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Rail Passengers Association 
 

FAST Act Reauthorization 

Recommended Changes to Legislative Language 

 

Part I - Sustainable Levels of Service 
 

PRIIA Section 201 (Mission & Goals) 
 

The mission and goals established or reaffirmed in Section 201 are inconsistent with sustaining 

and expanding a national passenger train system. They are subtly biased in favor of one section 

of the nation at the expense of all other areas.  

 

Recommendation #1: 

Replace the phrases “minimize United States government subsidies,” “minimize Government 

subsidies,” and “minimize the need for Federal operating subsidies” with “maximize the mobility 

benefits, both economic and social, produced by each dollar of public funding [49 USC Sec 

24101 (c) and (d) Goals]. 

Reasons: 

• Congress established Amtrak as a publicly funded instrumentality of the Federal Government 

to provide a useful and beneficial public service to the entire nation.  

• Because government was forced to assume responsibility for a service that the private sector 

was no longer able or willing to provide, breakeven, much less profit, are neither reasonable 

nor appropriate goals but ones that the requirement to “minimize subsidies” implies. 

• The requirement to minimize operating subsidies discriminates against the 85% of 

Americans who do not live in the Northeast Corridor service area, which Amtrak claims – 

falsely in our analysis – has an “operating profit.”  

• All of the minimize requirements are inconsistent with the goal that Amtrak provide modern 

cost- and energy- efficient intercity transportation to the extent that its budget allows. 

 

Recommendation #2: 

Replace “between crowded urban areas and in other areas” with “connects large and small urban 

areas with each other” [49USC Sec 24101(a)(1) Findings]. 

Reasons: 

• The intended meaning is probably “densely populated” rather than “crowded”, which is 

incorrect. 

• Density is bad policy; it discriminates against most Americans as well as their mobility 

needs.  

o Of the 135 densely populated urban areas, only 13% are in “flyover country;” two 

thirds are on the East Coast; one fourth is on the West Coast. 

o More than half of Americans live in lower density suburban counties; fewer than a 

third live in higher density urban counties. 

o Americans make 25% more trips between large and small cities than they do between 

large ones. 

  



 2 

PRIIA Section 209 (State Supported Services) 
 

Section 209 has not produced the results Congress intended. Instead of incentivizing States to 

improve and expand regional rail services, it has erected barriers.  

 

Recommendation #3: 

• Modify the strict 750-mile rule with a requirement that States fund only routes that are 

“entirely or substantially” within their borders. 

• Reduce the State funding requirement from 100% of capital and operating costs to 50%.  

• Require Amtrak to provide greater transparency by disclosing:  

o The Avoidable Cost as well as the Fully Allocated Cost of State supported services; 

o The individual “rule” Amtrak uses to “allocate” costs that it does not directly assign 

to each route.  

• Allow States the flexibility to negotiate agreements with Amtrak based on but not determined 

by Amtrak’s route accounting data. 

Reasons: 

• The 100% funding requirement makes rail more expensive to States than other modes, which 

typically receive Federal matches of 50% or more. The bias against rail is clear: a dollar of 

State money spent on rail generates only one dollar of value compared to two or more dollars 

when spent on other modes,   

• The 750-mile requirement makes individual States responsible for funding routes across 

State lines that are inherently Interstate in nature. With just two exception, no State is large 

enough to contain a route of that length entirely within its borders.   

• Routes that cross State lines require States to cooperate, which they seldom do without 

Federal leadership and incentives.  

• State cooperation gives a single State the power to veto any new regional route that crosses 

State lines even though other States support it. For example, the current effort to restore rail 

service to the Gulf Coast illustrates the problem: one State (Alabama) and even one city 

(Mobile) are in a position to kill this service even though it is desired by two other States 

(Louisiana and Mississippi). 

• The requirement for a single national pricing system gives Amtrak monopoly pricing power 

over the States. Instead of promoting uniformity, fairness and cooperation, this provision has 

become flashpoint of controversy and contention between the States and Amtrak. 

 

49 USC § 24321 (Food & Beverage Reform) 
 

This provision (known as the “Mica Amendment”) has failed to increase farebox recovery. 

 

Recommendation #4: 

• Repeal this provision in its entirety or  

• Replace the one that prohibits Amtrak from using any Federal funds for food & beverage 

service with one that mandates the type food service most appropriate for increasing total 

revenue by selling more tickets at higher prices. 
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Reasons: 

• Food & Beverage service is an integral component of a total amenity package that, like 

comfortable seats, air conditioning and cleanliness, increases customer satisfaction, generates 

repeat business, promotes positive word-of-mouth and attracts new users. The result is 

greater total revenue and higher farebox recovery.  

• Because it is a strategic amenity, Food & Beverage should not be considered or treated as a 

profit center where the only source of revenue is from incremental sales. Amtrak’s attempt to 

achieve “breakeven” has resulted in a significant downgrade in quality as well as in customer 

satisfaction. Customer satisfaction with Amtrak’s Food & Beverage service consistently 

receives the lowest ratings across all routes of any of the service components that Amtrak 

measures with its customer satisfaction surveys. 
• In the mid-1980s, Amtrak experimented with replacing kitchen-prepared meals with 

microwaved TV dinners on some long-distance routes. Over the two years that this was in 

place, ridership on trains with microwaved meals dropped 13.6%, while all other long-

distance trains’ ridership was virtually unchanged. 

 

Part 2 - Enforcement & Oversight 

 
Amtrak has routinely ignored Congressional mandates without consequence for either its Board 

of Directors or its management cadre. Congress should no longer tolerate this behavior by a 

Federal agency. FRA has refused to hold Amtrak to account and has, itself, also ignored 

Congressional instructions. We strongly recommend that Congress enforce compliance with the 

following: 

 

PRIIA Section 228 

• Had Congress not intervened, Amtrak would have converted a long-distance route 

(Southwest Chief) into two separate and disconnected State supported short-distance routes. 

• Amtrak has declared its intention to eliminate ten of its fifteen long-distance routes. 

 

49USC§24315 (a) (1) (C), PRIIA Section 203 and Section 207(a) 

• Amtrak refuses to report route financial performance on the basis of Avoidable Costs (either 

short- or long- term) as required in these and other sections. 

 

49USC§24315 (h) 

•  Amtrak refuses to grant States access to its records, accounts and other documents necessary 

to determine payments owed by them to Amtrak. 

 

PRIIA Section 208 

• FRA has yet to retain a qualified entity independent of Amtrak and FRA to develop an 

objective methodology for assessing what routes and services Amtrak should provide. 
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Part 3 - Technical Corrections 
 

49 USC 24101 (c) (5) Goals 

Recommendation #1:  

Add “Federal” to the phrase “subsidized by States and private parties.”  

Reason: Expansion of Interstate services funded by the Federal Government is as important to 

improving national mobility as is the expansion of Regional services funded by state and local 

government and private parties. Revision makes this section consistent with the recommended 

change to “maximize benefits” instead of “minimize subsidies” in 49 USC Sec. 24101: (c) and 

(d) above 

 

49 USC 24320: (b) (2) (c) 

Recommendation #2:  

Add “passenger miles” and “load levels” as performance goals that Congress requires Amtrak to 

include in its five-year financial plans.  

Reasons: 

• Ridership by itself is not an adequate metric to measure public benefit because it counts only 

the number of trips taken without regard to the distance traveled. A ten mile between New 

York and Newark is not equivalent to a 225-mile trip between New York and Washington, a 

406-mile trip between Memphis and New Orleans or 1,038-mile trip between Denver and 

Chicago. To measure public benefit, it’s important to weight each trip by the distance 

traveled, which is what the passenger miles metric does. 

• The public benefits of a particular route or service use are best judged on the basis of public 

use in relation to the amount of service provided. Ridership of a route that offers only one 

departure a cannot be compared to one that offers multiple trains throughout the day. 

Passenger loads (passenger miles divided by train miles) is the metric most relevant for 

assessing how much the public utilizes a particular service.  

 

PRIIA Section 204 (b) (12) 

Recommendation #3:  

Add “per passenger mile” to “per passenger.” 

Reason:  

• Ridership alone is not an adequate metric. See Recommendation #2 above. 

 

49USC24102 (5)(c)(6) 

Recommendation #4:  

Eliminate (or reduce) the requirement that Amtrak trains achieve an average speed of at least 60 

miles an hour. 

Reasons:  

• This goal is not attainable without significant investment public investment to upgrade the 

capacity and capability of the nation’s rail infrastructure. 

• Such high speed is desirable but not necessary. A number of short distance routes generate 

significant public despite average speeds well below 60.  

o NE Regionals between New York and Boston: under 50 mph. 

o Downeaster between Portland and Boston: 48 mph. 

o Pacific Surfliner between San Diego and LA: 46 mph. 
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o Capitol Corridor between Sacrament and Oakland: 46 mph. 

o NE Regional between Washington & Lynchburg: 46 mph. 

 

PRIIA Section 207 (a) 

Recommendation #5:  

Replace “ridership per train mile” with “passenger miles per train mile” and “ridership per 

departure.” 

Reasons: 

• Ridership per train mile is a statistic without meaning or use.  

• Passenger miles per train mile indicate the average number of passengers on board a given 

train during each tip. Rail Passengers Association has developed a similar but more 

meaningful analysis that graphs Average Loads between stations. 

• Ridership per departure indicates the number of people who boarded each trip of a specific 

train.  

• Both of the two above statistics are useful in judging public use of a particular route or 

service. 

 

Throughout 49 USC and PRIIA 

Recommendation #6: 

Replace the term “loss” throughout with the term “subsidy” or the phrase “taxpayer cost.” 

Reasons: 

• “Loss” is pejorative term, which implies that “profit” is either a goal or has a higher priority 

than maximizing the public benefits delivered per taxpayer dollar expended. 
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