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“Ithink I can. I think I can,” may have been the motto
of a determined steam locomotive trying to pull a
train over a mountain in “The Little Engine That
Could,” but it also could describe the perseverance

of Indiana advocates who want travel by rail to take place at a
much higher speed. 

Hoosiers currently have two primary options for train
journeys: via Amtrak (from downtown Indianapolis to downtown
Chicago, for example, although no one confuses this up to
five-hour trip with high-speed efforts) or the South Shore Line,
primarily a commuter service from Chicago through Northwest
Indiana to the South Bend Regional Airport.

“In 2006, the South Shore had their highest rail passenger
ridership in a long time – over four million passengers,” states
Mike Riley, Indiana Department of Transportation rail section
manager. “They (trains) run on time and that’s critical to passenger
service.” Destinations between the two end points include
Gary, East Chicago and Michigan City.

Economic benefits are perhaps the most widely argued
advantages of going to the next level and creating a true high-speed
rail network throughout the Midwest – including trips from
Indianapolis to Chicago or Cincinnati in two hours or less.

“The U.S. government has studies that there could be a
$6 return for every $1 invested in high-speed rail,” states Dennis
Hodges, founder and head of membership and marketing for

the Indiana High Speed Rail Association (IHSRA) “and that would
mean a great boost for downtown Indianapolis and other
major communities.”

“Before the surge in gas prices, the IRS would allow for 40
cents per mile (in automobile business travel reimbursements),”
he continues. “By train, it would cost approximately 25 cents
per mile.” 

Although the United States Department of Transportation
has designated more high-speed corridors in Indiana than in
any other state, moving forward has proven to be a challenge.
Many opponents recognize high-speed rail’s appeal – both from
an economic and quality of life perspective – but question its
viability. Raising capital is another major obstacle.

But supporters like Hodges aren’t giving up.
When asked if he sees a proverbial light at the end of the

tunnel, Hodges immediately declares, “Oh, we have to. I’ve
been involved (with high-speed rail transportation) for over 15
years. I don’t want to see that 15 years go to waste.”

Staying on track
BizVoice® first spoke with Hodges about this topic in its

May/June 1999 issue. 
“One of our new marketing strategies is to assure the highway

and airport people that we’re not going to take away from their
business,” he reveals. “We believe the high-speed rail can be the
centerpiece for which commuter rail, buses, highways and airports
connect and therefore provide the traveler with some options.”

Expansion of the Gary/Chicago International Airport’s
intermodal terminal would do just that by incorporating rail (both
commuter and high-speed), air and vehicular transportation. The
airport could become the second largest hub in the proposed
Midwest system.

State and federal legislation is at least keeping the issue on
the radar screen.

In 2007, the Indiana General Assembly mandated a commuter
rail study (SB 105) to examine the feasibility of a mass transit
rail system between Muncie, Anderson and Indianapolis. The
bill also created a joint study committee on mass transit and
transportation alternatives. On the federal level, the Passenger
Rail Investment and Improvement Act of 2007 (SB 294) concerns
Amtrak funding and also launched a national intercity passenger
rail capital grant program.

Hodges says the IHSRA plans to unveil an Indiana passenger
rail business plan prior to the 2008 legislative session and hopes
to “see a realistic plan in place, if not some part of the high-speed
rail system operational, by 2016.”

“The biggest hurdle to Indiana is funding and an environmental
impact study,” Riley reflects. “The environmental impact study is
time consuming and, of course, funding a high-speed rail line is
very expensive. There would have to be land acquisitions, signal
upgrades and, subsequently, you have to maintain all that.”
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Acela transfers passengers between Washington, New York
and Boston at speeds up to 150 miles per hour. (below) A
rendering of the proposed multimodal station at Gary/Chicago
International Airport.




