Speed thrills, but performance wins

By Chris Taylor, for Railway Age

Woody Allen once said, “1 wok a speed-reading course and read
War and Peace in twenty mmutes. It involves Russia.™ Speed s
compelling. From restaurant service vo medical trearment, we
LS toy define qualicy. Transporeation is no exceprion. Bur
as Allen illusrrares, by focusing solely on speed you can miss
other essential elements. U.S. passenger rail s a case in point.

Headlines often blare about the speed of European or Asian
high speed trains. But those vaunted speeds are rarely sustained
in practice, due oo operating cosis, logistc constraing, and main-
tenance requirements. The unspoken story is overall perfor-
mance—efficient, reliable, and comforrable ways of gewing, pas-
sengers oo their desunanons, using il as one well-incpraced
component of an overall jouney. Bue performance can be hard
w0 define and even harder oo quantfy. Speed becomes the defin-
ing principle by defankr. Unforrunarely, U.S. passenger rail can-
not afford to live by thar definition. To advance passenger rail
here, advocates should focus on high-performance mil (HPR).

Things are different on this continent, and headlong, imple-
mentation of European or Asian-seyle HSR may not be the best
strategic choice for us. Different transportation corridors have
unique needs and constranes. Choosing, appropriate rail sola-
tdons by comdor is the key to our successful implementation of
passenger ral. Appropriate phasing is critical wo deliver early, vis-
ible gains and long-rerm porendal. Credis the Obama Adminis-
trarion and the FRA for embracing char principle. Modifying the
original High Speed Rail Straregic Plan, the FRA now recog:
nizes three corndor categones: Core E 125 mph or faster;
Regional, 90-125 mph;, and Emerging, below 90 mph.

This refocus is pracrical. Passenger rail is not a one-size-firs-all
business. From political realities to legistative and budger con-
straints o market-caprore issucs, unigque cormdor conditons
prevail throughout the LS. Rd:mq?nwnb these complexities, the
FRA has endorsed HPR for passenger rail. Whart exactly s HPR?

HP'R. is an approach thar delivers an appropriate rail syssem
for each marker, and measures thar system in rerms of ride qual-
1y, frequency, n.:lj;ll'lility, safery, onume performance, amenitics,
staton environments, local tansit and airpon connectvity, and
yes, speed. Using these crieeria collectively puts rail in a new
light. Rather than being a foreign, elitise, or extravagant expense,
it becomes an arractive, effective, and affordable rransporration
alernave. Passenger rail can thus be wansformed from an
abstract indulgence to an urgent local prionty.

HPR optimizes solutions by addressing, the needs and con-
straints of individual corridors. In one corridor, 90-110 mph on
a shared freight asser may be best. In the Northeast Corridor
(where the exisung sysiem already operates ar capaciy), a sepa-
rate, dedicared HSR sysiem is preferable. In other corndors, new
commuter service on existing freight assets might be the optimal
solution (and HSR could develop later, once ridership is estab-
lished).

HPR is also cost-effective—an important consideration since
infrastruciure funding is Emited and the competon for funds is
intense. Money is especially tight for major capiral projecs like
HSR, for obvious reasons. For most Americans, HSR is a distant,
theorerical construce. At full build-our, it would only caprure a
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small share of the overall travel market.
Taxpayers are reluctant o fund a sys-
tem they perceive as “fast trains for
businesspeople and vourss,”

Such perceptions have unfairly dam
aged the case for HSR: that small over-
all share is a critical, large share in key
cormidors, and HSRK would free up
capacity in other elements of the larger mulumodal ransporea-
tion network. HPR mitigates the percepuon problem by focus-
ing on performance, efficiency, and comdor-appropriate solu-
tions that benefic everyone. We need passenger rail travel to
become a reality again for many taxpayers. And once the country
accepts HPR, the step up wo HSR will be easier.

Speed s compelling, But it is not always the best cntenion. In
truth, most transportaion modes acoally “sell” performance.
Airlines never rlk about how fast their planes fly, bur chey are
expert ar selling performance—legroom, in-flight movies, air-
port lounges, and so forth. We must bring, thar perspective w
passenger rail by promoting HPR. By taking a holisac approach
tor rail, by shrewdly and fairly appordoning limited funds, the
FRA is, in effect, advocating high-performance rail.

Chris Taylor is the New Tork—based depury diveceor for bigh
speed rasl ar AECOM.
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