A Cut To Dismantle Amtrak

TheFiscal Y ear 2004 budget presented by President Bush
on Feb. 3 proposes to give the nation’ s only national rail-
road, Amtrak, another push toward its dismantlement.
Amtrak, which handles 90% of the country’s remaining
intercity rail service, could lose as many as 18 more of its
existing long-distance routes. It has already shrunk dra-
matically since 1980. The $710 million proposed Amtrak
assistance is, again, some $500 million short of what the
carrier needs to remain whole, at atime when airline ser-
vice is contracting rapidly due to bankruptcies, and the
Columbia tragedy is another reminder of what shrinking
budgets eventually do to transport infrastructure.

In the Transportation section of the budget, under the
heading, “Reordering Intercity Passenger Rail Service,”
the Officeof Management and Budget (OMB) attacksAm-
trak for not having achieved financial “self-sufficiency.”
Such self-sufficiency would be virtualy impossible, as
Amtrak was created by Congress in 1971, to direct the
wreckage of the old bankrupt Penn Central, including the
looted rolling stock and rails. Amtrak needed alargeinfu-
sion of funds to make capital improvements, which was
never provided.

In 1997, the Gingrichite Conservative Revol utionaries
passed the “Amtrak Reform and Accountability Act,”
whose Amtrak Reform Council was co-chaired by Paul
Weyrich, the radical free marketeer, co-founder of the
Carlist anti-Catholic Christendom Collegein Front Royal,
Virginia. The Council’s report stipulated that either Am-
trak would reach financial self-sufficiency by September
2002, or government financing of Amtrak would be cut to

force privatization sell-off of all but the profitable North-
east Corridor and afew other routes. The Fiscal 2004 bud-
get copies, verbatim, the major demands of the Amtrak
Reform Council:

 “Create asystem driven by sound economics.”

* “Reguire that Amtrak transition to a pure operating
company” —that is, sell its capital equipment.

 “Introducecompetitionto providehigher quality rail
service at reasonsable prices’; that is, privatize the long-
distance routes and shut down the mgjority that would be
considered to be “ unprofitable.”

The President’s budget submission alleges that “one
of thereasonsbehind Amtrak’ sfiscal difficultiesisitscon-
tinued operation of several routesthat regularly lose hun-
dreds of dollars each time a passenger steps aboard.” It
lists some: the Sunset Limited, Los Angeles to Orlando;
the Pennsylvanian, Philadelphia to Chicago; the Texas
Eagle, San Antonio to Chicago; the Three Rivers, New
York to Chicago; the Southwest Chief, Chicago to Los
Angeles, andtheKentucky Cardinal, Louisville, Kentucky
to Chicago.

“For severa of these trains, it would literally be
cheaper for Amtrak to buy each passenger aplaneticket to
thenext destination,” thebudget suggests, with adoubtless
unintended irony given the cascading bankruptcy of the
nation's major airlines. The Administration otherwise
callson the states, whose budgets are all melting down, to
pay for theroutes.

The Transportation Department’ s budget section also
statesthat “ Amtrak reform can wait no longer.”

Amtrak haswarned it will shut down unlessit receives
$1.2 billioningovernment funding thisfiscal year. “Main-
taining anational network of trainsisaFederal responsibil-
ity,” countered Amtrak spokesman Dan Stessel.
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