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Sincerely,

Secretary Ray LaHood

U.S. Department 1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE
of Transportation Washington, DC  20590

Office of the Secretary 
of Transportation

Dear Members of Congress:

It is with great enthusiasm that I submit this strategic plan for high-speed rail.  In the last century, a 
national vision led to the creation of the world’s most advanced highway and aviation networks – helping 
spur unprecedented economic growth and urban development.  Now, President Obama is ready to make 
a renewed commitment to the Nation’s travelers – not just to upgrade and maintain our aging highway 
and aviation systems, but to build a world-class network of high-speed passenger rail corridors.

We face a complex set of challenges in the 21st century – building a robust, green economy, gaining energy 
independence, reversing global climate change, and fostering more livable, connected communities.  These 
new challenges require creative new transportation solutions.  A combination of express and regional 
high-speed corridors, evolving from upgraded, reliable intercity passenger rail service, has proven effective 
in addressing many of these challenges around the world and in selected U.S. corridors.  The President is 
committed to bringing this successful approach to key travel corridors across America.

We begin that process here, and will further develop and refine it in the coming months through our  
budget and policy proposals.  Throughout the process of advancing this new transportation vision, the  
President has asked me to reach out to you, our State partners, other key stakeholders and the public.  We 
will, therefore, be seeking feedback and suggestions that help lead us to a successful implementation of 
this high-speed rail initiative.

I look forward to working with Congress as we embark on this exciting new journey to transform 
America’s transportation system.
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Executive Summary
In the 20th century, the United States built highway and aviation networks that transformed the country – 
fueling unprecedented economic expansion, fostering new communities and connecting cities, towns and 
regions.  Strong public-sector leadership along with private industry partnerships were the lynchpins to 
that success.  States forged the path by identifying the needs and investing in key portions of the system, 
private industry brought innovation and resources, and the Federal Government provided an integrating 
vision, the policy roadmap and a funding framework that enabled the realization of a national system.

We now face a new set of transportation challenges 
– creating a foundation for economic growth in a 
more complex global economy, promoting energy 
independence and efficiency, addressing global climate 
change and environmental quality, and fostering 
livable communities connected by safe, efficient, 
modes of travel.  The existing transportation system 
requires significant investment simply to rebuild and 
maintain critical infrastructure and modernize aging 
technologies.  Meeting our 21st century challenges 
will require new transportation solutions as well.  

A New Transportation Vision.   President Obama 
proposes to help address the Nation’s transportation 
challenges by investing in an efficient, high-speed  
passenger rail network of 100- to 600-mile intercity 
corridors that connect communities across America.   This vision builds on the successful highway and aviation 
development models with a 21st century solution that focuses on a clean, energy-efficient option (even today’s  
modest intercity passenger rail system consumes one-third less energy per passenger-mile than automobiles,  
for example1).

Developing a comprehensive high-speed intercity passenger rail network will require a long-term commitment 
at both the Federal and State levels.   The President proposes to jump-start the process with the $8 billion 
down payment provided in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and a high-speed rail grant  
program of $1 billion per year (proposed in his fiscal year (FY) 2010 budget).  These first steps emphasize strategic  
investments that will yield tangible benefits to intercity rail infrastructure, equipment, performance, and  
intermodal connections over the next several years, while also creating a “pipeline” of projects to enable future 
corridor development.

A major reshaping of the Nation’s transportation system is not without significant challenges.  After decades 
of relatively modest investment in passenger rail, the United States has a dwindling pool of expertise in the 
field and a lack of manufacturing capacity.  Federal and State Governments face a difficult fiscal environment 
in which to balance critical investment priorities, and many will have to ramp up their program management 

1  Based on United States Department of Energy, 2007 Transportation Energy Data Book – for Amtrak and auto transportation; HSR 
can be even more energy-efficient.
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infrastructure.  The country’s success in creating a sustainable transportation future, however, demands that 
we work to overcome these challenges through strong new partnerships among State and local governments, 
railroads, manufacturers and other stakeholders, along with the renewed Federal commitment proposed here. 

Proposed Funding Approach.  In order to meet the goals of the Recovery Act while initiating a transformational 
new program, we propose to advance three funding “tracks”:

	 Projects.  Provide grants to complete individual projects that are “ready to go” with preliminary 
engineering and environmental work completed.2

	Corridor programs.  Enter into cooperative agreements to develop entire phases or geographic sections 
of corridor programs that have completed corridor plans and environmental documentation, and 
have a prioritized list of projects to meet the corridor objectives; this approach would involve 
additional Federal oversight and support.

	 Planning.  Enter into cooperative agreements for planning activities using non-ARRA appropriations 
funds, in order to create the corridor program and project pipeline needed to fully develop a high-
speed rail network.

As President Obama outlined in his March 20, 2009, memorandum, Ensuring Responsible Spending of Recovery 
Act Funds, program evaluation will be based on “transparent, merit-based selection criteria.”  Criteria will 
include:

	 Public Benefits.  The extent to which the project or corridor program provides specific, measurable, 
achievable benefits in a timely and cost-effective manner, including: (1) contributing to economic 
recovery efforts, (2) advancing strategic transportation goals (outlined above), and (3) furthering 
other passenger rail goals articulated in recently-passed authorizing legislation.

	 Risk Mitigation.  The extent to which the project or corridor program addresses critical success 
factors, including: (1) fiscal and institutional capacity to carry out projects, (2) realistic financial 
plans for covering capital and operating costs, (3) formal commitments from key stakeholders (e.g., 
railroads and neighboring States), and (4) adequate project management oversight experience and 
procedures.  

Next Steps.  This Strategic Plan is just the first of several steps intended to further refine and elaborate on 
this high-speed rail corridor vision – including the program guidance (due June 17), the President’s detailed 
fiscal year 2010 budget request, the National Rail Plan called for by Congress, and discussions over upcoming 
surface transportation legislation.  The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) intends to seek structured 
input from stakeholders and the public throughout the process of developing and implementing the strategy.

2  Environmental review and preliminary engineering expenses needed to prepare projects for construction will also be eligible.




