers planning new passenger 
train routes. The February 1956 Guide, about four inches thick, 
gives a historic perspective of what service was provided 
towards the end of the streamliner era and shows traffic 
patterns and distances. Used as a basis, the information can be 
updated and plugged into current information. A freight edition 
of the Guide is still published today.

On a state or local level, some departments of transportation 
publish good data about city-pair travel on local interstate, 
intrastate and state roads. City-pair information is the gold 
standard for deciding on demand levels for transportation.

Become a statistics nerd and mine the data. It’s time well spent 
for passenger train planners.

•  Don’t let equipment shortages curtail your long-term 
planning. Just as new routes are not created overnight, 
while it takes time for new equipment to come online, there 
has to be a plan in place to deploy new equipment.

Also, do not believe the only way to acquire new equipment is a 
cash purchase, financed from taxpayers. Historically there have 
been all sorts of ways of acquiring the use of new equipment 
including leasing and the creation of equipment pools.

•  Finally, look at how many people – total travelers – use 
airlines, bus lines, and private vehicle transportation. It’s 
an astronomical number. For modern passenger trains 
to be successful, maybe only one to two percent of the 
total travelers is needed to convert to rail. Any competent 
marketer would see this as an easy challenge and would 
be mystified why Amtrak is America’s Best Kept Secret.

Here’s a comparison many can understand: For many statistical 
years, according to the federal Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics, Amtrak’s transportation output often runs neck-
and-neck with that of motorcycles. The next time you see a 
motorcycle zoom down the road, you are looking at a similar 
statistic to a passenger train rider.
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How Many Tracks Do Train Stations Need?
Alon Levy Pedestrianobservations.com 

Editor’s note:  As Los Angeles Union Station “Link-US” project gets under way it’s important to make sure the project                          
is not overbuilt.  Most trains should pass through the station, not reverse there.

A brief discussion on Reddit about my post criticizing Penn 
Station expansion plans led me to write a very long comment, 
which I’d like to hoist to a full post explaining how big an urban 
train station needs to be to serve regional and intercity rail 
traffic. The main principles are:

• Good operations can substitute for station size, and it’s 
always cheaper to get the system to be more reliable than 
to build more tracks in city center.

• Through-running reduces the required station footprint, 
and this is one of the reasons it is popular for urban 
commuter rail systems.

• The simpler and more local the system is, the fewer tracks 
are needed: an urban commuter rail system running on 
captive tracks with no sharing tracks with other traffic and 
with limited branching can get away with smaller stations 
than an intercity rail station featuring trains from hundreds 
of kilometers away in any direction.

The formula for minimum headways
On subways, where usually the rush hour crunches are the 
worst, trains in large cities run extremely frequently, brushing up 
against the physical limitation of the tracks. The limit is dictated 
by the brick wall rule, which states that the signal system must 
at any point assume that the train ahead can turn into a brick 
wall and stop moving and the current train must be able to 
brake in time before it reaches it. Cars, for that matter, follow 
the same rule, but their emergency braking rate is much faster, 
so on a freeway they can follow two seconds apart. A metro 
train in theory could do the same with headways of 15 seconds, 
but in practice there are stations on the tracks and dealing with 
them requires a different formula.

With metro-style stations, without extra tracks, 
the governing formula is,
Platform clearing time is how long it takes the train to clear its 
own length; the idea of the formula is that per the brick wall 
rule, the train we’re on needs to begin braking to enter the 
next station only after the train ahead of ours has cleared the 
station.

But all of this is in theory. In practice, there are uncertainties. 
The uncertainties are almost never in the stopping or platform 
clearing time, and even the dwell time is controllable. Rather, 
the schedule itself is uncertain: our train can be a minute late, 
which for our purpose as passengers may be unimportant, but 
for the scheduler and dispatcher on a congested line means 
that all the trains behind ours have to also be delayed by a 
minute.

This means that more space is required between train slots to 
make schedules recoverable. Moreover, the more complex the 

line’s operations are, the more space is needed. On a metro 
train running on captive tracks, if all trains are delayed by a 
minute, it’s really not a big deal even to the control tower; all 
the trains substitute for one another, so the recovery can be 
done at the terminal. On a mainline train running on a national 
network in which our segment can host trains to Budapest, 
Vienna, Prague, Leipzig, Munich, Zurich, Stuttgart, Frankfurt, 
and Paris, trains cannot substitute for one another - and, 
moreover, a train can be easily delayed 15 minutes and need 
a later slot. Empty-looking space in the track timetable is 
unavoidable - if the schedule can’t survive contact with the 
passengers, it’s not a schedule but crayon.

How to improve operations
* In one word: reliability.
* In two words: more reliability.

Because the main limit to rail frequency on congested track 
comes from the variation in the schedule, the best way to 
increase capacity is to reduce the variation in the schedule. 
This, in turn, has two aspects: reducing the likelihood of a 
delay, and reducing the ability of a delay to propagate.

Reducing delays
The central insight about delays is that they may occur 
anywhere on the line, roughly in proportion to either trip time 
or ridership. This means that on a branched mainline railway 
network, delays almost never originate at the city center train 
station or its approaches, not because that part of the system 
is uniquely reliable, but because the train might spend five 
minutes there out of a one-hour trip. The upshot is that to make 
a congested central segment more reliable, it is necessary to 
invest in reliability on the entire network, most of which consists 
of branch segments that by themselves do not have capacity 
crunches.

The biggest required investments for this are electrification and 
level boarding. Both have many benefits other than schedule 
reliability and are underrated in Europe and even more 
underrated in the United States.

Electrification is the subject of a TransitMatters report from 
last year. As far as reliability is concerned, the LIRR and 
Metro-North’s diesel locomotives average about 20 times the 
mechanical failure rate of electric multiple units (source, PDF-
pp. 36 and 151). It is bad enough that Germany is keeping 
some outer regional rail branches in the exurbs of Berlin and 
Munich unwired; that New York has not fully electrified is 
unconscionable.

Level boarding is comparable in its importance. It not only 
reduces dwell time, but also reduces variability in dwell time. 
With about a meter of vertical gap between platform and train 
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floor, Mansfield has four-minute rush hour dwell times; this is 
the busiest suburban Boston commuter rail station at rush hour, 
but it’s still just about 2,000 weekday boardings, whereas RER 
and S-Bahn stations with 10 time the traffic hold to a 30-second 
standard. This also interacts positively with accessibility: it 
permits passengers in wheelchairs to board unaided, which 
both improves accessibility and ensures that a wheelchair user 
doesn’t delay the entire train by a minute. It is fortunate that 
the LIRR and (with one peripheral exception) Metro-North are 
entirely high-platform, and unfortunate that New Jersey Transit 
is not.

Reducing delay propagation
Even with reliable mechanical and civil engineering, delays are 
inevitable. The real innovations in Switzerland giving it Europe’s 
most reliable and highest-use railway network are not about 
preventing delays from happening (it is fully electrified but a 
laggard on level boarding). They’re about ensuring delays do 
not propagate across the network. This is especially notable as 
the network relies on timed connections and overtakes, both 
of which require schedule discipline. Achieving such discipline 
requires the following operations and capital treatments:

• Uniform timetable padding of about 7%, applied throughout 
the line, i.e. roughly one minute in 15.

• Clear, non-discriminatory rules about train priority, 
including a rule that a train that’s more than 30 minutes 
late loses all priority and may not delay other trains at 
junctions or on shared tracks.

• A rigid clockface schedule or Takt, where the problem 
sections (overtakes, meets, etc.) are predictable and can 
receive investment. With the Takt system, even urban 
commuter lines can be left partly single-track, as long as 
the timetable is such that trains in opposite directions meet 
away from the bottleneck.

• Data-oriented planning that focuses on tracing the sources 
of major delays and feeding the information to capital 
planning so that problem sections can, again, receive 
capital investment.

• Special concern for railway junctions, which are to be 
grade-separated or consistently scheduled around. 
In sensitive cases where traffic is heavy and grade 
separation is too expensive, Switzerland builds pocket 
tracks at-grade, so that a late train can wait for a slot 
without delaying cross-traffic.

So, how big do train stations need to be?
A multi-station urban commuter rail trunk can get away with 
metro-style operations, with a single station track per approach 
track. However, the limiting factor to capacity will be station 
dwell times. In cases with an unusually busy city center station, 
or on a highly-interlinked regional or intercity network, this may 
force compromises on capacity.

In contrast, with good operations, a train station with through-
running should never need more than two station tracks per 
approach track. Moreover, the two station tracks that each 
approach track splits into should serve the same platform, 
so that if there is an unplanned rescheduling of the train, 
passengers should be able to use the usual platform at least. 
Berlin Hauptbahnhof’s deep tracks are organized this way, and 
so is the under-construction Stuttgart 21.

Why two? 
First, because it is the maximum number that can serve the 
same platform; if they serve different platforms, it may require 
lengthening dwell times during unscheduled diversions to 
deal with passenger confusion. And second, because every 
additional platform track permits, in theory, an increase in 
the dwell time equal to the minimum headway. The minimum 
headway in practice is going to be about 120 seconds; at 
rush hour Paris pushes 32 trains per hour on the shared RER 
B and D trunk, which is not quite mainline but is extensively 
branched, but the reliability is legendarily poor. With a two-
minute headway, the two-platform track system permits a 
straightforward 2.5-minute dwell time, which is more than any 
regional railway needs; the Zurich S-Bahn has 60-second 
dwells at Hauptbahnhof, and the Paris RER’s single-level trains 
keep to about 60 seconds at rush hour in city center as well.

All of this is more complicated at a terminal. In theory the 
required number of tracks is the minimum turn time divided by 
the headway, but in practice the turn time has a variance. Tokyo 
has been able to push station footprint to a minimum, with two 
tracks at Tokyo Station on the Chuo Line (with 28 peak trains 
per hour) and, before the through-line opened, four tracks on 
the Tokaido Main Line (with 24). But elsewhere the results are 
less optimistic; Paris is limited to 16-18 trains per hour at the 
four-track RER E terminal at Saint-Lazare.

At Paris’s levels of efficiency, which are well below global 
best practices, an unexpanded Penn Station without through-
running would still need two permanent tracks for Amtrak, 
leaving 19 tracks for commuter traffic. With the Gateway tunnel 
built, there would be four two-track approaches, two from each 
direction. The approaches that share tracks with Amtrak (North 
River Tunnels, southern pair of East River Tunnels) would get 
four tracks each, enough to terminate around 18 trains per 
hour at rush hour, and the approaches that don’t would get five, 
enough for maybe 20 or 22. The worst bottleneck in the system, 
the New Jersey approach, would be improved from today’s 21 
trains per hour to 38-40.

A Penn Station with through-running does not have the 38-40 
trains per hour limit. Rather, the approach tracks would become 
the primary bottleneck, and it would take an expansion to eight 
approach tracks on each side for the station itself to be at all a 
limit.
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All Aboard Arizona
Todd Liebman – President All Aboard Arizona  

all photos by the author

Arizona 
has 
descended 
into the 
depths of 
the 2022 
campaign 
season, so 
everything 
seems like 
it’s at a 
standstill 
on rail 
passenger 

development. This gives me a chance to write about a number of 
Arizona-related topics and others farther afield. What is becoming 
abundantly clear to me is that the Passenger Rail Investment and 
Improvement Act (PRIAA) of 2008 is an epic failure because it 
makes development of passenger rail entirely dependent upon 
the state. This sort of works for California, Illinois, North Carolina, 
and some other states that have more enlightened transportation 
policies; but it fails the country in many ways. For example, there are 
economies of scale that can’t be realized because passenger rail 
development is haphazard. In general, the more trains you have, the 
more ridership you have, the better the system performs financially, 
and the lower the incremental passenger cost. More trains and 
better transportation costs less than fewer trains, less ridership, and 
a disconnected network. 

This dysfunction is hurting Arizona. However you feel about the 
priorities of the Arizona legislature and governor, clearly developing 
passenger rail is not high on the list. No amount of education and 
outreach will change willful ignorance. The elected officials’ views 

fly in the face of public opinion, which  overwhelmingly supports 
the growth of passenger rail, particularly between Tucson and 
Phoenix, and the near universal support for it by the communities 
involved. Everyone pays the price for PRIAA and shortsighted 
state legislators, in the form of pollution, congestion, poor land 
use decisions, and lost economic development. It doesn’t appear 
that providing nearly complete federal funding has changed the 
minds of many in state government. The reality is that the State of 
Arizona may never come around. The rural/urban divide is great; 
and although people support passenger rail, it is likely not the main 
issue motivating voters at the ballot box. Either the fastest growing 
and hottest metropolitan area in the US is consigned to a future of 
more smog, congestion, and crushing, heat-generating highways, or 
a way forward has to be found.  

The solution is a truly national passenger rail system. When Amtrak 
was created, it wasn’t just created to serve long distance routes 

or short corridors; it encompassed all intercity passenger rail. The 
original, designated, national system identified a system of intercity 
trains and corridors, however skeletal. Tucson-Phoenix-Coachella 
Valley-LA was part of the original system (the Sunset Limited) and 
needs to be developed for the benefit of the region and support of 
the national system.  That evolution should not be dependent on 
short-sighted state officials. 

Speaking of disjointed and poor planning leads me to another point: 
the need to learn from other countries. It is apparent that the current 
model of our rail industry is not working either for the transportation 
of freight or passengers. While the rail industry likes to crow about 
how the American rail freight system is the best in the world, we 
still need to move even more freight and passengers by rail. The 
priorities of hedge funds, which seek short-term profit, and precision-
scheduled railroading are killing the business and not serving the 
country. We need a comprehensive plan for our rail system. 

In response to failure, the British did just that, and we should 
learn from it. I would commend to your attention the very well-
written and comprehensive Williams-Shapps Plan for Rail. The 

Top Left: The author at Rapallo, Italy

Venezia Santa Lucia

Venezia Santa Lucia
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Plan is a fantastic read about the 
failures (and some successes) 
of the privatization of British 
Rail, the failures of fragmented 
responsibility, and the initiative 
to create a new Great British 
Rail. We can learn a lot from this 
report that is directly applicable 
to the US. Great British Rail will 
administer the entire rail system 
with a coordinated, public/private 
partnership using contractors 
where appropriate, but with greater 
attention to system effectiveness 
than was possible under the 
former, privatized regime. If anyone 
out there wants to read the Plan 
for Rail, consider its application 
to Amtrak and rail here in the US, 
and is interested in discussing it, 
please get in touch. A few things 
are apparent: fragmentation is 
a disaster; privatization is no 
panacea; planning is critical; 
and infrastructure investment for 
the future is essential. We must 
develop a well-run, national system of 
intercity passenger rail in the US, with 
the right public-private partnerships. 
Routes should be selected 
scientifically, based on how they 
will contribute the national system 
of transport and increase ridership 
and efficiency, without regard for 
state lines or length of the route. The 
continued fragmentation simply won’t 
get the US to where it needs to be--
an effective competitor in the global 
economy.  

This summer, I had the chance to 
celebrate my birthday in Cinque 
Terre, Italy, and then travel around 
northern Italy from Rome to Cinque 
Terre, finishing up in Venice. I hadn’t 
been to Europe since 2018, and it 
had been much longer since I had 
ridden one of my favorite railroads; 
Ferrovie Dello Stato (the Italian State 
Railways). All my intercity travel was 
by train. The system is very good, my 
trips were quite pleasant, and I made 
some observations about traveling 
on this beautifully comprehensive rail 
network.

First, in my experience previously, 
most intercity trains in Italy had 
some sort of food service:  a 
dining car, bistro, or at least a cart 
selling drinks and snacks. I am 
presuming most of these were 
curtailed during the pandemic and 
have not come back. In the early 
2000s, I remember some very 
tasty dining car meals on Italian 
trains. I also remember riding in 
a lovely compartment car with 
seats facing each other, simulated 
wood paneling, velvet seats, and 
a well-stocked beverage cart with 
an attendant that came through 
the train regularly. Those cars and 
those days appear to be gone. The 
seating is quite similar to Amtrak’s 
new Venture cars, and there is 
no on-board food and beverage 
service. The only exception was 
the high-speed train from Milan 
to Venice, where a cart came 
around with complimentary water 
and chips for first class; and the 

bistro was open. Second, the trains 
were packed; and it is apparent that 
a well-run passenger rail system 
will be heavily utilized. Finally, the 
air-conditioning went out in one car, 
and we were moved to another car. 
Clearly, mechanical breakdowns 
and food service problems are not 
exclusive to Amtrak. 

     I want to encourage everyone 
who can to get involved. If you live 
in Arizona, or just have an interest 
in passenger rail, All Aboard Arizona 
needs you. We need active members 
to do outreach, and individuals who 
may wish to serve on the board. If 
everyone pitches in, we can have a 
vibrant and diverse organization that 
can effectively advance passenger 
rail in Arizona. We are a welcoming 
and fun group of all ages. wW would 
welcome you, especially if you want 
to roll up your sleeves and make a 
difference. Whether it is on Ferrovie 
Dello Stato, Deutsche Bahn, Great 
British Rail, or Amtrak, I hope to see 
you on the rails soon! 

Corniglia in the Cinque Terre region

Milano Centrale Station



1 8  S T E E L  W H E E L S  /   T H I R D  Q U A R T E R  2 0 2 2

Onboard dining is a big issue for many RailPAC members, so 
I thought I’d start a feature page about food, on trains and at 
stations.  Please send me your comments, and especially your 
experiences with railroad food, and pictures too.

One continuing source of disgruntlement is the continued 
lack of access to the diner for coach passengers.  While 
with limited staff the crew cannot handle unlimited numbers 
of diners, there ought to be a way for passengers to prepay 
for meals when they buy their tickets so that the staff know 
how many meals have been sold.  If need be, the number of 
presold meals can be limited.  

RailPAC VP James Smith just made a round trip to Oakland 
and reported that the LA based crew did an excellent job, in 
spite of a short layover in Seattle thanks to UP.  But, says 
James, where is the china?  The food was very good, but it’s 
not the same on plastic!

Meanwhile 
the chef on 
the Silver 
Meteor has 
the steaks 
lined up…
While proper 
dining car 
service slowly 
returns to the 
Sleeper Trains 
the California 
regional 
corridors are 
taking a turn 
for the worse.  
It seems that 
management 
is determined to install vending machines in the new Siemens 
train sets.  What this means for the traveler, many of whom 
spend a long day from Oakland to Bakersfield and on by bus to 
Los Angeles, is cold sandwiches and NO BEER.  RailPAC still 
believes that the dollar savings will be more apparent than real, 
with the need for restocking, machine maintenance, and keeping 
the food service area hygienic.  

Back in Los Angeles 
TRAXX is keeping up 
the good fight in spite 
of low numbers of 
passengers passing 
through the station.  
The patio is available 
for those that feel more 
comfortable eating 
outdoors, and Giselle is 
there to welcome you.

Also recently arrived 
at LAUS, opposite the 
Amtrak ticket counter, is 
Cilantro, serving fresh 
Mexican food to go.  

Anytime you are 
traveling by rail, try and make a purchase at a station food outlet 
or other franchisee to support them through these difficult times.

Food Stuff – Steel Wheels Editorial Staff
“Everyone Has to Eat” – Everyone

Steaks to order on the Silver Meteor
Photo: Gregory Grice

Cilantro, Los Angeles Union Station

Giselle at Traxx, Union Station
Photos:  Paul Dyson
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When the Managing Director of California’s busiest rail corridor 
agency is suddenly dismissed it raises eyebrows. I have tried to 
contact a number of people who should know the background 
for this unexpected termination but have not received any 
response at press time.  There is clearly some discord between 
the LOSSAN Board and Orange County Transportation Agency, 
(OCTA) the agency hired by the Board in 2013 to manage the 
Pacific Surfliner. But first, an explanation of this byzantine form 
of governance.

Like all the State funded intercity rail corridors in California, 
the Pacific Surfliner is operated by a joint powers authority. 
The Los Angeles – San Diego – San Luis Obispo (LOSSAN) 
Rail Corridor Agency is governed by a board that includes 
eleven elected representatives from the six counties along 
the route. LOSSAN contracts with OCTA to provide day-to-
day management of the service and contracts with Amtrak 
to operate the service and maintain the rolling stock. The 
California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) provides all 
the funding to operate the Pacific Surfliner and also owns all 
of the locomotives and some of the rolling stock; with Amtrak 
owning the rest.

Local transportation agencies formed the Los Angeles–San 
Diego-San Luis Obispo Rail Corridor Agency (LOSSAN) in 
1989. The Pacific Surfliner is operated by Amtrak with funding 
provided by the California Department of Transportation 

(Caltrans). Discussions began in 2009 regarding the local 
agencies directly managing the service rather than Caltrans. 
This led to California Senate Bill No. 1225, passed in 2014, 
which allowed LOSSAN to amend the joint powers agreement 
and become the manager of state-supported intercity 
passenger rail service in the corridor. In mid-2015, LOSSAN 
assumed direct management for the Surfliner. Following a 
selection process that included applications from three member 
agencies (OCTA, MTS San Diego and LACMTA) OCTA was 
selected, not just on a lower price, but also because of concern 
by some member agencies that administration of the Pacific 
Surfliner service would not be a top priority for a very large 
organization like LACMTA. Rail advocates should note that 
both of these agencies have both spent, and continue to spend, 
billions of dollars on freeway expansion since 2015. 

Note also that the corridor hosts two “commuter” services, 
Metrolink and Coaster. Thus, we have three passenger rail 
operators, (four if you count Amtrak long distance separately), 
two mainline freight companies, and four short line freight 
companies in the corridor. One of the origins of the dysfunction 
begins with the federal government which, for historical 
and political reasons going back to 1970, has two agencies 
that fund mainline passenger rail. The Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) overseas “commuter” rail, and the Federal 
Railroad Administration (FRA) funds Amtrak and regional rail. In 
a post Covid world that distinction is moribund. 

What is going on at OCTA to provoke the firing of the well-
regarded LOSSAN Managing Director without the approval 
of the LOSSAN Board, an action which is clearly against the 
By-Laws? And why has the Chair of LOSSAN not attended 
the last two meetings? Why is the OCTA attorney giving long, 
convoluted opinions about conflict of interest between the 
LOSSAN Board and OCTA, when clearly a conflict exists if 
OCTA can fire LOSSAN’s Managing Director without consulting 
the Board? Perhaps more active participation by LOSSAN 
member agencies would be a starting point t try to right the 
ship and move towards transparent, professional operational 
management of the second busiest passenger rail corridor in 
the nation.

From the Rear Platform
By Paul Dyson, Editor
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