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Inherency Resps

Desert Xpress will get federal loans now

Adams 12- (David, “ DesertXpress not a worthy expense,” The Las Vegas Sun, May 24, 2012, http://www.lasvegassun.com/news/2012/may/24/desertxpress-not-worthy-expense/)

High-speed rail is back in the news. It appears the ill-advised DesertXpress train to nowhere is about to be approved for the $5 billion loan guarantee by the federal government. If you thought the half-billion-dollar loan to Solyndra was a waste of taxpayer money, wait for this one. Assuming the project is completed, the few passengers per day who will actually ride the train will appreciate it, but that’s about all.

Economy Frontline
Plan won’t save economy – jobs will be temporary, but spending will skyrocket

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

Construction cost projections have soared to as much as $6.5 billion, not including interest on the loan. Some fear taxpayer subsidies are inevitable. Reid and other supporters point to research that shows 80,000 new jobs, but FRA documents show virtually all those would be temporary -- no more than 722 would be permanent.

Most Desert Express jobs are temporary – ridership is not guaranteed

Watertown Daily Times, 2012 [Reject loan for Bullet train http://www.watertowndailytimes.com/article/20120328/OPINION01/703289969/1036/opinion MARCH 28, Editorial Accessed  March 29, 2012]

Sen. Reid and backers hold out the prospect of up to 80,000 new jobs, although the FRA projects about 722 permanent jobs. DesertXpress still has to come up with its $1.6 billion share of the approximately 200-mile line. These are initial estimates with the possibility of costs ballooning over time. Then there are differences in ridership projections. The developers put first-year ridership at 3 million while government analysts believe it would be closer to 2.5 million. Ridership will be critical to the financial success of the project. Opponents point out that there are no high-speed trains in the world operating without government subsidies. This is one bet the government should not make.

Plan doesn’t solve economy – it diverts investment from other projects

O’Toole, 2012 - Senior Fellow Cato Institute [The Post: Not Even Loans for High-Speed Rail, April 6, 2012, Author: Randal O’Toole, , http://www.cato-at-liberty.org/the-post-not-even-loans-for-high-speed-rail/]

In February 2011, the Post argued that joining China, France, and Japan in a high-speed rail race would be joining “a race everyone loses.” Then in May, the Post again hammered the California project in light of new reviews questioning both the claimed costs and benefits of the project. “Somebody, please, stop this train” the paper added that November. Yesterday, the Post even opposed just loaning federal money to a private high-speed rail company. A private company wants a $4.9 billion loan to help build a rail line from southern California to Las Vegas. But the memories of Solyndra and other solar companies getting federal loans, giving huge amounts of money to executives, and then going bankrupt may be too recent. The Post even understands opportunity costs, noting that, “As for jobs, any that the Vegas train creates will come at the expense of alternative uses of the money,” a reality not always recognized by journalists.

Desert Express won’t help the economy – they overestimate jobs and the ability to pay loans back

Livingston Daily 2012 [$4.9B train plan seems off-track, April 4, 2012, Author: Daily Paper in Mich., http://www.livingstondaily.com/article/20120404/OPINION01/204040317/-4-9B-train-plan-seems-off-track?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CFrontpage%7Cp]

That's right. In order use the train, riders will first have to drive 100 miles to train station, leave their car there and then hop on the train for the remaining two-hour ride of 200 miles. The train passenger will save less than 30 minutes. That doesn't count time spent waiting for the train in the desert or getting from the train station to a hotel in Vegas. But the savings for the rider will be worth it, right? Not exactly. Early estimates peg the round-trip train cost at $100, a figure that will likely rise. Plane trips between L.A. and Vegas cost less than that, without the 100 mile drive in each direction. But what about all the jobs? Backers claim the project will produce 80,000 jobs, a number that should raise some skepticism. Further, U.S. Transportation Secretary Roy LaHood — the guy who heads the agency that is throwing cold water on Detroit's train proposal — said there will only be 722 permanent jobs created. If it's just a low-interest loan, won't taxpayers get their money back? Again, not so fast. Developers originally said they were going to fund the project privately. They later opted for government support. They didn't say why, but it is reasonable to guess that private money wasn't excited about the project. If the train line fails, it will be taxpayers holding the bag.

Desert Xpress won’t increase employment – jobs will be temporary

Blood 12- The Associated Press (Michael R., “ High-speed DesertXpress train from California to Vegas carries political cargo,” The Denver Post, 4-12-2012, http://www.denverpost.com/travel/ci_20384263/high-speed-desertxpress-train-from-california-vegas-carries)

Reid and other supporters point to research that shows 80,000 new jobs, but FRA documents show virtually all those would be temporary — no more than 722 would be permanent. Victorville Mayor Ryan McEachron envisions a bustling transportation oasis with a hotel, restaurants, maybe even homes, on the proposed station site. He believes drivers can be enticed out of their cars, even in a region where the notion of rail travel can seem as distant as a New York subway. The company is "going to have to market and market hard in order to get the ridership they need to support paying back the loan," the mayor says. "I think you can change the thinking."

Impossible to predict Desert Xpress costs

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

A Federal Railroad Administration spokesman declined to comment on DesertXpress, and could not cite specific regulatory ambiguities. It's hard to compare high-speed rail projects because costs vary widely based on factors such as geography and the technology used. And as a private company, DesertXpress isn't required to make detailed financial plans public. But according to a standard transportation benchmark, cost-per-mile, DesertXpress' cost estimates have always been on the low side. The current estimate runs nearly $35 million per mile. DesertXpress said its numbers "are verified to be appropriate for the project scope." But a 2009 Government Accountability Office survey identified a high-speed rail line in Spain as the least expensive at $37 million per mile. The most expensive: $143 million per mile in Japan. A 2010 World Bank report found a "typical range" of $55 million to $133 million per mile. And estimates for the California state system, which includes higher-cost construction in urban areas, range from $84.8 million to $109.3 million per mile. Experts now reviewing that plan warned in January that costs could go even higher. However, rail experts acknowledged that local conditions cast big influence over costs. The GAO noted that the high-end Japanese line between Takasaki and Nagano came with high land purchase costs and required numerous bridges and tunnels, as well as expensive seismic bracing. DesertXpress, by contrast, would benefit from low land costs -- it would hug Interstate 15 almost all of the way, using government-owned right-of-way -- and would largely avoid steep climbs and sharp turns. It would also have just two stations, with no intermediate stops. Asked about the cost comparison to California's plan, DesertXpress replied, "We do not have sufficient information on California High Speed Rail to make a comparison nor should we."

Solvency Frontline
No Solvency – people prefer other options over high speed rail

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

The company is seeking funds at a time when a proposed high-speed train running from San Francisco to Southern California has been questioned because of ballooning costs and fear it will sap taxpayer dollars. Early company research projected the train would lure away nearly one in four car, bus and airline travelers, initially about 4 million people annually. The company now pegs first-year ridership at about 3 million, but that projection was trimmed to 2.5 million by government analysts who urged more study. The risks are summarized in a 2007 study commissioned by ACS Infrastructure North America, a division of a global construction company that DesertXpress says is seeking a role in the project, that found most travelers were "broadly happy" going to Las Vegas by car or airline. While most travelers would be open to riding a train, the report warned the company would need to lure riders with pampering. On clear roads, the 270-mile drive from downtown Los Angeles to Las Vegas takes about four hours. Planners say the train ride from Victorville to Las Vegas would take about 80 minutes, but it's debatable how much time would be saved after parking, boarding the train and reaching a Las Vegas hotel. Round-trip flights from Los Angeles to Las Vegas can be booked for under $100.

Californians won’t ride Desert Xpress - psychological barriers to switching modes of transportation and faulty studies 

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

The question of how many people would use DesertXpress elicits widely different answers. The company expects close to 90 percent of its passengers will drive to Victorville, park their cars and then take the 84-minute train ride rather than fight the "overcrowded I-15 corridor at Victorville." When traffic flows smoothly, the drive from Victorville to Las Vegas is about two and a half hours, or just more than an hour longer than the proposed train ride. "I think the train is a great opportunity," said Robert Lovingood, chairman of the Victorville Chamber of Commerce. "People will want to ride rather than face the stress and all that traffic on 15." When asked about I-15 congestion, California transportation officials refer questions to Lance Todd, program director for Highway Radio in Barstow. He said the only northbound I-15 chokepoint is on Fridays north of Victorville, where I-15 narrows from four to three lanes, and then to two. On Sundays or holiday Mondays, there are four southbound trouble spots, the worst being the agricultural inspection station at Yermo, about a dozen miles east of Barstow, he said. There, drivers must slow down, causing traffic to back up for several miles on peak days. But there are alternatives to ease I-15 congestion. Nevada DOT estimates that it costs about $5 million per mile to add a lane in each direction to an interstate in a rural area, or about $750 million to make I-15 six lanes from Primm to Victorville. Even if I-15 stays just as it is now, will enough freeway-hardened Angelenos choose the train, rather than just keep driving, to pay for DesertXpress? According to Nevada Department of Transportation figures, about 40,300 cars each day crossed the state line at Primm both ways on I-15 last year, for a total of 14.7 million vehicles for the year. The state doesn't track where those cars came from, how many people were in each or where they were going, but the Convention and Visitors Authority says about 10 million Southern California residents visited Las Vegas last year. That includes an unknown number who flew. DesertXpress, then, expects about two-thirds of all Southern California visitors will take the train, paying $110 for a round-trip ticket -- comparable to flying nonstop most days from one of Southern California's six commercial airports. DesertXpress said three outside consultants have reviewed its ridership estimates, including an "investment grade analysis" last April. But a paper written for the Monorail Society in 2001 noted that passenger estimates for the bankrupt Las Vegas Monorail were also reviewed by three outsiders, including one report termed "investment grade." They concluded that the 3.9-mile overhead line would draw at least 19 million paying customers a year. It carried 4.9 million last year. Two of the monorail consultants, URS Corp. and Wilbur Smith Associates, have also helped formulate DesertXpress numbers. One of the three authors of the Monorail Society paper, Tom Stone, did work for the monorail and was the DesertXpress CEO until he retired in late 2010. What some critics call the "optimism bias" has shown up elsewhere. A survey of 25 high-speed railways around the world by Oxford University professor Bent Flyvbjerg found that actual ridership averages only half the amount stated in preopening studies. This would bring DesertXpress down to about 3.25 million annual round-trips during its initial years. DesertXpress also faces a basic belief of transportation planners: People who start a trip on one mode of transportation don't like to switch. "There is a lot of psychological baggage that comes with having to transfer from one mode to another. People don't like to do that," said University of California, Berkeley professor Robert Cervero, who has studied the issue elsewhere. One solution, raised by DesertXpress in the past, would be an extension from Victorville to Palmdale, about 50 miles to the west, to connect with the proposed California high-speed system. But with the California system in doubt because of that state's budget problems, DesertXpress now refers to Palmdale as a Metrolink station, part of the Los Angeles-area commuter rail network. When evaluating DesertXpress as a whole, Skancke said history will view it as inaugural segment of a national high-speed system. "Once Americans see what 200 mph trains really are, they'll be clamoring, screaming for it in communities all over the country," he said. But the World Bank calls for a more measured approach: "(We do) not suggest that public financial support may not be justified, but argue for a candid prior weighing of the overall economic benefit against 'likely' public financial support, rather than just 'picking up the bill after the feast.'" 

No solvency – Desert Express only goes halfway and spending will skyrocket

CBS News, 2012 [KLAS-TV Las Vegas Transportation Can Boost Las Vegas Economy Mar 13, http://www.8newsnow.com/story/17151912/transportation-can-boost-las-vegas-economyBy Steve Kanigher News Anchor, Accessed Mar 29 2012]

But the project has at least two public relations hurdles it continues to face. One is that many critics have questioned why the train would only go to Victorville instead of all the way to Los Angeles. The company has said it believes most passengers live close enough to Victorville to make that location worthwhile. There is also potential for the Victorville station to be linked to a future high-speed rail system that would travel to other California cities. Another hurdle is that the company is seeking a federal loan to finance a substantial portion of the $6.5 billion project. What the future holds for DesertXpress is uncertain if that loan request is denied. The Great Recession already has caused postponement of another major transportation initiative, pursuit of a new commercial airport 30 miles south of McCarran International Airport in the Ivanpah Valley. Clark County in 2010 indefinitely postponed additional funding for an environmental impact statement for that site until economic conditions improve.

No solvency – no one will drive to Victorville to board the train

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

VICTORVILLE, Calif. -- On a dusty, rock-strewn expanse at the edge of the Mojave Desert, a company linked to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid wants to build a bullet train that would rocket tourists from the middle of nowhere to the gambling palaces of Las Vegas. Privately held DesertXpress is on the verge of landing a $4.9 billion loan from the Obama administration to build the 150 mph train, which could be a lifeline for a region devastated by the housing crash or a crap shoot for taxpayers weary of Washington spending. The vast park-and-ride project hinges on the untested idea that car-loving Californians will drive about 100 miles from the Los Angeles area, pull off busy Interstate 15 and board a train for the final leg to the famous Strip. Planners imagine that millions of travelers a year will one day flock to a station outside down-on-its-luck Victorville, a small city where shuttered storefronts pock the historic downtown. An alliance of business and political rainmakers from The Strip to Capitol Hill is backing the project that could become the first high-speed system to break ground under President Barack Obama's push to modernize the U.S. rail network -- and give the Democratic president's re-election prospects a lift in battleground Nevada. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood has publicly blessed the train -- it means jobs, he says -- and it's cleared several regulatory hurdles in Washington. Yet even as the Federal Railroad Administration considers awarding what would be, by far, the largest loan of its type, its own research warns it's difficult to predict how many people will ride the train, a critical measure of financial survival, an Associated Press review found. There are other skeptics, as well. "It's insanity," says Thomas Finkbiner of the Intermodal Transportation Institute at the University of Denver. "People won't drive to a train to go someplace. If you are going to drive, why not drive all the way and leave when you want?"
Desert Xpress will fail – stopping in Victorville makes it a waste of money

Adams 12- (David, “ DesertXpress not a worthy expense,” The Las Vegas Sun, May 24, 2012, http://www.lasvegassun.com/news/2012/may/24/desertxpress-not-worthy-expense/)

High-speed rail is back in the news. It appears the ill-advised DesertXpress train to nowhere is about to be approved for the $5 billion loan guarantee by the federal government. If you thought the half-billion-dollar loan to Solyndra was a waste of taxpayer money, wait for this one. Assuming the project is completed, the few passengers per day who will actually ride the train will appreciate it, but that’s about all. The competing project (maglev train) would have been able to negotiate the Cajon Pass (DesertXpress could not) and could have been constructed in the median of Interstate 15 (it would have run on a raised track). It could have run between Las Vegas and Anaheim or Los Angeles rather than end in a desert city 90 miles from the Los Angeles metropolitan area. But, hey, that makes too much sense. Now we see that there is another high-speed rail project up for more of our tax dollars, this time between Houston and Dallas. This one at least makes a little sense, since it goes between two major cities. Now, if the train were to go from Houston to Waco, Texas, it would be more like the DesertXpress, dumping passengers in Waco, 90 or so miles from Dallas. Why hasn’t someone thought of that? That itinerary would make as much sense as the Las Vegas-to-Victorville disaster.

Not enough riders will take Desert Xpress – federal studies prove

Blood 12- The Associated Press (Michael R., “ High-speed DesertXpress train from California to Vegas carries political cargo,” The Denver Post, 4-12-2012, http://www.denverpost.com/travel/ci_20384263/high-speed-desertxpress-train-from-california-vegas-carries)

Yet even as the Federal Railroad Administration considers awarding what would be, by far, the largest loan of its type, its own research warns it's difficult to predict how many people will ride the train, a critical measure of financial survival, an Associated Press review found. There are other skeptics, as well. "It's insanity," says Thomas Finkbiner of the Intermodal Transportation Institute at the University of Denver. "People won't drive to a train to go someplace. If you are going to drive, why not drive all the way and leave when you want?" Construction cost projections have soared to as much as $6.5 billion, not including interest on the loan. Some fear taxpayer subsidies are inevitable. 

Not enough people will ride Desert Xpress – experts question Aff ridership estimates

Blood 4/12- The Associated Press (Michael R., “ High-speed DesertXpress train from California to Vegas carries political cargo,” The Denver Post, 4-12-2012, http://www.denverpost.com/travel/ci_20384263/high-speed-desertxpress-train-from-california-vegas-carries)

DesertXpress officials once boasted they would build the line with private dollars, but they now plan to rely on FRA financing to cover the bulk of the cost. Mack didn't directly answer if the company turned to the FRA because private investors were unwilling to take the risk, but said the loan terms are attractive. "When somebody comes and tells me I will build a system that pays for itself, I'm suspicious," said Hasan Ikhrata, executive director of the Southern California Association of Governments, which questioned ridership potential in a report last year. "There is no high-speed rail system in the world that operates without subsidies." The company is still arranging as much as $1.6 billion needed to cover its share of the construction bill for the roughly 200-mile line. Investments could hinge on the loan approval, which requires the company to convince the FRA that taxpayers won't get stiffed. In a worst-case scenario, the train would become government property if the company fails. The low-interest loan would be about three times the combined amount the FRA loaned 32 other projects through the Railroad Rehabilitation & Improvement Financing program since its inception in 2002. If successful, the train could be a forerunner in a national high-speed rail network, while bringing a rich return for investors and delivering visitors to Vegas. It would also give Nevada residents an option to Southern California, albeit many miles from tourist hotspots like Hollywood or the beaches. The company is seeking funds at a time when a proposed high-speed train running from San Francisco to Southern California has been questioned because of ballooning costs and fear it will sap taxpayer dollars. Early company research projected the train would lure away nearly one in four car, bus and airline travelers, initially about 4 million people annually.

Funding specific high speed rail programs won’t solve – a national plan is needed

Peterman 2009— Transportation analyst for congress  (David Randall, William J. Mallett and John Frittelli, CRS Report for Congress, Analyst in Transportation Policy, December 08, 2009, “High Speed Rail (HSR) in the United States” http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?Location=U2&doc=GetTRDoc.pdf&AD=ADA511142)

Related to those questions is the process of choosing which high speed rail projects should receive funding. In the high speed rail development program, Congress required that projects be part of a state rail plan or the national rail plan in order to receive funding. The FRA is currently developing a national rail plan,93 but it is not clear whether that plan will be completed before the first round of high speed rail development grants are made. Some observers contend that making grants for high speed rail development in the absence of a plan for the development of high speed rail is putting the cart before the horse. Nor is it clear from the FRA’s description of how it intends to develop a national rail plan the degree to which that plan will reflect the rail plans of the states as opposed to establishing a national rail vision that will lead the efforts of the states. Beyond the development costs, Congress may wish to consider how to pay for maintaining an HSR system over the long term. Passenger revenues may not be sufficient to cover the operating costs of high speed lines. The federal government’s responsibility in financing this gap versus the responsibility of state or local governments has not been determined.

Desert Xpress hurts biodiversity – construction affects endangered species

Wellington 11- Bachelor of Arts in Social Science Washington State University (Charles Alexander, “The Viability and Necessity of DesertXpress and the Future of Las Vegas,” UNLV, 1-10-2011, http://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2165&context=thesesdissertations)

Public/mass transportation is extremely important to the environment and the economic recovery of our nation from the long-term recession we entered in 2007 (American Public Transportation Association, 2011). Specifically, high speed rail lines are at the forefront of interstate travel. There are many benefits to this high speed rail system, but there is an environmental impact which will affect numerous areas such as the Mojave National Preserve (Packer, 2011). The purpose of mass transportation is basically a transportation mode in which large numbers of commuters can be moved from one location to another. The focus of this paper is high speed rail which is fast, comfortable, and reliable. High speed rail or (HSR) is a type of passenger rail transport that generally operates between 200 km/h (125 mph) to 250 km/h (155 mph.) However, what is considered the actual maximum commercial speed is 300 km/h (186 mph) for the majority of national high speed railways (Japan, China, France, Germany, Spain, Italy and the UK) (James, 2011). The environmental impact is a major factor considered when proposing such a system as it can be very detrimental to the environment. Specifically, the environmental impact of the DesertXpress focuses on Southern California and Southern Nevada. The areas of interest include but are not limited to the Mojave National Preserve. Animals are affected. The animal that is directly affected is the desert tortoise and its designated critical habitat. This is of course because the rail line will be constructed through the tortoise’s habitat. Plants are also affected. The plants that could potentially be affected include the Bell’s Vireo plant (Vireo bellii pusillus) and the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (Empidonax trailii extimus) which are both federally endangered species. The proposed area for the power lines cross the riparian habitat associated with the river in which the two types of plant thrive (Federal Railroad Administration, 2011A). Environmental studies will most certainly determine other affects. 

Elections Links - Unpopular

Desert Xpress is controversial – neighborhood groups and bypassed communities

Wellington 11- Bachelor of Arts in Social Science Washington State University (Charles Alexander, “The Viability and Necessity of DesertXpress and the Future of Las Vegas,” UNLV, 1-10-2011, http://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2165&context=thesesdissertations)

Public Opinion11 There is much debate on the viability, safety, and overall need for the DesertXpress. The following section is feedback from community sources. A larger question is whether Washington is ready to handle the rollout of high speed rails. It is understood that the administration’s plan of a twenty-five year master project puts them into uncharted territory (Demirjian, 2011). There are many entities however, that are against the DesertXpress project. As an example, the city of Barstow has explained their belief that they will lose revenue because of the high-speed rail system will bypass their city (CruickShank, 2011). In addition, a Southern Nevada neighborhood association created an extensive 12 page packet expressing their concerns about the negative effects of the DesertXpress project (Velotta, 2011) 

Californians oppose Desert Express – they think it favors Nevada

Daily News 2012, [Still a Costly Ride, April 4, 2012, Author: Daily News Los Angeles, http://www.dailynews.com/opinions/ci_20327902/still-costly-ride]

While the state looks to the future of north-south transportation, California residents also should keep a suspicious eye on a plan by the private company DesertXpress to put in a bullet train between Victorville (an 80-mile drive from downtown Los Angeles) and Las Vegas. The rub is that the company is seeking a $4.9billion loan from the federal government to pay for it. How much are Nevada casinos putting up, considering they'll benefit more than anybody? Both bullet trains need more scrutiny. The L.A.-to-Bay plan should be examined again by state Auditor Elaine Howle, who in January termed the program's finances "increasingly risky." California always will look to the future and dream. But right now it is looking from an era of limits.

Elections Links - Popular

Desert Xpress key to Obama re-election- lifts Nevada support

Blood 12- The Associated Press (Michael R., “ High-speed DesertXpress train from California to Vegas carries political cargo,” The Denver Post, 4-12-2012, http://www.denverpost.com/travel/ci_20384263/high-speed-desertxpress-train-from-california-vegas-carries)

VICTORVILLE, Calif. — On a dusty, rock-strewn expanse at the edge of the Mojave Desert, a company linked to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid wants to build a bullet train that would rocket tourists from the middle of nowhere to the gambling palaces of Las Vegas. Privately held DesertXpress is on the verge of landing a $4.9 billion loan from the Obama administration to build the 150 mph train, which could be a lifeline for a region devastated by the housing crash or a crapshoot for taxpayers weary of Washington spending. The vast park-and-ride project hinges on the untested idea that car-loving Californians will drive about 100 miles from the Los Angeles area, pull off busy Interstate 15 and board a train for the final leg to the famous Strip. Planners imagine that millions of travelers a year will one day flock to a station outside down-on-its-luck Victorville, a small city where shuttered storefronts pock the historic downtown. An alliance of business and political rainmakers from the Strip to Capitol Hill is backing the project that could become the first high-speed system to break ground under President Barack Obama's push to modernize the U.S. rail network — and give the Democratic president's re-election prospects a lift in battleground Nevada. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood has publicly blessed the train — it means jobs, he says — and it's cleared several regulatory hurdles in Washington. 

Plan helps Obama – it increases support from key senators and a swing state in the election

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

VICTORVILLE, Calif. -- On a dusty, rock-strewn expanse at the edge of the Mojave Desert, a company linked to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid wants to build a bullet train that would rocket tourists from the middle of nowhere to the gambling palaces of Las Vegas. Privately held DesertXpress is on the verge of landing a $4.9 billion loan from the Obama administration to build the 150 mph train, which could be a lifeline for a region devastated by the housing crash or a crap shoot for taxpayers weary of Washington spending. The vast park-and-ride project hinges on the untested idea that car-loving Californians will drive about 100 miles from the Los Angeles area, pull off busy Interstate 15 and board a train for the final leg to the famous Strip. Planners imagine that millions of travelers a year will one day flock to a station outside down-on-its-luck Victorville, a small city where shuttered storefronts pock the historic downtown. An alliance of business and political rainmakers from The Strip to Capitol Hill is backing the project that could become the first high-speed system to break ground under President Barack Obama's push to modernize the U.S. rail network -- and give the Democratic president's re-election prospects a lift in battleground Nevada. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood has publicly blessed the train -- it means jobs, he says -- and it's cleared several regulatory hurdles in Washington. Yet even as the Federal Railroad Administration considers awarding what would be, by far, the largest loan of its type, its own research warns it's difficult to predict how many people will ride the train, a critical measure of financial survival, an Associated Press review found. There are other skeptics, as well. "It's insanity," says Thomas Finkbiner of the Intermodal Transportation Institute at the University of Denver. "People won't drive to a train to go someplace. If you are going to drive, why not drive all the way and leave when you want?"

Plan helps Obama re-election – jobs in a swing state

Livingston Daily 2012 [$4.9B train plan seems off-track, April 4, 2012, Author: Daily Paper in Mich., http://www.livingstondaily.com/article/20120404/OPINION01/204040317/-4-9B-train-plan-seems-off-track?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CFrontpage%7Cp]

Estimates for mass transit — whether ridership or costs — are almost always overly optimistic. Already, the Federal Railroad Association has been downplaying some of the projections used by the train's supporters. But this is an election year. Nevada is a battleground state. And there is nothing like tossing a lot of money around to make people happy. Even if it means building a train from nowhere. 
Desert Express helps Obama’s re-election – key Nevada supporters

Pittsburgh Tribune 2012, [Nevada Boondoggle, April 2, 2012, Author: Pittsburgh Tribe, Newspaper in Pittsburgh, PA, http://www.pittsburghlive.com/x/pittsburghtrib/opinion/s_789157.html]

A proposed 200-mile, 150-mph rail line between remote-from-L.A. Victorville, Calif., and Las Vegas, Nev., would be a bullet train to and from nowhere. But what it's really about is delivering Nevada for the president's re-election. Such trains worldwide need subsidies. This project seeks a low-interest, $4.9 billion loan from the Obama White House's Federal Railroad Administration. Ridership projections are fuzzy. And the project is rife with crony capitalism. The Associated Press reports backers include Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., and: • Nevada casino developer and contractor Anthony Marnell II. Majority owner of loan applicant DesertXpress and member of Republicans for Reid, he's given Sen. Reid's political committees at least $15,000 since 2010. • Consultant Sig Rogich, influential in Nevada lobbying. When he became Republicans for Reid's co-chairman, Reid stopped supporting a rival proposal and began backing DesertXpress. It's not about jobs; backers tout 80,000 but FRA documents show just 722 would be permanent. It's about what's best for Obama 2012 being what's best for Harry Reid and his supporters, even Republicans. The Federal Railroad Administration must do what's best for taxpayers -- reject the DesertXpress loan.

Politics Links - Unpopular

Plan unpopular – seen as pork spending and key media against it

O’Toole, 2012 - Senior Fellow Cato Institute [The Post: Not Even Loans for High-Speed Rail, April 6, 2012, Author: Randal O’Toole, , http://www.cato-at-liberty.org/the-post-not-even-loans-for-high-speed-rail/]

The Washington Post is somewhat of a bellwether of public opinion on high-speed rail. Back in 2009, when President Obama first proposed to build a high-speed rail network, Post editorial writers were all for it as a way of reducing congestion. Then in 2010, the paper published an op-ed by a National Geographic travel writer who argued that the “benefits of high-speed rail have long been apparent to anyone who has ridden Japan’s Shinkansen trains or France’s TGV.” By 2011, though, the Post was having second thoughts. In January of that year, the paper argued that the nation should “hit the brakes” on the California high-speed trains, the only true high-speed rail project in Obama’s plan (since Florida dropped out). (This editorial led to a letter expressing the opposite view from Secretary of Transportation Ray LaHood.) In February 2011, the Post argued that joining China, France, and Japan in a high-speed rail race would be joining “a race everyone loses.” Then in May, the Post again hammered the California project in light of new reviews questioning both the claimed costs and benefits of the project. “Somebody, please, stop this train” the paper added that November. Yesterday, the Post even opposed just loaning federal money to a private high-speed rail company. A private company wants a $4.9 billion loan to help build a rail line from southern California to Las Vegas. But the memories of Solyndra and other solar companies getting federal loans, giving huge amounts of money to executives, and then going bankrupt may be too recent. The Post even understands opportunity costs, noting that, “As for jobs, any that the Vegas train creates will come at the expense of alternative uses of the money,” a reality not always recognized by journalists. The Nevada group, which is backed by Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, may get its money, although that money would come from a fund that has never been used for this kind or size of project before. But any expectation by Californians that D.C. pundits will support more federal funding for even a modified high-speed rail plan must be considered wildly optimistic.

Politics Links - Base Support
Desert Xpress is a win for Democrats – Reid is pushing it

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

For decades, people have floated concepts for a train to zoom people from Southern California, the single largest source of Las Vegas visitors at 26 percent of the total, according to a 2010 survey by the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority. Yet Amtrak halted its poorly performing service on the route 15 years ago, and nothing yet has taken its place. With several key environmental and other regulatory approvals in hand, DesertXpress has come closer than anyone to reaching the elusive goal. Majority owned by an entity controlled by company Chairman Tony Marnell, a prominent Las Vegas builder, with real estate investor Gary Tharaldson and veteran transportation executive and engineer Tom Stone as partners, DesertXpress gained a political boost three years ago with an endorsement by Sen. Harry Reid, a longtime proponent of high-speed rail as a way to create jobs and attract visitors to Las Vegas. 

Desert Xpress popular- supported by key democrats and influential backers

Blood 4/12- The Associated Press (Michael R., “ High-speed DesertXpress train from California to Vegas carries political cargo,” The Denver Post, 4-12-2012, http://www.denverpost.com/travel/ci_20384263/high-speed-desertxpress-train-from-california-vegas-carries)

Along with Reid, the president's most influential Democratic ally in Congress, the plan is being advanced by casino developer and contractor Anthony Marnell II, whose credits include building the Bellagio and Wynn Las Vegas and who heads Marnell Companies, the majority shareholder in DesertXpress; project consultant Sig Rogich, a Republican adviser to two presidential campaigns who founded Nevada's most influential lobbying and advertising company; and Canadian transportation giant Bombardier, a DesertXpress strategic adviser that wants to supply its rail cars. A decision on the loan is not expected until mid-year, but the company has spent some $30 million sharpening its plan and refining ridership projections. Rising gas prices and increasing traffic congestion could help ticket sales, and the company is touting reduced air pollution from fewer cars on the road. "It's Victorville that makes the project work," says chief executive Andrew Mack. Company planners see the struggling city of 115,000, once a stop on storied Route 66, as a collection point for millions of drivers heading north to Las Vegas. Bringing the line deeper into the populous Los Angeles area would raise formidable challenges, Mack said, from crossing numerous freeways to finding space for track. The lot now stippled with spindly creosote bushes has room for 15,000 parking spaces. Bags would be checked through to hotel rooms. At peak hours, trains would depart every 20 minutes. Mack says an average round-trip fare could be as low as $75, though documents estimate $100. Mack says the train will deliver convenience — and for a price, luxury — that studies show passengers want. 

Desert Express is key to Democratic support – it boosts support for Senator Reid

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

The dream of uniting Southern California and Las Vegas by high-speed rail has been discussed for decades. In the mid-1980s, Las Vegas officials predicted a line would be running by 2000. DesertXpress, which would roughly parallel Interstate-15 on a pair of new tracks, has predicted for several years that it would soon break ground. Reid initially backed a rival project that planned to use magnetic power to reach Orange County, but he jumped trains shortly after Rogich became co-chair of Republicans for Reid, a Nevada group with ties to the gambling industry that helped Reid win re-election in 2010. The senator's office disputes any connection between his flip and Rogich's involvement in the campaign. Spokeswoman Kristen Orthman says Reid's decision was based on the viability of DesertXpress, while the magnetically powered project languished. Marnell, another member of Republicans for Reid, is president of one of several companies under the DesertXpress corporate banner. He and his son, M Resort, Spa and Casino President Anthony Marnell III, are also investors. Federal records show the elder Marnell has donated at least $15,000 to political committees connected to Reid since 2010, including a $5,000 donation in May to the senator's Searchlight Leadership Fund. According to federal records, the company has spent at least $270,000 since 2006 lobbying at the House, Senate and federal offices. Other investors include North Dakota businessman Gary Tharaldson, who donated $10,000 to a Reid committee in March, and transportation expert Tom Stone, who organized DesertXpress with partner Mack in 2005. Nevada records show DesertXpress HRS Corp., headed by the elder Marnell with his son as a director, was authorized to issue 25,000 shares of stock. DesertXpress declined to say who held those shares, if issued, and in what amounts. Not everyone in the high desert is on board with the project. Thirty miles northeast of Victorville on I-15, officials in Barstow fear they'll lose 2,300 jobs. The impact will be "unsustainable," Mayor Joe Gomez wrote to LaHood in October 2010, according to a letter released under a public records request.

Politics Links – Bipartisan Support

Bipartisan support for Desert Express – casino support proves

Delaware Online, 2012 [March 29 Harry Reid’s Vegas rail: Gamble or good thing By MICHAEL R. BLOOD Associated Press writer http://www.delawareonline.com/viewart/20120329/BUSINESS09/120328009/Harry-Reid-s-Vegas-rail-Gamble-good-thing-?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CBusiness%7Cp Accessed Mar 29, 2012]

Along with Reid, the president's most influential Democratic ally in Congress, the plan is being advanced by casino developer and contractor Anthony Marnell II, whose credits include building the Bellagio and Wynn Las Vegas and who heads Marnell Companies, the majority shareholder in DesertXpress; project consultant Sig Rogich, a Republican adviser to two presidential campaigns who founded Nevada's most influential lobbying and advertising company; and Canadian transportation giant Bombardier, a DesertXpress strategic adviser that wants to supply its rail cars.

They Say “Helps Reid”

Plan causes controversy – too expensive and seen as a deal for Reid

Livingston Daily 2012 [$4.9B train plan seems off-track, April 4, 2012, Author: Daily Paper in Mich., http://www.livingstondaily.com/article/20120404/OPINION01/204040317/-4-9B-train-plan-seems-off-track?odyssey=mod%7Cnewswell%7Ctext%7CFrontpage%7Cp]

With the federal debt at an all-time high, what's the best use of taxpayer money? How about taking $4.9 billion to underwrite a high-speed train from a southern California desert to Las Vegas? That's billion, as in $4,900,000,000. That's the plan that appears to be rolling down the tracks for approval as early as this summer. It is promoted as a job-producing way to get America started on what backers say is a much-needed national high-speed train network. But there is another way to look at it. And that's as high-risk venture for taxpayers who will be on the hook if the plan turns out to be a boondoggle. Of further concern is the fact that investors are also big fundraisers for the U.S. senator who is using his considerable clout to push the project.

Spending Links

Desert Xpress would increase spending – costs are exploding and it won’t provide enough profits to pay off federal loans

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

For much of the past decade, the debate surrounding the proposed DesertXpress bullet train has focused on one name: Victorville. The fault line that separates proponents and critics is whether it would make sense to have a 188-mile high-speed train terminate in the high-desert city of 115,000 on the northeastern fringe of metropolitan Los Angeles. Critics like to call it a fast train to nowhere. Backers tout it as good for the local economy -- a faster and more comfortable way for tourists to reach Las Vegas. But as the federal government trudges closer to deciding how much taxpayer financing should go to the privately owned DesertXpress Enterprises LLC, the growing cost of the audacious project has started to attract more attention than the bedroom community that would be its southern endpoint. The project's estimated construction cost, now estimated at $6.5 billion, has risen by 85 percent in the past four years. And that may be on the low end, if studies of other high-speed rail lines are any indication. Moreover, high-speed trains elsewhere have covered their operating expenses, but rarely make enough to recoup construction costs. That's critical because the private company pushing DesertXpress now seeks a direct loan of as much as $6.5 billion from the little-known federal Railroad Rehabilitation & Improvement Financing program. A decision is expected this year. While the proposal calculates that ticket sales would generate enough profit to pay off the construction debt, serious questions remain.
Desert Xpress increases spending – costs keep escalating

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

The basic concept has remained the same since DesertXpress was incorporated in 2002, but key details have changed. Four years ago, the plan was for a $3.5 billion train financed entirely by private investors. Now, the budget has grown and the company would like taxpayers to fund it. The DesertXpress timeline calls for finishing design by the end of this year, but there is no groundbreaking date. Budgets for high-speed rail are a moving target, as seen in California, where the latest blueprint for a statewide system was revised late last year to between $98.5 billion and $117.6 billion -- more than double what voters were told four years ago in relation to a bond issue that included $9 billion to start a statewide network. DesertXpress executives declined to be interviewed for this article, but did answer written questions. They blame rising costs on factors outside their control, principally changing federal standards and general inflation of labor and material costs in recent years. "DesertXpress continues to adjust to these factors and will not be able to lock in pricing until (Federal Railroad Administration) requirements for high-speed rail are solidified," the company said in an email. 

Claiming that profits will cover construction costs is wrong – it ignores empirical and international data

O’Reiley 12- (Tim, “ DesertXpress project to California faces rising costs,” The Las Vegas Review Journal, February 26, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/business/desertxpress-project-to-california-faces-rising-costs-140473013.html)

"This project is unique in that the private sector has assumed all the liability up front," said Las Vegas transportation consultant Tom Skancke, referring to the expense of the ongoing planning and approval process. "I don't think they would have made this investment if the DesertXpress weren't feasible." Forecasts of 6.5 million annual round-trip riders when service starts, rising to 8.9 million trips in 35 years, "demonstrate that revenues from passenger fares will cover project and financing costs with a going concern valuation that exceeds the (federal) collateral requirements," Marnell wrote last July. But the World Bank concluded that high-speed rail generally produces only enough revenue to pay for daily operations. "The evidence is that it is very difficult for a stand-alone high-speed railway to recover much of its capital costs from the passenger revenue stream alone, except in the very densest corridors," the World Bank warned. Governments pursuing high-speed rail "should also contemplate the near-certainty of copious and continuing budget support for the debt." One of the few lines that covers both capital and operating costs runs from Tokyo to Osaka, Japan, carrying more than 140 million passengers a year in a corridor with a population of about 55 million. By contrast, the DesertXpress would link Southern California, with about 20 million people, to Las Vegas, with about 2 million. Even in Japan, high-speed rail has not always been a winner. The Japanese National Railways was broken up in 1987 as it buckled under the debt amassed in building bullet trains. "In each of the three countries we visited (France, Spain and Japan), the central government paid the up-front construction costs of their country's high-speed rail lines and did so with no expectation that its investment would be recouped through ticket revenues," the GAO reported.

Tradeoff DA Links

Plan will trade off with Defense and Homeland Security spending

Peterman 2009— Transportation analyst for congress  (David Randall, William J. Mallett and John Frittelli, CRS Report for Congress, Analyst in Transportation Policy, December 08, 2009, “High Speed Rail (HSR) in the United States” http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?Location=U2&doc=GetTRDoc.pdf&AD=ADA511142)

The federal budget is viewed by many as being constrained by economic challenges, ongoing wars, growth in entitlement spending (which accounts for the majority of the budget), and a shortfall in revenues. In the overall federal budget, spending on HSR must compete against other priorities, including defense, homeland security, education, and health care. Two congressionally appointed commissions have recently recommended that Congress more than double the current amount of funding going to highway and transit programs, and the leaders of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee have proposed nearly doubling the level of federal highway and transit spending in their surface transportation reauthorization proposal. Meanwhile, the dedicated funding source for federal highway and transit programs—the Highway Trust Fund—is unable to sustain even the current level of program funding, and had to be supplemented by $8 billion in General Fund appropriations in FY2008 and another $7 billion in FY2009.

