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Keep the Southwest Chief Running over Raton Pass!
Amtrak executives met recently with governors, state transportation officials and city officials to discuss their concerns about the possible rerouting of the famous Southwest Chief train, which runs through Kansas, Colorado and New Mexico.  Instead of running through Raton Pass, a National Historic Landmark, it would take a more southerly route and bypass Colorado.  Because the current route is key to developing future tourist attractions in this historic area of Colorado, ColoRail is saying, “Keep the Southwest Chief on its historic route!”  
Diminished freight traffic on Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF), Amtrak’s host railroad for the train, has led to reduced maintenance along the Chief’s current route, resulting in speed restrictions that affect the train’s ability to stay on schedule.  The Southwest Chief  has been Amtrak’s most reliable long distance train with an almost 90 percent on-time record.  The train is now restricted to 50 miles per hour over segments of its route in western Kansas, southeastern Colorado and northern New Mexico, and the line may deteriorate further without significant upgrading and maintenance.  
Further clouding the issue for a portion of the line is an ownership dispute between the state of New Mexico and BNSF.  The current New Mexico governor has challenged the state’s purchase of the northern segment of the route from Lamy to Raton.  

Unless Amtrak can find the resources to make the needed repairs, it will be forced to reroute the Chief to BNSF’s main transcontinental route running south from Newton, Kansas through Oklahoma and the Texas panhandle to Belen, New Mexico.  This route is maintained to high standards for BNSF’s crack transcontinental intermodal trains.  The Chief already follows the BNSF “transcon” route from Albuquerque to California.

Amtrak estimates the cost of bringing the current line back into reasonable shape would be $94 million for upgrading and about 10 million dollars a year for maintenance.  This is a tall order for the fiscally strapped system, especially with the current budget situation in Washington.  Amtrak has raised the idea of the three states applying for federal grants to conduct the required work, which would require state matches from the equally strapped states.

ColoRail has taken up the issue.  Board members Jim Souby and Gary Carter are meeting with city and county officials to alert them to the threat.  They have also consulted with staff for Senators Udall and Bennett, Governor Hickenlooper and CDOT.  
“The Southwest Chief is a key economic contributor to southeastern Colorado,” says Carter, “employing nine full-time staff and providing over 13,000 boardings in Colorado each year.  During the summer, 200 people travel through the region every day, making each of them a potential consumer or tourist.”   
Amtrak, the State of Colorado and communities along the route have made significant investments in station improvements and connecting bus service - a system ripe for increased tourist trade.  Souby also cites the future costs if Amtrak pulls out of Colorado.  
“Its ironic that just when demographic trends and rising energy costs are making passenger rail attractive to Americans, politics in Washington are threatening Amtrak’s ability to maintain and improve its system,” he told the La Junta City Council.  “With two Amtrak trains serving Colorado (the California Zephyr runs through Denver) it is easy to imagine the Chief eventually meeting the Zephyr in Denver each way, creating north-south passenger services along the Front Range and adding Kansas City and Albuquerque service to Denver, not to mention other destinations.”  
Souby said loss of the Chief would preclude this future option.    

In a briefing for the Action 22 Transportation Committee, Carter noted that Amtrak employees have told him that a coach added to the Chief for the summer season has been 90% occupied.  On September 6, 2011, The City of La Junta passed a resolution supporting the Southwest Chief and Action 22, an association of counties in Southeastern Colorado has a resolution pending. Souby and Carter have been invited to brief the city of Trinidad and are working with local officials to engage community leaders in Kansas and New Mexico.  
“As we establish a network of concerned communities, we will need to work out a strategy to protect the route,”  Souby said.  “Both Amtrak and BNSF would prefer to keep the current route, so this is really a matter of finding a workable solution.”
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