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.The Agony Of Amtrak 
. OFFICIALS OF AMTRAK, the National Railroad 

Passenger Corporation, appeared to be proud of 
themselves when they announced that 74.8 per 
cent of their trains were on time in February, 
almost double the rate of the same month a year 
ago. Though the report might be scoffed at in these 
parts (Amtrak is late to Memphis 67.2 per cent of 
the time), the overall record is improved. 

But, unfortunately, running the trains on time 
h~ more often been seen as the mark of the power 
of totalitarian governments than the symbol of an 
efficient rail passenger system. And according to a 
new study, Amtrak has hardly a speaking acquaint
ance with efficiency. 

The American Enterprise Institute for Public 
Policy Research, a nonpartisan, nonprofit, publicly 
supported educational and research organization, 
has published an SO-page book which concludes 
that the government's Amtrak experiment is a fail_. 
ure because it was founded on a "misconception" 
that the American public would be willing to subsi
dize quality passenger train service. 

That isn't exactly right. The public invest
ments in Amtrak were intended to build a rail 
passenger system which could, at least, pay its own 
way. The question now really is whe~er Amtrak 
policy, funding and service ever approached the 
quality necessary to give the experiment - and 
modern railroad technologies- a fighting chance. 
There is little to indicate that's the case. 

THE REPORT NOTES that Amtrak moved ag
gressively into the busy New York-Washington cor
ridor with Metroliners geared to run 160 miles per 
hour but hilS been unable to operate at anything 
like that speed over old roadbeds and competing on 
the same tracks with busy freight traffic. And it 
cites as another example, "When Amtrak restored 
service between Washington and Cincinnati on the 
Baltimore & Ohio's St. Louis line, it · required 2 
hours and 15 minutes longer westbound and 3 
hours longer eastbound than the B&O's steam loco
motives took in the early 1950s." 

Lacking the funds to build and maintain its 
own high-speed rail lines, Amtrak has been forced 
to build such schedules over the patchwork system · 

. of cooperating private rail lines, often running 
behind or between the freight trains. ·There have 

. been errors of judgment, too. 

Amtrak has stubbornly attempted to compete 
with the airlines for long-distance travel and 
should have learned by new that it can't. The study 
shows that "a single stretched DCS aircraft used by 
Delta Airlines between Los Angeles and Atlanta 
proved capable of turning in more passenger-miles 
per year than the entire Atlantic Coast Line Rail
road, the dominant railroad in East Coast-Florida 
passenger operations." 

ON ITS PRESENT course Amtrak is gulping 
money and spending itself toward almost certain 
extinction. AEI says that the public corporation has 
operating losses totaling $2.5 billion since 1971 and 
systemwide is losing 14 cents every time it carries 
one passenger one mile. The Chicago-New Orleans 
route, which includes service through Memphis, 
loses $33 on each passenger. Even on the New York
Washington run, where Amtrak is holding its own 
with 40 per cent of all rail and air traffic, the 
Metro liners are dropping $7 on each rider. 

Amtrak is unable to claim the fuel efficiency 
that long, full passenger trains could offer. Con
gressional figures show that at present load factors, 
Amtrak trains are only marginally more fuel-effi. 
cient than private automobiles (44.4 passenger
miles per gallon vs. 44 for cars). 

We think it is time for the nation to make a 
basic decision about this issue: Put up substantial 
amounts of money to build a modern rail passenger 
system, including new roadbeds, new tracks, new 
direct routes and new high-speed "bullet" trains 
like those in Japan and France . or get out of the 
business altogether.lt is doubtful anything less has 
even a chance to work. That's what Amtrak is, and 
it hasn't. 

Such a decision does not have to be weighed on 
the costs of totally new facilities reaching from 
coast-to-coast and put in place all at once. The bill 
would be too high. 

IF AMERICA WANTS to proceed from here to 
get quality passenger trains rolling and serving the 
real needs of business and pleasure travelers, it 
seems sensible to suggest that strategic short- and 
medium-range corridors be selected for the re
quired investments, and be developed one at a time. 
One way or the other, the agony of Amtrak should 
be ended. 
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