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20 OCTOBER 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. 

 

Transportation Choices Coalition 
 
After three months off, the coalition is restructuring, redefining its mission statement and goals, and 
rethinking its processes. 
 
The S. Central Avenue light rail project moved forward despite a series of raucous, disruptive meetings.  
The two-lane versus four-lane argument for the street was joined by a kill-the-project movement as big 
money entered the fray in an effort to start a fix-the-potholes movement.  The Phoenix City Council 
approved the project by a 6-2 vote. 
 
However, the Paradise Valley extension, scheduled to be ready by 2036, was put off until the area’s 
roads are fixed.  The consensus is that the extension may never be built. 
 
MAG is re-engaging to determine the components of the Prop. 400 Extension. 
 
 
Friends of Transit Annual Meeting 
 
Dave Martin, Arizona Chapter Associated General Contractors, moderated a discussion of transit in the 
area. 

 Arizona State University is attempting to reduce car use by subsidizing a variety of different 
transportation modes, including more light-rail and Lyft; 

 Mesa is working on development along the light rail line; 
 Phoenix is looking forward to the S. Central Avenue extension, but certain big money players 

headed an unsuccessful effort to kill it as part of an all-out war against light rail nationwide; 
 Tempe is looking forward to the streetcar as part of their revitalization of downtown; 
 NAIPTA is looking forward to more bus service in Flagstaff; 
 Valley Metro is looking forward to the Prop 400 Extension that will include a variety of transit 

modes. 
  



Valley Partnership Breakfast 
 
Most of the presentation was about a slowdown in commercial real estate development and whether 
there is a new recession on the horizon.  No one felt safe to make a prediction. 
 
I was invited to sit at the table of Andrea Drozdowicz, who chairs the Membership Committee.  There is 
a lot of interest in some kind of rail service between Phoenix and Tucson. 
 
I exchanged business cards with the following people: 

 Andrea Drozdowicz, Vice President, Business Banking Investor Real Estate, Wells Fargo; 
 Scott Silva, Business Development, TruPath; 
 Christopher Hering, Attorney, Gammage & Burnham; 
 Mark Borushko, Vice President, Land Development, David Evans & Associates. 

 
 
Daniel Neff, Structural Engineer, M3 Engineering 
Robert Davidson, Mechanical Engineer 
Alberto Bennett, Electrical Engineer 
John van de Beuken, CEO, Puerto Sonora 
 

Chuck Mott and I attended a briefing on their proposal to build a high-tech container port in Guaymas, 
Mexico.  They need financing and would like us to use our good offices to connect with Fortress Capital.  
While Ferromex has indicated that it will build all rail infrastructure necessary to make this work, Union 
Pacific isn’t sure it wants 100 to 150 mew container trains on its network.  Chuck suggested talking with 
BNSF.  There is an abandoned rail line that could be rebuilt to connect with BNSF at El Paso. 

In our research following the meeting, we discovered that Clint Schelbitzki has been replaced by Adrian 
Guerrero at UP in Roseville. 

In the aftermath of the meeting, M3 Engineering donated $1000 to us. 

 

Transportation Choices Coalition 

The people of South Phoenix stepped up to the plate at the City Council meetings on the S. Central light 
rail project, which is why it was approved.  There are major fights ahead because the condition of urban 
streets is still an issue.  There is a need to take steps to prevent resubmission of the light rail project to 
the voters a second time. 

Concerning the Proposition 400 Extension, Scott Smith of Valley Metro has said it is critical to get the 
local business organizations in line.  The old generation of leaders has retired and left the scene.  We 
need to find and engage the next generation of leaders. 

A post mortem strategy session will be necessary after the election, and Scott Smith should be invited to 
attend. 



A recommendation was put forward that Dave Schwartz and I put on a session titled “Debunking the 
Myths of Rail” at AZTA’s April conference in Phoenix.  I’ve applied to AZTA to run the session. 

Friends of Transit has scheduled its “Value of Transit” conference at the Hyatt on February 15. 

 

Prof. K. Larry Head, Dean, College of Engineering, University of Arizona 

Prof. Head is the Director of Transportation Research at UAZ. 

The University of Arizona doesn’t do much with roads or rail.  Their work is with structures, with some 
work on bridges. 

ADOT, Maricopa County and the Indian reservation have agreed on the widening of I-10 through tribal 
land.  One professor at UAZ wants the extra lane to be a busway for 25-person limousines and other 
high-capacity carriers. 

The key schools for railroad civil engineering are Penn State at Altoona and the University of Nevada at 
Las Vegas.  Prof. Head suggested that we touch base with Dr. Hualiong (Harry) Teng at UNLV. 

Marc Piersall’s replacement at MAG is Audra Koester Thomas. 

Former State Sen. Bob Worsley is working with UAZ on development strategies. 

 

Brightline 

Brightline and Fortress Capital are folding the Orlando-Tampa extension into the West Palm Beach-
Orlando project with service to begin in 2022.  They are still searching for a station site in Tampa. 

The two entities have bought out the failed Desert Xpress Victorville-to-Las Vegas high speed rail project 
for pennies on the dollar.  The plan is to build next to I-15 in a corridor that has already received the 
necessary federal permits.  The eventual line from Victorville to Los Angeles will utilize the median of the 
future CA-18/138 freeway from Victorville west to Palmdale, then use trackage rights on Los Angeles 
Metrolink via Burbank to Los Angeles Union Station. 

Brightline and Fortress have indicated interest in Chicago-St. Louis and Atlanta-Charlotte as future 
corridors.  Patrick Goddard has told us that we are still in the running, but he won’t be able to address 
Arizona until next year. 

 

Southwest Chief RPA Campaign 

At best, we’ve won a short-term victory.  The Southwest Chief will not be broken into three segments, 
with a bus in the middle, in the near future. 

Scot Naparstek, Amtrak COO, used the word “plan” in the context of running the Chief in its current 
configuration through the end of fiscal year 2019.  “Plan” suggests policy subject to change.  The proof 



of Amtrak’s perfidy is Naparstek’s refusal to commit to matching funds for TIGER grants.  The plan could 
be to cut back the Chief as proposed in the OIG September 2018 report. 
 
According to the report, the intent to truncate the Southwest Chief is to cut costs, not satisfy safety 
concerns.  As measured by Amtrak’s flawed cost accounting methods, the train loses $56 million per 
year, and the national network loses over $500 million per year.  Amtrak’s goal is to eliminate these 
losses in the next two years, which would mean truncating or eliminating all national network trains. 
  
Passenger rail advocates are dealing with a tough, experienced and deceptive Amtrak team, led by a 
shrewd, manipulative and determined CEO who wants to get rid of all long-distance passenger trains in 
favor of shorter state supported services.  He has not talked to the freight railroads about this.  If the 
freight railroads dislike twice-a-day long distance passenger trains on their tracks, why would they want 
more short service passenger trains on these busy routes? 
 
This was not a long-term victory.  We need to start thinking outside the box for next year.  I forwarded 
an article from “Railway Age” to board members suggesting a national rail policy as a companion to the 
national highway and air policies that could provide a way for the private sector to operate the national 
network trains instead of Amtrak. 
 

Meeting the Goals 

 Brightline has kept the door open to coming out to Phoenix early next year. 
 M3 Engineering has taken us seriously enough to give us $1000. 
 So far, so good, for the Southwest Chief project.  But we need to anticipate an effort next year 

on Amtrak’s part to end the national network trains altogether. 
 I’ve attempted to recruit new members on a personal basis, and I’ll be sending out a 

recruitment and fundraising letter to everyone whom I’ve contacted. 

 

Next Month 

 Valley Partnership breakfast; 
 Presentation to the Civil Engineering Club at the University of Arizona; 
 Fundraising and join-up letters. 

 


