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NEW APPROACH NEEDED FOR HIGH-SPEED RAIL DEVELOPMENT IN U.S. 

SAYS ITI’S GIL CARMICHAEL  

-Points to Need for State-based, Real-world Customer Marketing Studies-

DENVER, CO, November 1, 2006 – In a speech delivered to the Indiana High Speed Rail Association, Gil Carmichael, Senior Chairman of the Board of Directors of the Intermodal Transportation Institute (ITI) at the University of Denver, said he believes a partnership between the states and private enterprise is the best hope for successful high-speed rail development in the U.S.  

Carmichael, a transportation expert and former United States Federal Railroad Administrator, said that high-speed rail marketing initiatives in the U.S. are badly misplaced.  As the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) has remained on the sidelines during the intermodal revolution that has taken place, and has very little influence in Washington, any meaningful legislative agenda that would develop successful high-speed rail in the U.S. must come from a joint relationship between the states and the private sector, he told the audience.

“The ‘single mode mindset’ of Capitol Hill really has not changed during my lifetime,” said Carmichael.  “Very few members of Congress are even aware of the scale and impact of the freight intermodal revolution of the past 25 years; so when they talk about high-speed rail or claim to be pursuing intermodal legislation, they are really continuing to vote for highway projects only.”

Carmichael pointed to Amtrak as one of the federal government’s great failures in developing a viable high-speed rail network, citing its structural flaws, internal problems and non-competitive operating costs.  “Amtrak’s management is deaf to suggestions for reforms that reflect today’s transportation realities,” he said.  “We continue to hear its tired old refrain of ‘give us more money and we’ll keep running a few trains.’ I don’t think Amtrak will be shut down, but as each year passes, the operating corporation becomes even less relevant to what is actually occurring in the customer-driven intercity marketplace.”

Carmichael suggested that the states are in the best position to take the lead in new rail corridor development.  “Frankly this option is the best solution,” he said.  “For one thing, there are only a half-dozen passenger corridors in the United States that offer the potential for immediately upgrading to high-speed passenger service that will attract sufficient ridership to justify the expense of doing so.  Other corridors can best be identified at the state level where opportunities and usage patterns can be better analyzed, managed and gradually be built up through quality existing conventional rail service.”

“Another point that has been neglected by Capitol Hill is that high-speed rail projects should be intermodal in nature,” he continued.  “Intermodalism is clearly being handled better by the states and the private sector as opposed to the federal government.  The intermodal freight system in this country, which has no authority from DOT, works because it is customer-designed and customer-driven.  By contrast, the commercial passenger system in this country currently is neither.  Customers have to accept the modes and transit times offered – with little accountability for service levels.  If left up to the states, however, these projects will be developed in partnership with the private sector, freight railroads, freight customers, intercity bus companies, airport managers, etc., and would be much more successful.  Where states are taking the initiative, as in California and the Pacific Northwest, successful high-speed rail corridor projects are already underway – with little federal government involvement.”

Carmichael stated that with the intermodal freight system in this country, savvy customers are in the driver’s seat, using their marketplace power to insist upon good service, continuing improvements and the technology and service alterations necessary to adapt to changes within the marketplace.  “If high-speed corridors are to achieve these same goals,” he said, “we will have to do more than just provide quality rail service at a price that customers accept as a satisfactory value.  We cannot agree to an ‘if-we-build-it-they-will-come’ developer’s mentality – because they will not.”

Instead, he said, states and private enterprise must work together to conduct in-depth feasibility studies for projects of this nature and avoid the “broad-brush” ridership assumptions generally made by high-speed rail proponents today.  “We cannot afford to ignore the critical importance of forecasting the realistic potential demand for high-speed rail services,” said Carmichael.  “We must have far more extensive, real-world marketing analyses done that consider a broad range of economic, geographic and urban density factors if we are to avoid unintentionally designing failure into our high-speed rail projects.”    

About ITI

The Intermodal Transportation Institute at the University of Denver offers an Executive Master’s Program that awards a Master of Science in Intermodal Transportation Management from the University of Denver. This graduate degree program prepares transportation industry managers for the increasingly complex, global business environment where a knowledge of finance, quantitative processes, supply chain, law, and public policy issues as well as freight, passenger, and intermodal transportation operational strategies are critical management tools for success.  For more information on the ITI Executive Master’s Program call: 303-871-4702 or visit: www.du.edu/transportation.
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