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Benefits and Costs of Passenger Rail Transportation 
 
In this report we discuss the estimated safety, environmental, energy, and economic benefits of 
state subsidies for passenger rail, the current state of the passenger rail system in Vermont, and 
the passenger rail systems in the states of California, Illinois, and Iowa. Additionally, we 
compare state spending on highway infrastructure in relation to what the state spent on the 
infrastructure of its passenger rail system in FY 2011. 

 
Benefit of Subsidizing Passenger Rail: Safety 

 
According to a report prepared by the Passenger Rail Working Group (PRWG) 1 in December of 
2007, “expansion of intercity passenger rail can provide a safer travel option for those who 
choose trains over autos.” 2 As demonstrated in the table below, passenger rails have a much 
lower death rate than automobiles. In funding passenger rail, states are supporting a safer 
transportation mode.  
 

 
Table 1: Safety of Various Transportation Modes 

Mode of Transportation Death Rate per 100 Million 
Passenger Miles 

Automobile 0.80 deaths 
Intercity Bus 0.05 deaths 

Passenger Rail 0.03 deaths 

Intercity 
Passenger Rail Network Through 2050,” p. 9. 
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operations, and emerging green technology.8 
 

Benefit of Passenger Rail: Consumer Demand 
 
Currently two intercity passenger rail lines operate in the state of Vermont: the Vermonter and 
the Ethan Allen Express. Amtrak, a government run corporation, operates both of these lines. 
The Vermonter line begins in St. Albans, Vermont and includes stops in New York, Philadelphia, 
Baltimore, and Washington D.C. The Vermonter makes a total of 30 stops. The Ethan Allen 
Express is a shorter route that begins in Rutland, VT and ends in New York City’s Penn Station. 
This rail line makes two stops in Vermont and ten stops in New York.9 
 
Amtrak breaks down their passenger rail lines into three business categories: Northeast 
Corridor Lines, State-Supported/Short Distance Lines, and National/Long Distance Lines. The 
Vermonter and the Ethan Allen Express both fall under the State-Supported/Short Distance 
category. As demonstrated in Figure 1 and Figure 2, ridership and ticket revenues in the State-
Supported/Short Distance category have steadily increased over the past 11 years. In 2000, 
Amtrak recorded $228,463,876 in ticket revenue and serviced 8,577,490 people. By 2011, the 
annual revenue numbers increased to $426,965
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These trends suggest that the demand for passenger rail service in Vermont is increasing and 
state-supported
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(8%). Spending toward supporting and maintaining automobile transportation infrastructure 
made up 80% of the $463.3 million infrastructure related spending (Figure 3).  Meanwhile, 
railways in 2011 received 7% ($30.8 million
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Figure 3: FY2011 Infrastructure Related Spending.26 
 
Source: Vermont Department of Transportation, “VTrans Factbook.”  
_____________________ 
 
Federal Subsidies 
 
While Amtrak has experienced steady increases in ridership and ticket revenues for the past 11 
years, the company is only a viable business operation with substantial federal subsidies. In 
Amtrak’s Consolidated Financial Report for FY 2011, an Independent Auditors Report27 confirms 
Amtrak’s operational need for federal subsidies:  

 
The company has a history of operating losses and is dependent upon substantial federal 
government subsidies to sustain its operations…There are currently no federal 
government subsidies appropriated for any period subsequent to the fiscal year ending 
September 30, 2012.28 
 

While continued Federal support is expected, Amtrak would not be able to continue to operate 
in its current form. Without federal subsidies, Amtrak in Vermont and throughout the nation 
would be subject to significant operating changes, restructuring, 

n
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What Are Other States Doing?  
 
California  
 
California has seen increased levels of interest in the development of high-speed passenger rail 
connections from Los Angeles to the San Francisco Bay area and Sacramento in recent years. In 
2008, California citizens voted in a statewide bond issue to provide $9.95 billion in funding for 
the construction of connecting cities with high-speed rail.30 The federal government has 
followed suit with an additional $3.87 billion going directly to the California High-Speed Rail 
Authority (CHSRA),31 a branch of the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans).32 

Although the total cost of the project has been the subject of recent debate in the state’s 
government,33 the CHSRA is continuing the planning stages and is currently set to begin 
construction in January 2013.34 

 

http://innovations.coe.berkeley.edu/vol3-issue9-nov09/highspeedrail
http://www.fra.dot.gov/rpd/downloads/Master_HSIPR_Selection_Sheet.pdf
http://www.cahighspeedrail.ca.gov/
http://blogs.sacbee.com/capitolalertlatest/2012/01/jerry-brown-says-cap-and-trade-fees-will-fund-high-speed-rail.html
http://blogs.sacbee.com/capitolalertlatest/2012/01/jerry-brown-says-cap-and-trade-fees-will-fund-high-speed-rail.html
http://www.cahighspeedrail.ca.gov/assets/0/152/159/6fddd231-7aa4-46ad-8d80-067b12189305.pdf
http://www.cahighspeedrail.ca.gov/assets/0/152/159/6fddd231-7aa4-46ad-8d80-067b12189305.pdf
http://www.uctc.net/access/37/access37_assessing_hsr.shtml
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http://www.highspeed-rail.org/Documents/TTI-UTCM-WisDOT-Project-Overview-1.pdf
http://www.highspeed-rail.org/Documents/TTI-UTCM-WisDOT-Project-Overview-1.pdf
http://www.dot.state.wi.us/about/tfp/docs/mtg1-rail.pdf
http://www.news.iowadot.gov/newsandinfo/2010/01/iowa-receives-two-highspeed-passenger-rail-grants.html
http://www.fra.dot.gov/Downloads/RRdev/hsrspfacts.pdf
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advocates state funding of this project primarily on the basis that increased productivity of the 
Midwest economy will follow from advancing passenger rail plans in the region. They estimate 
that upon completion the net monetary benefits of their rail system will be $23.1 billion in 
additional economic activity for the states of Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, 
Missouri, Nebraska, Ohio, and Wisconsin.47 These benefits are measured in travel time 
reductions for passenger rail users as well as for users of other modes of transportation from 
reduced traffic congestion.48 

 
Conclusion 

 
For the last 11 years, passenger ridership on Vermont Amtrak lines has steadily increased. State 
spending in 2011 on general rail infrastructure is significantly lower (7%) than state spending on 
highway infrastructure (80%) and Amtrak received $5 million from the state of Vermont in 
direct subsidies in fiscal year 2011.49 Existing literature indicates that state investment in 
passenger rail can have significant benefits in relation to mobility, safety, the environment, and 
economic development. 
____________________________ 
 
This report was completed on March 20, 2012 by Alison Kelly, Elizabeth Dunn, Marc Laliberte, 
and William Andreycak under the supervision of graduate student Kate Fournier and Professor 
Anthony Gierzynski in response to a request from the House Committee on Transportation.   
 
Contact: Professor Anthony Gierzynski, 513 Old Mill, The University of Vermont, Burlington, VT 
05405, phone 802-656-7973, email agierzyn@uvm.edu.  
 
Disclaimer: This report has been compiled by undergraduate students at the University of Vermont under the 
supervision of Professor Anthony Gierzynski.  The material contained in the report does not reflect the official 

mailto:agierzyn@uvm.edu
http://www.iowadot.gov/iowarail/passenger/mwrri-economic.pdf
http://www.iowadot.gov/iowarail/passenger/mwrri-economic.pdf

