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U.S. GAO Urges Flexibility in PTC Implementation
By Mischa Wanek-Libam

The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) made public its report on positive
train control (PTC) implementation and issued
a trio of recommendations including extending the deadline, approving alternative safety
technologies and granting provisional certification of PTC systems.
The report said three out of four freight
railroads included in its review will not meet
the Dec. 31, 2015, deadline and won’t have
PTC implemented until 2017 or later. GAO
interviewed representatives from Amtrak, the
four largest freight railroads and seven commuter railroads, selected to represent a mix
of locations, ridership levels and PTC implementation status. GAO also interviewed PTC
experts and suppliers and reviewed FRA’s PTC
regulatory impact analyses.
The GAO report says, “To implement PTC
systems that meet the requirements of the
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Rail Safety Improvement Act of 2008 (RSIA),
railroads are developing more than 20 major components that are currently in various
stages of development, integrating them and
installing them across the rail network. The
Association of American Railroads (AAR)
recently reported that by the end of 2012,
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railroads had spent $2.8 billion on PTC implementation. To implement PTC, AAR estimates
that freight railroads will spend approximately $8 billion in total while the American
Public Transportation Association (APTA)
estimates that commuter railroads will spend
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a minimum of $2 billion. Much of the work
to implement PTC remains to be done. For
example, the Association of American Railroads (AAR) reported that as of the end of
2012, about a third of wayside interface units,
which are needed to communicate data, had
been installed and that less than 1 percent of
locomotives needing upgrades had been fully
equipped.
“Most railroads report they will not complete PTC implementation by the 2015 deadline due to a number of complex and interrelated challenges. Many PTC components
continue to be in various stages of development, and in order to ensure successful integration of these components, railroads must
conduct multiple phases of testing before
components are installed across the network.
Also, some railroads raised concerns regarding FRA’s limited staff resources in two areas:
verification of field tests and timely certification of PTC systems. Commuter railroads face
additional challenges such as obtaining radio
frequency spectrum, which is essential for
PTC communications. By attempting to implement PTC by the 2015 deadline while key
components are still in development, railroads
could be introducing financial and operational risks.
“PTC implementation, overseen by FRA, is a
complex endeavor that touches almost every
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aspect of train operations on major lines.
“Given the implementation challenges
railroads face in meeting the deadline, and to
help FRA manage its limited resources, Congress should consider amending RSIA as FRA
has requested. Specifically, Congress should
consider granting FRA the authority to extend the deadline on certain rail lines on a
case-by-case basis, grant provisional certification of PTC systems, and approve the use of
alternative safety technologies in lieu of PTC
to improve safety. DOT reviewed a draft of
this report and provided technical comments,
which were incorporated as appropriate.”
At least one rail entity, Los Angeles County
Metropolitan Transportation Authority (LACMTA), has vowed to support PTC implementation by the 2015 deadline.
LACMTA CEO Art Leahy and LACMTA
government relations staff issued an update
on Metrolink’s PTC progress and said, “We
will continue to engage the U.S. Department
of Transportation and specifically the Federal Railroad Administration to register our
opposition to any effort to weaken the PTC
related safety provision in the RSIA. We will
also continue to advocate among transportation stakeholders, Members of Congress
and the Obama Administration that early
implementation of PTC is consistent with our
agency’s emphasis on safety. Further, we will
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also continue to advance the position that
any alternative-PTC technology must offer the
same, or greater, safety benefits as PTC and be
interoperable with PTC systems.”
Mischa Wanek-Libman is an Editor at Railway Track & Structures Magazine. This article
originally appeared on Sept. 17, 2013 and is
republished here with permission.
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FRA’s Railway Rehabilitation & Improvement Financing Program:
An Opportunity to Leverage Passenger Rail Investments
Attracting requisite levels of investment
necessary to support a passenger rail project
is always a substantial challenge. The Railroad Rehabilitation & Improvement Financing
(RRIF) program provides an opportunity for
rail operators – both passenger and freight –
utilize loan funds provided through the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) to leverage
other sources of investment to make both new
and upgrade projects a reality. What follows
is the FTA’s overview of the program.
The RRIF program was established by the
Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century
(TEA-21) and amended by the Safe Accountable, Flexible and Efficient Transportation
Equity Act: a Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU).
Under this program the FRA Administrator is
authorized to provide direct loans and loan
guarantees up to $35 billion to finance development of railroad infrastructure. Up to
$7 billion is reserved for projects benefiting
freight railroads other than Class I carriers.

The funding may be used to:
• Acquire, improve, or rehabilitate intermodal or rail equipment or facilities, including track, components of track, bridges,
yards, buildings and shops;
• Refinance outstanding debt incurred for
the purposes listed above; and
• Develop or establish new intermodal or
railroad facilities

• Loan activity in 26 states and all US regions;
• 33 loans executed for over $1.7 billion
• 72 percent of loans have been executed
with Class II and III railroads;
• Amtrak will receive 70 new American-made
electric locomotives and upgrade maintenance
facilities for Northeast Corridor services.

Direct loans can fund up to 100 percent of a
railroad project with repayment periods of up
to 35 years and interest rates equal to the cost
of borrowing to the government.
Eligible borrowers include railroads, state
and local governments, government-sponsored authorities and corporations, joint ventures that include at least one railroad, and
limited option freight shippers who intend to
construct a new rail connection.
The program’s highlights include:
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