
Florida State University Libraries

Honors Theses  The Division of Undergraduate Studies

2011

Florida High-Speed Rail: An Economic
Policy Analysis
Sierra Garrett

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


Abstract 

 

High-speed rail technology has existed for decades, and with aid from the federal 
government, public ownership of the right-of-way, and preliminary research and 
planning, Florida may be the first state to construct a true high-speed line. High-speed rail 
has implications for sustainability as well as growth, though the determining factor for 
feasibility is ridership. Finance and management/operation plans are also important to 
consider as these factors determine whether or not the project will be implemented and if 
it will require subsidy in order to operate. This paper will examine current financing and 
ridership forecasting methods and results for high-speed rail in Florida. Successful 
international high-speed rail projects will be examined, as well as the federal 
government’s role in implementing transportation projects. Details of the Florida 
proposal will be examined for their economic influence, including job creation, 
environmental impact, and economic growth. Governor Rick Scott’s decision to return 
federal funds for high-speed rail will be examined, and an analysis of the high-speed rail 
debate will be conducted.  This paper should give an overall sense of viability for the 
current proposal for Florida High-Speed Rail under the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act, while identifying possible policy modifications and areas for further 
research. 
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Abbreviations: 

ARRA – American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009 
BOT – Build, Operate Transfer model 
CBD – Central Business District 
DB – Design, Build project 
DBFO – Design, Build, Finance, Operate project  
DBOM-Design, Build, Operate, Manage project 
GEM- GEM Public Services (Ohio) 
HART – Hillsborough Area Regional Transit Authority 
HNTB – Consulting Firm, formerly Howard, Needles, Tammen & Bergendoff 
HSIPR - High Speed Intercity Passenger Rail 
HSR – High-Speed Rail 
FDOT- Florida Department of Transportation 
FHSE – Florida High- Speed Express 
FHSR- Florida High-Speed Rail 
FHSRA – Florida High-Speed Rail Authority 
P3 – Public Private Partnership 
SDG – Steer Davies Gleave 
TEMS - Transportation Economics and Management Services (Ohio) 
TGV – Train à Grande Vitesse (high-speed train) 
THSRC – Taiwan High-Speed Rail Corporation 
WSA – Wilbur Smith Associates 
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Methodology 

 
In order to give a thorough economic policy analysis of the latest high-speed rail proposal 
in Florida, I will begin by examining pre-existing analyses. Much of my focus is given to 
international examples of HSR, such as Japan, France and Taiwan, since these systems 
are already in operation, and especially in the case of Japan, have been for some time, 
allowing for greater comparison and consideration of results. Analyses of P3s in 
infrastructure will also be considered, as plans for FHSR include them. This preliminary 
analysis allows me to see common criteria across modern passenger rail and 
transportation megaprojects and to determine which methods of design, finance, and 
operation are best suited to the viability of high-speed rail. 
 
 Throughout my research, however, I have found that not all publicly funded 
infrastructure projects have the appropriate levels of demand to necessitate their creation. 
This paper will also investigate the validity of ridership surveys as well as other current 
demand indicators for high-speed transportation, such as existing inter-urban shuttles and 
buses. Cost overruns and financing methods will also be explored. The roles of 
government in transportation projects will also be considered, which will coincide with 
research on the proposals of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  
 
 Finally, I will turn my attention to information on high-speed rail in Florida. This 
will also incorporate previous research and studies done on Florida’s initial proposals for 
high-speed rail. I will compare the views of proponents and opponents of the high-speed 
rail project. In doing so, I hope to discover where the debate on the parameters lies, and 
whether or not each viewpoint makes economic sense. This may reveal that both 
positions are missing key elements, perhaps being deficient in their modeling. I may find, 
however, proponents and opponents do not disagree with respect to the model, but that 
they employ different data to reach different conclusions about the viability of the high-
speed rail project. In light of Governor Rick Scott’s decision to reject the federal funds 
and thus scrap the project, I will examine the key factors he reported that led to his 
decision. Ultimately, I will attempt my own recommendation for the future of high-speed 
rail in Florida, based on the evidence I have gathered. 
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Introduction 

 

High-speed rail (HSR) technology has existed for decades. After Senator Bob 
Graham visited Japan in the 1980’s and saw the bullet trains, he began to champion the 
idea of high-speed rail in America, but particularly his home state. Florida, with large 
metropolitan centers spread across its peninsula, was one of the first states to consider 
high-speed rail as an alternative transportation mode to the expanding highway and air 
systems. It was not implemented in the following decades, though the idea was 
continuously revisited. Why not curb the expansion of highways while still maintaining 
an infrastructure large enough to handle south Florida’s large tourism and business 
industries? In the year 2000, Floridians voted in an amendment to the state constitution 
that would require the state to finally construct a bullet train, but four years later 
Governor Jeb Bush was able to persuade the voters that the project would be too costly 
for the few benefits it would provide, and the referendum was repealed.  
 

In February of 2009, less than a month after becoming president, Barack Obama 
signed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act into law. Based on the Keynesian 
prescription for economies in a downturn, the Recovery Act was billed as an economic 
stimulus package of appropriate size to alleviate problems of the recession. The $787 
billion dollars in funds covered everything from tax incentives to extension of social 
services and improvement of infrastructure. In particular, $8 billion dollars were set aside 
for intercity passenger railway projects, with preference to creating high-speed rail 
corridors. Since Florida had already done preliminary research and planning for a high-
speed rail line, plans were submitted soon after the announcement of the Recovery Act, 
and Florida became one of the first states awarded federal funding for high-speed rail.  

 

There are a number of motivations for federally funding high-speed rail, but 
perhaps the most obvious is to encourage development of the technology and 
infrastructure. Even as high-speed lines cover and connect countries in Europe and Asia, 
the United States has yet to create a high-speed line that meets international standards.1 
The Acela Express, which runs along the northeast corridor from Washington D.C. to 
Boston, is so far the fastest but is only high-speed by domestic definition. Providing 
funding for high-speed corridors across the country will not only create a faster 
alternative to traditional passenger rail, but an alternative mode to air and highway travel. 
Implementation and further development of the technology may have sustainability 
benefits, as high-speed rail is capable of producing less carbon dioxide than airplanes or 
automobiles, and trains can be powered by electricity rather than petroleum, permitting 
the use of renewable energy. Additionally, the integration of high-speed rail with current 

                                                
1Iain Murray and Marc Scribner, "High-Speed Train Wreck," editorial,  

McClatchy-Tribune News Service, November 14, 2010,  

http://www.pittsburghlive.com/x/pittsburghtrib/opinion/s_709099.html.  

European standards for new HSR begin at 160 mph, while upgraded tracks are considered high-speed at 
125 mph. In the U.S., new tracks are considered high-speed at 110 mph, while upgraded tracks are HSR at 

90 mph:  

U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Railroad Administration,  

Vision for High-Speed Rail in America, page 2, http://www.fra.dot.gov/  

downloads/rrdev/hsrstrategicplan.pdf. 
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passenger rail and other “seamless” modes of transportation (e.g. buses and swipe-and-go 
rental cars at rail terminals) may encourage intercity ridership and decrease current 
highway expansion and urban sprawl. 

 
There are, however, several issues besides sustainability to examine when 

considering the implementation of high-speed lines, and these will be expounded upon in 
analyzing the current proposal for Florida High-Speed Rail. Perhaps the most important 
are ridership levels, as high-speed lines will never be viable if there are no passengers. 
Finance and management/operation plans are also important to consider as these factors 
determine whether or not the project will be implemented and if it will require subsidy in 
order to operate. In February of 2011, Florida Governor Rick Scott made the executive 
decision to return federal funding for FHSR and terminate the project, citing concerns 
over ridership estimates and Florida taxpayer liability as key factors in his decision. In 
light of Scott’s decision, these studies and financing plans become all the more important 
to examine before another high-speed project generates. 

 
This paper begins by analyzing pre-existing examples of high-speed rail in 

Section 1 to gain perspective about high-speed rail. Section 2 will examine problems with 
ridership studies, cost estimates and government finance of transportation megaprojects. 
In Section 3, problems and plans from government roles in high-speed rail in Florida will 
be investigated. Section 4 will address the latest proposal directly, including ridership 
studies, finance proposals, timeline for completion, and route choice. Costs and social 
benefits will also be explored. Section 5 will detail the Florida Governor’s decision to 
reject federal funds and cancel the project, and will give considerations for future 
endeavors. Section 6 provides recommendation for future high-speed rail endeavors in 
Florida and concludes. 

 
Section 1—Pre-Existing High-Speed Lines 

 

The majority of current high-speed networks are found across Asia and Europe. 
Japan is famous for pioneering high-speed trains, but countries in Europe have fully 
embraced the technology. France first implemented HSR in 1981 and it has since spread 
to countries including Germany, Spain, Italy, Portugal, Sweden, Britain, and Belgium. In 
Asia, densely populated countries including Taiwan and South Korea have added HSR to 
their existing infrastructure in the past decade. Other countries have implemented high-
speed light rail “links” to speed up existing transportation in congested corridors, such as 
those in India, Australia and Argentina. An evaluation of existing high-speed lines is 
critical to understanding the social and economic implications for new HSR in the United 
States, so rail lines in Japan, France, Taiwan, and the northeast corridor (Acela) will be 
examined in some detail. 

 
Japan 

The history of HSR begins with Japan. As early as the 1930’s, Japan expressed 
interest in increasing the speeds of its rail lines, with the early conceptions of the dangan 

ressha, the bullet train.2 Prior to World War II, lands were acquisitioned and some 

                                                
2 Christopher P. Hood, "Biting the Bullet," Electronic Journal of  
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production was begun to connect Japan to mainland Asia via railway. As the tide turned 
against Japan in the war, however, construction was discontinued. In the following 
decades, as Japan worked to rebuild itself as a peaceful and prosperous nation, in order to 
address problems of growing population and congestion while meeting increasing 
demands for infrastructure, a government panel was convened in 1958. Of particular 
concern was travel between the two populous cities Tokyo and Osaka, especially after 
Japan won the rights to host the 1964 Summer Olympics in Tokyo.3 The decision to 
construct a high-speed rail line came from the recommendation of the Rail Technology 
Research Institute, after it was shown that travel time over the 515.4 kilometers 
(320.3 mi) could be greatly reduced. The line opened on October 1st 1964, just nine days 
before the opening of the summer games. Travel time along the route shrank from six and 
a half to four hours with trains reaching speeds of 130 miles (210 km) per hour.4 Japan 
has continued to expand its Shinkansen line through the present day, as its geography and 
dense, linear stretches of population make rail the perfect form of transportation. The 
society has also developed in a favorable progression for rail; far fewer Japanese people 
own automobiles than Americans, nor is it desirable to do so. Central Business Districts 
(CBDs) or downtowns are very large (Tokyo’s CBD has twice the jobs as Manhattan 
south of 59th street) and HSR stations are easily accessible in these regions without the 
need for a car.5 Expensive intercity tolls and high gasoline costs also contribute to HSR 
ridership. 
 
 The system as a whole does not appear profitable, however. When the Japan 
National Rail was privatized in the 1980’s, it had 250 trillion yen in debt, which only 
increased to 280, equal to about $250 billion. The private company did not take this debt 
on either, rather, it was the public who continued to bear it.6 
 
France 

 

The technology spread to Europe next. The French started upgrading their lines 
and began developing plans for HSR in the 1970’s. For the first line between Paris and 
Leon, the goals of the French National Railways (SNCF) were to have a dedicated 
passenger rail line, to have that line be compatible with the existing rail network and to 
have high-frequency operations with short travel times. Once met, these goals allowed for 
reduced costs in constructing, operating and maintaining new lines, and trains achieved 

                                                                                                                                            
Contemporary Japanese Studies (May 2001):   

http://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/discussionpapers/Hood.html. 
3 Kamaal R. Zaidi, "High Speed Rail Transit: Developing the Case for  

Alternative Transportation Schemes in the Context of Innovative and Sustainable  

Global Transportation Law and Policy," Temple Journal of Science, Technology &  

Environmental Law 26, no. 2 (Fall 2007): page #s, http://www.temple.edu/law/  

tjstel/2007/fall/v26no2-Zaidi.pdf 14 
4 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. "Shinkansen," by Encyclopædia  

Britannica, accessed 2011, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/540806/  
Shinkansen. 
5 Wendell Cox, The Tampa to Orlando High-Speed Rail Project: Florida  

Taxpayer Risk Assessment, ed. Reason Foundation, 12, http://reason.org/  

files/florida_high_speed_rail_analysis.pdf.,  
6 Ibid, p14 
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high operating speeds, capacity was optimized and there was greater capacity for freight 
on conventional train lines. The first segment of the 260-mile line, the Train à Grande 

Vitesse (TGV) Sud-Est opened in 1981 and could travel at speed of up to 162 mph. 
Currently, this route can be traveled in less than two hours. Construction costs for the line 
have been the lowest yet, at only $6.45 million per mile. In contrast, lines have recently 
been built in Germany and Belgium at costs of  $24.2 million per mile and in the UK for 
$119.4 million per mile.7 The line in Florida is estimated to cost $32.1 million per mile, 
and in California $64 million per mile. The French TGV system currently includes 9 
lines, some connecting with other nations, and all interconnected and centered on the hub 
of Paris. The lines are usually congested, and the French ticketing system advises ticket 
purchase 2 months in advance.8 This ample demand and the fact that the airline market 
remains strong also, indicates that still more lines may be built before demand is 
exhausted, so the system continues to expand. 

 
Taiwan 

 

More recently, HSR projects have spread to smaller countries, such as Taiwan. In 
January of 2007, a decade after planning had begun, the 214-mile (345 km) rail line from 
Taipei to Kaosiung commenced operation. The project was difficult to finish. It was 
contracted as a build operate transfer project in a public-private partnership (BOT and P3, 
which will be explained in the following section) to the Taiwan High-Speed Rail 
Corporation (THSRC) and suffered from cost overruns, finance problems, political 
delays, and natural disasters. At the final cost of $15 billion, it was the largest and most 
expensive BOT project to date when it began service. These costs were attributed to the 
elaborate stations (12 of them in total), all-new tracks, construction delays, including 
political delays that occurred after switching from European to Japanese rail technology, 
and an earthquake. The terrain was also difficult to contend with, as HSR runs best in 
straight lines and the western region of Taiwan has very hilly land. This called for 48 
tunnels and long stretches of elevated track. Altogether, only 9% of the system was built 
on the ground, but this makes for fewer traffic interruptions and less disturbance to 
farmers and villages. In the first year of its operation, it was able to divert so many 
passengers from domestic airlines that traffic on some routes dropped by 50%. For 
automobiles, 10% fewer people used the main north-south freeway, which further 
addressed congested transportation modes. This shift could be attributed to travel comfort 
and speed, but also price as compared to other modes. A one-way ticket from one 
terminal station to the other cost just $45, whereas airfare along the route cost $67, 
conventional rail $25 and express bus $18. The time savings by taking the HSR train are 
great – just 90 minutes for a trip that would take 5 hours by bus or conventional rail. But 
the system remains under financial pressure. Ridership levels have not met expected 
levels and construction costs were far overblown. The economy was also not very robust 
in Taiwan even before the economic downturn in 2008, adding to the disparity between 

                                                
7
 Jean-Pierre Arduin and Jincheng Ni, "French TGV Network Development,"  

Japan Railway & Transportation Review 40 (March 2005): 22,  
http://www.jrtr.net/jrtr40/pdf/f22_ard.pdf. 
8
  Rail Europe, Inc., "TGV Trains," Rail Europe, last modified 2011,  

http://www.raileurope.com/train-faq/european-trains/tgv/index.html. 
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the forecast and the actual usage. Moreover, the government set an upper-limit on ticket 
prices, so the THSRC may have even more difficulty turning a profit before its 
concession period ends in 2033.9  

 
United States 

 

In the U.S., HSR has been slower to take hold. The only existing HSR line (by 
U.S. standards) is Amtrak’s Acela Express. This train began operation in the year 2000 
along the Northeast Corridor and travels 456 miles from Boston to Washington D.C. with 
stops in major cities along the route. Traveling the length of the route takes about 7 hours, 
as the trains operate at an average of 70 mph and tracks are shared with conventional rail 
and freight trains. Plans and funding for improving the corridor began with congressional 
authorization for billions of dollars in upgrades in 1976 and again in 1992.10  In order to 
attract more riders, especially from airlines, the train would need to make the trip from 
Boston to New York in under 3 hours. Amtrak began testing possible train sets in 1992. 
In the end, French TGV technology was painstakingly adapted to accommodate the 
numerous turns required in the corridor and the condition of heavier train bodies for 
American safety standards. The train was scheduled to begin operations in 1999, but 
faulty parts caused further delays. The train finally began service in late 2000 and 
eventually replaced the classic Metroliner service along the corridor. Though the three 
hour requirement was not met, the service has become immensely popular and in 2008 
after a surge in gas prices, ridership rose by 13.9% from the past year.11 Along with 
regional service in the northeast, Acela accounts for about half of Amtrak revenues and 
had 3.2 million passengers in the last year.12 
 
Analysis 

 

Despite the immense costs of implementing HSR, many nations have been able to 
construct and operate well-functioning systems. In the case of Japan, the technology was 
necessary due to population growth and density, in France for increased connectivity, and 
in Taiwan and the U.S. for reduced air travel and faster trips. But these areas all have 
suitable population densities where rail is used most. Taiwan is an island with 23 million 
people, but its rail line connects two of its largest cities and several other cities along the 
western corridor of the nation. Japan also has a linear progression of population density, 
just as the Northeast Corridor in the United States has a large metropolitan population 

                                                
9
 Knowledge@Wharton, "Taiwan High-speed Rail: It's Been A Rapid Learning  

Curve," Knowledge@Wharton, last modified September 26, 2007,  

http://www.knowledgeatwharton.com.cn/index.cfm?fa=viewArticle&articleID=1718. 
10

 James Dao, "Acela, Built to Be Rail's Savior, Bedevils Amtrak at Every  

Turn," New York Times, April 24, 2005, http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/24/  

national/24acela.html?_r=1. 
11

 Christopher Conkey, "All Aboard: Too Many for Amtrak," Wall Street  

Journal, August 8, 2008, http://online.wsj.com/public/article/  

SB121815170729322339.html. 
12

 Wendell Cox, The Tampa to Orlando High-Speed Rail Project: Florida  

Taxpayer Risk Assessment, ed. Reason Foundation, 11, http://reason.org/  

files/florida_high_speed_rail_analysis.pdf. 
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following the eastern seaboard; both areas provide ample passengers for the systems. 
France, on the other hand, has Paris as the country’s largest transportation hub, and uses 
that advantage to interconnect the high-speed lines with other modes of transportation. 
Tokyo, New York and Paris are also some of the largest cities in the world, and as 
previously mentioned, have some of the largest Central Business Districts also. The vast 
amount of jobs in a concentrated area draws commuters from short distances, but also 
draws business travelers from flights by connecting some of the largest cities in the 
region. Limited access to automobiles factors into ridership for HSR too, as in some cities 
driving is impractical and unnecessary due to the city’s density, or because tolls and 
gasoline prices outweigh the benefits of driving. Reliability is also an important factor in 
the decision to use HSR. There are fewer delays due to weather or runway congestion as 
with air travel, and the trains are much faster and more punctual than automobiles. 
Further support for HSR will be investigated in section 4.  
 
 

Section 2—Problems with Ridership, Cost Estimates and Finance 

 

Ridership 

 

In the decision to build a transportation multi-billion dollar mega infrastructure 
project (megaproject), the ultimate question concerns the feasibility of the project. These 
projects come with enormous fixed costs from initial capital requirements, and if the 
builders (who are in many cases also the operators and financers, a model covered later in 
this section) wish to recover these costs and turn a profit, the project must be able to earn 
sufficient revenue from users. Otherwise, the project will rely on further financial 
injection in the form of subsidy from the government in the short run. In the long run, 
however, especially if the government does not wish to continue the subsidy, the builder 
may not have the incentive to continue running the project and may terminate it. If the 
builder is also the concessionaire managing the project for a designated period for the 
government, the government will lose the benefits of the project as well as the money 
invested thus far. Therefore, it is critical to accurately predict ridership levels so planners 
can accurately estimate revenues from fares and ultimately determine if the project is 
financially feasible.  

 
There are several methods of forecasting ridership for HSR. Since most ridership 

will come from existing modes of transportation (automobiles, airplanes, transit) with 
only a small amount induced, these figures come from studying usage of these modes of 
transportation. One method of forecasting ridership projects total numbers of trip origin 
and destination for the years to be forecasted and employs a multinomial mode choice 
model to determine the share of trips by mode. But, this method is hindered by the 
independence from irrelevant alternatives property inherent in the model, so riders are 
drawn proportionally from the share of trips on existing modes.  A second method draws 
on this first approach, but instead uses a nested choice modeling procedure to separate 
one mode at time from common carrier trips and finally separates HSR as a new mode. A 
third method forecasts HSR ridership by projecting the share of trips that would be made 
by existing modes and then establishes the share of trips that would shift to HSR by the 
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characteristics specified in existing mode choice.13 This final method seems to be the 
most commonly used, as the following case studies demonstrate. 

 
When the allotment of funds for high-speed rail was announced within the context 

of the Recovery Act, like Florida, the state of Ohio was also quick to respond with 
previous interest in such a project. Unlike Florida, however, Ohio’s project would focus 
on incremental HSR, as tracks are already in place across the state. 14 GEM Public 
Services (GEM) had previously studied the proposal for the corridor, the Ohio Hub, and 
published their findings in 2007. The project was designed to revitalize passenger rail not 
only in Ohio, but in the surrounding states, with branches extending west to Toledo, north 
to Buffalo, east to Pittsburgh, and south to Columbus and Cincinnati with the hub located 
at Cleveland’s Hopkins International Airport. With detailed explanations of their 
methodologies, the study concluded via extensive cost-benefit analysis that the project 
would be viable economically and could be justified under the assumption of an 80% 
federal construction match.15 Part of GEM’s role in the report was to examine and 
evaluate the previous economic feasibility analysis performed by Transportation 
Economics and Management Services (TEMS), an independent consulting firm.16 

  
TEMS forecasted ridership numbers using a large-scale scale 

mathematical/statistical model called COMPASS. The model is preferred for preliminary 
studies due to its low cost and ability to simplify, allowing users to examine multiple 
alternative routes in early planning stages. In analyzing the ridership forecasts of 
incremental rail development, TEMS considered a number of different factors, including 
station volumes, trip purpose, trip distribution by characteristics, modal splits, and fares 
by corridor. Station volumes17 show that the trip origins and destinations were significant 
at the ends of the rail lines. Several stations garner over 1 million estimated riders, 
including Columbus, which was projected to gain enough ridership by 2025 to surpass 
the central hub of Cleveland. Trip purpose was broken into two categories, “business” 
and “other,” with “other” dominating at 58 to 70% of all trips. Total ridership is broken 
down into three categories for forecasting. Socioeconomic factors such as population, 
employment and income that affect changes in total travel demand as shown as “natural 
growth.” Changes in travel demand due to trip-making conditions only available under 

                                                
13 Daniel Brand et al., "Forecasting High-Speed Rail Ridership,"  
Transportation Research Record, no. 1341 (1992): 12. 
14 ‘Incremental’ refers to rail that is not yet high-speed but can be upgraded to achieve greater speeds. U.S. 

Department of Transportation Federal Railroad Administration,  

Vision for High-Speed Rail in America, page 2, http://www.fra.dot.gov/  

downloads/rrdev/hsrstrategicplan.pdf. 
15 GEM Public Sector Services, Ohio Hub Economic Impact Studies, Section VII, Page 8, 

http://www.dot.state.oh.us/Divisions/Rail/Programs/passenger/OhioHub/Pages/  
OhioHubOverview.aspx.,  
16 Ibid, Section I, Page 1 
17 Passengers entering and exiting the transit system at each station annually.  If the passenger transfers to 

rail from another transit mode such as a bus (rather than a car or airplane) he/she is counted at the original 

transit station. 
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future transportation parameters are shown by “induced demand.” Finally, changes from 
one travel mode to another are shown under “diverted trips.”18 

 
The resulting forecasts conclude that the number of diverted trips from buses and 

airplanes depended on the original market share of the modes. That is, cities with large 
airline markets saw the largest diversions from air to rail; the largest diversion from buses 
was seen in a corridor that has an existing bus service. Across all corridors, induced 
demand usually made up less than 10% of ridership.  

 
Modal split produced forecasts of ridership for each mode, with auto still vastly 

preferred in 2025 at 96%. Rail was predicted to make up anywhere from 1-5% of the total 
market demand, varying due to the quality of the nearby highways. Fares by corridor 
were used from previous Ohio Hub plans, and average passenger mile revenues are 
summarized on a table in the report with yields ranging from 22 to 40 cents per passenger 
mile.  

 
GEM’s evaluation of the TEMS methodology is positive. The two firms agree 

that the project should proceed, as there is a 1.24 benefit-cost ratio. This analysis was 
conducted from a national perspective and its conclusion is based partly on the fact that 
80% of the initial capital costs would come in the form of federal subsidy. The benefit to 
Ohioans is therefore substantially greater.19 Since full costs are not covered at this level 
of fare revenue, making the project undesirable for finance by private capital markets, 
GEM believes the benefits warrant government subsidies in the form of initial capital.20 
The report further states that this subsidy for rail is only proportional to the subsidies for 
highway transportation, and due to the interstate benefits the rail provides as well as the 
“size of public support given highway transportation,” the subsidy for rail should come 
largely from the federal government.  These initial stages of subsidy are also deemed 
necessary to stimulate further HSR growth. The benefit to Ohioans from rail investment 
is clear, but it remains to be determined if rail subsidy is actually “proportional” to other 
transportation subsidies.  

 
 Cox and Vranich, in their due diligence report on California HSR, make an 
important distinction between direct federal subsidies and user fees. User fees are taxes 
paid only by individuals using the public infrastructure or service. Subsidies on the other 
hand, are paid for by taxpayers whether or not the individual uses the service. User fees 
pay for most transportation infrastructure and services, including buses, highways, 
airports, and rail (Amtrak). According to the authors, buses, highways and airports 

                                                
18 Transportation Economics & Management Systems, Inc., The Ohio & Lake  

Eerie Regional Rail Ohio Hub Study (Ohio Hub Plan), page 6 
Section 5. http://www.dot.state.oh.us/Divisions/Rail/Programs/passenger/OhioHub/Pages/  
OhioHubOverview.aspx. 
19 GEM Public Sector Services, Ohio Hub Economic Impact Studies, Section II, Page 17, 

http://www.dot.state.oh.us/Divisions/Rail/Programs/passenger/OhioHub/Pages/  

OhioHubOverview.aspx., 
20 Ibid, Section I, Page 2  Full costs include initial capital investment as well as operating costs. Since 

TEMS found that only operating costs are covered by fares, and sunk costs of capital investment would not 

be recovered, private capital markets will not likely finance such a large project with such a long lifetime.  
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require very little subsidy if any at all, whereas Amtrak “receives substantial general 
taxpayer subsidies and has benefited from government-guaranteed loans that it was not 
required to repay,”21 a statement clarified in Government Accountability Office reports.22 
Amtrak is currently holding notes for $4 billion and $1.1 billion dollar amounts. The 
notes mature in 2075 and 2082 respectively with renewable 99-year terms since the 
Department of Transportation owns all 109.4 million shares of Amtrak’s preferred stock. 
This stock is not declared in financial statements by DOT since it is not publicly traded; 
the gradual purchase was facilitated through Congress to fund Amtrak starting in 1981. 
Funding continued in 1997 with a switch to government grants under the Amtrak Reform 
and Accountability Act. In contrast to the statements in the due diligence study, the 
Mineta Transportation Institute calls the idea that passenger and freight rail can pay for 
itself with user fees a “myth” because funding for rail has been “neglected” when 
compared with other modes.23 The Federal Railroad Administration takes this view also 
as it cites the growth of other transportation modes as a direct result of public funding 
initiatives that focused mostly on highway and airline growth for the past 60 years.24  

 

 Figure 1 Federal Investment in Intercity Transportation, 1949-2008 
24 

                                                
21

 Wendell Cox and Joseph Vranich, The California High Speed Rail Proposal: A Due Diligence Report, 

93, accessed September 29, 2010, http://www.wired.com/images_blogs/autopia/2009/10/  

chsr_a_due_diligence_report.pdf. 
22

 Government Accountability Office, United States Government Notes to the  

Financial Statements for the Years Ended September 30, 2010, and 2009 ,  

57, http://www.gao.gov/financial/fy2010/10notes.pdf. 
23

 Mineta Transportation Institute et al., HIGH-SPEED RAIL PROJECTS IN THE  

UNITED STATES: IDENTIFYING THE ELEMENTS FOR SUCCESS, 3 

http://transweb.sjsu.edu/mtiportal/research/publications/documents/deCerreno/  
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24

 U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Railroad Administration, Vision for High-Speed Rail in 

America, 5, http://www.fra.dot.gov/ downloads/rrdev/hsrstrategicplan.pdf. (also following image) 
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 While Cox and Vranich assume that user fees are the main source of funding for 
most modes, with rail heavily subsidized by the federal government, there is no single 
authoritative accounting of all public funds spent on the development, construction and 
maintenance of American transportation. Most available numbers are based on 
estimations, or are highly detailed case studies; further information is required in order to 
perform a precise cost-benefit analysis. The current debate therefore, is centered on the 
data that each side chooses to employ, in addition to problems with forecasting and 
modeling. 
 
 The Ohio GEM study also brings up the notion that some ridership forecasts may 
be deliberately influenced upward in order to get projects started. The report cites a study 
conducted at Aalborg University by Bent Flyvbjerg and his colleagues that shows there is 
a tendency for rail ridership to be vastly overestimated. In fact, “for two-thirds of the 
projects, forecasts are overestimated by more than two-thirds.”25 There were seven 
reasons found for this issue26: 

 
1. Methodology applied 
2. Poor database (problems of differentiating stated preferences from 

actual behavior) 
3. Discontinuous behavior and the influence of complementary factors 
4. Unexpected changes of exogenous factors 
5. Unexpected political activities or missing realization of 

complementary policies 
6. Implicit appraisal bias of the consultant 
7. Appraisal bias of the project promoter 

 
The difficulty of predicting human behavior from stated preferences or over 

periods of time in which complementary or exogenous factors change seems far more 
forgivable than implicit or promoter bias, but with all of these factors together, the 
resulting biased ridership estimate is what threatens project viability most. As Flyvbjerg 
et al. go on to explain, the solution for the problem of miscalculated viability is greater 
accountability. As practices exist currently, politicians cannot be held accountable 
because they have typically left office before the project is at a stage possible to 
determine viability. Rent-seeking for infrastructure projects is also advanced because 
special interest groups can promote projects without risk or cost to themselves. Finally, 
contractors are often too anxious to be chosen for these projects, and rightly so because 
potential profits far outweigh the low penalties associated with lack of accountability.27 

 
 The Ohio study meanwhile assures that its estimates should be more accurate 

than Flyvbjerg’s cases because passenger rail already exists in the state. When surveys 
are administered to individuals along the current train route, the responses are more likely 
to predict future behavior because there are already past behaviors to consider.  

                                                
25

 Bent Flyvbjerg, Nils Bruzelius, and Werner Rothergatter, Megaprojects and Risk (Cambridge: University 

Press, 2003), page 26. 
26

 Ibid, 28-31 
27

 Ibid, 45 
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Cost 

 

In the study at Aalborg University, Flyvbjerg and fellow researchers have 
thoroughly examined the problem of risk in megaprojects. In a study of 258 
megaprojects, nine out of ten projects encompassing bridges, tunnels, highways, 
freeways, HSR, light rail and conventional rail have cost overruns, at an average of 28% 
higher than estimated costs.28 When cost overruns are broken down by project type, rail 
had the highest overruns, with actual costs 45% higher than estimates on average. These 
underestimates were also global and have not decreased in size over the past 70 years. 
The authors conclude that there is no learning and no error, but cost estimates “seem to 
be best explained by strategic misrepresentation, namely lying, with a view of getting 
projects started.”29 This statement is not to suggest that megaprojects cannot be built 
without underestimation of cost, since there are some good estimates and well-managed 
projects, such as the French TGV Sud-Est, but that it is important not to trust estimates 
made by promoters of projects. A further implication of this finding is that institutional 
checks and balances must be found to curb misleading estimates. These penalties may be 
financial, professional, or even criminal if forecasters produce consistent or foreseeable 
errors.30  

 
The GEM study for Ohio rail also addresses issues with cost estimates. Rather 

than their cost estimates being too high, or systematically biased upwards, the authors 
believe that the Ohio estimates will be more accurate than the norm for Flyvbjerg’s 
studies due to the existence of Ohio’s current rail system. Because the Ohio Hub is using 
a route that is already in place and carrying passengers, estimates will have an advantage 
in information, which is not present in many of the projects Flyvbjerg’s group examined 
and found to have overrun construction costs.31 
 

The aforementioned due diligence report by Wendell Cox and Joseph Vranich and 
the Reason foundation examines problems with the proposal in California. A substantial 
portion of the report is devoted to comparing inconsistent ridership forecasts generated 
independently for California with forecasts generated by the Reason foundation and 
offering explanations for these discrepancies. Additionally, the report examines 
discrepancies in costs and benefits used to promote the California project including risk 
minimization, employee injury risks, labor demands, and subsidies.32  

 

                                                
28
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Proposal: A Due Diligence Report, 8, 
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Cox points to several case studies of overestimated demand. The HSR line 
running from London to Brussels for example, was estimated to have 15.9 million 
passengers in 1994, its first year of operation. Instead, it only carried 2.9 million, an 
overestimation of 82%. In 2007, 12 years after service began, the ridership numbers were 
still below the first year goal and had finally crossed the halfway mark that year with 8.3 
million passengers.33 The United States, though lacking HSR, is still guilty of 
overestimating rail ridership for the national rail service, Amtrak. A Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) report from 1976 showed that Amtrak projected ridership 
to increase from 17.3 million in fiscal year 1975 to 32.9 million in fiscal year 1980, but in 
fact only increased to 21.2 million, a 36% gap.34 Amtrak has still not met the ridership it 
originally projected for 1980, even three decades later. At the end of fiscal year 2010, the 
system had 28.7 million passengers, still 5 million short of its projection.35 Taiwan 
similarly suffers from overestimation of ridership, which coupled with construction 
delays and massive cost overruns, is only putting more pressure on the service to 
succeed.36 

 
Flyvbjerg and his associates recommend several solutions to the risks of ridership 

overestimation and cost overruns beyond accountability. Instead of assuming the World 
Bank’s EGAP-principle, “Everything Goes According to Plan,” during feasibility studies, 
projects should be assessed according to the MLD-principle, where the “Most Likely 
Development” is the one that occurs. A step further from this proposal is determining the 
worst-case scenario that could occur in the project, commonly used by private sector 
firms. Not only will the project’s negative conditions be identified and potentially 
avoided or otherwise mitigated, but projects that have too much risk will also be 
recognized and abandoned before cost overruns can occur.  

 
A report published by America 2050 takes a related approach to feasibility 

studies. Rather than analyzing the results of ridership surveys and forecasting ridership 
figures for individual corridors, it identifies many of the factors that make HSR a success 
and uses those criteria to score possible corridors across the country. The report then 
singles out the highest scoring corridors as best bets, recommending those corridors be 
built first for greatest chance of feasibility. But, this report did not include the Tampa-
Orlando line, as the distance was considered to be impractically short. Instead, the line 
from Tampa-Orlando-Miami is considered.37 It scraped a decent score due to the pre-

                                                
33 Ibid. p25  
34 Ibid p25 
35Amtrak, "Amtrak Sets New Ridership Record, Thanks Passengers For Taking  

the Train," Inside Amtrak-Latest & Archived News Releases, October 11, 2010,  
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8&blobheader=application%2Fpdf&blobheadername1=Content-disposition&blobheadervalu  

e1=attachment;filename=Amtrak_ATK-10-134_AmtrakRidershipRecordFY10.pdf. 
36 Knowledge@Wharton, "Taiwan High-speed Rail: It's Been A Rapid Learning  
Curve," Knowledge@Wharton, last modified September 26, 2007,  
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existence of right-of-way, but otherwise it does not connect very dense or populous cities, 
nor will it improve an already existing rail network or replace air routes in the same area 
because the overall distance is not long enough to be preferred over automobiles, but too 
short to divert riders from air.    

 
Further studies point to continued overestimation of ridership and its remedy of 

implementing worst-case scenarios, or at least more conservative estimates. When the 
Wendell Cox Consultancy analyzed the Las Vegas Monorail, researchers employed two 
levels of fare elasticity appropriate for the infrastructure type to forecast ridership.38 At an 
‘optimistic’ level of -0.2, there were 25,400 daily riders. The ‘conservative’ estimate for 
fare elasticity of -0.36 forecasted a daily ridership number of 16,900. The actual average 
daily ridership showed up in the middle of these two forecasts at 21,000 riders per day, 
far short of the 53,500 riders projected by a study labeled as “investment grade.” As the 
consultancy had also predicted, the project defaulted on its bonds and both the monorail 
and the bond insurer filed for bankruptcy. 39 

 
Finance 

 
The institutions behind the project also have an impact on its development and 

implementation. Instead of having a monopolistic agency to provide transportation 
services as in pre-deregulation eras, privatized enterprises can seek revenue from fares 
priced according to market feedback and the institution’s solutions to its problems.40 
Competition between private corporations brings down costs for the project and in turn 
the prices charged to users. In the case of transportation, private entities can compete 
either for the sole right to build and operate the infrastructure, or they may compete with 
other entities in the provision of services once the infrastructure has been built. In the 
case of passenger rail, this competition can occur either off or on the tracks. On the 
tracks, two or more companies can compete along the same route to provide passenger 
service throughout the day, or at certain blocks of time, such as rush hour. Off of the 
rails, entities compete to be the sole concessionaire for the service. Experimental 
evidence shows that either organization of competition yields equivalent results.41 
Ultimately, however, the institutional organization of the project, whether public or 
private, does matter.  

 
What we have seen in the previous analyses of HSR projects is the need for large 

amounts of capital in order to start the project. Many plans are scrapped in the planning 
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and early works stages due to difficulties procuring these funds, or the unwillingness of 
the private sector to bear the risks associated with such a megaproject, especially where 
there are concerns surrounding ridership estimates or cost overruns. Even if builders are 
willing to take these risks, funds for the project must be found. One possible financing 
method is through the sale of public bonds. If users purchase bonds, they are financing 
the project on a “pay as you use” system, rather than a “pay as you go system,” since the 
cost can be spread out over the lifespan of the project.42 Another method of financing 
occurs through application of grants from the federal government to cover the initial 
capital costs. Both of these methods, however, involve the pairing of the government’s 
public resources with the private sector’s expertise in order to create the megaproject. 
This is known as a Public-Private Partnership (P3). P3s have been growing in popularity 
for the past 30 years, especially as the desire for limited government/bureaucracy 
involvement grows alongside the need for transportation megaprojects. 

 
 “A public-private partnership is a contractual agreement 

formed between public and private sector partners, which allow 
more private sector participation than is traditional.  The 
agreements usually involve a government agency contracting with 
a private company to renovate, construct, operate, maintain, and/or 
manage a facility or system.  While the public sector usually 
retains ownership in the facility or system, the private party will be 
given additional decision rights in determining how the project or 
task will be completed.” 43 
 
As the Federal Highway Administration definition specifies, there are a number of 

roles for the private entity to assume in program delivery and finance, which may vary 
the risk and responsibility of the project to the public and private sectors. For the creation 
of new transportation infrastructure, more responsibility is held by the public entity if the 
private firm is only in charge of designing and building the project, (DB). Analogously, 
the private sector has more responsibility if the delivery includes finance and operation in 
addition to design and building (DBFO). In the middle of these two extremes lies the 
Design, Build, Operate and Maintain model, the delivery method currently proposed for 
FHSR. As the name of this model specifies, the public sector’s role is as the financier and 
owner, while the private designer/builder is responsible for all other duties. The DBOM 
model is used around the world, and may also be called “turnkey” procurement or the 
Build Operate Transfer (BOT) model. The idea of transference is important to this 
method since the private entity is not the owner of the project and must lease it as a 
concessionaire.44 

                                                
42 Bartle, 381 
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Section 3—Government’s Role  

 

The Federal government has been involved in national infrastructure since 
Alexander Hamilton’s views were presented in the Federalist Papers. The goal of each 
mode of transportation should be to achieve integration through the development of 
national systems. This ideology continued through the 18th century with the Whigs and 
the Republican parties and into the present, as the Obama administration attempts to 
create an interconnected system of HSR.45 

 
After the passage of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), 

President Obama set to work implementing and campaigning for its various projects. As 
8 billion dollars were set aside specifically for HSR, the president came up with a vision 
for connecting the country with high-speed lines. The new system would emphasize 
connectedness, efficiency and productivity through a fully developed high-speed 
passenger rail network. Intercity corridors from 100 to 600 miles in length would 
integrate with auto, air and public transit to meet these strategic transportation goals.46 

   
Under the Recovery Act, the government (acting through the Federal Railway 

Administration) would have several roles in implementing HSR. First, it would be 
responsible for the best use of federal funds to ensure job growth (as many as 150,000 
jobs) as well as creating public benefits for communities and safe transportation 
alternatives. Next, it would provide oversight and uphold accountability for those 
program managers and recipients of Recovery Act funding. Then, the FRA would use 
this oversight to ensure compliance with environmental policy, historic preservation, and 
energy efficiency standards.47 Flyvbjerg insists, however, that the government cannot 
take on so many conflicting roles and expect the infrastructure project to succeed. If the 
government expects to protect the public from financial risk, it cannot also play the role 
of promoter, decision-maker or environmental guardian.48  
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Figure 2 FRA’s Vision for High-Speed Rail in America
49

 

 
The president has included even more funding for high-speed rail. He announced 

in February 2011 his goal to allocate $53 billion dollars over the next 6 years to 
passenger rail projects, with the major emphasis on high-speed corridors. The projects are 
intended to spur job growth, and also have an emphasis on stimulating American industry 
through private investment with the Buy American stipulation.50 At the same time, 
individuals in congress are skeptical about spending so much on unproven projects, a 
concern that is echoed and acted upon by individual states already receiving federal 
funds. 

 
In the past, the government was usually responsible for creating large 

infrastructure projects, which meant a sanctioned monopoly ran the operation. With 
growing trend toward privatization and the recent popularization of the P3, there has been 
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more room for the private sector to participate in contracts and generate competition 
among firms. This also enables the government to shift some risk to the private sector. 

 
Infrastructure projects are also important to politicians as political capital. As 

John Bartle writes about transportation infrastructure, a completed project is “a classic 
political photo opportunity and a tangible symbol politicians can point to of their work on 
behalf of their constituents.”51 If the project is presented by a local official, but paid for 
by the federal government instead of the state, the deal seems even sweeter. Plus, local 
industry, from engineers to bankers and construction workers are employed, lending even 
more support to the incumbent politician. The increase in these types of projects may 
even create the need for specialized attorneys and investment professionals to work 
specifically with the financial instruments and tax codes created for these projects.  

 
The resulting political capital from transportation projects can also be focused for 

specific areas or groups of constituents. The location of the project and its related 
economic stimulus can bring greater support to a politician even if the money used for the 
project may have been equally or more beneficial if spent somewhere else. Infrastructure 
projects are also used nominally to aid low-income areas or groups of people, under the 
premise that development and investment will spur economic growth. Economists such as 
Bartle, however, believe direct subsidy to these individuals (rather than in the form of 
capital investment) is more effective and efficient.52  

 
In the case of FHSR, there are clear political motivations. The location of the line 

is planned for the median of Interstate 4 from Tampa to Orlando, which is home to some 
of the most important independent voter blocs in the state. With Florida’s status as a 
swing state in national elections, a positive legacy in this corridor would drive support for 
Democrats in subsequent elections.53 The line is also slated to bring jobs back in the 
construction industry in the wake of a recession whose main symptom was housing 
foreclosure, thus severely impacting the booming construction industry in South Florida. 

 
Section 4—The Latest Florida Plan and the Proponents of HSR 

 
Phase I of HSR in Florida runs from downtown Tampa to the Orlando Airport. 

The line is to have three intermediate stops—one in Lakeland either for the USF campus 
or at Kathleen road, one at Walt Disney World and the last at the Orange County 
Convention Center.  The line is 84 miles long and trains will be able to reach speeds of 
168 mph. The line is called Florida High-Speed Express (FHSE) and as previously 
mentioned, will be completed through a DBOM contract. Right-of-way along the I-4 
median (where the majority of the track will be laid) will be granted from the state as an 
in-kind donation to the project. Since the HSR’s popularity growth in the 1990’s, this 44-
foot median space has been preserved and modifications to the highway (mostly higher 
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and wider bridges) have been made to accommodate HSR in the future. Outside of the I-4 
corridor, the track will follow route 258, the Beeline Alternative, as per stronger ridership 
numbers and preference by Disney over the Greeneway Alternative.54  

 

 

Figure 3 The proposed route for FHSR with stops included, the Lakeland station 

still under debate.
55

 

 
Ticket prices (developed from sensitivity testing of ridership surveys), are 

expected to be priced from $15 to $30 for a one-way trip, determined by the trip nature 
and ticket purchase frequency. Trains will run approximately hourly, with some trains 
skipping the intermediate stops. Most stops will have connections to other transportation 
modes (including parking and car rentals), but the terminal stops will have an emphasis 
on multi-modal connectivity. The Tampa station will be located near the HART mall 
(which provides bus, streetcar, and is planning light rail service), while the Orlando 
Airport Station is also planning an extension to SunRail, an area commuter rail. 

 
The construction cost and implementation schedule was planned in 2009 for 

inclusion in the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) Track 2 Application for 
High Speed Intercity Passenger Rail (HSIPR) to receive ARRA funds from the FRA. 56 
There were two separate procurements planned, one an early works project to be started 
by FDOT as a low bid design-build project. This design will allow work on the project to 
begin quickly, as private bids for the remaining procurement are simultaneously gathered. 
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Obstacles to construction along I-4 will be removed, bridges replaced, and several 
sections realigned to make more room for the train. Right-of-way acquisition was 
planned for 2010 and 2011, following the FRA’s decision to award money to the state 
and the completion of the final environmental impact statement. This portion of 
procurement should be completed in 2012, when the private sector will take over with a 
DBOM procurement contract as described in section 2. The years 2010 and 2011 would 
also see the procurement for the core systems, rolling stock, and operations maintenance 
concession contract. The actual acquisition of the rolling stock would occur from 2012-
2014, along with the installation of the track and related systems. Testing of the system as 
well as commissioning would occur in 2014.57 The train should then be ready for revenue 
service in 2015.58 

 
The bidding process would have started in early 2011. Private firms or 

consortiums would have submitted bids for the right to finish the design and then build 
and operate the system. Seven teams have expressed interest in competing for the bid, 
with team members from countries including China, Japan, Germany, South Korea, 
Spain, France, and Canada. This project has generated so much interest because it would 
have been the first in a string of American HSR projects to be completed, giving the firm 
a finished project to showcase for its next bid. The winning firm would have also been 
awarded the right-of-first-refusal for Phase II of HSR in Florida, the Orlando to Miami 
route. This second phase is especially desirable as it is expected to attract more riders 
than the Tampa to Orlando leg, due to its longer length and thus greater time cost and 
savings over air and highway travel.59  

 
The construction cost for FHSR, based on analyses conducted by Wilbur Smith 

and Associates (WSA) and HNTB, is $3.23 billion in year of expenditure dollars. This 
includes $2.56 billion for base year 2010 costs, plus $87.1 million for inflation over the 
duration of the project. To cover these costs, FDOT applied for $2.65 billion from FRA 
grants under the ARRA and the HSIPR program. The additional $572.5 million in project 
costs come from the estimated value of right-of-way and bridges to be contributed in-
kind from FDOT, the City of Tampa, Orange County, Walt Disney World, and Greater 
Orlando Aviation Authority.60 

 
In order to run Florida’s “High Speed Rail Express,” the FDOT’s financial plan 

expects fare revenue to cover the line’s operating expenses. Reserve funds for operation,  
maintenance and capital asset renewal are also included in the plan, to be funded after 
fare revenues cover operating and maintenance costs.61 Given ridership estimated in 2009 
and expected operating and maintenance costs in the financial plan of the same year, 
FHSR is expected to first see a cash surplus in 2021, of  $974,143. By 2050, this surplus 
is estimated to reach $316 million. 62 Recently released ridership estimates give a $10.24 
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million operating surplus in the first year and a $28.58 million operating surplus in the 
tenth year.63  

 
Florida’s last investment grade ridership study was prepared in 2002, following 

the passage of the High Speed Rail Amendment to the Florida constitution in 2000. Two 
different routes were being considered for the area from Disney to the Orlando airport: 
the Beeline Alternative which continues on I-4 to Route 258, the Beeline Expressway, 
and the Greeneway Alternative which moves from I-4 to the Greeneway. 64 Both make 
stops near the Orange County Convention Center before they reach the airport. Travel 
between the three cities on the line was separated by the trip purpose, residency and trip 
end type, with trip purpose further separated into commute, business and other non-
business.65 These characteristics helped develop seven market segments, used to forecast 
ridership based on individual interest in riding the train.66 

 
1) Florida Resident - Business, home to non-home  
2) Florida Resident - Business, non-home to non-home  
3) Florida Resident - Non-Business, home to non-home  
4) Florida Resident - Non-Business, non-home to non-home  
5) Florida Resident - Commute, home to non-home  
6) Florida Non-Resident - Business  
7) Florida Non-Resident - Non-Business 

 
 Surveying occurred on I-4 near Polk City, at on ramps in Lakeland and in 

Orlando airport terminals for passengers who started their trips in Orlando.67 The 
highway survey considered vehicle occupancy, rental car, origin & destination, estimated 
travel time for the trip, trip purpose, Florida resident, number of nights in Florida, and 
total household income. In order to collect “revealed preference data” on airline 
passengers, the airport access survey included questions on origin information, trip 
purpose, mode of access to the airport, access cost, group size, airport choice reasons, 
Florida resident, number of nights spent in Florida, and total household income.68 Future 
year estimates for trips were derived from projected growth of population, employment, 
number of hotel rooms and rate of airport growth.69 The models were made with 
objectives of overall goodness of fit, theoretically appropriate relationships, sensitivity to 
level of service attributes and comparability with the other model, as two consulting 
agencies (AECOM and Wilbur Smith Associates) were both creating forecasts.70 The 

                                                
63 " Media Release: Bullet Train Would Have Been In the Black," Bill  
Nelson, U.S. Senator from Florida, last modified March 9, 2011,  

http://billnelson.senate.gov/news/details.cfm?id=331774&. 
64

 AECOM Consulting and Wilbur Smith Associates, INVESTMENT GRADE  

RIDERSHIP STUDY SUMMARY REPORT, 10, http://www.floridabullettrain.com/  

fhsra/uploaddocuments/p25/Ridership%20Study%20-%20all%20reports.pdf. 
65

 Ibid, 15 
66

 Ibid, Section B, 2 
67

 Ibid, 17 
68

 Ibid, Section A, 5 
69

 Ibid, 20 
70

 Ibid, Section C, 1-2 
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results from the two firms are presented for the Beeline Alternative, since it is the route 
used in future HSR plans. 

 
Ridership was forecasted again in 2009 when Florida submitted an application for 

Recovery Act funding. Wilbur Smith Associates (WSA) and AECOM were chosen a 
second time to generate forecasts for 2015, 2020 and 2025. Ridership was interpolated 
with varying annual growth rates (2.82% between 2015 and 2020 and 3.01% between 
2020 and 2025) to produce an annual growth rate. Fare revenues (in 2010 dollars) were 
calculated in a three step process, first by dividing annual fare revenues by ridership for 
2015, 2020 and 2025. FDOT then assumed an escalation rate of 3.3% per year on average 
fares, which were finally multiplied by annual ridership to determine annual fare 
revenues.71  

 
Finally, ridership was most recently forecasted in early 2011. This study was 

required to be “investment grade” since Florida had only performed a minor study before 
applying for and receiving FRA funds. Surveying was performed until December 2010 in 
a similar fashion to previous surveys, but individuals could also take the survey at the 
November 2010 Industry Forum in Orlando or online at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles website.72 The study was performed again by WSA, but this time Steer Davies 
Gleave (SDG) acted as the alternate firm, with RSG Data Management collecting the 
data. Business partnerships were also identified during the survey period to facilitate 
greater economic growth and cooperation in the building of the HSR line. As with 
previous surveys, the goal was to estimate the number of trips on the corridor and 
determine how many individuals would use HSR. The survey addresses trip 
characteristics, stated preference scenarios, household demographics, and includes a 
debrief and opinion section. Travelers were divided into 9 segments: 

 
1) Resident Commuters 
2) Resident Business 
3) Resident Other 
4) Visitor Business 
5) Visitor Other 
6) International Intercity 
7) Airport Access Business 
8) Airport Access Other 
9) Airport Access International 

 
The results of the surveys are summarized in Table 1. 

                                                
71

 The PMF Group to Nazih Haddad, p 2 
72

 (Unidentified Speaker), "Ridership Surveys" (lecture, Florida  

High-Speed Rail Industry Forum, Orange County Convention Center, Orlando,  

November 9, 2010), U.S. High Speed Rail, http://www.ushsr.com/info/  

floridahsr.html. 
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T able l. Compar ing Ridership and T icket Revenue Forecasts for FHSR 

2010 Forecasts for the Total 2015 Forecasts for the Total 
Annual Ridership (millions) Annual Ridership (millions) 

Forecast created by: WSA AECOMor WSA I AECOM or 
SDGtt SDG 

2002 Investment 2.27 1.93 N/A 
Grade Study 

2009 Study 2.35 1.93 2.62 1 2.18 

20 II Investment N/A N/A 
Grade Study 

2010 Forecasts for the Total 2015 Forecasts for the Total 
Ticket Revenue ($ millions) Ticket Revenue ($ millions) 

Forecast created by: WSA AECOMor WSA I AECOM or 
SDG SDG 

2002 Investment $35.4 $32.9 N/A 
Grade Studvll 

2009 StudyH $46.43 $40.52 $50.97 1 $45.96 

20 II Investment N/A N/A 
Grade Study ... 

.. 2025 for 2002 and 2009 studies, 2026 for 20 II study 

tt AECOM was used for 2002 and 2009 studies, SDG for 20 II 

ll In $2002 

H in $2010 
... In $2010 

2016 Forecasts for tie Latest Year" Forecasts for the 
Total Annual Ridership Total Annual Ridership (millions) 
(millions 

WSA AECOMor WSA AECOM or 
SDG SDG 

N/A 3.44 2.89 

N/A 3.53 2.89 

3. 19 3.46 4.35 4.37 

2016 Forecasts for tie Latest Year Forecasts for the 
Total Ticket Revem:e ($ Total Ticket Revenue ($ millions) 
millions) 

WSA AECOMor WSA AECOM or 
SDG SDG 

N/A $53.7 $49.4 

N/A $69.92 $60.88 

1.55 1.75 $93.55 $82.87 
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In analyzing the three forecasts of total annual ridership figures for HSR, several 

observations are striking. When WSA is working alongside AECOM in the 2002 and 
2009 studies, WSA estimates are consistently larger, even when AECOM’s estimates do 
not change from 2002 to 2009. This may that indicate WSA is generating overly 
optimistic forecasts, especially as the figures grow from study to study. AECOM models 
may be either conservative or optimistic, but when compared to WSA forecasts, the 
figures are always more conservative. The 2011 ridership study introduces a different 
consulting agency, SDG. From 2009 to 2011, however, the forecast surges by as much as 
51%. WSA, the established optimist, has a 29% increase in the total number of annual 
riders, and a 33% increase in total ticket revenue. SDG has estimates slightly higher than 
WSA’s, but when compared to estimates previously made by AECOM in 2009, the total 
annual ridership estimate has increased by 51%. These recent estimates are suspect, as 
they are inexplicably high. If the argument is made that population has increased, the 
state has only changed in population by 17.6% over the past decade, let alone as high as 
51% in two years.73 And neither has tourism grown. According to statistics recorded by 
Visit Florida, the number of tourists has remained at the same level, 80 million, for the 
past three years. The recession of 2008 and the BP oil spill of 2010 halted growth that 
had previously be stable through the decade.74 This finding lends further support to 
systematic overestimation of ridership. 
 
 South Florida remains a designated (and desirable) corridor for HSR due to its 
ideal terrain (flat), high growth rates and tourist numbers, and several large cities within 
appropriate distance. If Florida were to implement HSR and successfully connect Tampa, 
Orlando and Miami, the growing metropolitan areas could become a highly successful  
mega-region.75 If the line were structured appropriately,76 commuters could use HSR 
with greater frequency to reach their places of work, or commute between cities for 
business trips. They could then live closer to the HSR line and reduce the need for 
highway expansion and urban sprawl. Environmental benefits exist as well. Florida’s 
everglades are a unique ecological habitat and may suffer or be eliminated as a result of 
highway, airport, city and residence expansion. Planned and interconnected growth 
among the cities will not only benefit the ecosystem and maintain quality of life for 
Floridians, but it may also benefit the region economically by preserving the unique 
ecosystem and increasing connectivity of residents and cities. The following figure 
demonstrates the difference between unrestrained and planned mega-region growth in 
terms of sprawl and environmental effect.77 

                                                
73

 US Census Bureau, Population Distribution and Change: 2000 to 2010,  

2, http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-01.pdf. 
74

 Mitch Stacy, "Florida tourism businesses lament lost year," USA Today,  

December 31, 2010, http://travel.usatoday.com/destinations/  
2011-01-02-florida-tourism-losses-2010_N.htm. 
75 http://www.orlando.org/clientuploads/myregion/cfgc_flsuperregion.pdf, also following image source. 
76

 There are plans inherent in the pricing schemes that would reduce fares for frequent riders. 
77 City Planning 702 Urban Design Studio at the University of  
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Figure 4 Comparison of unplanned potential growth (left) vs. alternative  potential 

growth (right) if plans are followed to create a super-region with HSR.
74 

 
Researchers Ahlfeldt and Feddersen have found “experimental” evidence for HSR 

induced economic growth. Their research centered on the growth of two towns, Limburg 
and Montabaur, with stations on the HSR line from Cologne to Frankfurt in Germany. 
The line has been in operation since 2002, and the four-year period ending in that year is 
used to study the effect of HSR on the towns and their surrounding counties. These towns 
had no economic rationale for being included on the line (they were not expanding or 
already powerful), but were incorporated because of lobbying by the regional 
government. Because Limburg and Montabaur are intermediate stops along the HSR line, 
the variation in accessibility that they provide is assumed to be exogenous, and the 
authors hypothesize that HSR should increase economic growth and development in the 
region by increasing accessibility to regional markets and decreasing the distance 
between economic agents. Using the implementation of HSR as a treatment effect over 
the study period, they found that counties surrounding the towns experienced a 2.7% 
increase in GDP compared with other areas included in the study, a result they believe is 
explained by the increased market access alone, since the treatment effect was found to 
be robust to a number of alternative explanations. The increase in market access also 
increased GDP, at a rate of .25% for every 1% of increased access, leading the 
researchers to conclude that improving passengers’ accessibility to other regions will 
improve economic growth separate from that of temporary shocks to the economy. This 
insight, when supplemented with further research, may help to predict infrastructure 
project-related growth and allow governments to better determine project priorities.78 

                                                                                                                                            

Pennsylvania, Connecting for Global Competitiveness Florida's Super Region,  
http://www.myregion.org/clientuploads/pdfs/cfgc_flsuperregion.pdf. 
78 Gabriel M Ahlfeldt and Arne Feddersen, "From Periphery to Core:  
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One of the purported benefits of HSR for sustainability purposes is the potential 

to reduce CO2 emissions. While other transportation modes (autos, airplanes and other 
transit) emit CO2 in proportion to their usage and fuel consumption, HSR will produce 
CO2 only in the amount that is required to produce energy to power the train. This means 
that if “clean” energy sources are used to power the train such as nuclear, solar, wind, 
wave or hydroelectric power, the CO2 emissions resulting from use of the train will be 
minimal. If coal or biomass fuel is used to generate the additional energy needed to 
power the train, however, CO2 emissions will not be affected, as riders who switched 
from other modes are still necessitating energy use from a CO2 emitting source.  

 
There are a number of alternatives to traditional modes along the Tampa-Orlando 

Corridor. Bus companies such as Greyhound provide economy shuttle service at 
comparable driving times. The luxury bus RedCoach provides some of the same 
amenities as Greyhound is beginning to offer (Wi-Fi, power outlets, leg room) along with 
fewer, more spacious leather seats and LCD televisions for entertainment.79 Nationally, 
intercity bus services are still growing faster than any other mode, increasing operations 
by 6% in 2010. Luxury buses that depart from carefully selected curbsides rather than bus 
stations (like RedCoach) have grown even more over the same period, increasing 
departures by 23.9%.80 Amusement parks in the region offer discounted coach shuttles 
between hotels and attractions across the corridor. Several companies such as Central 
Florida Shuttle provide regional private shuttle service with several vehicle options, or 
passengers may hire private taxis. A table summarizing costs and benefits for a round trip 
from Tampa to Orlando can be found below.  

 
Non-monetary variables are included in the table to illustrate preferences not tied 

to mode price. Trip length and related time spent on travel may be important to some 
travelers, while the ability to bring children or extra luggage may be the deciding factor 
for others. Rail is the only mode that does not depend on petroleum, which some 
passengers may care about, but it should be noted again that HSR can only be considered 
a sustainable mode and comparatively “green” if clean energy sources are used. Finally, 
the flexibility of different modes is also illustrated in the table, as the cheapest mode, the 
Park Shuttle, is only available once a day, makes several stops before its destination, and 
will require another mode if the passenger’s final destination cannot be reached on foot 
from one of the shuttle stations. The opposite level of flexibility exists for personal 
vehicles. Drivers may choose when they wish to leave and drive wherever they desire 
without having to call for a taxi or shuttle. Rail splits this convenience factor. Trains are 
scheduled, but will depart hourly and stations are located near popular destinations.  

                                                                                                                                            
Economic Adjustments to High Speed Rail" (working paper, London School of  

Economics and Political Science, 2010), LSE Research Online,  

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/29430/ .pp. 48-50 

79 Ted Jackovics, "City-to-city Luxury Buses Cropping up in Florida,"  

Tampa Tribune, February 13, 2011, http://www2.tbo.com/content/2011/feb/13/  

city-to-city-luxury-buses-cropping-up-in-florida/. 
80 DePaul Study quoted in Jackovics. 
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The existence of these alternatives presents a positive and negative case for HSR 
demand. Commuters willing to use shuttles or buses indicate that some consumers would 
prefer an alternative to driving a personal automobile. At prices comparable to HSR 
fares, they would be more likely to switch modes if HSR becomes available. On the other 
hand, these shuttles are not yet widely popular, as evidenced by RedCoach’s frequent 
promotional fares to attract customers, and some buses travel with only a single 
passenger.81  

 
HSR along the Tampa-Orlando corridor would be in direct competition with these 

buses and shuttles. In some cases, the departure and arrival locations are customizable, 
giving benefit to these alternatives, and in many cases the fares are competitive. A further 
benefit to these alternatives is that they use existing infrastructure and have relatively low 
startup, operating and management costs. While they are still prone to congestion along I-
4 and cannot compete with the shorter trip length of HSR, they are much cheaper to 
operate and manage and more flexible to changes in demand. Passengers choosing a bus 
or shuttle at a lower fare will likely divert to HSR only if their main concern is the time 
of the trip. 

 
FHSR also should not expect diversion from air travel. There are currently no 

commercial flights between the two cities, so the addition of the rail line will not aid 
runway congestion or cause these non-existent air travelers to change their transportation 
mode.82 If a passenger must travel from Tampa to Orlando by plane, there is the option of 
a routed flight through Miami, but the trip will take 4 hours and cost $500. 
 

Section 5—Decision to Cancel 

 

Republican Governor Rick Scott was elected in Nov. 2010 by a margin of 1.3 
percentage points over his Democratic rival Alex Sink.83 His campaign platform had been 
the shrinking of government coupled with creation of jobs for Floridians in the aftermath 
of the 2008 recession. He made both promises under his singular campaign slogan, “Let’s 
Get to Work.” In light of stimulus spending by the federal government under the 
Recovery Act, a few Republican governors with anti-federalist slants and goals of deficit 
reduction at all levels of government elected to discourage future aid from federal sources 
and also returned money for infrastructure mega projects that had already been accepted. 
In New Jersey, Governor Chris Christie cancelled a tunnel project linking his state to 
New York expected to cost $8.7 billion. Newly elected Republican governors Scott 
Walker of Wisconsin and John R. Kasich of Ohio terminated rail projects in their states: 
$810 million in stimulus for conventional passenger rail in Wisconsin, $400 million for 
upgraded rail along the Ohio Hub. As these funds (especially for HSR) were returned, the 
money was redistributed and Florida’s initial allotment of $1.25 billion grew to $2.4 
billion. When Scott took office he did not immediately kill the HSR project, though he 
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 Ibid. 
82 Michael Cooper, "How Flaws Undid Obama's Hope for High-Speed Rail in  

Florida," New York Times, March 11, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/12/us/  

12rail.html?_r=2&hp. 
83 Michael C. Bender, "How Republican Rick Scott won the governor's race” 
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was opposed to it on ideological grounds, but instead announced he would wait for the 
publication of a new ridership study in February of 2011. Before that study was released, 
however, Wendell Cox published a Taxpayer Liability Report concerning the project, 
which Scott relied on heavily in making his decision. 84 
 

President of the U.S. HSR Association, Andy Kunz, commented on Scott’s 
decision rationale in an Orlando Sentinel editorial. Kunz criticized the report and its 
authors for bias, stating that the Reason Foundation (sponsors of the study) have vested 
interests in perpetuating petroleum and automobile use due to prominent donors like 
Koch Industries, which owns oil refineries. One of the Scott’s advisers on the study, 
Robert Poole, was a founder and director of the Reason Foundation and a member of 
Scott’s transition team. Kunz calls comparisons in the study of Florida’s rail proposal to 
California’s “false.” Scott claimed that cost overruns could be as much as $3 billion, all 
borne by Floridians. Though Scott does not explain this estimate, Cox’s report predicts 
that Florida’s actual cost per mile for the line will be closer to California’s, 111% higher 
than the original estimate of $2.6 billion. Cox also compares the ridership estimates with 
an alternate and vastly dissimilar corridor, the Amtrak Acela line in the northeast. Acela 
sees 3.2 million passengers a year, but when compared with the 3.07 million forecasted 
riders on the Tampa-Orlando line and the much smaller population of the Florida region, 
Cox’s study attempts to demonstrate that estimated ridership is too high. Kunz argues that 
this comparison should point to the actual Acela ridership being lower than demand. 12 
million passengers ride on all Amtrak lines in the Northeast corridor, with additional 
ridership constrained by the 250 million passengers on commuter trains throughout the 
area. Thus, the comparison does not transfer to Florida because the Tampa-Orlando line 
can provide faster and more frequent service since it has dedicated tracks and its location 
on the I-4 median reduces constraints and road crossings. Orlando’s unique tourism 
market is also mentioned, but Cox addresses this fact and counters that metropolitan areas 
in the northeast are also popular destinations. Finally, Kunz points out Scott’s dismissal 
of the project before private bids were placed, since the Reason study determined that the 
project would be least risky moving forward if the state made sure the private builder and 
operator would cover cost overruns and revenue shortfalls. 

 
The question then turns to the legality of Scott’s statement. Would Florida 

taxpayers be on the hook for HSR funds if the project were abandoned? Does the state 
have the obligation to continue generating the service if the private firm chooses to exit? 
In the application for federal funds for HSR eligibility information, in order for an 
application submitted by an eligible entity (in Florida’s case, the state) to be accepted and 
renewed for planning funding, the entity must “affirmatively demonstrate” legal, 
financial, and technical capacity to complete the project.85 This includes providing 
matching funds and absorbing cost overruns or finance shortfalls. The requirement for 
cost sharing can be met by direct financing of cash or by in-kind contributions with FRA 

                                                
84Wendell Cox, The Tampa to Orlando High-Speed Rail Project: Florida  

Taxpayer Risk Assessment, ed. Reason Foundation, page #s, http://reason.org/  

files/florida_high_speed_rail_analysis.pdf. 
85 Proclamation. No. 16564, 75 Fed. Reg. 38346 (April 1, 2010),  

http://www.fra.dot.gov/downloads/PubAffairs/2010-15992.pdf. 
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approval. Florida’s plan was to donate the right-of-way on the I-4 median to fulfill this 
requirement. Cost sharing is further stipulated with the requirement of documentation for 
the entity’s ability to “absorb” cost overruns while still delivering the project without 
further federal subsidy.  

 
Thus, Rick Scott’s rationale for returning federal funds is based on government 

requirements; he is legally correct in his assumptions. Taxpayers would ultimately bear 
the burden if the private builder/operator were to abandon the project, unless funding was 
to come from another private source. In an extreme case, if the company were to abandon 
the project after it had been completed, but had originally agreed to cover any 
construction cost overruns, it may leave a substantial debt to the state. Cox, in his Florida 
taxpayer liability study, estimates this amount at $3 billion since at that price, Florida’s 
costs would be more in line with California’s costs. Not only would the state be 
responsible for the overruns, but if the project were to be cancelled also, funds supplied 
by the federal government would need to be returned as the state would be in violation of 
the application contract. The other option for Florida would be to continue operating the 
rail either through the public sector or through another private contract. This alternative 
would only be economically sound, however, if the system had been covering its 
operating costs, otherwise the state would continue to lose money with the project. It is 
highly unlikely that the private contractor would have abandoned the project if it were 
covering its operating costs since remaining in business is the only way for the contractor 
to recover the fixed costs of construction. Thus, the more likely scenario in the case of 
contractor abandonment has Florida returning federal funds and shouldering debt left by 
the contractor. 

 

Rick Scott announced his decision to cancel the project and return the funds on 
Wednesday, February 16, 2011. Scott reported that he was wary of ridership estimates 
provided by the state and also feared that in the event of the project’s termination the 
state would be forced to repay the federal grant as well as cover any construction cost 
overruns or operating subsidies. He put it succinctly, “The truth is that this project would 
be far too costly to taxpayers, and I believe the risk far outweighs the benefits.”86 
Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood gave Scott an initial week to reconsider, and as 
state senators worked to build a case against Scott’s decision, LaHood extended the 
deadline another week to March 4, 2011. Once talk of suing the governor to get him to 
overturn his decision began, the governor ordered the information contained on the FHSR 
website, floridahighspeedrail.org, be removed from public view on February 25th. 
Republican Senator Thad Altman of Melbourne and Democratic Senator Arthenia Joyner 
of Tampa filed an emergency petition on March 1st and requested another extension from 
LaHood so the Florida Supreme Court could hear the case. The Court, however, turned 
the case around quickly and voted in favor of Rick Scott’s authority to cancel the federal 
project money. On March 11, the $2.4 billion allocated to Florida for HSR was rescinded 
and the Secretary of Transportation announced that other states could then apply for the 
money. Proponents of FHSR were also able to apply for the funds, but needed to 

                                                
86 Quoted by Michael Cooper, "How Flaws Undid Obama's Hope for High-Speed Rail in  
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12rail.html?_r=2&hp. 



Garrett 35 

 

reorganize as a regional transit authority separate from the state yet working with a 
previously established transport authority, such as Amtrak. The deadline to reapply for 
these funds passed April 4th.87  

 
Section 6—Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

 Based on the evidence above, there will need to be some shift in the political or 
economic environment before Florida sees HSR lines laid. Opponents argue that if the 
demand necessary for the creation of HSR in Florida existed, private corporations would 
have already completed the project. Infrastructure, however, is a public good, with many 
public benefits, which include positive externalities to be factored into the cost-benefit 
analysis. It is clear then that such a megaproject requires an enormous initial investment 
and the federal government is usually the one to turn to for such sums. At this moment, 
the government is offering these kinds of subsidy packages to promote this alternate 
mode of transportation while stimulating the economy. State governors report that they 
are refusing these capital injections because of taxpayer risk, but they may also be 
making these decisions on the basis of party lines and ideology. As Ohio concluded, the 
project’s revenues may not cover the full cost of its construction, but the benefit of 
having the project outweighed its costs.  
 
 The disparity between Scott’s decision and the results of recent ridership studies 
warrants explanation. The most plausible explanation may be that the ridership forecasts 
are entirely too optimistic, and have been since planning began for FHSR under the 2000 
constitutional amendment. The recent jump in total annual ridership figures lends support 
to this theory, as there is no logical explanation as to why forecasts would increase so 
much over two years, especially given economic conditions over the period.  

 
It is also possible that Rick Scott, in addition to his distrust for forecasts does not 

wish to see the state government responsible for any additional spending. His willingness 
to ignore potential private funds to cover the cost of the project, however, points again to 
the ridership estimation and its implications for feasibility, especially in light of other 
corridors displaying greater signs of feasibility.   
 
 It has been remarked that Florida, Ohio or Wisconsin will not get another 
opportunity like this one. The federal government may not be offering to fund nearly 
90% of the construction and start up costs to a mega infrastructure project for Florida in 
the coming years, but if the attitudes of Floridians change, they may yet succeed in 
funding the project themselves. Resurgence in environmental protectionism or a severe 
and prolonged rise in gas prices could sway public opinion from concern about 
construction overruns and overestimated ridership projections. 
 
 In the meantime, there are several options Florida may pursue without a shift in 
public opinion, or on the route to doing so.  Private investment is still not out of the 
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question; if a private entity believes that HSR is has the appropriate levels of feasibility 
and demand in Florida to warrant the entity taking on all of the associated risks as well as 
the purchase or lease the right-of-way from the state (which may be welcomed during 
these times of government budget deficits) they may be able to fund and complete the 
project with little government involvement. A second option, as mentioned previously, is 
the formation of a coalition of HSR supporters. They could organize as a private 
transportation authority and align with an existing transportation authority to apply for 
federal funds now or in the future as subsequent rounds of funds are distributed for HSR 
projects. Similarly, individual counties wishing to construct HSR lines might follow this 
method, but raising funds from bonds would only be possible with statewide support. As 
another option, the line from Tampa to Orlando could be built in extremely small 
portions in order to minimize the initial amount of construction capital. The area around 
Walt Disney World has the highest forecasted ridership in the current models, so builders 
could start with a light rail system that connects tourists from the international airport to 
hotels and attractions in Orlando. Disney had previously pledged an in-kind land 
donation to the FHSR system for a stop along the route. Fare revenues as proof of 
demand from this completed 21-mile segment could then be used to expand the line and 
upgrade it to high-speed.88 After all, this is the contingency plan for other projects, such 
as California: if the project cannot gather enough funds to extend the line all the way 
north to Sacramento, partial lines will still be usable for trips from Fresno to Bakersfield. 
  
 Alternatively, the government could change the program delivery method of the 
project from a DBOM partnership to a DBFO. If Florida’s governor is wary of the state 
and its taxpayers being financially responsible for HSR, especially due to over-optimistic 
forecasts of use, he could allow the private sector to leverage the debt on future revenue 
streams. The government could grant the private company the right-of-way as an in kind 
contribution to the project to increase incentives to the bidders. This revenue leveraging 
could occur through the issue of bonds or other privately held debt so that the entity has 
the funds necessary to design, build, and operate the infrastructure without holding 
taxpayers responsible. If the project were abandoned, only the private debt holders would 
be affected. This delivery method could also be used to further determine interest and 
demand for the project—if private individuals are not willing to hold the leveraged debt, 
there may not be enough interest for the project to proceed. If international private 
investors are still eager to implement HSR in Florida as an opportunity to showcase HSR 
engineering and technologies without having the government provide funds, this should 
be the next step for the system. In light of recent federal government bailouts to private 
corporations in 2009, state governments may still be averse to this delivery method if the 
DBOM model was rejected because of financial liability. 
  
 If the government is altogether unwilling to provide support to the project, but as 
in the case of Florida, the state retains the desired right-of-way, the land may also be 
leased to the private sector, or the asset sold to them outright. This may be undesirable for 
the state, however, because the public sector will have little if any control over the land 
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and the project. Furthermore, if the asset is sold, the government will not benefit from 
positive demand and revenues on the completed line. 
 
 As evidenced from the numerous studies of megaprojects, ridership studies and 
cost projections, especially for rail, are not very trustworthy. For this reason, builders of 
megaprojects should be willing to take on substantial risk of cost overruns and 
overestimation of ridership. Though imposing greater costs for inaccuracy of such 
estimates may help decrease the size of errors, risk will remain. Through the processes of 
risk assessment developed by Flyvbjerg’s team, the ultimate risk-bearer should weigh 
carefully the liabilities of the project. If this entity is unwilling to bear the risk of a 
project’s worst-case scenario, the project should not be undertaken. Since Scott, on behalf 
of the state of Florida, was not willing to risk construction cost overruns or repayment of 
capital investment in the event of shutdown, he refused the contract offered by the 
government, killing the current plans for FHSR. 

 
Ultimately, however, the conversation about FHSR is not over. Though the 

project has been proposed and cancelled at least once a decade since the idea was 
introduced in the late 1980’s, the possibility of HSR still lingers. As long as bullet trains 
continue to operate and expand in Asia and Europe, there will be people enamored with 
those systems and desiring to bring the concept to Florida’s congested areas. 
 

In the event that Florida should reapply for government funding in the next 
decade, it would be worthwhile to follow the elements for successful implementation of 
HSR identified by the Mineta Transportation Institute in 2005.89  

First, Leadership by the Federal Government will provide a vision and 
necessary support for the project and the completed system and assist in project finance. 

Then, Defining Cost by identifying and itemizing costs rather than the lump price 
to see if the public will truly benefit from the system. If the public will not benefit, 
funding should not come from the public sector.  

Institutionalized Support in a non-transitory stakeholder, that is, a coalition 
rather than a politician, which will see the project through to completion.  

Technologies and Approaches chosen to correspond with infrastructure goals. 
Incremental rail is best for diverting commuters to rail, whereas new HSR is best for 
relieving air congestion.  

Finally, Opportunities should arise for the rail system to grow and reveal the 
potential of the network.  

 
If Florida were to successfully follow this model, the reformation of a public 

sector rail coalition should be the first goal, since the federal government has already 
instituted its vision and offered the state support. Then, the coalition should re-examine 
benefits to the public to determine if they are great enough to warrant public funding, 
giving consideration to the risk the public will be taking. If the public benefits do not 

                                                
89

 Mineta Transportation Institute et al., HIGH-SPEED RAIL PROJECTS IN THE  

UNITED STATES: IDENTIFYING THE ELEMENTS FOR SUCCESS, 3-5,  

http://transweb.sjsu.edu/mtiportal/research/publications/documents/deCerreno/  

HSR_de%20Cerreno_MTI_05-01.pdf. 
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justify public funds, but the project has enough demand to be constructed, private 
investors should be sought. Because of the short distance between Tampa and Orlando, 
the coalition should begin with incremental rail, and focus on the aforementioned areas of 
Orlando that would generate the greatest ridership and fare revenue. This will leave 
opportunities for the system to expand as demand increases without leaving the liability 
for the state taxpayer.
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