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SUMMARY OF SUBJECT MATTER

To: Members, Subcommittee on Railroads, Pipelines, and Hazardous Materials

FrROM: Staff, Subcommittee on Railroads, Pipelines, and Hazardous Materials

RE: Subcommittee Hearing on “Amtrak’s Response to COVID-19”
PURPOSE

The Subcommittee on Railroads, Pipelines, and Hazardous Materials will meet on
Wednesday, September 9, 2020, at 11:00 a.m. in 2167 Rayburn House Office Building and via Cisco
Webex to hold a hearing titled “Amtrak’s Response to COVID-19.” The hearing will examine the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on Amtrak and Amtrak’s response, including workforce cuts
and reductions in train service. The Subcommittee will hear testimony from Amtrak, the
Transportation Communications Union, the Transport Workers Union of America, and the Rail
Passengers Association.

SUMMARY AND BACKGROUND

Summa

As of September 2, 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has killed more than 170,000 Americans
and disrupted every facet of life.' The pandemic’s impacts are apparent in many sectors, including all
modes of transportation. Amtrak’s current ridership rates are a fraction of its 2019 levels and have

dipped as low as five percent of regular operating levels.” To help mitigate the effects of the
pandemic, Amtrak received $1.02 billion in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES)
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Act? In May 2020, Amtrak requested an additional $1.475 billion, and also announced plans to
reduce costs by cutting 20 percent of its workforce and significantly reducing long-distance service.
More recently, Amtrak has estimated that $4.8 billion will be necessary to maintain service and avoid
furloughs. With no certainty on fiscal year (FY) 2021 funding, Amtrak has started the process of
cutting 2,050 jobs effective October 1, 2020, a 14 percent cut in its workforce.

Amtrak Status and Network

Amtrak is tasked with operating a national rail passenger transportation system that ties
together existing and emergent regional rail passenger service and other intermodal passenger
services. This system includes the Northeast Corridor (NEC), long-distance routes, and short-
distance routes operated by Amtrak.” To provide national passenger rail service, Amtrak runs more
than 300 trains per day, services more than 500 stations located in 46 states and Washington, D.C.,
and operates a network that stretches more than 21,000 miles across the country.” Of all Amtrak
passenger trips in 2019, approximately 38 percent were taken on the NEC; 48 percent on state-
supported routes; and 14 percent on long-distance routes.

COVID-19 Response and CARES Funding

In light of the global pandemic, Amtrak continues to face historic ridership lows for all
routes, with overall demand at a fraction of regular ridership.” In March 2020, Amtrak’s overall
tidership dropped by 95 petcent.® As of July 2020, overall revenue was down 82 percent compated
to 2019, with the NEC revenue down by 93 percent, state-supported route revenue down by 83
percent, and long-distance routes down by 61 percent.” Ticket sales have been limited to 50 percent
train capacity to allow for safer social distancing."

Eatlier this year in March 2020, Amtrak received $1.02 billion in supplemental FY 2020
tunding in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, including a requirement that
Amtrak provide any worker furloughed as a result of efforts to prepare or respond to COVID-19
the opportunity to be recalled to their job as service levels were restored.!’ Amtrak cut NEC route
frequency at that time, reducing Northeast Regional service levels by 60 percent and cancelling Acela
service completely.'> Northeast Regional and Acela services returned in June 2020 on modified
schedules.”” The CARES Act emergency Amtrak funding included $239 million to supplement the
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states-supported routes, with language limiting the states’ financial responsibility to 80 percent of the
amount paid in 2019."

In May 2020, Amtrak requested an additional $1.475 billion in supplemental funding for FY
2021 to help respond to fallen demand. Amtrak’s FY 2021 funding request incorporated planned
workforce reductions of 20 percent and lower frequency long-distance and NEC service, which it
claimed would achieve a $500 million reduction in operating expenses.”” The Health and E.conomic
Recovery Ommibus Emergency Solutions (HEROES) Act did not include any Amtrak funding.

The House FY 2021 Transportation, Housing, and Urban Development (THUD)
Appropriations bill, which passed the House at the end of July 2020, would provide a total of $10.05
billion for Amtrak and its state partners. This includes $2.05 billion in regular budget authority for
Amtrak’s National Network, an increase of $50 million above the FY 2020 enacted level.'” The
THUD bill also includes an additional $8 billion in economic recovery funds for Amtrak, including
$5 billion for the NEC and $3 billion for the National Network. Attached to this recovery money is
a requirement that the funding be used to prevent employee furloughs and that no funds may be
used to reduce the frequency of rail service on any long-distance or state-supported route below
frequencies for such route in FY 2019." The Senate has not yet acted on any FY 2021
appropriations package.

On August 24, 2020, Amtrak updated its FY 2021 supplemental funding request. This
request seeks $4.8 billion in FY 2021 funding for Amtrak operations. The new number reflects
Amtrak’s updated ridership projections—now estimated at 34 percent of 2019 levels, rather than 50
percent as Amtrak had previously forecast. The new request includes additional money for state-
supported Amtrak service and Railroad Rehabilitation and Improvement Financing (RRIF) loan
assistance, as well as an estimate of funds needed to avoid furloughs or long-distance service cuts.
Finally, the request seeks $496 million to cover “revenue risk” in case Amtrak’s ticket sales and other
revenues fall short of projections.

Safety and Personal Protective Equipment for Passengers and Employees

Given the highly contagious nature of the coronavirus, the safety of Amtrak’s workers and
passengers has been a major concern.”” Amtrak currently requires customers and employees to wear
masks.” The railroad made changes to station arrival procedures and gate procedures, increased
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cleaning frequency, and put up physical distancing signs in high traffic areas in some stations.”'
Amtrak has also added enhanced filtration systems to passenger cars.”

Proposed Cuts to Long-Distance Service and Workforce

In May 2020, Amtrak announced plans to significantly reduce both its workforce and long-
distance service due to the financial effects of the coronavirus.” In a memo to employees, Amtrak
outlined plans to cut 20 percent of the Amtrak workforce (approximately 4,000 jobs) by October 1,
2020.** Amtrak offered a buyout to some employees, with 510 acceptances. On September 1, 2020,
Amtrak announced 2,050 job cuts, including 1,995 bargaining unit employee furloughs.

Amtrak is also set to temporarily reduce service to three days per week, until at least Summer
2021, on 12 of its 15 long-distance routes.”” These changes are scheduled to begin on October 1,
2020, except for Silver Star and Silver Meteor setvice reductions, which began in July 2020.%

Though ridership and revenue remain lower due to the pandemic, ticket revenues from long-
distance trains increased 71 percent, from $6.8 million to $11.6 million, from April to May 2020.*” At
the same time, NEC ticket revenues increased from $1.5 million to $2.4 million and state-supported
route revenues increased from $2.3 million to $3.5 million; almost half of the long-distance service
revenue.” The long-distance routes targeted for service reductions currently make up more than 60
percent of Amtrak’s current total revenue.”

Amtrak previously attempted long-distance service reductions to achieve cost savings in
1995. On the advice of an outside consultant, Amtrak decreased 11 long-distance routes to a tri-
weekly timetable to cut costs. After these service cuts had either become permanent or removed in
favor of regular schedules, Congress evaluated the financial impact. Pursuant to the Am#rak Reform
and Accountability Act of 1997, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) issued a report that
discussed the long-term effects of long-distance route reductions.” Noting that Amtrak closed four
routes, shortened six, and reduced service frequency on 11 routes, the GAO found that:
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Amtrak achieved $54 million in cost savings in fiscal year 1995, however, it subsequently
restored much of this service becanse the ridership and financial performance of routes with
less than datly service were worse than anticipated. .. [D Juring fiscal year 1996, Amtrak’s
overall ridership dropped by 1.1 million passengers, or 5%, and anticipated reductions in
operating costs were not realized on routes with reduced frequency of service.

Amtrak told GAO that cost savings from less-frequent service were not realized because
riders were not willing or able to adjust their plans to less-than-daily service, and less-frequent
service caused inefficient usage of equipment and otherwise failed to cut costs.”!

Former Amtrak executives publicly discussed the 1995 long-distance service reductions, and
concluded that they were ineffective.”® At a September 2000 Senate Committee on Commerce,
Science, and Transportation oversight hearing, former Amtrak President George Warrington
testified, “I will tell you, though, that generally, in retrospect, all of those eliminations back in 1995
and 1996 ended up costing the company more in lost revenue than we were able to take out in the
way of expenses, given the fixed-cost nature of the operation.””

Service Changes on State-Supported Routes

Amtrak has been coordinating with States to develop service and reduction plans for state-
supported routes operated under Section 209 of the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act
(PRIIA). For FY 2020 service, this process has been eased considerably by the CARES A¢t
provisions that supplement state-supported route funding and limit the States’ funding share to 80
percent of FY 2019 levels.” The State-Amtrak Intercity Passenger Rail Committee (SAIPRC), a
multi-agency body whose members include 20 agencies in 17 States, Amtrak, and the Federal
Railroad Administration (FRA), has held discussions about 2021 planning.”® Amtrak included an
additional $260 million for state-supported routes in its May 2020 supplemental funding letter,
accompanied by testimonials from transportation leaders in North Carolina and Wisconsin.™
Without a funding stopgap like the CARES A¢f provision to supplement state-supported routes and
replace lost revenues, States will need to make hard choices about the service levels they can sustain.

Returning to Normal Operations: Challenges Ahead

Amtrak, along with its workers and State partners, faces many challenges in the months and
years ahead. Amtrak estimates that ridership for FY 2021 will be down 34 percent from 2019 levels.
This ridership drop results in less revenue—which is necessary to fund operations, pay workers,
support State rail service, and maintain a state-of-good repair. As travel restrictions are lifted,

31 GAO, supra, note 29.
32 TRAINS MAGAZINE, Former Amtrak President Revisits Previous Move to Triweekly Service, (Aug. 3, 2020), available at
https://trn.trains.com/news/news-wire/2020/08/03-former-amtrak-president-revisits-previous-move-to-triweekly-

setvice.

33 George Warrington testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, Hearing
on Oversight Hearing on Amtrak, (Sept. 26, 2000), available at
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-106shrg85968 /html/CHRG-106shrg85968.htm.

3+ P.L. 116-136.

35 State-Amtrak Intercity Passenger Rail Comm., https://www.saiprc.com/.

36 AMTRAK, supra, note 15, at 7.




Amtrak must work to convince riders that trains are a safe travel option in comparison to other
travel options.

If Amtrak does in fact institute the long-distance service cuts that are currently planned,

there will be additional barriers to getting back on track. Amtrak plans to restore long-distance
service based on a series of metrics that it says measure public health, future demand, and current
performance. Amtrak contemplates restoring service between May 26 and June 30, 2021, at the
earliest.”” For routes that are not restored by June 2021, Amtrak will reevaluate the route’s viability in
the FY 2022 planning cycle.”®

All metrics must be met before restoration of service on a given route. Amtrak’s service

restoration metrics are:

1.

Adpance Bookings: Amtrak will compare passenger ticket bookings made by February 2021 for
travel in June 2021 to passenger ticket bookings made by February 2020 for travel in June
2020. To restore service, 2021 levels must be at least 90 percent of 2020 seating capacity.”
The metric, intended to forecast summer ridership, accounts for travel booked four months
in advance.

Ridership Levels: Amtrak’s second metric requires Amtrak to reach ridership levels equal to or
exceeding 90 percent of the projections found in Amtrak’s COVID-19-adjusted first quarter
Fiscal Year 2021 operating plan.*’

Pandemic Recovery: Amtrak’s third service resumption metric reflects the rate of COVID-19
infections. To resume service, COVID-19-related hospitalization rates in the regions
through which a given long-distance train operates must show stable or declining trends by
February 15, 2021."

If Amtrak cuts long distance service, it will likely face an uphill battle to restore that service

to previous levels. This could have a significant impact on travel options for many rural areas that
depend on Amtrak long-distance service.

APPENDICES:

Appendix A: Amtrak “Restoring Long Distance Service” memo.

Appendix B: “Amtrak System Map”.
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Appendix A

Restoring Long Distance Service vod

Amtrak is committed to operating a national rail network that serves customers across the United States.
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, we have already made temporary reductions in service frequency
to our Northeast Corridor (NEC) and State Supported services. We are now extending similar temporary
reductions to most of our Long Distance routes, effective October 1.

To be clear, our temporary reductions and subsequent plan to restore this service are dependent on
sufficient federal assistance (at least $3.5 billion in FY21 assuming a 50% systemwide ridership level, but
additional assistance could be required if ridership does not reach this level), but in order to best protect
our passengers’ and employees’ health, and to make the best possible use of limited taxpayer investment,
we will consider the following metrics to decide when to restore each affected Long Distance service:

1. Public Health — Is the COVID-19 pandemic under control?
o Amtrak will assess COVID-19-related hospitalization rates in the regions through which a

given Long Distance route operates. If those rates are stable or declining as of February 15,
2021, this condition will be met.
2. Future Demand — Are customers booking trips near the same rate as in 2020?

o Amtrak will compare advance bookings for June 2021 (as of February 15, 2021) to advance
bookings for June 2020 (as of February 15, 2020). If the percentage of available seat- and
room-miles booked in 2021 is at least 90% of the 2020 percentage, this condition will be met.
(Note that calculations of availability for 2021 will reflect any caps on ticket sales to
promote social distancing, as well as any other relevant measures adopted to minimize
COVID-related risks.)

3. Current Performance — Is ridership close to our projections in our operating plan?

o Amtrak will compare systemwide ridership levels for the fall (Q1 of FY 2021) with our FY
2021 operating plan, which already accounts for reduced ridership due to COVID. If the
number of passengers is at least 90% of the projected figure, this condition will be met.

If all three conditions are met for a given Long Distance route, then in February 2021, we will begin
working to restore service along that route. Depending on the particular route, that restoration could be
complete as early as late May, and no later than June 30, 2021. If any route is not yet ready to be restored
when we conduct our review, we will apply an updated version of the criteria described above as part of
the FY 2022 planning cycle (or sooner, in the event of dramatic improvement in demand prior to that
point).

Before the pandemic, 4.6 million of our 32 million annual passengers traveled on Amtrak’s Long Distance
routes. COVID-19 has changed a lot, at times causing our total ridership to drop by more than 95% from
FY 2019 levels—but Amtrak is still America’s Railroad, and we are still committed to serving our
customers and connecting communities across the nation.

1



Appendix B: Amtrak System Map*
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42 'The numbers on this map correspond to the routes as follows: 1. Cascades; 2. Coast Statlight; 3. Capitol Corridor, San
Joaquin; 4. Pacific Surfliner; 5. Empire Builder; 6. California Zephyr; 7. Southwest Chief; 8. Sunset Limited; 9. Blue
Water, Carl Sandburg, Hiawatha, Hoosier State (discontinued as of July 2019), Illini, Illinois Zephyr, Lincoln, Pere
Marquette, Saluki, Wolverine; 10. Missouri River Runner; 11. Heartland Flyer; 12. Texas Eagle; 13. City of New Otleans;
14. Lake Shore Limited; 15. Capitol Limited; 16. Cardinal; 17. Crescent; 18. Maple Leaf; 19. Adirondack, Empire, Ethan
Allen; 20. Keystone, Pennsylvanian; 21. Vermonter, Valley Flyer (initiated August 2019); 22. Downeaster; 23. Northeast
Corridor; 24. Carolinian, Piedmont, Virginia; 25. Auto Train, Palmetto; 26. Silver Meteor, Silver Star. Where State-
Supported and Long-Distance routes overlap, the State-Supported route is shown.

AMTRAK, General and 1 egislative Annual Report & Fiscal Year 2020 Grant Request, available at

https:/ /www.amtrak.com/content/dam/projects/dotcom/english /public/documents/corporate/reports / Amtrak-

General-I egislative-Annual-Report-FY2020-Grant-Request.pdf, at 5.
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