
FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S DESK 

18 AUGUST 2018 

 

Goals: 

 Build support for Brightline and Fortress Capital to establish service in the Sun Corridor; 
 Build credibility among regional politicians, managers and organizations as the critical 

organization with expertise in rail; 
 Work to save the Southwest Chief from dismemberment; 
 Recruit new members and raise funds. 

 

M. J. Litz, Arizona Forward 

Arizona Forward has a number of areas, of which it concentrates on 4 to 7 every year.  This year: 

 Autonomous vehicles; 
 Canal-scapes, i.e., turning the borders of canals into bike paths and parks; 
 Transportation in general, with a concentration of light rail; 
 River restoration; 
 Education; 
 Healthy forests, mostly in the north of the state; 
 Emerging leadership, concentrating on high school and college students. 

It gets most of its money from its members, which include a lot of major companies in the state.  It also 
gets money from grants. 

It is the oldest organization of its kind in the state, having been established in 1969. 

M. J. would like us to join, which would cost $500 per year.  This membership fee would permit us to 
participate in their Transportation Subcommittee monthly meetings. 

 

Bruce Ashton, RPA (by phone) 

The Texas people have contacted the mayors of Houston and San Antonio in their effort to procure a 
daily Sunset Limited train.  They are working on the county judges in the affected area and asked what 
was going on in New Mexico and Arizona.  I kept him abreast of our work on the Phoenix-Tucson link. 

  



Lisa Atkins, Commissioner, Arizona State Land Department 
Wesley Mehl, Deputy Commissioner 
Ruben Ojeda, Manager, Right-of-Way 
 

 The department is responsible for public lands ceded by the federal government upon 
statehood in 1912, known as the State Land Trust; 

 It controls 13% of the land in Arizona; 
 It controls most of the land between Phoenix and Tucson; 
 Railroads may acquire land on a 50-year lease for rail right of way usage; 
 Railroads attempting to acquire land for non-right-of-way usage must submit to public auction 

according to the Arizona Constitution at fair market value as determined by the Board of 
Appeals; 

 Railroads do not possess eminent domain over the State Land Trust. 

 

Southern Arizona Leadership Council (SALC) Board Meeting 

Ted Maxwell, President, asked me to present our Brightline project to his board.  There was rapt 
attention to the presentation.  I received 30 minutes, but the meeting chairman permitted it to go 45 
minutes to answer a large number of questions from board members.  The list of attendees is displayed 
at the end of this report.  It shows the importance of SALC based on the companies represented on its 
board and the importance SALC attaches to All Aboard Arizona. 

At the conclusion of the board meeting, Dan Neff of M3 Engineering asked me to come to Tucson to talk 
about a freight rail project linking a container port at Guaymos (Mexico) to Nogales and Tucson.  The 
Mexican railroad is the same company that purchased the Florida East Coast from Fortress Capital, and 
he thought our good offices might be beneficial in advancing his project. 

 

Brightline 

The state of Florida asked Brightline to advance its schedule for getting passenger rail into Orlando.  It 
appears that this request has succeeded as Brightline has now set a date of 2020 for getting trains into 
its already built station at Orlando International Airport rather than 2021. 

The state asked Brightline to increase the priority of its proposed Orlando-Tampa link.  As a result, 
Brightline is negotiating with the state for the use of the median of Interstate 4 for 125 mph service.  
Brightline and Fortress Capital are now in the process of choosing a site for their Tampa station.  Union 
Station, the old jail and a third site are under consideration, with the deciding point to be which site 
offers the best opportunity for real estate development. 

We’ve asked Patrick Goddard, Brightline’s president, to keep our proposed Phoenix-Tucson project in 
mind once the situation in Tampa settles down.  We’ve also asked if he would be amenable to sending a 
subordinate here to perform reconnaissance on the Union Pacific line while he is otherwise occupied in 
Tampa. 

 



Southwest Chief RPA Campaign 

RPA put together a nationwide team to fight Amtrak’s decision to break the Chief into three segments 
with one segment being a bus.  This would quickly kill the train, which appears to be Amtrak’s intent.  
This would also be the first step in dismantling the national network once and for all. 

I’ve participated in weekly conference calls with the team to determine strategy and process.  I also 
participated in a rare Saturday conference call to rate progress. 

The Senate attached a rider to a bill that would give Amtrak $50 million to maintain the Chief as is, but 
Amtrak management is lobbying the House to kill the rider in conference committee.  Current strategy is 
to contact House members to keep the rider and preserve the train. 

 

National Parks Traveler Article by Al Runte 

Most of us in the rail community know Dr. Alfred Runte, Ph.D., as the leading author on the national 
parks and the role the railroads played in creating and nurturing them.  This is a link to his article, which 
is an excellent read: 

https://www.nationalparkstraveler.org/2018/08/essay-last-train-grand-canyon-how-amtrak-fails-
national-parks-and-america 

In the interest of full disclosure, I should note that I collaborated on this article, and after four iterations 
we put the final product to bed after drastic cutting. 

What follows is the history of an effort that goes back 17 years and led to this article.  Our present crisis 
with the Southwest Chief is an outgrowth of problems I anticipated in 2001.  The ultimate solution must 
rest with a federal rail transportation policy similar to the existing highway and air transportation 
policies.  The proper venue for this is Congress, for until the failed laws governing Amtrak are replaced 
with a rational federal rail policy, one cannot expect freight railroads or other private operators to run 
passenger trains unless Congress defines just what a public/private partnership would look like. 

2001: How It Began 

With the arrival of the Dubya Administration and a Republican House of Representatives, I sensed a 
possible threat to Amtrak.  I was not alone.  The head of the rail division at WSDOT sensed the same 
thing.  He had already approached BNSF about their operating Cascades Service trains if Amtrak were 
zeroed out, and the railroad agreed to take over Amtrak’s contract in the event that happened.  He told 
me my mission was to save the Coast Starlight and the Empire Builder. 

I had long suspected that the creation of Amtrak was a policy error.  A look at the 1971 route map and 
the current map showed which way the tide of history was running.  When the Post Office subsidy went 
away in 1967, I suspected it would have been better had the Department of Transportation continued 
the subsidy on its own.  We might not have had better trains, but we would have had more of them. 

My first idea was for Caltrans, ODOT and WSDOT to negotiate with the Union Pacific to run the Coast 
Starlight on their collective nickel; in other words, to secede from Amtrak.  Toward that end, a core 
group of rail activists from Washington, Oregon and California scheduled a tri-state rail summit in San 
Carlos, CA.  The date: September 12, 2001. 



The Washington group had taken the Starlight to San Jose and were on the train when we heard about 
the events at the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.  The Oregon group had planned to fly from 
Portland to San Jose but found the skies locked down.  The California group was at their emergency 
stations.  The meeting was postponed for a year. 

I learned a harsh lesson on September 12, 2001.  I had expected San Jose Diridon Station to be a 
madhouse with weeping and wailing travelers lined up at the ticket counter, out the door and down the 
block.  I had expected to hear cries of, “Amtrak, save me!”  But it was a normal day at Diridon. 

On the train, I had expected Amtrak to be selling space in the dining car, lounge car, transition sleeper, 
and floor space in the engineer’s cab.  But it was a normal day on the train – except for the 15-hour 
delay getting into Seattle. 

A few weeks later I found out why.  One of the major daily newspapers published an article on the fate 
of stranded travelers. 

The first place they went was the rental car counters at the airports and downtown hotel sites.  People 
sorted themselves into destinations, assigned driving duties and determined whose credit card had the 
most juice. 

When all the cars were rented, stranded travelers went to the intercity bus stations and left the driving 
to Greyhound. 

When those seats were sold, they went to the dumpsters of supermarkets, wrote their destinations on 
sheets of cardboard and stationed themselves at freeway entrances with right thumbs extended. 

Only 1% of stranded travelers turned to Amtrak because outside the Northeast Corridor few Americans 
knew we had a national network of passenger trains.  The lesson I learned was that we rail supporters 
are active, vocal – but very small in numbers. 

2002: The Meeting in Sacramento 

In August 2002, we held our tri-state rail summit at the California State Railroad Museum in Sacramento.  
The result was derision.  “You called us here for this?  There’s no threat to Amtrak, and there never will 
be a threat to Amtrak because Amtrak is a visible reminder of a congressman’s ability to provide pork.  It 
may not run well, but it will always be there.” 

2005: The Presentation in DC 

Tom Till, the former FRA chair under the Elder Bush, had accepted a job in Seattle and joined All Aboard 
Washington where he became a sounding board and kept me from running too far away from reality. 

My second idea was a general state subsidy concept where coalitions of states would take the national 
network trains from Amtrak and strike their own deals with the host railroads to run them.  Tom 
thought the idea worthy enough to have me present it at a symposium at the Rayburn Building in DC.  
The response was not encouraging. 

A vice president from the Norfolk Southern: “If Amtrak goes away, so do the passenger trains.  We’ll 
fight to the death in the highest courts in the land to prevent passenger trains from ever coming back on 
our tracks.” 



The DC lobbyist from the United Transportation Union: “Organized labor is in complete control of the 
situation in Congress.  There will be no threat to Amtrak because no politician in his right mind will 
tangle with us.” 

2014: Back to the Old Drawing Board 

Over the years I came up with two totally different concepts, and the final one was based on the host 
railroads taking back the passenger trains and outsourcing the trains’ functions.  By this time Al Runte 
had become my sounding board, and Al disposed of that idea in one pithy sentence: “Your companies 
for outsourcing are mostly non-union, and the rail unions will refuse to service your train.”  Then Al 
finished his analysis with the idea that finally cut through all the issues: “You do what the War 
Department did in World War II -- cost plus seven percent.”  I encouraged Al to write an op-ed on his 
idea, but he said we had to wait until the time was right. 

Now is the time.  Amtrak’s plan to truncate the Southwest Chief as the first step in zeroing out the 
national network provided the opportunity to write that op-ed.  We may very well win the battle this 
year and stave off disaster, but there will be a bigger battle next year, and it’s time to start thinking 
outside the box. 

 

Meeting the Goals 

 This month’s effort was aimed at getting the word out that we may get private sector passenger 
rail in the Sun Corridor.  There is tremendous enthusiasm for this. 

 I’ve been working on the Southwest Chief project to help prevent dismemberment of the route. 
 I’ve attempted to recruit new members, but without an updated website, Facebook page, or 

brochure explaining who we are and what we do, it’s difficult to make our case. 

 

Next Month 

 Patrick Goddard of Brightline; 
 Dan Neff of M3 Engineering; 
 Transportation Choices Coalition meeting; 
 Work on the RPA Southwest Chief preservation team. 

 

Attendees at SALC Board Meeting 

 Alejandro Angel, Vice President, Psomas; 
 Jamie Brown, Planning & Public Affairs Administrator, Pima Association of Governments; 
 Jennifer Burns, Marana Chamber of Commerce; 
 Jerry Bustamente, Community Relations Manager, Hudbay Minerals; 
 Ann Chanecka, Project Officer, City Manager’s Office of Tucson; 
 David Cohen, President, Beach Fleischman; 
 B. J. Cordova, Executive Director, Arizona Transportation Builders Association; 
 Pat DeConcini, Managing Partner, 4D Properties; 



 Michael Guymon, Vice President, Tucson Metro Chamber of Commerce; 
 Mike Hammond, Chief Executive Officer, Cushman & Wakefield; 
 Todd Hill, Regional Manager, Granite Construction; 
 Bill Kelley, Chief Financial Officer, Diamond Ventures; 
 Larry Lucero, Senior Director Government Affairs, Tucson Electric Power; 
 Tom McGovern, Consultant, Psomas; 
 John Moffatt, Director Economic Development, Pima County; 
 Dan Neff, President, M3 Engineering & Technology; 
 Amber Smith, President, Tucson Metro Chamber of Commerce; 
 Bruce Wright, Associate Vice President, Tech Parks Arizona. 

 


