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Off the rails

Federal funds are drying up for California’s project, and that’s a good thing.

James E. Moore 11

ONGRESs'  eleventh-
hour compromise on
the federal budget this
month rescinds $400
million in funding for
high-speed rail in fiscal year 2010,
and eliminates federal funding for
high-speed rail in fiscal year 2011.
Yet California High-Speed Rail
Authority officials remain com-
mitted to their vision of a high-
speed rail link between Los Ange-

les and San Francisco. The agen-

cyisbeginningto tiit at windmills.

The congressional action
means that California will not get
the $19 billion in federal grant
support the authority was count-
ing on receiving by 2016, nor (al-
most certainly) the $2.4 billion in
grantsthat Florida’s governor de-
clined. Technically, Congress’
agreement did not rescind rough-
1y $3.75 billion in federal grants to
California, but this commitment
is also at risk. About $715 million
has not been obligated and could
be easily rescinded. The remain-
der of these funds is obligated,
and rescinding them would be
more difficult but not impossible.

California taxpayers " would
benefit greatly from rescission,
because every dollar Congress
finds the courage to rescind from
the California rail project is a dol-
lar the state no longer has to
match. In Sacramento, some law-
makers are beginning to connect
the dots. Assembly Bill 76, intro-
duced by Diane Harkey (R-Dana

Point), would have defunded the

California high-speed rail project,
but it was rejected in a committee
vote along party lines.

Still, California officials, law-
makers and citizens now have the
opportunity to step back and re-
consider the inflated promises
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SAN JOSE: Artist’s rendering of high-speed rail depot.

that pervade the high-speed rail
program. California Proposition
1A, passed in 2008, authorizes the
issuance of general obligation
bonds backed by property tax
revenue to provide $9.95 hillion,
mostly for construction of a core
high-speed rail segment linking
San Francisco and Los Angeles.
The project requires federal
matching funds, but these com-
bined resources are far from ade-
quate to construct such a system.
The state high-speed rail author-
ities estimate that the total cost
ofthe system will be under $45 bil-
lion. In 2008, the Reason Founda-
tion and the Howard Jarvis Tax-
payers Assn. issued a report esti-
mating that the final cost could
run as high as $81 billion.

Believe the higher estimate. In
2010, UC Berkeley engineering
and economics professors exam-
ined the revenue and ridership
forecasts the authority relied on
to help make its case to the elec-
torate and the federal govern-
ment, and found the forecasts

deeply flawed.

Unfortunately, the Obama ad-
ministration’s plans are worse. In
his last State of the Union ad-
dress, the president said he
wanted to give 80% of Americans
accesstohigh-speed rail within 25
years, an objective he backed up
with a budgef proposal calling for
$53 billion in federal funds over
the next six years for high-speed
rail projeets.

This is only a tiny fraction of
the resources that would be re-
quired to make high-speed rail a
viable intercity transportation
option. Even if we were prepared
to further bankrupt ourselves do-
ing so, we would accomplish
nothing that cannot be accom-
plished much more cheaply by ex-
panding airports, better main-
taining and managing roads, and
using conventional technology to
burn gasoline and jet fuel even
more cleanly.

The market for U.S air travel
has been aggressively deregu-
lated, and airfares are relatively

low, As a result, U.S. airlines cap-
ture a large share of the market
for short intercity trips. Even with
recent increases in the price of oil,
retail gasoline prices in the U.S.
are about half the pump price in
Europe, and the differential is
even greater relative to places
such as China and India. Conse-
quently, a large share of the U.S.
market for medium and long trips
is accounted for by automobile
travel. There is not enough room
for high-speed rail to compete.

The only remotely meritorious
argument for high-speed rail in-
vestments is the possible redue-
tions in greenhouse gas emis-
sions, but even in this respect
high-speed rail is uneconomic.
The state rail program’s own
numbers show that a high-speed
system’s impact on net C0; emis-
sions would be slight, and easily
as much as 100 times higher in
terms of cost per ton of COs elimi-
nated than the goal established
by the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change.

Railroads are a crucial compo-
nent of the U.S. freight manage-
ment and distribution system,
but we do net need and cannot af-
ford a high-speed rail system for
passengers. Congress should re-
scind the high-speed rail funds
granted to the states, starting
with California; and the Legisla-
ture should defund the California
high-speed rail project. We
should cut ourlosses whilewe can
still afford them.
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