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Executive Summary

In February 2009, Congress dedicated $8 billion of stimulus funds tedggkd rail

projects. In April 2009, President Obama released hisBighe ed r afot Avi si ono
America, which includes 8,500 miles that the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) had
identified as potential higdspeed rail routes in 2001. In June, the FRA announced its

criteria for states to apply for higépeed rail grants out of the $8 billiam stimulus

funds.

Yet the FRA has no estimates how much highspeed rail will ultimately cost, who

will ride it, who will pay for it, and whether the benefits can justify the costs. A realistic
review shows that higlspeed rail will be extremely costhynd will add little to

American mobility or environmental quality.

The best available data indicate that the FRA plan will cost about $90 billion, or roughly
onefifth the inflation-adjusted cost of the Interstate Highway System. This plan will
provide trans with average speeds of 1480 miles per hour (mph) in California,-8%

mph in Florida, and moderatpeed trains averaging 5 mph in Georgia and 30 other
states.

The average American will ride these trains less than 60 miles per year, or abolit 1/ 70
as much as the average American travels on interstate freeways. In fact, most of the
taxpayers who pay for highpeed trains will rarely or never use them. Because of a
premium fare structure and downtown orientation, the main patrons ofdpghd

trains will be the wealthy and downtown workers, such as bankers, lawyers and
government officials, whose employers pay the fare.

A true highspeed rail system, with average speeds ofIlEmph connecting major
cities in 33 states, would cost well over $%llion. Meeting political demands to close
gaps in the system could bring the cost close to $1 trillion. At twice the cost of the
Interstate Highway System, such a true higgeed rail system would provide less than
1/ 10" the mobility offered by the intstates.

These costs include only the projected capital costs. States that decide to build moderate
or high-speed rail may be responsible for cost overruns, operating losses and the costs of
replacing and rehabilitating equipment about every 30 years.

Upgrading the more than 500 miles of Georgia tracks in the FRA plan to run trains at 110
mph would cost taxpayers close to $1.8 billion, or nearly $200 for every Georgia resident.
Subsidizing passenger trains over those routes will cost more than $3mnpiér year.

Yet the average Georgian will take a round trip on such trains only once every 17 years.

Far from being an environmental savior, higind moderatspeed trains are likely to
do more harm to the environment than good. In intercity travegraobiles are already

as energyefficient as Amtrak, and the energy efficiencies of both autos and airliners are
growing faster than trains. The energy cost of constructing new-¢pged rail lines will

Why Georgia Should N ot Build Higbpeed Rail Georgia Public Policy Foundation

3



dwarf any operational savings. As the state of Flaridc oncl uddhe i n 2005,
environmentally preferred alternative is the No Build Alternative

To add insultto injury, the administration is likely to require states that accept high
speed rail funds to regulate property rights in a futile effort to diszge driving and
promote rail travel. These regulations will deny rural landowners the right to develop
their land while they make urban housing unaffordable and disrupt neighborhoods
through the construction of higthensity housing.

For all of these reaswsi high costs, tiny benefits, and interference with property rights
Georgia should noattempt to provide higispeed rail servicdnstead, it should use its
share of the $8 billion stimulus funds solely for incremental upgrades, such as safer
grade cossings and signhaling systerthsat do not obligate statexpayers to pay future
operationand maintenance costs.
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Introduction

In February 2009, President Obama asked Congress to include $8 billion foshegll

trains in the American Recovery and Reestment Act. Higkspeed rail, he said, would

be his fAsignature iss'lad eirn tthrad gnoinmihl,u Obmmadr
budget proposed to spend an additional $1 billion per year for five years orspégd

rail.”

In April, Obama presented his ti@nal high-speed rail vision to the public. Under the
plan, abouB,500 routemiles of highspeed trains would connect key cities in 33 states
along the eastern and Gulf Coast seaboards, in the Midwest,-OktakomaArkansas,
California, and the Pacifis orthwest’ In June, the Federal Railroad Administration
published its guidelines for state applications for a share of the stimulus funds for local
rail projects’

The White House claims the highp e e d r mirrdrs that od Presiient Eisenhower,

thefather of the Interstate Highway System, which revolutionized the way Americans

traveled °Qust as Eisenhower borrowed his 40;000e interstate highway plan from an
existing proposal developed years b&%0re by tF
mile high-speed rail network was identical to one proposed by the Federal Railroad

Administration (FRA) in 2001.

But there are four crucial differences between interstate highways anespagd rail.

First, the Bureau of Public Roads gave President Eiseren a reasonable estimate of

how much the interstates would cost. But the FRA has not offered anyone an estimate of
how much its highspeed rail network will cost.

Second, the Bureau of Public Roads had a plan for paying for interstate highways:
throughgas taxes and other highway user fees. In fact, the entire system was built on a
pay-asyou-go basis out of such user fees; not a single dollar of general taxpayer money
was spent on the roads. In contrast, the FRA has no financial plan fosp&gd railno
source of funds; and no expectation that passenger fares will cover all of the operating
costs much less any of the capital costs.

The third key difference is that the interstates truly did revolutionize American travel,
while high-speed rail will neer be more than a tiny, but expensive, part of the American
transportation network. In 2007, the average American traveled 4,000imiese than

20 percent of all passenger travednd shipped 2,000 temiles of freight over the
interstates.

Finally, since interstate highways serve all major cities in all 50 states, it is likely that the
majority of Americans travel over an interstate at least once if not several times a week.
In contrast, highspeed trains will mainly be used by a relatively wealthtee

By comparison, the most optimistic analysis projects that, if the FRA-gjpgged rail
network is completely built by 2025, the average American will ride this system just 58
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miles per yeai about 1/ 78 as much as the Interstate Highway Sysféfhat is hardly
revolutionary. Moreover, considering the premium fares to ride 4sjgked trains and
the fact that trains will mainly serve downtown areas, most of that use walg the
wealthy and by bankers, lawyers, government workers and other dowrdowwfioyees
whose employers pay the fare, while all other taxpayers would share the cost.

The FRA is not proposing to build 260ph bullet trains throughout the U.S. Instead, in
most places it is proposing to upgrade existing freight lines to allow passéragns to
run as fast as 110 mghwhich means average speeds of only755mph. This would
actually be slower than driving for anyone whose origin and destination are not both
right next to a train station.

Yet even true higfspeed trains have not beparticularly successful in France or Japan.

While the trains may be enjoyed by tourists who do not want to rent a car, the average

residents of France and Japan ride them less than 400 miles pérheraly 2 percent as

much as the average American teés/each year. The expenditure of tens and even

hundreds of billions of dollars on higépeed rail has not relieved traffic congestion on

any highways or prevented the continuing decl |
passenger transportation.

Moreover,the environmental benefits of higgpeed rail are greatly exaggerated.

Amtrak today is a little more energy efficient than flying and about the same as intercity

driving. But airline and auto energy efficiencies have both been growing much faster

than Amr ak 6s, s o by -speedraillinesare aperyforibusigdss, any energy
savings they provide wild.l b e-speedgrainsguillbel e. Si nce
powered bydiesels and greenhouse emissions from petrolgowered vehicles are

almostexactly proportional to energy consumption, the greenh@asesavings will

also be negligible.

To make matters worse, higgpeed rail is likely to be accompanied by lansle
regulation whose benefits are dubious and costs are high -$fighd rail, varios urban
transit programs, and transitiented housing programs are all a part of the

administrratliledddfilsgowoabilityd campaign. As Tr an:
LaHood recently admitted, the purpose of this
car’s. 0

Given the premium fares charged for higheed rail, the main users are going to be

either wealthy or whiteollar workers whose employers are paying the fare. This means

the FRAG6s plan is certain to becoplewha subsidy
are well off and already have plenty of mobility.
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The Feder al Rai |l road A drmspeedirad includes nearlp &06 milgésvof véaighon 6 f or  hii
speed (top speed of 220 mph, average speed 0.480nph) lines in California, about 330iles of high
speed (top speed of 125 mph, average speedi@58Mph) lines in Florida, and about 7,500 miles| of
moderatespeed (top speed of 110 mph, average speed @658 ph) lines in other parts of the country. It|is
only a vision, not a real plarhecause the FRA has no idea how much it will cost, how to pay for it] who
will ride it, or whether the benefits justify the costs. Source: FRA, 2009, tinyurl.com/cvw8s6.

High-Speed Rail 6s Expensive Slipp

President peadrail¥isionhwagrdeted with euphoria by rail advocates

and members of Congress eager to stimulate the economy and distribute pork to their
states and districts. As a result, few have asked critical questions about the plan, such as:
How much will it cost to build? Hownuch will it cost to operate? Who will ride it?

What share of operating and capital costs will be recovered by passenger fares?

The Feder al Rail road Ad m-bspeedsdl makesinoatténspttd vi si on o

answer any of these questions. Instaatherely designates corridors (table 1) and
leaves to the states the job of doing cost and financial fore€asts.
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