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HSR Lessons 
Learned



Passenger rail is expensive, HSR is really
expensive.  Bring money or don’t come.
Demographics have to be right: population 
density, road/air congestion, high energy prices
Distance “sweet spot” is critical
Passenger rail benefits are both public 
(congestion, pollution, safety, CO2) and private 
(revenues, property)
Public role (and funding) always required: private 
role is possible, maybe desirable, but optional

Passenger Rail Lessons (1)
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Amtrak on-time performance (%)
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Conventional rail passenger services can coexist 
with freight on same ROW, but:

Bring money (more and better tracks, signaling)
Acknowledge safety risks and accept liability
Coexistence will get harder over time (aim exclusive)
Most world experience is with passenger priority 
systems (unlike US – NEC is a limited exception)
Amtrak access exclusivity is an issue
Analytical tools and dispute mediation needed

HSR does NOT coexist with freight easily, if at all
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The existing policy and financing framework is not workable
Federal role ineffective in supporting suburban or intercity rail 
passengers

Not modally neutral: FTA, FWHA, FAA promotional vs. FRA safety
Funding inadequate overall, and for each mode, inflexible: Amtrak faces 
impossible challenge
Only ad hoc approaches for Federal investment in private infrastructure 
(Alameda, CREATE)

Federal/Regional/State/ Local roles not clear or established, and 
funding/expertise levels vary widely
Amtrak/Private Sector roles not established
Walk before we run

Passenger Rail Lessons (3)



Raise gas and diesel taxes to EU and Japanese levels 
(financing, congestion, safety, environment and security)
Implement road and airport congestion pricing
Develop transport funding, not modal silos
Create FRA role for promoting and financing short and 
long haul service similar to FTA role in urban transport
Establish new policy for public investment (or tax 
incentives) in private ROW: define benefits, share costs
Per Amtrak’s Strategic Reform Initiatives, Amtrak focus 
on LH and NEC, shift toward contract operator of SH 
while states take the planning initiatives

Passenger Rail Lessons (4).  If We 
Really Wanted Rail Passenger 
Services (Conventional and HSR), 
We Would:





Is Acela HSR?
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