Will High-Speed Rail Reinvent U.S. Transportation?
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Disagreements over costs are creating resistance to high-speed rail's progress in the U.S., but supporters highlight energy efficiency, travel ease and job production as reasons to back such proposed projects.

The Recovery Act of 2009 included $8 billion in funding devoted to increasing high-speed and intercity passenger rail infrastructure in the United States, and the Obama administration allocated $2.5 billion of the 2010 budget to that purpose as well. But in his 2011 State of the Union Address, President Barack Obama announced a larger goal.

While detailing the administration's plan for further federal investment in American infrastructure to "rebuild for the 21st century," President Obama presented an ambitious objective for rail travel in the United States. "Within 25 years, our goal is to give 80 percent of Americans access to high-speed rail," the president said. (See State of the Union Highlights: Innovation, Education and Infrastructure)
Within weeks, Vice President Joe Biden, a noted Amtrak commuter and supporter, presented a comprehensive plan while joined by Department of Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood in Philadelphia. 

The administration's Vision for High-Speed Rail in America initiative identifies 10 high-speed rail corridors to receive funding and infrastructure development: California, Pacific Northwest, South Central, Gulf Coast, Chicago Hub Network, Florida, Southeast, Keystone, Empire and Northern New England.

These corridors would be divided into three types of development:

· Core Express — Forming "the backbone of the national high-speed rail system," these lines will be developed into high-speed rail corridors with electric train reaching speeds of 125-250 mph or higher.

· Regional — These existing rail lines in important economic communities will see continued development to improve travel times, with long-term progress resulting in eventual high-speed conversion. Trains will travel at speeds of 90-125 mph.

· Emerging — These corridors will feature trains achieving speeds of about 90 mph and will connect to the Core Express and Regional networks, providing travelers with access to the larger national high-speed and intercity passenger rail network.

The proposed plan — which would also streamline the Department of Transportation's rail programs, making it simpler for states, cities and private companies to apply for grants and loans — requires the Transportation Department to work with state governments, freight rail organizations and private companies to lay new tracks for high-speed trains, develop planning outlines for resource commitments and improve speeds on existing tracks over a six-year period of continuous construction. 

The estimated cost of the six year plan: $53 billion. 

Biden has argued that improving rail transportation will have multiple benefits for the country, including energy self-sufficiency, environmental relief and easing travel restrictions for millions of Americans.

"[W]e're making a down payment today, a down payment on the economy for tomorrow, the economy that's going to drive us in the 21st century in a way that [...] the highway system drove us in the mid-20th century," Biden said in April 2009. "With [a] high-speed rail system, we're going to be able to pull people off the road, lowering our dependence on foreign oil, lowering the bill for our gas in our gas tanks. [...] And we're going to significantly lessen the damage to our planet."

Obama has continually called attention to the fact that the United States is behind foreign countries that have large high-speed rail networks and are investing much more money in rail projects than the U.S.

"In France, high-speed rail has pulled regions from isolation, ignited growth, remade quiet towns into thriving tourist destinations," the president said in April 2009. "China, where service began just two years ago, may have more miles of high-speed rail service than any other country just five years from now. And Japan, the nation that unveiled the first high-speed rail system, is already at work building the next: a line that will connect Tokyo with Osaka at speeds of over 300 miles per hour.

"There's no reason why we can't do this," he continued. "This is America. There's no reason why the future of travel should lie somewhere else beyond our borders."

Funding has been a contentious issue, however, creating resistance to the project and similar initiatives.

AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka and U.S. Chamber of Commerce President Thomas J. Donohue, "two longtime adversaries," jointly agreed at a Senate committee hearing in mid-February that while they have disagreements about how to fund infrastructure developments, investments must move forward to help U.S. manufacturing.

"There needs to be a vigorous dialogue on funding and financing," Donohue said, according to the Washington Post. "But first we have to agree on the direction in which we're going." 

On the same day, Florida Governor Rick Scott officially rejected a Tampa-to-Orlando high-speed rail project worth $2.7 billion. In a statement, the governor said, "The truth is that this project would be far too costly to taxpayers and I believe the risk far outweighs the benefits." Governor Scott included details on the possibility of $3 billion in cost overruns that Florida would have to cover and the historically overoptimistic estimates of ridership and revenue for American rail transport.

Florida follows Wisconsin and Ohio, states that also rejected federal high-speed rail money in December.
