
FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S DESK 

19 NOVEMBER 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. 
 Recruit new members and raise funds. 

 

Valley Partnership Breakfast 
 
Congressman David Schweikert (R-6) spoke about how tight the labor market is due to the current wave 
of prosperity.  Companies are even going to prisons and approaching the homeless to find workers.  He’s 
on the House Ways and Means Committee and chairs the Blockchain Caucus.  As moderator of the 
panel, he was right on top of the issues and buzzwords. 
 
The panel discussion was about smart technology, autonomous vehicles and vehicles conversing with 
each other and with traffic signals.  One area of concern is what would happen if one community chose 
a certain system and a neighboring community chose a different system.  Schweikert believes we are in 
a quantum leap of technology that will affect everyone, ready or not. 
 
There is a lot of interest in some kind of rail service between Phoenix and Tucson. 
 
I exchanged business cards with the following people: 

 Dylan Whitwer, Associate, NAI Horizon (table host); 
 Anthony Siros, Principal, APMI; 
 Kory Kober, VP Business Banking & Real Estate Finance, Harris Bank; 
 Jay Yenerich, Director of Design, CivTech; 
 Dennis Firestone, SVP Premier Client Group. 

 
 
State Sen. Steve Farley 

Chuck Mott, Roger Clark and I met with Sen. Farley for a wide-ranging discussion. 

 There is no large pool of money available for rail.  Gas tax revenue is shrinking as electric cars 
come online.  An outside revenue source will be needed to support rail.  Amending the Arizona 
Constitution is a hard hill to climb, and it won’t solve the problem. 

 Proposition 126 will prohibit state and local governments from enacting new taxes or increasing 
tax rates on services performed in Arizona.  The term “services” includes economic activities 
that don't involve tangible goods, such as salon services, amusement, fitness, real estate 



transactions, banking, investment management and doctor visits.  Sen. Farley estimated that 
passage will reduce dollars available to the general fund by as much as 40%, hitting education 
hardest and making it less likely that the general fund could be tapped for transportation.  
(Note: It just passed in a landslide.) 

 The general fund has $1 billion in it, and a lot of people are looking for a one-time shot for 
spending it.  The teachers are expected to be first in line. 

 We should talk to Kate Gallego if she wins the race for mayor of Phoenix.  [Note: She survived 
the first round and will face a runoff election in March.] 

 

Valley Partnership Breakfast 

The panel consisted of Lisa Atkins, Arizona Land Commissioner, and Wesley Mehl, Deputy 
Commissioner. 

Arizona is experiencing a drought, and the state is at the tail end of the queue for federal funds to 
alleviate it.  The sticking point for federal assistance is Pinal County’s agriculture, the chief economic 
force of the county. 

The Land Department has been selling land for both residential and industrial development.  In the past 
six months, it has sold $135 million of land. 

The federal government owns 73% of Arizona’s land, the Land Department owns 13%, and private 
parties own 14%. 

I exchanged business cards with the following people: 
 Paul MacDonald, Architect/Senior Designer, Butler Design Group; 
 Doug Craig, Vice President, RVI Planning & Landscape Architecture; 
 Todd Howgard, Strategic Account Executive, Thomas Printworks. 

 

KJZZ Interview 

Will Stone of KJZZ, the Phoenix NPR affiliate, called and asked for information on possible commuter and 
intercity passenger rail service in the Phoenix-Tucson corridor.  I gave him the whole lecture on what is 
going on, and he agreed that a phone interview would be just the beginning.  I gave him the requested 
interview, which he will edit into one-minute sound bites.  He wants me to do a full two-hour morning 
show around the time that Brightline comes to visit. 

I gave him a critique of Valley Metro Rail using examples from San Diego, Portland and the old Pacific 
Electric system of Los Angeles.  I made it clear that I could fill a two-hour slot with no effort and 
suggested we do something sooner. 

  



Transportation Choices Coalition 

 In December, the coalition will bring in Scott Smith or someone else from Valley Metro to talk. 
 They will ask Becky Miller to bring in her lobbyist for an update on the status of the new Arizona 

Legislature, specifically for committee lineups. 
 Sen. Bob Worsley’s retirement is a major blow in that he is one of the few Republicans in favor 

of rail-based solutions. 
 Steve Farley’s estimation of the situation should Proposition 126 pass is accurate, but the transit 

people are prepared to argue that the language doesn’t apply to them. 
 When meeting with Audra Koester Thomas of MAG, we should mention that we work with 

Kenneth Steele of Coalition for Livable Communities, a member of this coalition. 

 

Extension of M3 Engineering Offer to Brightline 

After our meeting with M3 Engineering in Tucson, we passed their information about the Puerta Sonora 
container port project to Patrick Goddard of Brightline, hoping he would in turn pass it on to Ken 
Nicholson of Fortress in New York.  We’re waiting to see if we get a response.  [Note: M3 Engineering 
joined at the $1000 level.] 

 

Corporate Membership Drive 

I sent an invitation to everyone I’ve talked to asking them to join at our higher corporate levels.  The 
Mayor of Tucson passed it to the City Manager, Union Pacific indicated it would consider our request in 
the new year, and both East Valley Partnership and the I-11 Coalition declined.   

I also sent the same people an invitation to come to our December 8 meeting in Tucson. 

 

Report to General Membership 

I put together a condensed version of these Executive Director’s Desk reports to go to the general 
membership in preparation for the fundraising campaign.  This is to become a monthly event. 

 

Estimate of the Situation from the November Election 

It looks like we’re going to have divided government with each House of Congress under control of a 
different party.  This means gridlock.  The good side of gridlock is that the immediate threat to Amtrak 
has dissipated.  It is unlikely that there exists the political capital to threaten Amtrak’s continued 
existence or cut it further.  The bad side of gridlock is that critical reforms to passenger rail and Amtrak 
may be out of reach for the next two years.  Some kind of crisis within Amtrak, however, could open the 
door to new thinking. 

 



Presentation to the Transportation Club at the University of Arizona 

There was a mix up concerning the date, and the presentation will be put off until next semester. 

 

Brightline Becomes Virgin Trains USA 

Richard Branson has bought a minority interest in Brightline.  Branson’s key area is hospitality, and 
Patrick Goddard of Brightline has a background in that area.  Fortress, still the majority owner, has real 
estate development as its key area of interest.  The company is to be rebranded Virgin Trains USA. 

Construction of the Xpress West project from Victorville to Las Vegas is to begin early next year.  
Likewise, construction of the Florida project from West Palm Beach to Orlando and Tampa is also 
scheduled to start next year. 

What Florida and Las Vegas have in common is their status as vacation centers.  The rebranding could 
change the status of any Atlanta-Charlotte or Chicago-St. Louis project that Brightline had in mind 
before Branson came on board.  The four cities involved are not vacation centers.  

This could also affect the viability of our proposed Phoenix-Tucson project.  The two cities are golfing 
centers but don’t fit in the same class as Florida or Las Vegas.  However, Phoenix and Tucson are in the 
early stages of a real estate boom that should last for decades, so Fortress should still have an interest.  
A good marketing ploy might be to sell the idea as Los Angeles-Phoenix-Tucson.  The Coachella Valley of 
California is growing rapidly and begging for rail service, which Los Angeles Metrolink can’t provide 
because the valley is not in its taxing district.  The valley includes Palm Springs, which fits the same mold 
as Phoenix and Tucson.  Virgin Trains USA might see Palm Springs, Phoenix and Tucson as combined 
golfing vacation destinations.  We’ll need to think outside the box on this one. 

 

Change at MAG 

Marc Piersall, the heart and soul of MAG’s work on future commuter rail, has moved to Jacobs 
Engineering.  His replacement is Audra Koester Thomas, and we have a meeting scheduled with her for 
December 3. 

 

Meeting the Goals 

 Virgin Trains USA has kept the door open to coming out to Phoenix in the spring.  We’re waiting 
to hear more. 

 We want to work with RPA and state organizations on a long-term national strategy for 
reforming American passenger rail and Amtrak.  With possible gridlock in Congress, we have the 
wiggle room to come up with the right proposals. 

  



Next Month 

 Meeting on December 3 with Audra Koester Thomas of MAG. 
 Annual membership meeting in Tucson on December 8. 
 Transportation Choices Coalition election post-mortem. 

 


