
FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S DESK 

16 JUNE 2018 

 

Goals: 

 Build support for an approach to Brightline and Fortress Capital to establish service in the 
Phoenix-Tucson corridor; 

 Build credibility among regional politicians, managers and organizations as the critical 
organization with expertise in rail; 

 Recruit new members. 

 

Coalition for Transportation Choices 

 Diane Brown, Arizona Public Interest Research Group; 
 C. J. Eisenbarth-Hager, Vitalyst Health Foundation; 
 Dave Schwartz, Friends of Transit; 
 Kenneth Steel, Arizona Alliance for Livable Communities; 
 Jessica Bueno & Eva Olivas, Phoenix Revitalization Corp.; 
 Steve Jennings, AARP; 
 Jim McPherson, Sustainable Communities Collaborative; 
 Sean Sweat, The Urban Phoenix Project; 
 Cynthia Zwick, Arizona Community Action Association. 

The Complete Streets program was initially endorsed by the Phoenix City Council, which then retreated 
due to pressure from the real estate developers.  The hearing was a disaster and was primarily a forum 
for the developers to show their clout.  The future prognosis of the program is poor. 

The South Central light rail extension has created a lot of angst over the number of general purpose 
lanes on Central accompanying the tracks.  Ranch Market has already left the neighborhood due to this 
issue and is turning that area of Phoenix into a food desert.  There are even problems with the proposed 
artwork. 

MAG’s Active Transportation Plan for street planning looks solid, but there are questions about some of 
the corridors identified and which mode should connect them.  There is discussion of acquiring electric 
buses. 

I updated the group on our progress with Fortress Capital and alerted them to the threat to Amtrak.  
Diane wants to go to their national organizational analogs to start a fight over Amtrak’s obvious attempt 
to eliminate the long-distance trains.  I invited them to our June meeting in Mesa and asked them to join 
our organization. 

  



Harvey Krauss, Town Manager of Eloy 
Jeffrey Fairman, Economic Development Director 
Jon Vlaming, Community Development Director 
 

All were excited by the prospect of Eloy getting passenger rail service.  It would revitalize the town, 
which has been dying ever since I-10 bypassed it.  The men have already identified the site for the 
station and park-and-ride lot.  They were happy to be of service to us to further our efforts. 

They wondered what the break-even point would be for the line in terms of short term performance.  
This is because the dynamic here is different from the I-95 corridor in Florida.  Many of the people who 
bought land near Valley Metro Rail when the alignment was announced weren’t able to keep up 
payments and were forced to sell.  Some plots of land changed hands multiple times before the line 
opened and the money poured in.  

They suggested contacting the following people: 

 Maricopa Mayor Christian Price; 
 Farhad Moghimi of the Pima Association of Governments; 
 Rob MacDonald of the Central Arizona Governments; 
 Irene Higgs of the Sun Corridor MPO. 

 

Conference Call with Jim Dickey 

This was a 90-minute call with a wide range of topics. 

Challenges to the project: 

 The rail alignment goes through tribal land near Yuma; 
 Money will be a major problem, in that there is no ADOT money, no local match money, and 

FRA money is difficult to get; 
 We’re not like Florida, and Arizona is far down the list for FRA money; 
 If it’s a total private sector project, our return on investment would range from 30 to 50 years, 

far greater than Florida, which would make it difficult to round up local money. 

Competition: 

 Interstate 11 is the state’s highest priority, favored by high profile land owners adjacent to the 
proposed corridor; 

 It will suck every dollar from transportation infrastructure budgets for the next 20 years; 
 Trump is largely defunding federal involvement with transportation infrastructure and turning it 

over to cash-strapped states; 
 Arizona’s highway culture will be difficult to change. 

  



Governance: 

 ADOT and MAG are the kingpins, with PAG and CAG lesser players; 
 Valley Metro Rail and Sun Rail are now players; 
 ADOT has an institutional bias toward highways, so a new rail authority would be necessary 

completely outside ADOT; 
 ADOT works poorly with other state departments; 
 ACC is a difficult agency to work with. 

Union Pacific: 

 There will be a massive liability issue with the railroad; 
 It will demand a massive amount of money; 
 It will insist on a massive track separation, 50 feet rather than 12; 
 It will hate to have us on the main Sunset line; 
 It will attempt to get us to pay for the installation of PTC; 
 The UP issues are what prompted the big rail study to look at an I-10 routing, but there are 

issues with the freeway median due to projected widening and also the clearance on bridges. 

Union Pacific alignment: 

 The rail study had good solutions to avoid the UP, and alternative alignments might be better 
options due to future growth that would be generated by expected commuter rail; 

 The UP line from Phoenix to Eloy has customers on both sides of the track, which would 
complicate passenger train movements; 

 From Queen Creek to Phoenix there is significant industrial activity with slower speeds; 
 There are curves that may need to be straightened. 

Union Pacific West Line: 

 The informal estimates of $8 million to $20 million for bringing the right of way back into service 
are ridiculously low; 

 The line goes by the Palo Verde nuclear plant, which UP may use as a showstopper. 

BNSF Alignment: 

 The BNSF Peavine Division could have been bought by the state years ago, but now the state has 
no money; 

 The customers are all on one side; 
 The current yard is antiquated, and much of the yard land is Superfund material. 

  



Miscellaneous: 

 There are a number of large land owners, such as Jerry Colangelo and Mike Ingram, who need to 
be brought into the mix; 

 Dave Martin’s members are mostly highway people, which means that he would give lip service 
to our project, but not much more; 

 Phoenix wants all available transportation money to go to extensions of Valley Metro Rail, and 
the city’s power structure is suspicious of anything that would detract from that goal; 

 Former Phoenix mayor Skip Rimza is now in land development; 
 Mary Peters is a firm believer in public-private partnerships to the exclusion of other funding 

possibilities; she works for HDR in the area of commercial real estate development. 

 

Shelly Huckfeldt of Union Pacific 

 It’s time to contact Clint Schelbitzki in Roseville, who will be happy to evaluate any proposal we 
deliver to him; UP will require viable funding before getting to first base; 

 Richard Travis of Triad is the longtime lobbyist for UP in Arizona; Shelly will set up contact with 
him; 

 Dan Harbeke handles government relations, public affairs and policy for UP in Arizona; he needs 
to be in on the meeting with Travis; 

 In 2004 UP estimated $350 million to bring the West Line back into service; if you add PTC, the 
cost rises to $500 million; 

 UP will have PTC operational on its Arizona lines by the end of the year; 
 The right of way in Nogales is too narrow for the addition of passenger rail; 
 For passenger rail on its tracks, UP will want a $200 million liability policy; 
 Track separation must be 50 feet, and if 110 mph operation is desired, separation must be 102 

feet; 
 UP might be less stringent in its requirements if we can get them to become partners in the real 

estate development side, even though that is not its primary line of business; 
 Jerry Colangelo and Mike Ingram are part of El Dorado, a real estate holding company, and they 

are among the largest landowners in the state; 
 Bill Huntzinger is part of JLL, a commercial real estate brokerage firm. 

  



John Kross, Town Manager of Queen Creek 
Jamie Bennett, Intergovernmental Relations Coordinator 
 

 Queen Creek has been trying for 30 years to get some kind of public transportation connection 
to Phoenix, even just an express bus line for the short term; 

 The town is looking at 7 to 9% growth in-town, and 10 to 12% growth in the total area that 
includes future annexations; 

 They are looking forward to commuter rail at some point, but funding and the attitude of Union 
Pacific have been the stumbling blocks; 

 ACC won’t allow new grade crossings in the state unless they are required for acute safety 
reasons; 

 When Ellsworth Loop was built in 2007, UP charged $17 million for the flyover; they rejected the 
single-track bridge and came back to require a double-track bridge; 

 UP will not issue permits for new real estate work in the final quarter of the year because it gets 
in the way of annual evaluations and Christmas bonuses; 

 I should contact Mike Hutchinson of East Valley Partnership. 

 

Vern van de Loo of Mountain States Contracting 

 Mountain States Contracting only works on freight rail projects; 
 The actual mechanics of our project would be Fortress Capital paying to build the line with UP 

responsible for approving the work; 
 Once Fortress and UP agree on a route and price, there will be six companies specializing in 

passenger rail who will be drawn to the project like bees to honey; 
 Much of the UP line through Phoenix is very tight with a gasoline pipeline buried on the right of 

way near Phoenix Union Station; it may be necessary to build a new passenger rail line through 
downtown to avoid this, along with a new station that will be required; there is universal 
agreement that Phoenix Union Station is in the wrong place; 

 The best person to talk to is Jim Marshall of Railpros, a consulting firm based in Salt Lake City; 
Marshall retired from UP, ran the UTA project in Utah and now specializes in passenger rail 
projects that involve UP participation; he can navigate us through the UP’s business ways. 

 

Irene Higgs of Sun Corridor MPO 

 Her organization was formed in 2013 when the 2010 census showed that Casa Grande had 
reached a population of 50,000; this required tracking air quality, and her area was deemed in 
non-attainment by federal authorities due to dust and air pollution out of Maricopa County; as a 
result, she works closely with MAG; she has only one staffer, a planner, due to the fact that she 
can only raise around $600,000 per year by applying for every grant available; 

 Her MPO consists of Casa Grande, Eloy, Coolidge, and some small bits of Pinal County that 
include a piece of Florence; her board consists of the mayors of these communities; 

 Right now, Pinal County is represented by three MPOs: CAG, Sun Corridor MPO, and a small 
piece handled by MAG; Pinal would like to be under one MPO. 



Mike Hutchinson of East Valley Partnership 

 His new boss is Denny Barney, who will soon be leaving his post as a Maricopa County 
supervisor; 

 Cheryl Lombard of Valley Partnership is the largest player in the region; 
 He wants to come to our meeting with Patrick Goddard. 

 

Sen. Kate Brophy McGee 

 She suggested that I contact Mike Huckins of the Greater Phoenix Chamber of Commerce, Neil 
Giuliano of Greater Phoenix Leadership, Thelda Williams the Acting Mayor of Phoenix, and Sal 
DiCiccio of the Phoenix City Council to include his chief of staff Sam Stone; 

 She also said that we need another meeting with Scott Smith of Valley Metro to bring him up to 
speed. 

 

Jim Marshall of Railpros (Salt Lake City) 

 He worked on the UTA commuter rail project with UP in Utah and brought it in under budget 
and ahead of schedule; 

 His firm has a presence in the Phoenix area to include the “man who wrote the book” on grade 
crossings; 

 He has a good relationship with Clint Schelbitzki and Dan Harbeke; he will try to find out who is 
replacing Clint in Roseville; 

 He has good connections with UP’s real estate division; 
 Shelly Huckfeldt would become involved if UP had to relocate tracks that serve its customers 

along the line; 
 UP has ways of serving customers along the side of a line that is blocked by commuter or 

intercity rail tracks such as night delivery; 
 He wants to come to our Brightline meeting or send someone from his company. 

 

Meeting Goals 

 This past month’s meetings were aimed at finding the key people who could help us sell a 
Phoenix-Tucson starter line to Brightline and Fortress Capital.  I found a huge number of people 
who want this project to succeed and are begging for rail service. 

 I’ve established credibility with the people I met by showing expertise in the business of 
passenger rail.  Sen. Kate Brophy McGee: “Wow!  You sure know about rail!” 

 I’ve attempted to recruit new members, and there has been some success in getting town 
managers and mayors to join. 

  



Next Month 

 Patrick Goddard of Brightline; 
 Lori Singleton of Arizona Forward; 
 Neil Giuliano of Greater Phoenix Leadership; 
 Sam Stone, aide to Phoenix City Councilman Sal DiCiccio; 
 Christian Price, Mayor of Maricopa; 
 Sen. Karen Fann; 
 Melissa Johnson of Pinal Partnership; 
 Rob MacDonald of Central Arizona Governments; 
 Valley Partnership monthly breakfast; 
 Transportation Choices Coalition monthly meeting; 
 Richard Travis & Dan Harbeke of Union Pacific; 
 Mary Peters of HDR. 

 


