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“People don’t understand long dis -
tance trains.  They think only in
terms of Chicago to Seattle or
Chicago to Oakland.  Those trains
s e rve many different markets as they
c ross the country. ” – Paul Reistrup,
Vice President Passenger
Integration, CSX Tr a n s p o r t a t i o n

“People forget that trains make
stops; some people get on and other
people get off.” – Derrick James,
Amtrak customer

Long-distance trains are com-
monly thought to be a holdover from
the past – a little-used, politically
driven conveyance whose sole pur-
pose is to maintain political support
for the Northeast Corridor.  Many

refer to them as “cruise trains.”  It is
also a widely held belief that long-
distance trains are the reason for
A m t r a k ’s financial woes.

These perceptions are driving the
political debate and may result in
some long-distance routes being dis-
continued.  Since the future of the
Midwest system is linked to the

future of long-distance trains, it is
important to further understand what
long-distance trains really are and
what they can do.

First, a word about cruise trains.
Cruise trains, such as the A m e r i c a n
Orient Express or Rocky
M o u n t a i n e e r, do not provide every-
day transportation – they provide a
service to a very select market: those
who are willing to pay a premium for
a luxurious train ride.  Frequently the
patrons fly or drive many miles just
to take the train.

Just as automotive advertisers
suggest that you will always drive on
a scenic highway with no traff i c ,
A m t r a k ’s ads describe the wonderful
accommodations and the fantastic
scenery that you will experience
when riding the train.  This con-
tributes to the perception that
A m t r a k ’s trains are similar to cruise
trains, when in fact they are not.

BASIC T R A N S P O RTAT I O N
Most riders travel coach. W h i l e

more comfortable than flying or dri-
ving, coach is far from luxurious.
Even the first class accommodations
are spartan.  The food and service
levels are typically good, but would
not stand up to the scrutiny of a per-
son looking for a cruise experience.

Unlike cruise trains, a single
long-distance train fills many roles
as it crosses the country.  First and
foremost it provides a comfortable,
convenient, affordable and safe way
to travel for an average of 364 people
per train start.

In many cases it gets closer to the
final destination than flying, particu-
larly in smaller towns where the air-
port can be several hours away.

Often it is faster than driving,
particularly on long trips.  Rail’s

market share remains the same,
regardless of trip length.

Long-distance trains also have
auto competitive times for many
trips less than 500 miles (fitting the
F R A’s definition of high-speed rail.)
For example, Chicago to La Plata,
MO is 5 hours 10 minutes by train
vs. 7 hours 30 minutes by car.

Trip lengths fill the spectrum
from very short hops all the way up
to coast-to-coast journeys.  T h e
Southwest Chief – which travels
2,250 miles between Chicago and
Los Angeles – makes 32 stops, creat-
ing 528 possible trips.  The average
passenger trip length on this route is
roughly 1,100 miles.  The other long-
distance routes also have average
trips that are roughly half the route
l e n g t h .

Riders range from the most cost
conscious traveler up to the very well
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heeled.  The Chief’s average fare is
$130, suggesting that most riders are
using the trains for basic transporta-
t i o n .

Serving such a broad range of
purposes makes long-distance trains
the most productive in Amtrak's sys-
tem. In FY 2000 the sixteen long-dis-
tance routes carried 52% of A m t r a k ’s
total passenger miles.  They handled
181 passenger miles per train mile
compared to Metroliners’ 178 P M T M

and the Midwest Corridor’s 89
P M T M.

In addition to performing basic
transportation, long-distance trains
are performing other important func-
tions:  

They haul mail and package
e x p re s s .

They provide a strong founda-
tion on which to build future ser-
v i c e s . All the long distances trains in
the Midwest serve cities in the
planned Midwest system.  Many
cities are only served by a long-dis-
tance train.  These trains provide a
market base from which to build and
they protect valuable facilities need-
ed to operate future services.

They contribute to overh e a d .
Route length is not a major factor in
determining how a train performs
financially or its value to the com-
m u n i t y.  Cutting long-distance trains
will not substantially improve
A m t r a k ’s performance.  In fact, it is
very likely that A m t r a k ’s financial
performance will deteriorate after
route reductions.

They feed passengers to other
t r a i n s . All of A m t r a k ’s trains feed
passengers to and from one another.
Cutting one train will reduce usage
on other trains.  While there are
routes that might benefit from
changes, simply reducing service
will degrade the performance of the

remaining trains.
They provide bro a d e r p o l i t i c a l

s u p p o rt . Just like the Interstate
Highway System 50 years ago, a
funding program for fast corridor
trains will require a nationwide sup-
port base.  That means corridor sup-
porters will have to join together
with rural travelers and the freight
i n t e r e s t s .

P E R F O R M A N C E
So what about the report of larg e

per passenger losses on long-dis-
tance trains?  

The Amtrak Reform Council’s
chose to compare routes by this mea-
sure in its final report. Figure 1,
appears on page 12 of that report.
The corridor trains are on the left, the
long-distance trains are on the right.
The bars represent total riders, and
the line represents loss per rider.

The graph gives the impression
that the long-distance trains are a
huge problem, but crucial data is
m i s s i n g .

First, the trains with high spikes
either handle a lot of express freight
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or suffer from horribly inadequate
infrastructure.  The losses from
A m t r a k ’s freight program have
placed a burden on the long-distance
trains.  Inadequate infrastructure has
made it difficult to design competi-
tive services.

Second, this chart does not indi-
cate how far each passenger is trav-
elling.  Figure 2 (right) shows that on
corridor trains the average trip is
roughly 150 miles.  On long-distance
trains the trips are much longer – 719
miles on average.

Third, loss per passenger does
not  accurately represent the high
capital requirements of corridor
t r a i n s .

Figure 3 (page 2) provides a
more meaningful comparison. By
o rganizing trains by farebox recov-
ery ratio,  the picture changes dra-
m a t i c a l l y. In this case most of the
long-distance trains are grouped on
the left with the Northeast Corridor
trains.  Most of the other corridor
trains are on the right.

On the far left is Acela Express/-
M e t r o l i n e r, the only service with a
farebox recovery ratio above 100%
in FY2001.  However, these trains
share infrastructure, riders and over-
head expenses with other trains in
the corridor.  Acela Express would
not be profitable on its own.    A l s o ,

the fares are too
high to divert
significant vol-
ume from auto-
mobile travel.

Figure 4
illustrates vol-
ume and pro-
d u c t i v i t y.  Since
long distance
trains gather
many diff e r e n t
kinds of trips
into one vehicle
they are the most productive trains in
the system.

The light bars show total passen-
ger miles by category.  Long-dis-

tance trains and
Midwest corri-
dor trains each
have the same
number of train
starts.  T h e
NEC and We s t
Coast Corridors
have more.  

The dark
bars represent
the average
numbers of pas-

sengers per mile.  In this category,
long-distance trains are the best per-
forming routes.

The long-
distance trains
are providing
more trans-
portation than
the other cate-
gories, both in
aggregate and
per train.

Figure 5
illustrates the
revenue per
train mile.
Again, the long

distance trains compare well.  
Also, due to their high level of

p r o d u c t i v i t y, long distance trains
have the lowest operating cost per
passenger mile.

Long-distance trains provide a
valuable service at a reasonable level
of operating support and provide a
strong foundation for expanding cor-
ridor services in the Midwest. 

F i g u res 1 & 2 are derived fro m
data contained in the Amtrak Reform
C o u n c i l ’s final re p o rt.  The ro u t e
labels have been replaced with let -
ters corresponding to the train cate -
gories in figures 3, 4 & 5.

F i g u res 3, 4 & 5 have been
derived from data which was made
public by Senator McCain.
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JOIN US TODAY!
PLEASE COMPLETE THIS FORM AND MAIL WITH CHECK OR MONEY ORDER TO:
MIDWEST HIGH SPEED RAIL COALITION, P.O. BOX 805878, CHICAGO, IL 60680 • 312-409-7723

ADVOCATE $250___  BENEFACTOR $100___  ASSOCIATE $25___

NAME _____________________________________________________________________________

COMPANY NAME ____________________________________________________________________

ADDRESS __________________________________________________________________________

CITY, STATE, ZIP_____________________________________________________________________

HOME PHONE____________________________WORK PHONE______________________________

PLEASE ADD ME TO THE EMAIL NEWS LIST___

EMAIL_________________________________________________________________________

S E L D p d f  6 / 0 2

Dear Rail Supporter,
As you are aware, Amtrak service

to your community is at risk of being
discontinued.

This newsletter contains informa-
tion that will help you make a
stronger case for protecting and
expanding that service.

The Midwest High Speed Rail
Coalition is a membership based non-
profit promoting better, faster, more
frequent passenger train service for
nine states of the Midwest.

We are aware that the rail net-

work is very interconnected. A n y
reductions of services will be a
tremendous setback for rail develop-
ment nationwide.

We have analyzed data made
available by the Amtrak Reform
Council and Senator McCain’s
office.  We have concluded that, in
addition to providing essential trans-
portation services to large parts of the
country, long distance trains are very
productive, providing a high level of
service for a relatively low cost.

Please take some time to read the

enclosed article.  Hopefully, you will
find it useful.

Feel free to call me at 773-334-
6758 if you should have any ques-
tions.

Sincerely,

Richard Harnish
Executive Director

P.S. If you find this information use-
ful, please consider joining our group
in order to help defray mailing costs.

A strong case for train service in your town.


