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The benefiTs of invesTing in rail



There’s no quesTion that our nation is weathering a rough economic 

storm. But there are silver linings. As this year’s historic economic stimulus 

package goes into effect, the country will benefit enormously from the  

$1.3 billion set aside for improvements and the revitalization of our national 

passenger rail system. It will fund repairs and new construction in the 

infrastructure of our freight and passenger rail systems. It will also encourage 

job growth, cost efficiencies and reductions in carbon emissions and oil 

dependence. The money American taxpayers have decided to spend now on 

rail system improvements will literally lay the tracks for a future where moving 

people and goods by train is a faster, greener, thriftier way to travel. 

Trains link                      
   CommuniTies
aT The dawn of The 1800s, travel options were limited. Passengers and 

goods could traverse the terrain by horse-drawn coach or via rivers and canals. 

There was little freedom in how fast you could go or how much you could carry 

— until the steam train came along. Fast and efficient, trains and their tracks tied 

together the nation and played a tremendous part in America’s rise to an economic 

powerhouse and its westward expansion. In 1869, the “golden spike” was driven into the 

final tie that joined the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railways, ceremonially creating 

the nation’s first transcontinental railroad.

At Promontory Summit, Utah, the “golden spike” was driven into the  
final tie that joined the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railways. 

On May 10, 1869 in Promontory Summit, Utah,  
theg “golden spike” became a symbol of America’s  
first transcontinental railroad, remembered on 
National Train Day celebrations every May.
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The steam train radically changed transportation  
in the 19th century. In 1840, there were less than 
3,000 miles of track laid down on the continent.  
By the 1880s, that number exploded to 70,000.
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The CounTry was uniTed and train travel sparked 

imaginations in small towns and big cities, among people who wanted 

to see life beyond the town they were born in, and businessmen who 

saw fortunes to be made. The train whistle became the soundtrack 

of happy reunions and tearful farewells. The train station 

became a focal point of every community. Not 

coincidentally, the explosive growth of the rail 

system was the catalyst for the development 

of our national parks. Seeing the potential 

for tourism, the railroad companies of the 

late 1880s pushed to develop, finance and 

market the natural wonders of the Grand 

Canyon, Yellowstone and Glacier, leading 

lobbying efforts on Capitol Hill.

now in ameriCa, the train is enjoying a renaissance 

of interest and use. Amtrak® offers passenger service to 515 

stations in 46 states, and will use the economic stimulus 

money provided by taxpayers in part to develop high-speed 

rail service. In major cities, train stations will continue to serve 

as mass transit hubs, providing connecting points to airports, 

subway stations and other transit options. And freight lines will 

continue to relieve the congestion and frustration on our highways, 

which are at full capacity in many areas. Passenger rail will only grow 

in its ability to offer an eco-friendly travel alternative, not to mention 

a way to meet interesting people and see breathtaking scenery.



Trains CreaTe Jobs
only a monTh afTer The ameriCan reCovery and reinvesTmenT aCT (arra) was signed in 

february 2009, work opportunities were already identified in more than 34 states. Creating jobs with a decent salary and a future 

is at the heart of America’s economic recovery plan, and it works hand-in-glove with the rail transportation industry. The need will only 

grow for engineers, sheet metal workers, construction managers and electricians. There is also an abundance of enviable employment 

opportunities at all levels within the rail system, from building and maintaining stations to signal and control systems. Railroad 

tracks cover land, but they also need to go over water and under mountains, which makes infrastructure — bridges, tunnels, terminal 

facilities and more — one of the most significant and visible aspects of railroading and its workforce. Within the passenger rail system, 

electrification of selected diesel-powered services is a priority that will require specialized workers to provide a greater quantity of 

faster, greener electric trains. 

freighT railroads reinvesT an average of 15-17% of Their inCome in CapiTal proJeCTs,  

as compared to manufacturing, which typically invests only 3-5%. With increasing demand projected over the next 20 years, the 

railroad industry is poised to offer long-term growth in a technologically advanced industry. Rail transportation also aligns with 

the continued “greening” of our transportation system. Already, freight rail can move a single ton of freight an average of 436 miles 

on a single gallon of fuel — three times farther than a truck. This efficiency is only expected to improve as investments are made in 

our rail infrastructure, opening up the potential for increased employment opportunities in the industry.

buT ThaT’s noT where The Job CreaTion ends. As new 

and expanded service comes into place, so will the thousands of new jobs and 

workers needed to staff and manage the retail shops, restaurants and services 

that fill revitalized stations. It’s no exaggeration to say that wherever the 

railroad goes, it brings its own economy with it.  Think of the hotels, convention 

centers, movie theaters, clubs, bars, restaurants, museums, galleries and other 

destination points that sprout up around the perimeter of a train station, and all 

the various jobs they represent.
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There is an abundance of enviable employment 
opportunities at all levels within the rail 
system, from building and maintaining 
stations to signal and control systems.  



high-speed rail Today & Tomorrow
ameriCa already operaTes one True high-speed rail line. Amtrak’s Acela Express®  

runs along the Northeast Corridor between Washington, DC and Boston, traveling at speeds up to 150 mph.  

In fiscal year 2008, Amtrak’s Acela® and Northeast RegionalSM trains carried 10.8 million riders along the 

Northeast Corridor route, and more passengers from Washington, DC to New York City than all the airlines 

combined. From Boston to New York City, the number of passengers Acela carried was greater than any single 

airline. The success of Acela Express shows that when the speed of a train trip can compete with the speed of a trip 

by air, travelers will take advantage of that travel choice. Acela passengers also cite comfort, downtown arrival and 

productivity amenities as reasons they choose the train instead of the plane.

so, how To besT meeT The Tremendous demand for high-

speed rail serviCe? Basically, there are two ways: 1) incrementally 

developing higher speed service on existing rights-of-way, and 2) starting from scratch 

with wholesale construction of railroad lines dedicated solely to high-speed service. 

Starting from scratch requires massive earthworks, tunnels and viaducts, and there’s a 

high price tag: the engineering works alone cost $20-25 million per mile — a 200-mile 

line can easily run into the $4-5 billion range — and that doesn’t cover the cost of land 

acquisition or the environmental impact study process.

In fiscal year 2008, Amtrak’s Acela® and  
Northeast RegionalSM trains carried 10.8 million 
riders along the Northeast Corridor route, and 
more passengers from Washington, DC to  
New York City than all the airlines combined.



Passengers can enjoy reduced trip times 
as tracks are incrementally upgraded, as 
compared to a dedicated line, which cannot 
haul a single passenger until the entire 
capital investment has been completed.

upgrading To  
             high-speed rail

upgrading exisTing lines, on the other hand, offers a range of benefits, not the 

least of which is reducing land use costs and potential environmental impacts. Per-mile 

track costs, for example, would probably be in the $2-15 million range (plus the cost of 

installing signaling equipment like positive train control). Moreover, the work can be done 

in stages. Passengers can enjoy reduced trip times as tracks are incrementally upgraded, as 

compared to a dedicated line, which cannot haul a single passenger until the entire capital 

investment has been completed. An example of incremental improvement to existing 

lines is Amtrak’s Keystone Corridor, where service was accelerated to 110 mph over the 

104-mile line between Harrisburg and Philadelphia. The $145 million cost was shared by 

Amtrak and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, a collaborative effort that is typical of the 

incremental process.

The states of Oregon and Washington support Amtrak’s Cascades® service — a 
route targeted for upgrade to high-speed service. Here, one of our Talgo trains 
skirts Puget Sound on the run between Seattle, Portland and Eugene.

Also targeted for incremental upgrades is the Amtrak Pacific Surfliner®, seen 
here north of Los Angeles. Operated with the support of the State of California, 
it connects San Luis Obispo, Los Angeles and San Diego.

eleCTrifiCaTion is key in providing high-speed rail 

serviCe. Electrified service means reduced carbon emissions and energy 

dependence, and increased speed and efficiency. Right now, Amtrak buys about 

12-15% of its electricity from low-emissions power providers. It’s important to 

note that electric trains themselves do not emit carbon dioxide. Instead, these 

trains are propelled by electric traction motors driven by an electrical current, 

which is generated remotely and carried to the train by electric transmission lines.

in faCT, Trains noT only Consume eleCTriCiTy, They Can 

aCTually generaTe iT. A full 80% of Amtrak’s electric locomotives are 

equipped with a “regenerative braking” mechanism, allowing an engineer to slow 

the train by using the traction motors as generators. This turns the kinetic energy 

of the train into electric power as it slows, and returns it to the electric system in 

the form of energy. In general, up to 8% of the power used can be returned to the 

grid in this way. In a 2008 report, the Department of Energy found that on a per-

passenger-mile basis, Amtrak’s trains are more efficient than commercial airlines 

(18% more efficient) or automobiles (24% more efficient). That means real savings 

for the consumer. The U.S. Department of Transportation found in 2003 that the 

average cost of driving a car was 53 cents per mile, while the average cost of an 

Amtrak trip was 23 cents per mile. 



high-speed rail: 
    a vision for The fuTure

The American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act provides an additional $8 billion in 
capital grants for high-speed rail corridors 
and intercity passenger rail service.

even before presidenT bush signed The passenger rail 

invesTmenT and improvemenT aCT (priia) inTo law in  

oCTober 2008, the Federal Railroad Administration had designated the following 

routes for high-speed service:  the California, Empire (New York), Pacific Northwest, 

Gulf Coast, Chicago Hub, Florida, Keystone (Pennsylvania) and Northern New England 

corridors. The PRIIA reiterated Congress’s desire to develop service on these routes, 

and authorized a funding program that would allow Amtrak to cooperate with states in 

developing these services. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act provides an 

additional $8 billion in capital grants for high-speed rail corridors and intercity passenger 

rail service. Amtrak serves 174 communities that are more than 75 miles from 

a large, medium or small air hub, and 51 communities that have no intercity 

bus service. The growth of high-speed rail should go far in providing more 

transportation options for all Americans.

freighT railroads are a viTal parT of The 

ConversaTion, as 70% of Amtrak’s train-miles are run on lines owned by 

freight and commuter operations. Improving those tracks and infrastructure will 

help prepare the way for high-speed rail.

noT only will high-speed rail make Train Travel a 

fasTer and greener alTernaTive To flying or driving in 

many regions, but the taxpayers who are funding high-speed rail will enjoy the 

infrastructure, jobs and financial efficiencies that come along with it.

Amtrak, Acela Express, Northeast Regional, Keystone Service, Wolverine, Pacific Surfliner, Hiawatha Service, Lincoln Service, Empire Service, Capitol Corridor and Cascades are service marks of the National Railroad Passenger Corporation.


