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E X E C U T I V E   S U M M A R Y

In mid-2015, the Southern Rail Commission (SRC) commissioned Amtrak to evaluate potential

service restoration options along the Gulf Coast.  The purpose of this report is to determine the

operating characteristics of potential service options and forecast performance so that the SRC

can identify the service plan which would best serve the region.  The chosen alternative would

then provide a basis for any program of community outreach, study of necessary infrastructure

improvements or implementation of necessary funding mechanisms to follow.

Amtrak launched its Gulf Coast service with the Gulf Coast Limited, a train that operated be-

tween Mobile and New Orleans during the 1984 World’s Fair, and again in 1996-1997.  From

1993 through 2005 Amtrak also operated an extension of the Sunset Limited through the region,

as part of a transcontinental Los Angeles-Florida run, but for various reasons (including the

route length and carrier operating conditions), successful on-time performance proved to be

elusive, hindering the train’s ridership and hence its financial performance.  Since Hurricane

Katrina in 2005, service has been suspended east of New Orleans.

The Gulf Coast region is home to numerous regional, national and global tourist destinations

and events, including New Orleans’ Mardi Gras, the theme parks of central Florida, Gulf Coast

beaches and casino gaming/resorts.  Major league sports teams, NCAA bowl games, three

cruise terminals with weekly mass-market cruise ship departures and convention opportunities

also draw visitors to communities in the region, while military bases and major defense contrac-

tor facilities bring business and military travelers.  Reintroduction of rail passenger service to

this market presents numerous marketing opportunities and Amtrak has the marketing capabil-

ity to assist in promoting any service which is implemented.  

Given these factors and opportunities, Amtrak has identified a range of feasible service options

and produced an analysis of ridership levels, projected revenues, and associated costs.  While

infrastructure capital costs are not included in this evaluation, these service options provide a

starting point for a detailed analysis of the capital needs associated with each option.

Of the five evaluated alternatives and sub-alternatives, Amtrak identified Alternatives A/A1 as

providing the best balance of operating costs and ridership benefits:

• Alternatives A and A1: Extend a portion of the City of New Orleans consist from New 

Orleans to Orlando, with (Alternative A) or without (Alternative A1) a single daily

state-supported train, priced under the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act, 

Section 209 methodology (PRIIA 209) between New Orleans and Mobile.  

o Alternative A would generate annual ridership of 153,900 passengers and would require

an annual operating (and PRIIA 209 Equipment Capital) funding commitment of $9.49 

million.  This alternative provided the highest total ridership of any analyzed 

alternative.

o Alternative A1 would generate annual ridership of 138,300 passengers and require an 

annual operating funding commitment of $5.48 million.  This alternative provided the 
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second highest ridership of all the analyzed alternatives, but the lowest level of 

identified operating need.

In addition, Amtrak evaluated two alternate service plans:

• Alternatives B and B1: Two daily state-supported round trips between New Orleans and 

Mobile, to be priced and funded by the state partners under the PRIIA 209 methodology 

without (Alternative B) or with (Alternative B1) a Thruway bus connection from Mobile to 

Amtrak service at Jacksonville.

o Alternative B would generate annual ridership of 38,400 passengers and would require 

an annual PRIIA 209 operating and equipment capital funding commitment of $6.97 

million.

o Alternative B1 would generate annual ridership of 43,400 passengers and would require

an annual PRIIA 209 operating and equipment capital funding commitment of $8.26 

million.

• Alternative C: One daily long distance round trip between New Orleans and Orlando.  This 

alternative would generate annual ridership of 69,100 passengers and would require an 

annual operating funding commitment of $14.4 million.

Alternatives A and A1 yield superior ridership demand and cost efficiency over Alternatives B

and B1 and C due to the availability of daily “one-seat ride” service between the Gulf Coast sta-

tions and points on the current City of New Orleans route, eliminating the need to change trains

in New Orleans for travel between the current City of New Orleans route and Gulf Coast points.

Since the number of passengers who are willing to make a single connection is greater than

those willing to make two connections to continue a trip, ridership also increases on additional

Amtrak services which connect to both the future Gulf route as well as the existing City of New

Orleans.  Cost efficiencies are also present, as a run-through operation requires less additional

equipment than a stand-alone New Orleans-Orlando passenger train with dedicated equip-

ment.

To proceed with any of the proposed alternatives evaluated here, Amtrak and the SRC will need

to:

• Approach the host railroads (chiefly CSXT) to identify any infrastructure needs for the 

proposed service. 

• Identify and develop operating and capital funding mechanisms to support any proposed 

service. 

• Identify and build support from institutions which are likely to benefit from, and attract 

riders to, the proposed Gulf Coast service.  

• Work with communities on plans to revitalize station facilities.

• Refine service proposals as a clearer picture emerges of the infrastructure environment and 

as marketing opportunities are developed along the route.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N   &   B A C K G R O U N D

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

This report has been prepared by Amtrak in response to a request from the Southern Rail Com-

mission for a study of possible alternatives for the return of passenger service to the Gulf Coast

region.  The goal of this report is to determine the potential operating characteristics and per-

formance of different potential service scenarios, allowing the SRC to pick which service plan

would benefit the region best, so that it can base community outreach, study necessary 

infrastructure improvements and develop necessary funding mechanisms accordingly.

History of Amtrak Service Along the Gulf Coast

Amtrak launched service along the Gulf Coast beginning in 1984 with the daily Gulf Coast Lim-

ited between Mobile and New Orleans, in conjunction with the Louisiana World’s Fair Exposi-

tion, at the behest of the Southern Rapid Rail Transit Commission (now the SRC).  The states of

Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama, via legislature-approved funding, jointly supported the

service as a 403(b) operation.  Although the train was well patronized, Mississippi did not con-

tinue its financial support and the service was terminated in January, 1985.  In March of 1993,

Amtrak inaugurated the first coast-to-coast intercity passenger train by extending the long dis-

tance, tri-weekly Los Angeles-New Orleans Sunset Limited to Miami, Florida and points in be-

tween.  The states (Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama and Florida) were again called on to

provide a one-time financial commitment in the form of capital infrastructure dollars.  In the

summer of 1996, at the request of the SRC, Amtrak restarted the Gulf Coast Limited, again with fi-

nancial support from Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama.  This New Orleans-Mobile service

was operated in addition to the Sunset Limited, briefly providing multiple frequencies along the

Gulf Coast until its discontinuance in March 1997.  While the corridor train proved to be suc-

cessful, it was lost due to the lack of consistent multi-state funding.
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Inaugural run of the Sunset Limited along the Gulf Coast Gulfport, Mississippi, March 31, 1993.
Photo: Amtrak Archives courtesy Ira Silverman
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While the Sunset Limited was initially a success, as the years went on the train suffered from sig-

nificant operating and timekeeping problems which were a product of more general operating

problems experienced by the host railroads.  While the host railroad operating problems were

beyond Amtrak’s control, the 2,764-mile length of the Sunset Limited route greatly magnified the

impacts to service.  Trains frequently ran several hours late (sometimes over 24 hours late) in the

late 1990s and early 2000s.  Amtrak made several adjustments in an attempt to address the de-

lays, including adding more time to the schedule, but to no avail.  By 2005, Amtrak was busing

passengers east of New Orleans on nearly one third of all trips in an effort to keep the Sunset

Limited on schedule over the rest of its route.

The Sunset Limited service was suspended in August of 2005, immediately prior to Hurricane

Katrina making landfall along the Louisiana-Mississippi border.  Due to the significant damage

to the region, CSXT railroad service was also suspended.  Following the restoration of the CSXT

mainline in the spring of 2006, Amtrak did not restore the previous service east of New Orleans.

Service has remained suspended since that time as Amtrak, the states, Federal and local govern-

ments have taken the problem of service restoration under consideration.

The Southern Rail Commission’s Request

In mid-2015, the SRC commissioned Amtrak to evaluate service options along the Gulf Coast.

This evaluation includes a range of service options that Amtrak believes it can reliably provide,
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as well as an analysis of ridership levels, projected revenues, and associated costs.  While infra-

structure capital costs are not included in this evaluation, the service options provide a starting

point for a detailed analysis of the capital needs associated with each option.

Amtrak developed and evaluated five alternatives and sub-alternatives.  The superior 

alternatives from a ridership demand and/or cost effectiveness standpoint are Alternatives

A/A1:

• Alternative A: Extend a portion of the City of New Orleans’ consist through from New 

Orleans to Orlando, with a single state-supported train priced under PRIIA 209 between 

New Orleans and Mobile.  This alternative was also evaluated without the state-sup-

ported service, as Alternative A1, which has the lowest forecast operating funding need 

of all evaluated alternatives.  A stable, multi-year operating funding mechanism for the 

additional long distance service would have to be developed that is beyond the scope of 

PRIIA 209 state-supported pricing.

In addition, Amtrak evaluated:

• Alternatives B/B1: Two daily state-supported round trips between New Orleans and 

Mobile, to be priced and funded by the state partners under the PRIIA 209 methodology.

A Thruway bus connection from proposed service at Mobile to Amtrak service at 

Jacksonville was also evaluated, as Alternative B1.

• Alternative C: One daily long distance round trip between New Orleans and Orlando.  

A stable, multi-year funding mechanism for this service would have to be developed 

that is beyond the scope of PRIIA 209 state-supported pricing.

Details of the proposed operational and financial results of each alternative are described in 

detail in the “Evaluated Alternatives” and “Comparison of Results” sections of this report.

In June 2009, pursuant to Section 226 of the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act of

2008, Amtrak released a report containing potential service restoration alternatives for Gulf

Coast Service, including the stand-alone long distance train and City of New Orleans extension

options.  This report contains updated figures to reflect changes in market demand and operat-

ing assumptions such as a modified schedule assumption and more economical consist assump-

tions.  Furthermore, the financial forecasts based in this evaluation reflect updated base cost

data from more recent systemwide cost experience, and identifies and prices state-supported

service under the PRIIA 209 methodology.

The Gulf Coast Region

The Gulf Coast region is defined for the purposes of this report as the towns, cities, metropoli-

tan and micropolitan areas between New Orleans and Orlando which would gain service under
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the alternatives proposed in this study.  The region is home to numerous regional, national and

global tourist destinations and events, including New Orleans’ Mardi Gras, the theme parks of

central Florida, the Gulf Coast beaches, and multiple casino gaming/resort destinations.  Major

league sports teams, NCAA bowl games, three cruise terminals with weekly mass-market cruise

ship departures and conventions also draw visitors to communities in the region, while military

bases and major defense contractor facilities bring business and military travelers.  The tables

on the following pages highlight some of the attractions and major institutional traffic genera-

tors along the proposed route, along with the population of the individual communities, as well

as the aggregate totals for the region.

The geography of the Gulf Coast region and the proposed service schedules open up numerous

opportunities for connectivity with other Amtrak services and modes of transportation.  A long

distance train terminating in Orlando would benefit from connections to existing Amtrak serv-

ice to the Miami metropolitan area, Tampa and the west coast of Florida.  At New Orleans, con-

nections (or through service in Alternatives A/A1) can be offered to points north including

Jackson, Memphis and Amtrak’s Chicago hub for long distance and state-supported routes

aboard the City of New Orleans train.  Connections up the east coast of the United States could be

facilitated through Jacksonville, while the joint Amtrak/Greyhound station facility in New 

Orleans could also facilitate new Thruway bus connections under Amtrak interline ticketing

agreements with Greyhound.  Specific connections available under each alternative are high-

lighted in the Alternatives section of this report.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

In order to forecast the operating results for the proposed Gulf Coast services, including forecast

PRIIA 209 methodology pricing results for proposed state-supported services, Amtrak Market

Research and Amtrak Finance relied on modeling processes consistent with those used for stud-

ies of other service changes throughout the Amtrak system.  To obtain data on market demand,

Amtrak Market Research relied on research and modeling services provided by Steer Davies

Gleave (SDG), an industry leader in demand forecasting.  

To ensure effective modeling of demand, SDG uses a model developed specifically for services

whose frequency, operational characteristics, and levels of service were typical of the operations

Amtrak has historically provided in the Gulf Coast Region.  Basic demand forecasting was pro-

vided by the Long Distance Train Demand Forecasting Model, which provided the starting

point for the analytical effort.  The resulting demand forecasts were then fed into Amtrak’s

Route and Service Change Evaluation Model, along with the proposed service plan, to deter-

mine incremental costs, PRIIA 209 pricing, and the resulting profit and/or loss results.

Long Distance Train Demand Forecasting Model

The Long Distance Train Demand Forecasting Model is a reliable and well tested instrument

which Amtrak uses to forecast ridership and ticket revenue on Amtrak’s existing long distance

train services.  The model uses a direct demand approach to forecast Amtrak ridership by geo-

graphic market and class of service.  Long distance customer travel surveys and actual rider-

ship/revenue data were used to create a mathematical model which would, with the necessary

inputs, provide users with forecasts of ridership, passenger mileage, and ticket revenue.  The

surveys included stated preference questions addressing sensitivities to changes in key charac-

teristics of Amtrak long distance train travel.  The model utilizes existing and historical rider-

ship data, where available, to validate the baseline condition. 

For a particular analysis, the long distance model is applied to all existing and new markets 

impacted by the proposed change(s), including markets served directly by a “one seat ride” and

major markets served by connecting trains and Thruway bus services.  Socio-economic data and

forecasts of population, employment, and income, provided by Moody’s Economy.com, are 

assembled for a 30-mile radius around each station area.  Other key inputs to the long distance

model analysis include:

• Timetables (for each train and connection), which provide:

- Departure and arrival times, that define

• Travel times

• Time of day

• Number of nights

• Spacing between trains

- Class(es) of service provided (coach, sleeper, etc.)

- Frequency of service (daily, tri-weekly, etc.)
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- Direct vs. connecting service (and train vs. bus)

• Fares (average yields) by class of service

Route and Service Change Evaluation Model

Once the relevant demand data has been generated by the Amtrak Long Distance Train Demand

Forecasting Model administered by Steer Davies Gleave, Amtrak Finance evaluates the forecast

cost of each alternative.  This evaluation uses Amtrak’s internally-developed Route and Service

Change Evaluation Model.  

The Route and Service Change Model receives the demand forecasts from the Demand Model

and builds the service plan based on the proposed train schedules and equipment consists.

Forecast ticket revenue is subsequntly adjusted in the Route and Service Change Model to trans-

fer the forecast value of any premium class (sleeping car, business class) food and beverage

service amenities to food and beverage revenue.  This value is added to the forecast food and

beverage revenue based on the forecast passenger miles.

The base unit costs are calculated using FY2014 Amtrak Performance Tracking (APT) data for

the specific routes affected, in this case the City of New Orleans and Sunset Limited.  These unit

costs are then applied to the demand and operating statistics to forecast the operating and main-

tenance costs.  Statistics that drive these costs include: train miles, labor hours, ticket revenue,

passengers, passenger miles, number of equipment sets, unit miles, and train hours.  The results

are presented within the model in FY2014 dollars inflated to FY2016 for the proposed Gulf

Coast services.

PRIIA 209 Methodology

Section 209 of the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act of 2008 (PRIIA 209) requires

that all Amtrak routes under 750 miles in length (and outside of the Boston-Washington North-

east Corridor) must be the financial responsibility of the states they operate through.  Costs and

payments for these services must be computed using a uniform methodology that is applied

equally to all states and state-supported routes.  The line-item breakdown and representation of

Service
Plan

• Train Schedules
• Train Consists
• Connections

Demand
Model

Route &
Service
Model

Forecast:
• Passengers
• Passenger Miles
• Ticket Revenue
   (unadjusted)

• FY14 APT Base
• Forecast operating
   Statistics
• Forecasts
   O&M Costs,
   F&B Review
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costs for state-supported services in this study is shown in the PRIIA 209 methodology format,

resulting in state payment figures which are consistent with the methodology.  PRIIA 209 also

requires that states pay for the appropriate share of overhauls of equipment operated in state-

supported service through an equipment capital use charge, which is also included in the re-

sults of this evaluation for all state-supported routes.  These costs are based on the percent share

of units used for a given equipment type and the forecast overhaul costs for that equipment

type across Amtrak’s fleet for the forecast year.

Long Distance Financial Figures

Long distance trains are not subject to the PRIIA 209 cost methodology. Amtrak forecasted fig-

ures using its standard Route and Service Change Evaluation Model, as the model can forecast

costs for both PRIIA 209 and non-PRIIA 209 Amtrak services.  The net incremental operating

losses forecast are not currently funded, and require future discussion with the SRC, as Amtrak

is under considerable pressure to reduce losses and cannot cover the costs of any of the pro-

posed options.  The long distance incremental cost impacts provided in this report represent the

total systemwide impact, including instances where some losses to the Gulf Coast long distance

service can be partially mitigated through positive connecting revenue impacts to other routes

within the Amtrak system.
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Overview

At the request of the SRC, Amtrak evaluated five alternatives and sub-alternatives for service to

the Gulf Coast.  Alternatives A/A1 clearly outperformed the other alternatives in terms of rider-

ship demand and operating funding need:

Alternative A: Extend the City of New Orleans from New Orleans to Orlando and operate a sin-

gle state-supported round trip between New Orleans and Mobile.  This alternative had the best

forecast ridership demand.

- Alternative A1: Extend the City of New Orleans from New Orleans to Orlando without 

additional service between New Orleans and Mobile.  This alternative had the lowest 

operating funding need.

Amtrak also evaluated two other alternatives, B/B1 and C:

Alternative B: Two daily state-supported round trips between New Orleans and Mobile.

- Alternative B1: Two daily state-supported round trips between New Orleans and 

Mobile with a dedicated Amtrak Thruway motorcoach connection between Mobile and 

Jacksonville.

Alternative C: Stand-alone long distance train operating between New Orleans and Orlando.

Detailed descriptions of each alternative, including conceptual schedules, proposed consists and

equipment turns, connections and staffing assumptions, are presented on the following pages.

E V A L U A T E D   A L T E R N A T I V E S
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Overview

For Alternative A, Amtrak would extend a portion of the City of New Orleans train through to

Orlando.  The train would make intermediate station stops at Bay St. Louis, Gulfport, Biloxi,

Pascagoula, Mobile, Atmore, Pensacola, Crestview, Chipley, Tallahassee, Madison, Lake City,

Jacksonville, Palatka, DeLand and Winter Park.  The eastbound train would depart New Or-

leans in the late afternoon, Mobile in the evening, Tallahassee early the next morning, Jack-

sonville mid-morning, and arrive into Orlando late morning.  The westbound train would

depart Orlando in the early afternoon, Jacksonville late afternoon, Tallahassee in the evening,

Mobile early the next morning, and arrive into New Orleans mid-morning.  Amtrak would also

operate a single state-supported train eastbound in the morning and westbound in the after-

noon/evening between New Orleans and Mobile.  This alternative envisions operating the daily

state-supported round trip between New Orleans and Mobile with intermediate station stops at

Bay St. Louis, Gulfport, Biloxi, and Pascagoula.  Coach service with at-seat power outlets and

AmtrakConnect Wi-Fi would be available on both trains.  On the City of New Orleans extension,

food service would be provided with a Cross-Country Café and equipment would be main-

tained overnight at the Sanford, FL Auto Train Facility.  On the state-supported corridor train,

food service would consist of café car service provided through a Club Dinette car, and equip-

ment would be maintained in New Orleans with contract cleaning and turnaround services in

Mobile.

Amtrak also evaluated the impact of the long distance train extension without the added state

corridor train, referred to as Alternative A1.

Alternatives A and A1: Extend the City of New Orleans to Florida with (A) or without (A1)
an additional State-Supported Train.
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The Amtrak southbound City of New Orleans arriving into Jackson, MS.  In Alternative A/A1, this train extends beyond New
Orleans to Gulf Coast points and Orlando.  

Conceptual Schedule

Conceptual schedules for Alternative A are shown in the tables on the following pages.  For the

long distance train, stations on the extended section are highlighted in blue.
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Connections

Alternative A provides the greatest number of possible connection options.  By extending the

City of New Orleans to Orlando, passengers could travel between Gulf Coast stations and points

on the City of New Orleans route such as Jackson, Memphis and Chicago without changing

trains.  Passengers from Gulf Coast stations and points on the existing City of New Orleans route

could connect with the Silver Meteor at Orlando for travel to points south to West Palm Beach,

Fort Lauderdale and Miami, or use the Amtrak Thruway motorcoach service to reach Lakeland,

Tampa, St. Petersburg, Bradenton or Sarasota.  Passengers at Jacksonville can connect with the

Silver Star and Silver Meteor for destinations in Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia and the North-

east Corridor (Washington – Philadelphia – New York City).  At New Orleans, passengers could

connect overnight with the Sunset Limited service to Los Angeles.  Passengers from Gulf Coast

stations could connect at Jackson with Amtrak Thruway interline motorcoach service to Shreve-

port.  Additionally, passengers from Gulf Coast stations could connect with Amtrak Thruway

motorcoach service at Carbondale to St. Louis.  Finally, access to Chicago Union Station would

permit connections with Amtrak’s Empire Builder, California Zephyr, Southwest Chief, Lincoln Serv-

ice, Blue Water, Pere Marquette, Wolverine Service, Hiawatha Service, Capitol Limited, Lake Shore Lim-

ited, Cardinal and Hoosier State.

Amtrak also has the ability to offer through ticketing on connecting bus services under its na-

tionwide partnership with Greyhound.  This partnership would allow passengers to access the

frequent service between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, as well as connections to/from

Alexandria, Lafayette, Beaumont and Houston.  Amtrak and Greyhound both use New Orleans

Union Passenger Terminal, allowing for convenient access and ease of connectivity at this 

important location on the route.

Consist

The City of New Orleans currently operates with three sets of equipment.  A fourth and fifth set

of equipment will be necessary, but they will be smaller sets since they will include only equip-

ment needed for the operation between New Orleans and Orlando.  This alternative assumes

that the P-42 locomotive, one Superliner coach, one Superliner coach-baggage, one Superliner

Cross-Country Café car and one Superliner sleeping car would operate through from Chicago

to Orlando on a year-round basis, while the rest of the consist would turn at New Orleans.  On

some peak dates, however, an additional coach and/or the transition sleeping car from the City

of New Orleans may also need to operate through in order to capture all ridership demand and

revenue.  This concept of operating trains of variable lengths depending on demand is consis-

tent with the “right-sizing” initiative in place for nearly all routes in Amtrak’s Long Distance

Business Line, where consists vary in size according to seasonal demand.

The state-supported round trip would require a single P-42, two Horizon coaches and a Horizon

Club Dinette (offering both food service and Business Class) in dedicated Gulf Coast service.
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A table of the equipment used on each train operating east of New Orleans is presented below:
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Cross-Country Café car, with tables for sit-down meal service and a counter for ordering food.  

Amtrak Superliner Sleeping Car Roomette, set up for daytime use, similar to the sleeping accommodations which would be
available on the proposed long distance service.  At night, the seats fold into a lower bunk bed, an upper bunk is lowered
from above.  
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Staffing

The long distance train would be staffed with 1-2 engineers, conductor and assistant conductor

(3-4 crewmembers) who are subject to Federal Hours of Service regulations.  The number of en-

gineers is determined based on Amtrak’s labor agreements. This study assumes these crews

would change at Pensacola and Jacksonville.  In addition, each train would be staffed with an

on-board service (OBS) crew of 5, including:

• One coach attendant for the coach section

• One Sleeping car attendant for the sleeping car

• One chef, one service attendant and one lead service attendant in the Cross Country Café

to provide food service.  

• If the City of New Orleans extension must operate with an additional coach and/or 

Transition Sleeper for peak trips, the additional cars also will trigger a sixth OBS 

employee, one additional attendant.

On-board service positions are not subject to Federal Hours of Service regulations and these em-

ployees will work through from New Orleans to Orlando, with rest hours for portions of the

trip during the middle of the night.  As with Alternative C, Amtrak forces would maintain the

long distance train at the Sanford Auto Train mechanical facility.

The state-supported trains would be staffed with an engineer, conductor, assistant conductor

and a single lead service attendant providing food service in the Club-Dinette.  The financial

evaluation assumes that trains would be serviced by a mechanical contractor at Mobile and by

Amtrak’s in-house mechanical forces in New Orleans.

Performance

If Alternative A (operation of both the long distance and state-supported trains) is selected, the

posited results would include the following:

• 153,900 annual passengers (34,800 on the state-supported service plus 119,100 on the City

of New Orleans extension).

• 65.1 million annual rail passenger miles (3.8 million on the state-supported service plus 

61.3 million on the City of New Orleans extension).

• $12.72 million in annual ticket and food & beverage revenue ($756,000 on the 

state-supported service plus $11.96 million on the City of New Orleans extension).

• $3.93 million in annual operating expenses under PRIIA 209 for the state-supported 

service.

• $3.17 million in annual state operating payments under PRIIA 209.

• $609,000 in annual equipment capital expenses charged to the state partners under 

PRIIA 209 for the state-supported service.

• $3.78 million in total PRIIA 209 state payments (operating and equipment capital) for the

state-supported service.
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• $5.71 million in annual incremental operating loss as a result of the City of New Orleans

extension.

• $9.49 million in combined annual funding needs for the City of New Orleans extension 

and state-supported service, the net of the $5.71 million annual incremental operating 

loss for the long distance train east of New Orleans and the $3.78 million net operating 

and equipment capital expense for the state-supported service.

• Potential cost reductions of $654,000 annually are possible if the chef position in the 

Cross-Country Café is removed from the proposal, and food is instead prepared and 

served by the Lead Service Attendant and Service Attendant.  A trial of this staffing plan 

is currently underway on the City of New Orleans.

• Conversely, potential additional costs are possible if the third coach and/or Transition 

Sleeper must operate through from New Orleans to Florida on a regular basis in order to

realize all demand and revenue on all trips during peak periods.  Based on figures 

provided by Amtrak Finance, an incremental cost of $363,000 is possible for the cars to 

be added to the busiest 25% of trips in a given year.

If Alternative A1 is chosen, the most notable variations to the results listed above would in-

clude:

• 138,300 annual incremental passengers (down from 153,900).

• 63.0 million annual rail passenger miles (down from 65.1 million).

• $5.48 million in combined annual funding needs for the long distance train extension 

(down from $5.71 million).

• The same potential cost adjustments regarding the chef position and/or addition of peak

season equipment in Alternative A also apply to Alternative A1.

Forecast long distance expenses included in this evaluation are incremental in nature and do not

reflect allocations of system-wide expenses.
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Overview

Alternatives B and B1 envision operation of two daily state-supported round trips between

New Orleans, LA and Mobile, AL, making the same intermediate station stops as the state-sup-

ported train in Alternative A.  The two round trips (listed in the accompanying timetables as

TBD 3, 4, 5 and 6) would include one morning train in each direction, and one late

afternoon/early evening train in each direction.  One round trip (operating eastbound in the af-

ternoon/evening and westbound in the morning) would use equipment which currently sits in

New Orleans in between scheduled runs of the City of New Orleans.  Coach and lounge car serv-

ice would be provided.  The other round trip (eastbound in the morning and westbound in the

afternoon/evening) would use a dedicated trainset and could include coach, Business Class and

café car service.  Both trains would offer AmtrakConnect Wi-Fi service and at-seat power out-

lets.  One of the coaches could also be designated an Amtrak Quiet Car if the state partners so

desire.

For Alternative B1, Amtrak also evaluated a connecting motorcoach operation between Mobile

and Jacksonville, providing connectivity between the new service and stations east of Mobile, as

well as a connection to the New York-Miami Silver Star at Jacksonville.  

Alternatives B and B1: Two daily state-supported round trips between New Orleans 
and Mobile.
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Conceptual Schedule

Conceptual schedules for Alternatives B and B1 are shown in the tables below:

For Alternative B1, the Thruway motorcoach schedule assumption was:

Connections

Trains TBD 5 and TBD 6 would connect with the City of New Orleans at New Orleans.  In Alter-

native B1, Trains TBD 3 and TBD 4 would also  connect with the proposed dedicated Thruway

bus from Mobile to Jacksonville, which would provide a connection with Amtrak’s Silver Star

Trains 91 and 92 service to Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia and the Northeast Corridor (Wash-
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ington – Philadelphia – New York).  At New Orleans, passengers would be able to connect

overnight with the Sunset Limited.

Amtrak, through its nationwide partnership with Greyhound, also has the ability to offer

through ticketing on connecting bus services, such as the frequent service between New Orleans

and Baton Rouge, as well as connections to/from Alexandria, Shreveport, Lafayette, Beaumont

and Houston.  Amtrak and Greyhound both use the New Orleans Union Passenger Terminal in

New Orleans, affording passengers an easy connection.

Consist

Two sets of equipment would be used for the state-supported service in Alternative B.  One

round trip (shown here as Trains TBD 5 and TBD 6) would use a P-42, two Superliner coaches, a

Amtrak’s Horizon Business Class features spacious leather seating with two seats (shown) on one side of the aisle and single
seats on the other side of the aisle.  
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Superliner coach-baggage and Superliner Sightseer Lounge which otherwise would layover in

New Orleans between regularly scheduled City of New Orleans trips.  The other trainset would

use a single P-42, two Horizon coaches and a Horizon Club Dinette in dedicated Gulf Coast

service.  The table on the following page shows the equipment required for each trainset.

Staffing

Each train would be staffed with an engineer, conductor, assistant conductor and attendant 

providing food service in the Sightseer Lounge car (Trains TBD 5 and TBD 6) or Club Dinette

(Trains TBD 3 and TBD 4).  The financial evaluation assumes trains being serviced by a mechan-

ical contractor at Mobile and by Amtrak’s in-house mechanical forces in New Orleans.

Performance

Amtrak Finance, using demand data from Amtrak Market Research and SDG, forecast the 

following performance for the proposed service in Alternative B:

• 38,400 annual passengers.

• 3.79 million annual rail passenger miles.

• $704,000 annual ticket and food & beverage revenue.

Amtrak Horizon Coaches feature reclining seats, overhead reading lights, power outlets at each seat pair and AmtrakConnect
Wi-Fi.  
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• $6.15 million in annual operating expenses under the PRIIA 209 methodology.

• $5.45 million in annual state operating payments under the PRIIA 209 methodology.

• $1.52 million in annual equipment capital expenses charged to the state partners under 

the PRIIA 209 methodology.

• $6.97 million in annual state payments.

Adding the Thruway connection between Mobile and Jacksonville for Alternative B1 increases

the state payment by $1.26 million annually.  Due to the length of the Thruway route, a separate

vehicle and driver would be required for each one way trip, with drivers likely required to

overnight with their vehicles away from their home terminal.  Specific ridership, revenue and fi-

nancial performance data for Alternative B1 was forecast as follows:

• 43,400 annual passengers.

• 5.228 million annual rail passenger miles.

• $1.05 million in annual ticket and food & beverage revenue.

• $7.78 million in annual operating expenses under the PRIIA 209 methodology.

• $1.52 million in annual equipment capital expenses charged to the state partners under 

the PRIIA 209 methodology.

• $8.26 million in annual state payments.
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Alternative C: Stand-Alone Long Distance Train Operating Between New Orleans 
and Orlando.

Overview

Alternative C involves operation of a single daily overnight round trip between New Orleans

and Orlando, Florida.  The schedule and intermediate station stops are identical to the long dis-

tance service east of New Orleans in Alternatives A and A1.  Coach and sleeping car service

would be available, with AmtrakConnect Wi-Fi and power outlets at coach seats and in sleeping

car rooms.  Food service would be provided with a Cross-Country Café, similar to the food

service car on the City of New Orleans.  Equipment would be maintained overnight at the San-

ford, FL Auto Train facility.



Conceptual Schedule

The conceptual schedule for Alternative C is shown in the table below as Trains TBD 1 & 2:

Connections

This train offers same-day connections with the City of New Orleans at New Orleans for points

north to Jackson, Memphis and Chicago, the Silver Star and Silver Meteor at Jacksonville for

points north in Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia and the Northeast Corridor (Washington –

Philadelphia – New York), and the Silver Meteor at Orlando for points south to West Palm Beach,

Fort Lauderdale and Miami.  This train would also connect with existing Amtrak Thruway mo-

torcoach service to Lakeland, Tampa, St. Petersburg, Bradenton and Sarasota.  At New Orleans,

passengers can connect overnight with the Sunset Limited.
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Amtrak, through its nationwide partnership with Greyhound, also has the ability to offer

through ticketing on connecting bus services, such as the frequent service between New Orleans

and Baton Rouge, as well as connections to/from Alexandria, Shreveport, Lafayette, Beaumont

and Houston.  Amtrak and Greyhound both use the New Orleans Union Passenger Terminal in

New Orleans, so bus-to-train connections are facilitated within the same building.

Consist

Three sets of equipment are required to operate this service, each consisting of one P-42 locomo-

tive, one Superliner coach, one Superliner coach-baggage (coach with checked baggage room),

one Superliner Cross-Country Café (to offer food service) and one Superliner sleeping car.

Coach and sleeping car service is offered on board.  Equipment would turn around during the

day at New Orleans, and would be maintained overnight at the current Auto Train maintenance

facility near Orlando at Sanford, FL.  A table of the equipment used for each of the three 

trainsets is presented below:

Staffing

Each train would be staffed with an engineer, conductor and assistant conductor who are 

subject to Federal Hours of Service regulations.  A second engineer would also work the train

where applicable, per Amtrak’s labor agreements.  Amtrak assumes these crews will change at

Pensacola and Jacksonville.  In addition, each train would be staffed with:

• A coach attendant for the coach section

• Sleeping car attendant for the sleeping car

• Service attendant, chef and lead service attendant in the Cross-Country Café to provide 

food service.  



Report for the Southern Rail Commission December 2015     | 35

These attendant positions are not subject to Federal Hours of Service regulations and these 

employees will work through from New Orleans to Orlando, with rest hours for portions of the

trip during the middle of the night.

Performance

Amtrak Finance, using demand data from Amtrak Market Research and SDG, forecast the fol-

lowing performance for the proposed service in Alternative C:

• 69,100 annual passengers.

• 24.04 million annual rail passenger miles.

• $4.03 million in annual ticket and food and beverage revenue.

• $14.4 million in annual incremental operating loss.

Forecast expenses included in this evaluation alternative are incremental in nature and do not

reflect allocations of system-wide expenses.

Alternatives A/A1 yield superior ridership demand and cost efficiency over Alternatives B/B1

and C as they allow for daily “one-seat ride” service between the Gulf Coast stations and the

current City of New Orleans route.  Since the number of passengers who are willing to make a

single connection is also greater than those willing to make two connections to continue a trip,

ridership also increases on additional Amtrak services which connect to both the future Gulf

route as well as the existing City of New Orleans.  Cost efficiencies are also present, as a 

run-through operation requires less additional equipment than a stand-alone New Orleans-

Orlando passenger train with dedicated equipment.
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A comparison of the full range of alternatives studied is summarized in the table below, in 2016

dollars:

As can be seen in the table above, Alternatives A and A1 clearly outperform the other 

alternatives in terms of ridership, and both include service through to Orlando from New 

Orleans.  Alternative A1 offers the lowest forecast total annual funding need, while Alternative

A features the highest ridership.

C O M P A R I S O N   O F   R E S U L T S
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M A R K E T I N G   &   S A L E S   R E S O U R C E S

Amtrak Marketing has developed a sample strategy for marketing and sales for the analyzed al-

ternatives designed to maximize publicity and stimulate travel demand.  This strategy includes

paid advertising, strategic public relations (PR) initiatives, social media campaigns, and 

partnerships with local traffic generators, educational institutions and tourist attractions.  A

well-managed publicity campaign could include a “whistle stop” inaugural run designed to

maximize media exposure.  This sample strategy is based on recent Amtrak experience 

launching other routes, many of which have benefited from widely advertised service launches.

With the proposal for new Amtrak Service between New Orleans, LA and Orlando, FL, there are

several notable opportunities which can be leveraged to raise the public profile of any future

service both in the general marketplace as well as through earned media gained from public 

relations and social media. This service would not just reconnect a region of the country that has

had no Amtrak service since Hurricane Katrina, it would serve to connect important southern

economies and support growing tourism in this prosperous and economically active region.

New Amtrak service would facilitate group travel, increase the availability of public 

transportation for student travelers, and provide opportunities for business and government

travel throughout the region.

Strategy

An integrated marketing strategy would be a vital component of any plan to inaugurate any

new service.  It will be important to develop a brand identity, paid media strategy and the route

specific collateral about the service that will be used to consistently communicate about the new

service. These elements would also be used in communication and PR about the service and

also support a social media presence. A paid media schedule could begin to promote an 

inaugural train and whistle stop tour, but there will be a need to identify funding for these 

efforts.

Ideally, messaging and public relations efforts should begin a year before the scheduled service

launch.  An integrated public relations and media relations campaign including news releases

and public forums will help to educate and inform the public and communities along the route

about the future service. 

Four months before scheduled service launch, the date of an inaugural train and whistle stop

tour to promote the new service could be announced. The inaugural train could include a stop

with celebrations and media events in each community, picking up dignitaries and key stake-

holders along the way, and culminating with a final grand event at a chosen destination station.

This is also an appropriate time to announce an introductory fare offer (if determined by 

pricing) to increase awareness.  Another and often more efficient method is to announce city

pair pricing between various destinations along the route. 



38 | December 2015   Report for the Southern Rail Commission

Social media can be used to create awareness, leveraging the social media efforts and market

penetration of the various partners to ensure a widespread reach.  Grass roots relationships and

partnerships developed and implemented including convention/visitors bureau (CVB) mem-

berships and engagement with business and political communities would greatly enhance such

an effort, and would pave the way for a paid media program that would begin two weeks

ahead of service launch.

Tactics

The marketing effort would center around the identified markets along the route.  An integrated

effort, involving Amtrak and its partners, would target these markets heavily, leveraging our

partners’ knowledge and market penetration to ensure effective outreach.  Key efforts would in-

clude (but not necessarily be limited to):

• Promote student travel by connection and sponsorship of colleges and universities along

the route.

Amtrak and Virginia state partner officials cut the ribbon to launch Amtrak’s state-supported service to Lynchburg in October of 2009.
Amtrak’s successful state partnership with Virginia will result in this train being extended further south, to Roanoke, in 2016.
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• Develop and promote Amtrak Vacations packages (route specific) (12-14 months prior to

inaugural train).

• Business and government travel (military installations and major employers in the 

region).  Include eligibility for Amtrak Federal Fare program.

• Family reunion travel.

• Sports sponsorships (both college and professional).

To ensure this effort is a success, Amtrak would leverage its existing marketing resources 

heavily.  As the nation’s only national passenger rail carrier, Amtrak possesses significant 

advertising, marketing, ticketing and reservation operations that would support any of the

identified service alternatives.  These would include:

• Full service web service (route page and regional specific content, Amtrak policies, 

schedules, Google Maps, etc.)

• Email marketing

• Reservation system

• Contact centers

• E-ticketing

• Thruway bus connectivity

• Amtrak Vacations

• National asset development, TV, radio, digital

• Social media support
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The financial evaluations performed by Amtrak and included here examine only the operating

cost impacts of the proposed long distance services, or operating and equipment capital state

pricing for state-supported services under PRIIA 209.  The evaluation figures provided here do

not include the capital costs associated with stations or any infrastructure improvements neces-

sary to support track speeds equal to those available for the last passenger trains to regularly

operate over the Gulf Coast route in 2005.  These figures also do not include any incremental

costs for Positive Train Control or capacity improvements needed to operate passenger trains

alongside existing freight traffic.

To proceed with any of the proposed alternatives evaluated here, Amtrak and the SRC will need

to:

• Approach the host railroads (chiefly CSXT) to identify any infrastructure needs for the 

proposed service. A capacity study may be necessary, and infrastructure improvements 

necessary to support passenger operation may be identified.  

• Develop operating and capital funding mechanisms to fund any proposed service. Such 

solutions will need to either assure funding for state supported services of under 750 

miles route length per PRIIA 209, or will need to assure funding that is sufficient to 

recover any incremental costs incurred by Amtrak as a result of changes to the long 

distance route network.

• Identify and build support from institutions which are likely to benefit from, and attract 

riders to, the proposed Gulf Coast service. Amtrak and the SRC will need to reach out to 

colleges/universities, tourist attractions, communities, chambers of commerce and other

major government and private institutions to determine how proposed rail service can 

provide the most useful transportation options to as many such potential traffic 

generators as possible. 

• Work with communities on plans to revitalize stations to support service. Throughout 

the Amtrak system, physical station facilities for new routes are the responsibility of 

communities and states served.  Amtrak can assist the SRC in working with 

communities to ensure that station facilities will be in proper condition for service.

• Further refine service proposals as a clearer picture emerges of the infrastructure 

environment and additional marketing opportunities are forged along the route. As Amtrak and

the SRC proceed with the other next steps, changes to assumptions for the service plan 

and potential economic viability of the route may emerge, and should be explored in 

follow-up evaluation work.

N E X T    S T E P S
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N O T E S
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