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ABSTRACT 

While passenger rail service has significantly grown in some parts of the United States, 

as evidenced by the new Brightline / Virgin Rail USA service in Florida and the 

expansion of passenger rail service in the State of Virginia, there has been significant 

resistance to the growth of passenger rail service in Texas, as evidenced by the demise of 

the Lone Star Rail District (LSRD) in 2016. Why the resistance? This exploratory 

research provides insights that address that question by identifying the contributing 

factors that led to the LSRD’s failure.  A political economy framework incorporated a 

stakeholders’ perspective in an analysis of LSRD’s termination.  An archival document 

study was used to identify key stakeholders and to then inform the design of, and the 

questions used in, an interview study of those key stakeholders. This research identified 

eight factors that contributed to the demise of the LSRD; 1) prior rail / transit failures in 

Texas; 2) structure of the Texas legislation; 3) inadequate political support; 4) 

organizational paralysis; 5) resistance from the Texas Department of Transportation; 6) 

flawed strategy; 7) disruptive technology; and 8) the Bexar County (Texas) Judge and the 

president of the Union Pacific Railroad. Although hundreds of individuals were involved 

during the LSRD’s nineteen-year history, in the end, three key decision makers and one 

key staff person were attributed with ending the organization’s existence.  By identifying 

and analyzing the constellation of forces that were at play in the Lone Star Rail District, 

lessons were learned that could be applied (or avoided) across an array of similar rail 

initiatives, not only in Texas, but throughout the United States.    A clear and identifiable 

political champion; adequate funding; competent project management; a clear project 

design and budget; a cooperating Class-1 freight railroad partner; adequate property 



iv 

 

ownership or right-of-way access; and an economically competitive alternative to 

automated highway vehicle technology; should all be considered necessary elements for 

the success of future passenger rail expansion projects. 
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DEDICATION 
 
 While I have always loved trains, I hearken back to three distinct memories that 

both fueled my interest and kindled my passion.  My first memory was on a Christmas 

morning when I was very young.  I had eyed a Lionel model of a Pennsylvania Railroad 

(PRR and the Pennsy) GG-1 electric locomotive, Tuscan red in color and adorned with a 

single gold stripe and a large PRR keystone.  I first saw the model locomotive at our local 

hardware store.  The store also happened to sell model trains.  Every time I went to the 

hardware store with my dad, I asked the proprietor to take the GG-1 out of its brown 

cardboard box and show it to me.  How I yearned for that model locomotive and how 

delighted was I when it appeared under the tree that next Christmas morning!  The 

second set of memories involved my grandfather who also supported my love of trains.  

As a preschooler, he would drive me down to the local train station in Bryn Mawr, 

Pennsylvania where I would watch trains on the Pennsy’s Main Line for hours, while he 

would read his most recent library book. As I got older, the car rides were traded for 

walks and he and I would watch trains at the Malvern, Pennsylvania train station.  My 

third memory began as an adult during the Thanksgiving weekend of 2002.  I had 

discovered by reading a railroad book on the Pennsylvania Railroad’s crack passenger 

train, the Broadway Limited, that a private individual could actually have their own 

personal railroad car! I was keen to learn more about the notion.  Through research on the 

internet, I discovered the existence of a former Pennsylvania Railroad Pullman car that 

had served on the Pennsy’s Broadway Limited.   I subsequently flew to Baltimore to meet 

the owner of that former Pennsylvania Railroad Pullman car, named the Catalpa Falls.  

Little did I know at that time, that the owner of the Catalpa Falls and I would not only 
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become close friends and business partners, but he would become my railroad mentor for 

the next 18 years – and we are still going strong.   

To my father, Robert C. Andrews, and to my grandfather, A. Paul Stemple 

(“Poppy”), thank you for those childhood memories.  To my railroad business partner, 

friend and mentor, George F. Payne, let’s keep making memories. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This research is presented in a case study structure that incorporates four chapters. 

Chapter 1 contains an introduction to the research. Chapter 2 contains the results of an 

archival document study. Chapter 3 contains the results of semi-structured interviews of 

key elite stakeholders. Chapter 4 contains the discussion.   

Research Motivation 

I have always loved trains, especially passenger trains. As a little boy living 

across from the Reading Railroad’s Hatboro, Pennsylvania train station, I loved watching 

the commuter trains come and go. I relished the opportunity to take the Reading with my 

father at Christmastime for our annual trip to see the toy displays in downtown 

Philadelphia department stores, or the Paoli Local for that special trip to “go to work” 

with my grandfather at Philadelphia National Bank. To this day, my love of passenger 

trains remains. 

Passenger trains were ubiquitous when I was growing up in the Philadelphia 

suburbs in the 1960s and 1970s. However, upon moving to Texas in 1982, I realized that 

passenger trains were not everywhere. There was absolutely no passenger train service in 

Corpus Christi, Texas where I lived for 26 years. I moved to San Antonio, Texas, the 

seventh largest city in the United States by population (Census Bureau, 2018), about 13 

years ago.  In San Antonio, there are only two Amtrak trains per day (three days a week) 

and only one Amtrak train the other days – and all of the trains leave in the middle of the 

night or very early in the morning. Most San Antonio residents I have spoken to do not 
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even know that passenger trains serve San Antonio, let alone have ever ridden one. How 

is this possible? How can two cities of similar size, San Antonio and Philadelphia 

(Census Bureau, 2018), have such vastly different passenger train services – Philadelphia 

served by hundreds of trains a day and San Antonio served by only two? 

My curiosity about the lack of passenger trains grew over the years, especially 

once my brother and sister-in-law moved to Austin, Texas, and I started making the 

routine 70-mile highway journey on I-35 between my home and theirs. Over the last 

decade I have seen the trip time get slower and slower, as the population of the Austin-

San Antonio corridor has explosively grown by 36,723 between July 1, 2016 and July 1, 

2017, an increase of 100 people per day (Census Bureau, 2018). What used to be a one-

hour drive now takes at least an hour and 20 minutes, and often it takes almost two hours 

depending upon routine road construction or the frequent traffic accident.  

Not only is my observation anecdotally true, but it is also backed up by empirical 

evidence. Approximately 80% of Mexico's trade with the United States and Canada 

under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) passes through Texas, and 

75% of that trade is transported by truck on I-35. Truck freight traffic in this nationally 

significant corridor has been growing at a steady rate since the 1990s, and the total 

volume of freight traffic is expected to grow an additional 400% from current volumes 

by 2030. In practical numbers, it will grow from about 3,000 trucks per day to about 

15,000 trucks per day over the next 20 years (Black, 2011, pp. 2–3). 

The 2010 census shows that three of the five counties that make up the LSTAR 

(Lone Star Rail District) service territory – Bexar, Travis and Williamson – are now 

among the most populous in the state. From 2000 to 2010, Bexar and Travis County 
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grew by 20% and 26% respectively, while Williamson County grew by an astounding 

67% over the same period, and San Antonio surpassed Dallas as Texas' second most 

populous city. More than 3 million people now live in the Austin-San Antonio region 

(Black, 2011, p. 3). 

I have often pondered, especially while stuck in traffic, why there was no inter-

city passenger train service between San Antonio and Austin—one of the hottest growth 

markets in the United States (Census Bureau, 2018)—especially when train tracks exist 

that parallel the entire highway route. Freight trains routinely travel the tracks parallel to 

the I-35 corridor, so why were there no passenger trains as well?  

I learned some years ago that there was an active effort to establish passenger rail 

service between Austin and San Antonio, and that the effort was being led by the Lone 

Star Rail District (LSRD). The enabling legislation that created the Austin-San Antonio 

Rail District (the predecessor to the LSRD) was SB 657, signed into law by Texas 

Governor George W. Bush in 1997 (Denny et al., 2016). The Senate Bill authorized that 

the district would be created upon passage of a resolution favoring the creation of the 

district by the governing body of each municipality and by the governing body of each 

county in which the rail district was to operate. The act allowed certain political 

subdivisions to become part of the district, provided for the creation and membership of a 

board of directors, established the powers and duties of the district, and made the district 

a governmental unit subject to review under the Texas Sunset Act. The act also included 

provisions relating to bonds and notes, competitive bids, exemption from state and local 

taxes, transportation infrastructure, and the collection of sales and use taxes (Summary of 

Enactments 75th Legislature – Regular Session 1997, 1997, p. 171). 
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  In 2002, the Austin-San Antonio Rail District changed its name to the Lone Star 

Rail District and held its first meeting (Denny et al., 2016). The LSRD developed a plan 

to run trains from Georgetown, TX (north of Austin) to City South / TAMU (south of San 

Antonio). The district’s proposed system map is shown in Figure 1 (Blunt, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 1. System Map of the Proposed Lone Star Rail District 

 

Over the years, I tracked, via the web, the LSRD’s progress. I could not help but 

think that its progress was amazingly slow. As an example, what was the cause of the 

four-year delay between the TxDOT study in 1999 and the creation of the Austin-San 

Antonio Rail District in 2003?  Why did it take an additional 3 years to sign a 
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Memorandum of Understanding with the Union Pacific Railroad?  A timeline depicting 

the major events and the history of the district can be found in Figure 2 (Denny et al., 

2016).   

 

 

Figure 2. Timeline Depicting Major Events in the History of the Lone Star Rail District 

 

Nevertheless, I was stunned five years ago, in 2016, when after thirteen years in 

existence (nineteen years when including its predecessor organization), the Lone Star 

Rail District “disappeared” with nary a whimper (Brodesky, 2016; Wear, 2018) and left 

no trace of its existence. How is this possible?  

 Figure 3 depicts a map of the population growth in the United States from 1980 to 

2017 (Dapena, 2018). The Austin-San Antonio corridor is indicated on the map. This 

corridor represents the highest rate of growth based upon the map’s scale. By contrast, 

current Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf wants to increase passenger rail service in 

western Pennsylvania (Governor Wolf Announces New Review of Feasibility of Added 
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Passenger Rail Service in Western Pennsylvania, 2018), but based upon the map in 

Figure 3, that area of the United States has experienced no growth from 1980 to 2017.  

 

 

Figure 3. Map Depicting Population Growth in the United States from 1980 to 2017 

 

The Austin-San Antonio corridor is one of the hottest growth markets in America 

(United States Census Bureau, 2018). Highway traffic is becoming more congested by 

the day and the train tracks needed to run passenger trains, already exist. While other 

states are clamoring for increased passenger rail service, the only government entity in 

Texas charged with the mission to create passenger train service in the Austin-San 

Antonio corridor went out of existence. What happened?  

Austin – San Antonio Corridor 

Pittsburgh – 
Harrisburg 
Corridor 
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Other Texas Rail Projects 

The failure of the Lone Star Rail District is not the only time when forces have 

came out in opposition to passenger rail growth in Texas. Two examples of other Texas 

rail projects that were met with resistance include the Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC) and 

the San Antonio Streetcar / Light-rail Project. While these two projects do not relate 

directly to the demise of the LSRD, they are helpful in studying the LSRD in two ways. 

First, understanding why these other projects failed helps identify stakeholder groups, as 

well as stakeholder agendas and priorities, which may be similarly related to the LSRD. 

Second, reviewing these other rail projects may help determine if any of the lessons 

learned from LSRD are generalizable across all of Texas. 

The Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC), proposed in 2001, would have been part of a 

4,000-mile network of super-corridors up to 1,200 feet wide to carry parallel links of 

tollways, rails, and utility lines (What is the Trans Texas Corridor?, 2007). The rail lines 

in the corridor would have been divided among freight, commuter, and high-speed rail. 

Figure 4 shows conceptual renditions of the proposed corridor (Harman, 2008). In 2011, 

the Texas Legislature formally cancelled the TTC with the passage of HB 1201. The TTC 

was a political disaster for Texas Governor Rick Perry (Batheja, 2014) and went on to 

significantly influence Greg Abbott’s subsequent run for election as Governor of Texas 

(Abbott Has Opportunity to Steer Clear of Trans-Texas Corridor Redux, 2017; Sweany, 

2013) as well as his recent efforts to stop any new toll roads in Texas (Hall, 2017). 
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Figure 4. Conceptual Renditions of the Proposed Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC) 

 

 The demise of the Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC) is instructive when studying the 

demise of the Lone Star Rail District. The TTC addressed the critical need to obtain land 

in order to build new passenger train systems, especially high-speed rail systems that are 

more land intensive (when compared to conventional-speed passenger trains) due to the 

required sweeping curves needed to accommodate the high-speed trainsets. A trainset is 

comprised of a fixed set of locomotives and passenger cars that are semi-permanently 

coupled together. Acquiring enough land to see passenger rail become a reality in Texas 
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requires a broad strategic initiative to acquire the necessary land (refer to Figure 4). 

Texas Governor Rick Perry tried to do just that.  

 In a newspaper article, Ruiz et al. (2009) explained the situation and some of the 

stakeholder resistance: 

Gov. Rick Perry introduced the Trans-Texas Corridor concept six years ago 
(2003), calling for a network of broad corridors linking major cities, with 
toll roads for cars and trucks, tracks for freight and passenger rail, and space 
for pipelines and power lines. 
 
The $175 billion, 4,000-mile network was needed, he said, to accommodate 
rapid growth of the state's population and the expected increase in Mexican 
truck traffic following passage of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement, or NAFTA. 
 
The idea drew criticism from the start, criticism that intensified after Perry 
announced the state had contracted with a Spanish consortium to build and 
operate one of the sections of the controversial network. 
 
Last January (2009), town hall meetings north and west of Houston drew 
thousands of residents but few supporters for the plan. Rural property 
owners, in particular, lambasted the plan, complaining it would take too 
much private land, and bring traffic and crime to rural areas. 
 

 San Antonio has tried unsuccessfully to add streetcars / light-rail to its public 

mass transit initiatives several times. In 2000, a groundswell of public opposition to one 

such project led to voters blocking a light-rail proposal by a margin of 2 to 1 (Rivard, 

2016). In 2014, San Antonio Mayor Ivy Taylor directed city staff to draft an ordinance 

for the City Council that would allow voters to consider withdrawing the city’s $32 

million for a streetcar project – the ordinance went to the ballot and was overwhelmingly 

approved by voters. A proposed streetcar / light rail vehicle is shown in Figure 5 (City of 

San Antonio Initiative Requiring Voter Approval of Streetcar and Light Rail Projects, 

Amendment 1, 2015). 
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Figure 5. Conceptual Photo of a Proposed Streetcar / Light Rail Vehicle in San Antonio, 

Texas 
 
 

In May 2018, San Antonio Mayor Ron Nirenberg and Bexar County Judge 

Nelson Wolff advised that “rail (wouldn’t) be part of a new mass transit proposal” for 

San Antonio (Sullivan, 2018). Nirenberg and Wolff indicated that the mass transit system 

likely to be pursued would resemble something closer to “trackless trains” that are 

equipped with rubber tires and use dedicated traffic lanes (Sullivan, 2018). 

Research Question 

 Passenger rail in the United States is, at the moment, a hot topic. In some cases, 

entities want new, expanded, and improved passenger rail service (Friedman & Thrush, 

2019; Governor Wolf Announces New Review of Feasibility of Added Passenger Rail 
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Service in Western Pennsylvania, 2018; Jaimes, 2019; Vantuono, 2019). In other cases, 

entities are trying to stop, reduce, or eliminate existing passenger rail service, in-part, or 

all-together (Beyer, 2016; Fausset, 2019; Riccardi, 2019; Stancill, 2019).  

Texas has not seen the expansion of passenger rail service that other states have 

seen. Why? Is it related to the need for financial subsidy (taxpayer money)? Is it 

something else? Is the resistance historically-based, or is the resistance something new 

and / or uniquely Texan?  

This research focuses on analyzing the pressures for and against the expansion of 

passenger rail service in Texas by conducting a case study of the demise of the Lone Star 

Rail District (LSRD). The lens used, initially, was that of force field analysis (Burnes & 

Cooke, 2013; Duxbury et al., 2018; Satyendra et al., 2018). The initial force field 

analysis was followed and replaced by a political economy analysis (Emerson, 1962; 

Hammes, 2013; Rizzo, 2015) in order to understand the relative power of the 

stakeholders who were aligned for and against the Lone Star Rail District.  By identifying 

and analyzing the constellation of forces that were at play in the LSRD, lessons were 

learned that could be applied in a generalizable way across an array of similar rail 

initiatives across the United States. 

Literature Review  

In order to gain an understanding of why the Lone Star Rail District failed, a 

literature review was conducted. A total of 96 references were reviewed in support of the 

initial literature review effort, including thirty-two peer-reviewed academic journal 

articles. The journal articles have been divided into two categories. The first category 

contains eleven articles related to projects and case studies and can be found summarized 
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in Table 1. The second category contains twenty-one articles related to methodology and 

theory and can be found summarized in Table 2. Six textbooks are included in the 

references list, as they were used to help in the design of the research methodology. The 

remaining eighty-one references represent media and other electronic data sources found 

via the Internet, lecture notes, and a published book related to the history of passenger 

rail in the United States.  References that have been cited within this paper are included 

in the References section. Other useful, but not cited, publications are included in the 

Bibliography.  Additional literature, identified after the initial literature search was 

completed, has also been included in either the References or Bibliography section.  

Literature review continued during the study and a total of 122 writings were identified at 

the study’s conclusion.  

No academic articles specifically related to the Lone Star Rail District were 

identified through the literature search. However, one article dealing with the political 

economy of high-speed rail in the United States was identified (Minn, 2013). This article 

was not particularly relevant, as it dealt with high-speed rail whereas the LSRD was to 

operate a conventional-speed commuter rail service. Additionally, the article dealt a great 

deal with the megatrends of population growth in the United States and its relationship to 

public policy. The article, while passenger rail-related, was not applicable to the LSRD in 

a meaningful way.  

 Of the 11 project and case study articles, Powell’s (1995) “Southwest Airlines v. 

High-Speed Rail: More Powerful Than a Locomotive?” was very insightful, as it dealt 

with inter-modal transportation competition. The article presents applicable background 

specific to this research in three areas, 1) the high-speed rail v. airline market is discussed 
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in general, 2) the Texas inter-modal (air v. rail) marketplace is specifically discussed, and 

3) Southwest Airlines’ specific actions in Texas to maintain their competitive advantage / 

market is discussed. 

High-speed rail is especially suited to, and capable of competing with airlines for, 

travelers of short-to-medium distance trips of approximately 500 miles. In the opinion of 

rail industry experts, any 500-mile trip that takes three hours or less by rail provides 

realistic competition to flying the same distance. A study by SC Stormont Corporation, 

commissioned by Air Canada and CP Rail, indicated that as many as half of the 1500 air 

travelers surveyed would likely switch to high-speed rail given the option (Powell, 1995, 

p. 1093). 

The history of Southwest Airlines and the lore of Herb Kelleher’s famous three-

dot napkin, depicting the cities of San Antonio, Houston, and Dallas as the Southwest 

Airlines’ Triangle, is a well-known business success story. Those three cities also fit the 

under 500 mile “sweet spot” criteria for high-speed rail. Powell (1995) presents the 

prediction made during Southwest’s battle against high-speed rail, that the proposed 

Texas TGV rail system would redirect sixty percent of the local air passengers to the rail 

system. Powell presents a detailed account of how Southwest Airlines fought the 

establishment of high-speed rail in Texas in 1991. This research sought to determine what 

role, if any, Southwest Airlines had in the demise of the LSRD. 

The nine other scholarly articles dealt with large-scale transportation projects. 

Those articles studied the Seattle Monorail Project (SMP) (Jackson & Slone, 2008) and 

(Yuttapongsontorn et al., 2008), the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Project in Tanzania (Rizzo, 

2014), the Georgia (USA) Department of Transportation 360-Degree Assessment Model 
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(Poister et al., 2013), the Port of Antwerp (Dooms et al., 2013), Infrastructure Planning in 

Sweden (Hammes, 2013), Transportation Public-Private Partnership Failures (Soomro & 

Zhang, 2015), the Swedish High-Speed Rail Project (Ronnie, 2019), and the Renaissance 

of Inner-City Rail Stations (Peters, 2009). 

Yuttapongsontorn et al. (2008) used stakeholder theory to perform a forensic 

analysis of the Seattle Popular Monorail (SMP) Authority. The authors’ approach, and 

the propositions they examined, are directly applicable to the LSRD. The paper critically 

analyzed the project through the lens of stakeholder theory and found that the SMP’s 

failure might have been avoided had its leadership recognized the many stakeholders that 

had power over the plan and, more importantly, the dynamic changes in relationships 

among the stakeholders. The authors developed four propositions that they present to be 

relevant in the context of large-scale technology projects. Per the authors, the paper 

makes a contribution to both the research and the practice of major technological 

infrastructure projects, strategic innovations, and government technology management. 

In response to Yuttapongsontorn et al. (2008), Jackson and Sloan (2008) 

commented: 

Some of the problems that the stakeholders found with the monorail system 
could have been avoided with a simple needs assessment to answer the 
following questions: Who were the potential passengers? How would the 
project be funded? What would be the effect of the monorail system on 
historical buildings? How would parking and noise be addressed? All of 
these questions should have been addressed and examined through a 
proposal – but the leaders of the proposed monorail system project failed to 
understand the politics and practical significance of the new venture. The 
fact was brought to the forefront when in November 2005, the SMP project 
was voted down. 
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The case of the Seattle Monorail Project provides compelling evidence for the 

need to incorporate the interests of stakeholders into the development and 

implementation of major public sector infrastructure projects. Lessons learned from the 

SMP reveal the importance of identifying and including stakeholder groups and other 

individuals in decision making. Failure to consider stakeholder opinions and perspectives 

will almost always contribute to the demise of future major infrastructure initiatives like 

the Seattle Monorail Project, especially when citizens and other stakeholders are removed 

from the formula of effective decision making (Jackson & Sloan, 2008, pp. 481–482). 

In contrast to the failed Seattle Monorail Project, the Georgia Department of 

Transportation has implemented a novel 360-degree organization assessment where they 

purposefully reach out to stakeholders. The contrast with the SMP is notable. Drawing on 

a similar process from the field of human resources development, the Georgia 360-degree 

model routinely surveys contractors, consultants, local government officials, legislators, 

employees, motorists, professional truck drivers, and the public at large. In addition to 

common questions regarding overall performance, the surveys include items on issues of 

specific concern to each stakeholder group (Poister et al., 2013, p. 302). 

While not a rail project, Dooms et al. (2012) researched stakeholder management 

and path dependence in large-scale transport infrastructure development. To do this they 

studied the Port of Antwerp from 1960 to 2010 focusing on two key parameters, 1) large-

scale investment projects and 2) the governance mechanisms deployed to select and 

implement those projects. By identifying the effects of stakeholder inclusion (or the lack 

thereof) on investment strategies and governance change processes, the authors 

contributed to both stakeholder and path dependence theories. With particular 
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applicability to the LSRD, the authors conclude that local stakeholders (local 

communities, local interest groups, municipal governments) deserve special attention in 

the context of transport infrastructure planning (Dooms et al., 2012, p. 14). 

In his doctoral dissertation, Ronnie (2019) uses case study research to examine 

the Swedish high-speed rail project, arguably the biggest project ever initiated in the 

country and fits the definition of a mega-project. It is planned to connect the three largest 

cities of Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmo with high-speed rail tracks at an estimated 

investment cost of 23.1 billion Euros. The project is highly controversial in the public 

debates as it impacts a large number of people and involves substantial financial 

commitment. Interestingly, it is also heavily unprofitable on a cost-benefit basis, 

expecting to yield only 60 cents for each Euro spent. Ronnie opines that based upon the 

low cost-benefit ratio the project is unprofitable, and therefore should be cancelled (p. 

14). However, the project has continued to survive under two governments. Ronnie 

suggests that there is a need to explain the attraction of the project, that goes beyond 

formal instrumental-rational decision-making models. In doing this, it is possible to 

address the wider issue of why mega-projects continue to hold such appeal among 

decision makers despite their track record (pp. 14–15). The Swedish high-speed rail 

project might be useful as a comparator should it be determined that the LSRD was shut 

down due to a low cost-benefit ratio.  

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) are institutional arrangements that facilitate 

private business activities in the public sector. The adoption of transportation PPPs is 

based upon governmental efforts to achieve extended efficiency, economy, and 

effectiveness in comparison to conventional infrastructure procurement systems. 
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Transportation PPPs have shown remarkable contributions in achieving infrastructure 

development goals (Soomro & Zhang, 2016, p. 1) 

However, introducing long-term, profit-oriented activities for public 

infrastructure, which is basically run on the principles of social welfare, has raised 

numerous new management issues and risks that were never observed before in 

conventional infrastructures’ procurement systems. New to such risks, public sector 

personnel have become prone to make mistakes that could cause loss of value to the 

public and even the failure of the public-private partnership itself (Soomro & Zhang, 

2016). This research looked to Soomro and Zhang and their identified failure drivers as 

the demise of the LSRD was analyzed. 

Two articles reviewed utilized political economy analysis. The first article 

analyzed the National Transport Infrastructure Plan in Sweden. The second, analyzed a 

Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) project in Tanzania.  

Hammes (2012) studied factors affecting the choice of projects to be included in 

the National Transport Infrastructure Plan for 2010 for Sweden, controlling for cost-

benefit analysis results. He found that the center-right government tended to favor 

counties that voted for it and favored rail investments over road. He found no 

discrimination against the large cities of Gothenburg, Malmo, and Stockholm. Finally, 

lobbying also matters; projects with co-financing from the local municipality had a 

greater probability of being included in the plan. Industry lobbying had, at best, a 

borderline significant effect, and affects the probability of a project being included in the 

Plan positively (Hammes, 2012). 
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Rizzo (2014) analyzed the political economy of the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 

project implemented in Dar es Sallam, Tanzania, between 2002 and 2014. The article 

discusses the recent rapid growth of Bus Rapid Transit systems and the vested interests of 

the stakeholders promoting them as a "win-win" solution to tackle the crisis of public 

transport in developing countries. The article discredits such "win-win" narratives by 

showing what some Tanzanian stakeholders stood to lose from the implementation of the 

Dar es Salaam Rapid Transit scheme and their capacity to resist the project. It analyses 

tensions over the inclusion of the current public transport workforce, employment 

destruction, displacement of current paratransit operators, compensation, and the 

affordability of the new service. The article argues that slow implementation of the 

transport system was rooted in the tepid commitment to the project by the Tanzanian 

government. In turn, this lack of political will can be explained by domestic politics, and 

in particular the government's attempt to respond to the priorities of the World Bank 

without alienating local stakeholders, some of whom wielded considerable electoral 

power. 

 Three scholarly articles, while not specifically related to passenger rail, provide 

background as to how force field analysis (FFA) should be used in research, as well as 

how the results of that research should be reported (see Burns & Cooke, 2013; Duxbury 

et al., 2018; Sharma et al., 2018).  

The application of field theory, as developed by Kurt Lewin, remains a useful 

research tool today (Burnes & Cooke, 2013). While not railroad-related research, 

Duxbury et al. (2018) applied force field analysis to evaluate the readiness of change in 

the Canadian police sector. Their article was very instructive in both applying FFA, as 
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well as published the results of its application. Their article also presents a good 

description of Lewin’s model of planned change.  

According to Duxbury et al. (2018), Lewin (1947) argued that for planned change 

to succeed one must understand the system and how to destabilize it to increase readiness 

for change. According to Lewin, organizations and people are frozen in terms of change. 

He argued that most organizations and people are frozen in terms of openness or 

readiness to change and theorized that all permanent change progresses through three 

successive levels of change: (1) unfreezing the present level, (2) moving to the desired 

state, and (3) refreezing the changed system with the new behaviors, procedures or habits 

in place of the old ones (Duxbury et al., 2018; Lewin 1947). 

According to Lewin (1947), to change a system one begins by mapping out its 

‘field’ – the totality and complexity of the active forces that at any given time produce the 

systems environment (Barnes, 2004; Phillips, 2013). Lewin (1946) defined two types of 

active forces: (1) driving forces of change, and (2) restraining barriers to change. Lewin 

developed a diagnostic tool called a ‘force field analysis model’ to aid the ‘field’ 

mapping process. This tool can be used to create a visual display of the forces driving and 

restraining a planned change. (Duxbury et al., 2018).  

 The application of force field theory was helpful in the initial review of the LSRD 

documents and news reports as it provided a simple methodology to use in determining 

those in support and those opposed to the LSRD.  

 The end of the Lone Star Rail District was triggered by a significant critical event: 

the withdrawal of the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) from its Memorandum of 

Understanding with the LSRD. Once the UPRR pulled out, the Capital Area Metropolitan 
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Planning Organization (CAMPO) and the Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning 

Organization withdrew their funding. With the loss of CAMPO’s and AAMPO’s funding, 

the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) rescinded its Notice of Intent to proceed 

with the Environmental Impact Statement, ending the environmental work in which Lone 

Star Rail was engaged. In essence, these four organizations – UPRR, CAMPO, AAMPO, 

and the FHWA—had enough influence to cause the demise of the Lone Star Rail District. 

Considering that the LSRD represented a large number of municipalities and 

stakeholders, how could it be that only four entities could precipitate the demise of the 

organization?  

This study looked to political economy to help understand this situation. In its 

most generic sense, political economy is the study of the inter-play of power, the goals of 

power-wielders, and productive exchange systems (Cf. Buchanan, 1964; Zald, 1970). 

Further, any study of an organization’s political economy must be concerned with the 

goal-shaping aspects of goals as these are embodied in dominant groups. Whose goals are 

maximized and with what consequences must be a central concern (Zahn, 1970). Schmidt 

and Kochan (1976) developed a “political economy effectiveness” model for analyzing 

the relationships between public agencies and their clients. They cite that research in the 

area of public administration had begun to conceptualize the nature of the exchanges 

between public organizations and forces in their environment.  

One important objective of those studies was to isolate the factors affecting the 

effectiveness of public agencies in delivering the services they were mandated to perform 

by public policy (p. 455). Hammes (2013) used political economy analysis to study the 
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factors affecting the choice of projects to be included in the National Transport 

Infrastructure Plan for 2010-21 in Sweden controlling for cost benefit analysis results.  

This study used the political economy approach to help determine why the UPRR, 

CAMPO, AAMPO, and the FHWA were able to wield the significant influence that led 

to the demise of the Lone Star Rail District. Further, the amount of political economy 

apportioned to less powerful stakeholders, as well as to silent stakeholders, was also 

reviewed. 

The Lens of Political Economy 

 The term “political economy” for economics originated in France in the 17th 

Century and is attributed to Montchrétien.  In 1615. Sir James Steurt (1761) was the first 

English economist to put the term in the title of a book on economics, An Inquiry into the 

Principles of Political Economy (Drazen, 2018, p.3). 

 In 1962, Richard M. Emerson published a significant paper in the American 

Sociological Review that addressed Power Dependence Relations (Emerson, 1962).  In 

his paper, Emerson developed a simple theory of power relation in an effort to resolve 

some of the ambiguities surrounding “power”, “authority”, “legitimacy”, and power 

“structures” by bringing them together in a coherent scheme (Emerson, 1962, p. 31).  He 

stated that social relations commonly entail ties of mutual dependence between the parties 

and that, in short, power resides implicitly in the other’s dependency (Emerson 1962, p. 

32).  Emerson further developed mathematical formulations in an attempt to quantifiably 

measure the power exchange of members in a social system.  Emerson’s mathematical 

research approach was not used in the evaluation of the Lone Star Rail District as the 
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power-dependence relationships were intuitively clear enough to not require 

mathematical analysis. 

 In 1973, Wamsley and Zald published their well-cited paper, The Political 

Economy of Public Organizations.  Their paper was applicable to this research, 

particularly, 1) that an organization’s political economy can be analytically divided into 

internal and external aspects (page 64), 2) that public agencies exist in a web of political 

and economic exchange structures that shape long-term functions and directions of 

change, as well as short-run interactions and concerns (page 67), 3) it identifies the four 

major political functions of the executive cadre (page 67), and 4) and provides an 

explanation of an external political structure (page 64). 

 As this paper is researching the failure of a public organization, the following 

statement provides a good foundation for this discussion: 

Public organizations exist in an immediate environment of users and 
suppliers, or interested and disinterested “others”. Together, the 
organization and its relevant others make up a policy subsystem; an arena 
of individuals, groups, and organizations affected by and interested in 
influencing, a policy for which the organization has prime responsibility 
and concern.  These relevant others include a variety of actors in and out of 
government: interest groups, competing public organizations, legislative 
committees, control agencies.  They may be competitive, hostile, 
overseeing, etc.; regardless, a policy subsystem shapes the conditions of 
existence for an agency. 
 

Gary L. Wamsley and Meyer N. Zald 
Vanderbilt University 

The Political Economy of Political Organizations 
(1973, Jan. – Feb., page 64) 

 
 In 1976, Schmidt and Kochan presented a “political economy effectiveness” 

model for analyzing the relationships between public agencies and their clients.  The 

model traced the effects of environmental exchange relationships on the goals guiding the 
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behavior of public agency personnel who are responsible for implementing public policy 

(page 455).  Their study extended the “political economy” framework of Wamsley and 

Zald (1973) to trace the effects of environmental exchange relationships on the goals 

guiding the behavior of public agency personnel who are responsible for implementing 

public policy (page 456).  Their study focused on how the work environment affected the 

morale and satisfaction of a public agency employee group and assessed several 

correlates to determine what factors affected the use of the agencies’ services (pp. 471 

and 455).  While the research approach of Schmidt and Kochan was aimed at a 

government agency and the how the morale of its employees affected the client-use of its 

services, their research was not deemed applicable to this study, as the morale of the 

LSRD staff members was not a contributing factor in the demise of the LSRD. 

 In 2018, Drazen (page 3) provides a quote to begin his Chapter 1 entitled, “What 

Is Political Economy?”: 

Economists must not only know their economic models, but also understand 
politics, interests, conflicts, passions – the essence of collective life.   For a 
brief period of time, you could make changes by decree; but to let them 
persist, you have to build coalitions and bring people around. You have to 
be a politician. 

 
Alejandro Foxley, Chilean Minister of Finance 

(quoted in Williamson and Haggard [1994]) 
 

Drazen’s chapter was particularly helpful in understanding a more contemporary 

application of political economy.  The need to build coalitions was certainly necessary in 

order for the LSRD to be successful. 
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Table 1  
Literature Review – Projects and Case Studies 
 

Author Title Theory 
Applied or 

Tested 

Methodology Key Findings 

Dooms et 
al. (2013) 

Stakeholder 
management 
and path 
dependence in 
large-scale 
transport 
infrastructure 
development: 
the Port of 
Antwerp case 
(1960–2010) 
 

Stakeholder 
Theory 
 
Path 
Dependence 
Theory 

Literature 
review applied 
to the 
transport 
sector. 
 
Case-based, 
action-
research type 
methodologica
l approach. 
 

Effective implementation of 
new large-scale 
infrastructure projects 
requires policy makers to 
continually reflect on what 
matters in decision making. 
Continuous updating of 
spatially proximate and 
spatially distant stakeholders 
is critical to project success. 
 

Hammes, 
J. (2013). 

The Political 
Economy of 
Infrastructure 
Planning in 
Sweden 
 

Political 
Economy 
Analysis 

Case Study Studied factors affecting the 
choice of projects to be 
included in the National 
Transport Infrastructure Plan 
for 2010-2021. 
 
The center-right government 
tended to favor counties that 
voted for it and favored rail 
investments over road. No 
discrimination against large 
cities was found. Lobbying 
mattered with co-financing 
by the local municipality 
assisting success. Industry 
lobbying had, at best, a 
borderline affect. 
 

Jackson & 
Slone 
(2008) 

Comments on 
“Complexities 
of Large-Scale 
Technology  
Project Failure: 
Seattle Popular 
Monorail 
Authority” 
 

Stakeholder 
Theory 

Case Study Comments on the 
Yuttapongsontorn et al. 
(2008) article. Emphasizes 
that failure to address 
[public] stakeholders 
concerns directly led to 
failure of the project. 
 



25 

 

Author Title Theory 
Applied or 

Tested 

Methodology Key Findings 

Minn 
(2013) 

The Political 
Economy of 
High-Speed 
Rail in the 
United States 
 

Political 
Economy 

Case Study A critical look at the 
discourse surrounding high-
speed rail lines while 
simultaneously keeping the 
dream alive in the 
imaginings of generations of 
advocates.  
 
The paper looks at plans for 
high-speed rail in the United 
States as a complex of 
ideas, connecting the 
nascent efforts to the larger 
American story. 
 

Peters 
(2009) 

The 
Renaissance of 
Inner-City Rail 
Station Areas: 
A Key Element 
in 
Contemporary 
Urban 
Restructuring 
Dynamics 
 

Urban 
Scholarship 

Case Study Rail station area 
redevelopment mega-
projects are key instances of 
planned, large-scale, 
strategic interventions into 
the contemporary urban 
fabric aimed at better 
connecting and revitalizing 
key inner-city locales. 
 
The implementation of such 
mega-projects is highly 
complex, and the costs and 
benefits are unevenly 
distributed. 
 
The article presents 
comparative insights gained 
from three high-profile 
cases, Berlin, London, and 
New York. 
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Author Title Theory 
Applied or 

Tested 

Methodology Key Findings 

Poister et 
al. (2013) 

Reaching Out 
to 
Stakeholders: 
The Georgia 
DOT 360-
Degree 
Assessment 
Model 
  

Stakeholder 
Theory 

Case Study Article presents a novel 360-
degree organization 
assessment model that 
draws from the field of 
human resources 
management. 
 
Surveys included items on 
issues of specific concern to 
each stakeholder group. 
 
The process is described in 
detail and summarizes the 
utility of the 360-degree 
assessment approach and 
its applicability to other 
public agencies. 
 

Powell, K. 
(1995) 

Southwest 
Airlines v. High-
Speed Rail: 
More Powerful 
Than a 
locomotive? 

Competitive 
Action 
 

Legal Review The article discusses: 1) the 
high-speed rail v. airline 
market in general, 2) the 
Texas inter-modal (air v. rail) 
marketplace, and 3) 
Southwest Airlines’ specific 
actions in Texas to maintain 
their competitive advantage / 
market. 

Most commentators give 
Southwest the lion’s share of 
the “credit” for killing this 
opportunity for high-speed 
rail in Texas. 
 

Rizzo, M. 
(2015) 

The Political 
Economy of an 
Urban 
Megaproject: 
The Bus Rapid 
Transit Project 
in Tanzania 

Political 
Economy 
 

Case Study 1) Win-win approach 
discredited as it hides 
underlying tensions. 2) Slow 
implementation due to tepid 
commitment by the 
Tanzanian government. 3) 
Stakeholders were at odds 
and mutually acceptable 
compromises were not 
found.  
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Author Title Theory 
Applied or 

Tested 

Methodology Key Findings 

Ronnie, E. 
(2019) 

Justifying 
mega-projects: 
An analysis of 
the Swedish 
high-speed rail 
project 
 

Reflexivity Case Study Mega-projects (MPs) are 
growing phenomenon 
worldwide. Overwhelming 
evidence that MPs tend to 
run late, overrun in terms of 
costs and fail to deliver on 
the expected benefits. More 
and more money is invested 
in projects that fail to deliver 
on their promises. 
 
Dissertation found that 
Swedish high-speed rail is 
being justified on a 
combination of strategies: 
widening the scope, 
producing encouraging 
numbers, creating and 
mobilizing stakeholders, and 
arguing using a policy 
narrative. It shows how the 
project leadership skillfully 
bypasses criticism from cost-
benefit analysis and 
succeeds to gather support 
for the project despite the 
numbers. 
 

Soomro & 
Zhang 
(2016) 

Evaluation of 
the Functions 
of Public Sector 
Partners in 
Transportation 
Public-Private 
Partnerships 
Failures 
 

Grounded 
Theory 

Case Study Identifies failure drivers in 
transportation PPPs. 
Focuses on roles played by 
public sector partners. 
Initiating failure mechanisms 
are the most critical. 
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Author Title Theory 
Applied or 

Tested 

Methodology Key Findings 

Yuttapongs
ontorn et 
al. (2008) 

Complexities of 
Large-Scale 
Technology 
Project Failure: 
A Forensic 
Analysis of the 
Seattle Popular 
Monorail 
Authority 

Stakeholder 
Theory 

Case Study Three years after its 
proposal the SMP was shut 
down by voters. The paper 
critically analyzes the SMP 
through the lens of 
stakeholder theory. 
 
Authors theorize SMP’s 
failure might have been 
avoided had its leadership 
recognized the many 
stakeholders that had power 
over the plan, and more 
important, the dynamic 
changes in relationships 
among the stakeholders. 
Failure might also have been 
avoided by managing 
conflicts in stakeholder’s 
expectations. 
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Table 2 
Literature Review – Methodology and Theory 
 
Author Title Theory or 

Analysis 
Methodology Key Findings 

Burnes 
and 
Cooke 
(2013) 

Kurt Lewin’s Field 
Theory: A Review 
and  
Re-evaluation 

Force Field  Literature 
Review 

Return to Lewin’s original 
conception of field theory 
can provide academics 
and practitioners with a 
valuable and much-
needed approach to 
managing change. 
 

Campbell,  
et. al. 
(2013) 

Coding In-depth 
Semi-structured 
Interviews: 
Problems of 
Unitization and 
Intercoder 
Reliability and 
Agreement 
 

Qualitative 
Analysis 

Semi-
structured 
Interviews 
(Coding). 
Procedure for 
developing 
coding 
schemes for in-
depth semi-
structured 
interview 
transcripts 
 

Author’s approach is 
especially useful for 
situations where a single 
knowledgeable coder will 
code all the transcripts 
once the coding scheme 
has been established. 

Decrop 
(1999) 

Triangulation in 
qualitative tourism 
research 
 

Qualitative 
Analysis 

  

Duxbury,  
et. al. 
(2018) 

Change or be 
changed: 
Diagnosing the 
readiness to 
change in the 
Canadian police 
sector 
 

Force Field Literature 
Review & 
Survey by 
Telephone 
Interview 

Excellent example of 
utilizing Field Theory via 
telephone interviews 
(surveys) and reporting 
results. 
 

Emerson, 
R. (1962) 

Power-
Dependence 
Relations. 

Power-
Dependenc
e Relations 

Mathematical 
Modeling 

Modern mathematics, 
graph theory in particular, 
can be fruitfully employed 
in the analytics of complex 
networks and predicting 
the outcome of power 
plays within such 
networks. 
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Author Title Theory or 
Analysis 

Methodology Key Findings 

Flick 
(2004) 

Triangulation in 
qualitative 
research. A 
companion to 
qualitative research 
 

Qualitative 
Analysis 

Triangulation. 
Observation of 
the research 
issue from (at 
least) two 
different points. 
 

There are three modes of 
application for 
triangulation: as a 
validation strategy, as an 
approach to the 
generalization of 
discoveries, and as a route 
to additional knowledge. 
 

Harvey 
(2011) 

Strategies for 
conducting elite 
interviews 
 

Qualitative 
Analysis 

Interview 
Strategies (elite 
subjects) 

Article addresses some 
strategies for conducting 
elite interviews.  

Kay 
(2005) 

A critique of the 
use of path 
dependence in 
policy studies 
 

   

Miles et 
al. (2020) 

Qualitative Data 
Analysis – 4th 
Edition 

Textbook Qualitative 
Data Analysis 
Theory and 
Methods 
 

Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

Myers 
(2013) 

Qualitative 
Research in 
Business & 
Management, 2nd 
Edition 
 

Textbook  Qualitative 
Research 
Theory and 
Methods 

Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

Myers & 
Newman 
(2007) 

The qualitative 
interview in IS 
research: 
examining the craft. 
 

   

Pearse, N. 
(2019) 

An illustration of a 
deductive pattern 
matching 
procedure in 
qualitative 
leadership research 
 

   

Pearson 
(2000) 

Increasing returns, 
path dependence, 
and the study of 
politics 
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Author Title Theory or 
Analysis 

Methodology Key Findings 

Pratt 
(2009) 

For the lack of a 
boilerplate: tips on 
writing up (and 
reviewing) 
qualitative research 
 

   

Ryan and 
Bernard 
(2003) 

Techniques to 
Identify Themes in 
Qualitative Data 
 

   

Ruben & 
Ruben 
(2005) 
 

Qualitative 
Interviewing: The 
Art of Hearing 
Data, 2nd Edition 
 

Textbook  Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

Saldana 
(2016) 

The Coding Manual 
for Researchers 
 

Textbook  Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

Sharma,  
et. al. 
(2018) 

Indian automotive 
strategic sourcing 
risk management 
enablers and 
barriers.  

Exploratory 
Factor  
& Force 
Field 

Literature 
review. Survey 
using a 
structured 
questionnaire. 
Independent 
exploratory 
factor analysis 
(EFA) and 
Force Field 
Analysis (FFA). 
 

Authors made sure that 
their 1) methods section 
included the basic tenants 
of Pratt, 2) showed their 
data in a smart fashion, 3) 
used good organizing 
figures, and 4) told a story. 
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Author Title Theory or 
Analysis 

Methodology Key Findings 

Schmidt  
& Kochan 
(1976) 

An Application of a 
“Political Economy” 
Approach to 
Effectiveness: 
Employment 
Service-Employer 
Exchanges 
 

Political 
Economy 

Conceptual 
Model 

A “political economy 
effectiveness” model for 
analyzing the relationships 
between public agencies 
and their clients is 
developed. The model 
traces the effects of 
environmental exchange 
relationships on the goals 
guiding the behavior of 
public agency personnel 
who are responsible for 
implementing public policy. 
 
Empirical data for a 
preliminary test of the 
proposed model are 
presented. The results are 
used to assess several 
correlates of the 
effectiveness of the 
Employment Service. 
 

Stoecker 
(2011) 

Evaluating and 
rethinking the case 
study 
 

   

Thomas 
(2010) 

Doing Case Study: 
Abduction Not 
Induction, 
Phronesis Not 
Theory 
 

   

Turner 
(2010) 

Qualitative 
interview design: a 
practical guide for 
novice investigators 
 

Qualitative 
Analysis 

Qualitative 
Interview 
design and 
protocol. 

Paper explores the 
effective ways to conduct 
in-depth, qualitative 
interviews for novice 
investigators by employing 
a step-by-step process for 
implementation. 
 

Vogt,  
et. al. 
(2014) 

Selecting the right 
analysis for your 
data: Quantitative, 
qualitative, and 
mixed methods 
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Author Title Theory or 
Analysis 

Methodology Key Findings 

Williams  
& Moser 
(2019) 

The Art of Coding 
and Thematic 
Exploration in 
Qualitative 
Research 
 

 Qualitative 
Research 
(coding) 

 

Yin (2018) Case Study 
Research and 
Applications – 
Design and 
Methods (Sixth 
Edition) 
 

Textbook Case Study 
Research 

Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

Zald (Ed.). 
(1970) 

Political Economy: 
A Framework for 
Competitive 
Analysis 
 

Political 
Economy 

Textbook Provided overall academic 
and theoretical guidance. 

  
 

Potential Research Contribution 

From 1869 to 1946, passenger trains were the primary mode of transportation in 

the United States. Beginning with the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 that built 

President Eisenhower’s envisioned interstate highway system, and the first flight of the 

Boeing 707 jetliner in 1957, passenger travel began to shift from passenger trains to 

jetliners and the automobile. In fact, in the 18-year span between 1946 and 1964, annual 

rail passenger travel declined from 770 million passenger miles to 298 million passenger 

miles (Andrews, Appendix A). 

Passenger trains have never been profitable on a fully-allocated cost basis, instead 

requiring a subsidy to break-even. In the beginning, freight railroads subsidized their 

money-losing passenger trains through the profits of their freight trains. In 1971, the 

National Railroad Passenger Corporation (NRPC), doing business as Amtrak, was 

established to provide medium and long-distance passenger railroad service in the United 
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States. The new system incorporated 20 privately operated intercity passenger rail 

systems, removing that burden from private railroads and shifting the passenger rail 

subsidy to the federal taxpayer. As such, due to the need for taxpayer subsidy, passenger 

rail is routinely met with taxpayer resistance (Andrews, Appendix 2). 

While medium and long-distance passenger rail travel in the United States has 

declined over the past 20 years, short-distance commuter rail has recently become a hot-

topic. In some parts of the country new or expanded passenger rail is keenly sought after 

and growing (i.e., Brightline / Virgin Rail USA in Florida and in the State of Virginia). 

However, in other parts of the country, such as Texas, there has been significant 

resistance to the growth of short-distance commuter rail passenger rail service.  

The literature review was unable to identify any academic literature that 

addressed this specific failure of the Lone Star Rail District, nor any other passenger rail 

system failure, indicating a potential gap in the academic literature.  The literature review 

did, however, identify several current passenger rail projects in the United States that are 

either proceeding very slowly or are significantly bogged down. Some of these projects 

have been in existence for decades. Several projects are attempting to establish new or 

expanded passenger rail service between the following cities, 1) Spokane and Seattle, 

Washington (McDermott, 2020), 2) Baton Rouge and New Orleans, Louisiana (Karlin, 

2018), Detroit, Michigan and Toronto, Canada (Mondry, 2019), 3) New Orleans, 

Louisiana to Orlando, Florida and New Orleans, Louisiana to Mobile, Alabama 

(Hampton, 2017), 4) Portland and Westbrook, Maine (Anderson, 2019), 5) Scranton, 

Pennsylvania and New York City (Pennsylvania Northeast Regional Railroad Authority, 

2020), 6) Raleigh, North Carolina and Richmond, Virginia (WXII 12 Greensboro-



35 

 

Winston-Salem, 2020), 7) Harrisburg and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (Pennsylvania’s 

Governor’s Office, 2018), and 8) Cleveland, Columbus, and Cincinnati, Ohio (Buchanan, 

2019, LeMaster, undated; Department of Transportation – Federal Railroad 

Administration, 2020). 

At the beginning of this research, it was hoped that the demise of the Lone Star 

Rail District would provide a unique opportunity to study why passenger rail service fails 

to grow in the United States. Further, that the LSRD’s failure would made it good case-

study candidate, as it could be evaluated over the whole of its life, and especially, studied 

at the end of its existence. By identifying and analyzing the constellation of forces that 

were at play in the Lone Star Rail District, the goal of this research was to identify 

lessons that could be learned and applied in a generalizable way across an array of similar 

rail initiatives in Texas and across the United States, including the eight rail projects just 

identified. 

At the end of the literature review it was believed that this research study had the 

potential to help fill a gap in the academic literature with regard to the current state of 

passenger train growth in the United States. Additionally, the study had the potential to 

make contribution to stakeholder and political economy theory as well as public, 

transportation, and environmental policy. In the end, the overall goal was to publish 

research that would be equally useful to both the academic theorist as well as the industry 

practitioner. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Based upon the literature review, as well as the author’s industry knowledge and 

experience, it became evident that obtaining archival records from the now-defunct 
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LSRD was going to be necessary in order to identify key stakeholders, key decisions, and 

other information about the LSRD in order to identify critical history as to why the 

organization failed. 

At the end of this research, the opportunity to identify further research topics was 

anticipated.  Among those potential topics / questions were: 

1) As this study was to focus on the failure of a passenger rail project (the 

LSRD) as a single-case study, a dual-case study comparing the failure of the 

LSRD to that of a successful, growing, passenger rail service could be 

considered (such as the State of Virginia) in order to compare and contrast the 

factors that led to the respective successes and failures of each case.  

2) Passenger trains (and freight trains as well) are the most energy efficient and 

environmentally friendly way to move passengers and goods over land. While 

this environmental friendliness has contributed to a significant expansion of 

passenger rail service in other states, why, in the case of the LSRD, was the 

environmental benefit not enough to assure project success? Might the cost 

and time required to complete the federally required Environmental Impact 

Statement (EIS) played a role in the LSRD’s failure?  Could it have been 

possible that the cost and length of time required to compete the EIS 

(presumably aimed at protecting the environment from the impact of the rail 

project construction and operation) played a role in preventing the rail service 

from materializing, thus, blocking any future environmental benefit the 

passenger rail service would have brought?  
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3) Additional study was also anticipated to address the following questions 

related to the general role of the EIS in passenger rail transportation projects, 

a) How does the impact of an EIS on a passenger rail project compare to that 

of a similar freight rail project? b) How was the EIS addressed by some 

successful rail projects, such as in the State of Virginia? Could studying the 

Virginia case identify some best practices for navigating the EIS process? c) Is 

the cost and time required to conduct and complete an EIS for a rail project 

similar to that of other major transportation infrastructure projects? and d) 

What benefit, if any, might occur if the federal government reduced the 

requirements and costs of conducting an EIS through reduced federal 

regulation? 

4) The critical event that triggered the final demise of the Lone Star Rail District 

was when the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) pulled out of negotiations. In 

almost every instance, the operation of passenger rail service in the United 

States requires negotiation with privately-owned freight railroad companies. 

These railroads understand the value of their franchise and are competent 

business negotiators. In the case of the LSRD, the relationship of the LSRD 

and the UPRR was to be examined, as were the negotiations between the two 

organizations. Was the UPRR’s negotiation and the negotiation tactics with 

the LSRD a single, isolated case? Is there a pattern in how the freight railroads 

negotiate with government passenger rail entities? Is the government typically 

out negotiated by the railroads? Are some passenger rail operators better at 

negotiating a deal with the freight railroads than others? A study focusing on 
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the process and effects of railroad / government passenger rail negotiations 

may be indicated. Proponents of new or expanded passenger rail service may 

be more effective at negotiation if they better understood the railroad / 

government negotiation process and the railroads’ agendas and priorities. 

5) The establishment of new passenger rail service in the United States is 

complex, lengthy, and expensive. Multiple conflicting project priorities must 

be managed, along with addressing the needs of multiple stakeholders (many 

of whom may have competing priorities), all while balancing the multiplicity 

of project management tasks and program funding. Major project components 

may include negotiating with the freight railroads, negotiating with the 

community and elected officials, real estate and property purchases, obtaining 

federal grants, completing the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) process, 

and winning community support. At present, the EIS process appears to be the 

predominant planning / priority driver. In the case of the LSRD, the loss of the 

Union Pacific Railroad became a critical path item that led to failure. Should 

the LSRD have spent more attention on their partnership with the UPRR and 

spent less attention on the EIS? This study raises the question of misplaced 

project priorities based upon a history of “this is the way these projects have 

always been run”. This study suggests that there may be an opportunity to 

increase the success of future passenger rail projects, or to speed up their 

implementation, or lower their costs by, reordering the steps in the project. A 

study looking for opportunities for process optimization in the study, design, 

and implementation of new passenger rail service is suggested. 
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Dissertation Proposal Organization 

 The Dissertation Proposal recommended that the dissertation be organized into 

four chapters, 1) Introduction, 2) Archival Document Study, 3) Interview Study, and 4) 

Discussion. Chapter 1 was to set the stage for this research by introducing the issue, its 

importance, the researcher’s motivation, research objectives, the research question, the 

literature review, and the anticipated potential contribution the research will make. 

Chapter 2 was to examine the 215 pages of LSRD archival records received from the 

State of Texas. Chapter 3 was to engage in a more comprehensive study of the LSRD by 

interviewing key stakeholders. By interviewing these key stakeholders, the research 

would seek to determine and understand the factors and dynamics that contributed to the 

demise of the organization. This chapter would also detail the approach and methodology 

to be used to conduct those interviews and to then analyze the data collected. Finally, 

Chapter 4 was to discusses how the research may impact future rail industry projects, 

political economy theory, the effect of doing single-case research, and limitations on the 

research methodology given the anticipated objectives.   

 The Dissertation Proposal was defended, approved with comments, and accepted 

for publication by the Temple University Graduate Board on October 2, 2020. 
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CHAPTER 2  

ARCHIVAL DOCUMENT STUDY 

This chapter summarizes the examination of the 215 pages of LSRD archival 

records that were received from the State of Texas.  It also presents the research 

methodology that was to be used to structure and continue the research effort. 

Documents are regarded as key sources of data for qualitative research (Azungah, 

2018).  Stake (1995, p.68), as reported by Azungah (p.389), stated that documents 

function as “substitutes for records of activity the researcher could not observe directly”.  

This researcher found the aforementioned statements to be entirely relevant, especially as 

this research was aimed at studying an organization that was no longer in existence. 

Research Methodology 

This research was conducted as a case study that utilized a political economy 

framework that incorporated a stakeholder perspective for organizing the information. 

The purpose of the political economy analysis was to assist in understanding the relative 

power of the stakeholders in order to determine which of the stakeholders had the most 

influence in determining the final outcome of the LSRD. 

 Case study research is a linear but iterative process, as depicted in Figure 7. The 

goal of this research was to design a case study that would collect, present, and analyze 

data fairly. A further goal of this research was to bring the case study to closure by 

composing a compelling article, report, book, or oral presentation (Yin, 2018, p. 3). In all, 

this research presents a clear methodological path. It uses a conventional starting place by 

reviewing documentary evidence in order to inform the case study’s research questions. 
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Figure 6. Case Study Research Process. Source: (Yin, 2018, p. 1). 

 

The primary research question, “What were the constellation of forces at play in 

the LSRD at the time it was shut down?” This question fits the criteria of a Type 1, 

single-case design, of Yin’s (2018) four types of case study designs. A single-case study 

design begins with the scope of a case study. The scope refers to investigating a 

contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clear (Yin, 

2018, p. 15). 

 The second part of the definition of a case study reflects how phenomenon and 

context are not always sharply distinguishable in real-world situations. Therefore, other 

methodological characteristics become relevant as the features of a case study. According 

to Yin (2018, p. 15), a case study needs to first, cope with the technically distinctive 

situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as 
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one result, then benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide 

design, data collection, and analysis, and as another result, and finally, relies on multiple 

sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion. 

 The selection of a case study structure is appropriate to this research because, 1) 

the main research questions are “how” and “why” questions, 2) the researcher has little or 

no control over behavioral events, and 3) the study’s focus is a contemporary (as opposed 

to entirely historical) phenomenon – a “case” (Yin, 2018, p. 2). The literature review also 

indicates that a case-study approach was appropriate to this research project. All 

transportation projects reviewed in this research—the Seattle Monorail Project (SMP) 

(Jackson & Slone, 2008; Yuttapongsontorn et al., 2008), the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 

Project in Tanzania (Rizzo, 2014), the Georgia (USA) Department of Transportation 360-

Degree Assessment Model (Poister et al., 2013), the Port of Antwerp (Dooms et al., 

2013), Infrastructure Planning in Sweden (Hammes, 2013), Transportation Public-Private 

Partnership Failures (Soomro & Zhang, 2015), and the Swedish High-Speed Rail Project 

(Ronnie, 2019)—were presented as case studies. 

Force field analysis (FFA) was used in the early phase of this research to gain an 

understanding of which forces in Texas were calling for the expansion of passenger rail 

service and which were resisting. Stakeholder theory was then used to better examine the 

formation, purpose, and demise of the LSRD. This research identified the stakeholders 

that had a role and impact on the LSRD, and then attempted to determine their 

operational, political, social, and economic goals. Once the stakeholders and their 

agendas were identified, political economy analysis was used to determine which 

stakeholders brought the most power and influence that led to the demise of the LSRD.  
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The Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC), as well as the San Antonio Streetcar project, 

helped identify the stakeholder groups that also affected the LSRD. A significant 

component of the LSRD’s implementation included the purchase of land upon which the 

Union Pacific Railroad’s existing tracks were to be relocated. Thus, the TTC project was 

cited as it was thought to serve as a preliminary indicator of stakeholder resistance to the 

LSRD. From the literature review, it was presumed that the potential purchase of this 

land that may have drawn the ire of ranchers and cattlemen in the case of the LSRD, 

however this position lacked sufficient confirmation. It was hoped that the role of 

ranchers and cattlemen would be better understood through the interview study. 

Description of Necessary Data 

Yin (2018) posited that case study evidence can come from many sources. Those 

sources are documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-

observation, and physical artifacts (p. 111). Because the Lone Star Rail District has 

ceased to exist, this study was limited to using documentation, archival records, and 

interviews. There are no direct observations to make, and there is no opportunity for 

participant-observation, and no physical artifacts to examine. Yin’s inclusion of the 

strengths and weakness of each type of evidence is instructive, and this research study 

has been mindful of Yin’s cautions through the research and data collection process. The 

study also found that the three sources of evidence shown in Table 3 are highly 

complementary, as a good case study should want to rely upon as many sources as 

possible (i.e., “multiple sources of evidence”) (Yin, p. 113). 
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Table 3.  
The Study’s Three Sources of Evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses. 
Source of 
Evidence 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Documentation • Stable – can be reviewed 
repeatedly 

• Unobtrusive – not created as 
a result of the case study 

• Specific – can contain the 
exact names, references, and 
details of an event 

• Broad-can cover a long span 
of time, many events, and 
many settings 

• Retrievability-can be 
difficult to find 

• Biased selectivity, if 
collection is incomplete 

• Reporting bias-reflects 
(unknown) bias of any 
given document's author 

• Access-may be deliberately 
withheld 

Archival 
records 

• [Same as those for 
documentation] 

• Precise and usually 
quantitative 

• [Same as those for 
documentation] 

• Accessibility due to 
privacy reasons 

Interviews • Targeted-can focus directly 
• on case study topics 
• Insightful-provides 
• explanations as well 
• as personal views (e.g., 
• perceptions, attitudes, and 
• meanings) 

• Bias due to poorly 
articulated questions 

• Response bias 
• Inaccuracies due to poor 

recall 
• Reflexivity-e.g., 

interviewee says what 
interviewer wants to hear 

Source: Derived from Yin (2018), Figure 4.1, p. 114 
 

Data collection efforts followed Yin’s Four Principles of Data Collection (2018, 

pp. 126–138). Principle 1 was to use multiple sources of evidence; principle 2 was to 

create a case study data base; principle 3 was to maintain a chain of evidence; and 

principle 4 was to exercise care when using data from social media sources.  

The study considered the following variety of documentation, 1) e-mails and 

memoranda; 2) agendas, announcements and minutes of meetings, and other reports of 

events; 3) administrative documents, such as proposals, progress reports, and other 

internal records; 4) formal studies or evaluations related to current case; and 5) news 



45 

 

clippings and other articles in the mass media or in community newspapers (Yin, 2018, p. 

114-115). A description summary of the necessary data that was sought initially is 

contained in Table 4. A table describing the 215 pages of documentation received from 

the State of Texas can be found in Table 5. With regard to obtaining official government 

records, the search began with the Texas Attorney General’s Office (AGO) in order to 

determine if under state law the LSRD, or the State of Texas, had an archival 

responsibility for retaining the old records of the LSRD. Then came a specific inquiry as 

to who could grant access to those records or retrieve them for the study.  

Upon completion of the Interview Study phase of this research, if a need for 

additional documentation is identified, a similar documentation request of the individual 

municipalities that were government-members of the LSRD will be made. That effort 

will begin by contacting CAMPO (Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization) 

(Wear, 2018). The 215 pages of documentation provided by the State of Texas was hand-

coded, as described in Table 5, using First Cycle Coding Methods as presented by 

Saldana (2016. Chapter 3) as a guide. Document coding took place in two passes (also 

referred to as “cycles”). During the first hand-coding pass four criteria were coded, 1) to 

identify significant events in the history of the LSRD, 2) to identify questions that arose 

during the coding in order to research answers at a later time, 3) to identify stakeholders 

(people and organizations), and 4) to identify facts contained in reports and data for 

future review. During the second hand-coding pass the documents were examined 

through the lens of political economy, informed by a stakeholder framework.  
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Table 4 
Description of Necessary Data that was Requested.  
INFORMATION 
SOUGHT 
[constructs] 

WHY IMPORTANT MEASURE [QUESTION, 
ITEM, DOCUMENT, 
ETC.] 

1. LSRD By-Laws / 
Organizational 
Documents 

Defines Mission Scope, 
Purpose, Authority, and 
Governance 

Document 

2. LSRD Board Member 
Rosters 

Identifies Board leadership 
/ stakeholders 

Document 

3. LSRD Board Minutes Identifies Board activity, 
major decisions 

Document 

4. LSRD Meeting 
Announcements / 
Agendas 

Identifies Board meetings 
and topics to be discussed 

Document 

5. LSRD Public Hearing 
Notices 

Related to Public 
comments regarding the 
LSRD 

Document 

6. LSRD Public Hearing 
Sign-in Sheets 

Identifies attendees at 
LSRD public hearings 

Document 

7. LSRD Public Hearing 
Minutes / Transcripts / 
Audio or Video 
Recordings 

Identifies community 
concerns / support / 
resistance / stakeholders 

Document 
Audio (Video) Recording 

8. Stakeholders’ Interests Explains under “whose 
authority” the stakeholder 
was operating 

Question / Interview 

9. Stakeholders’ 
Resources 

Identifies financial, 
political, relational and 
other assets brought to the 
“fight” 

Question / Interview 

10. Stakeholders’ 
Motivations 

Identifies “What’s in it for 
them?” (personal and/or 
organizational 
motivation?) 

Question / Interview 
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Table 5. 
Exhibit Table for Data Collected from the Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission on November 27, 2019 
 
Exhibit 

No. 
File 

Type 
# of 

Pages Brief Content Description Applicability to the 
Research 

1 Word 6 Board Meeting Minutes – June 
6, 2008 

Participant List & Board 
Actions 

2 PDF 1 Revised Meeting Agenda – May 
4, 2009 

Agenda topics 

3 PDF 6 Board Meeting Minutes – Sept. 
11, 2009 

Participant List & Board 
Actions 

4 PDF 1 Exec. Committee Meeting 
Agenda – Feb 10, 2011 

Meeting Agenda 

5 PDF 3 Public Involvement and 
Environmental Justice Plan 

Executive Summary 
Roles and Responsibilities at 
a Glance 

6 PDF 49 Public Involvement and 
Environmental Justice Plan – 
Lone Star Regional Rail 
Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS) 
September 2014 – DRAFT  

Provides: 1) project 
overview, 2) plan purpose, 3) 
public involvement approach, 
4) coordination, roles, and 
responsibilities, 5) tools and 
techniques, 6) environmental 
justice outreach, 7) evaluation 
and monitoring, and 
Appendix A and B. 
 
Tables 5-1, 5-2, 6-2, and from 
page A-3 have been included 
as Figures 14 – 16 in the 
“Findings through the lens of 
Force Field Analysis” section 
of my research project. 
 

7 PDF 1 Exec. Committee Meeting 
Agenda – Nov 7, 2014 

Agenda topics 

8 PDF 5 Exec. Committee Minutes – Aug 
1, 2014 

Numerous topics under 
consideration by the district. 

9 PDF 3 Memo to the Rail District 
Executive Committee – Oct 30, 
2014 

Agreement for Freight Rail 
Negotiation Services increase 
of $100,000 to a total of 
$1million. 

10 PDF 3 Memo to the Rail District 
Executive Committee – Oct 28, 
2014 

Creative contract for website 
and printing services. 

11 PDF 2 Excerpt from Federal Register – 
Oct 6, 2014 

DOT / FHWA – EIS Lone 
Star Rail District 
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Table 5. 
Exhibit Table for Data Collected from the Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission on November 27, 2019 
 
Exhibit 

No. 
File 

Type 
# of 

Pages Brief Content Description Applicability to the 
Research 

12 PDF 1 Memo to the Rail District 
Executive Committee – Oct 31, 
2014 

Local Funding Options with 
Educational Institutions / Fare 
Policy 

13 PDF 1 Board Meeting Agenda – June 6, 
2015 

Agenda items – describes 
district activities 

14 PDF 1 Duplicate of No. 13 Duplicate of No. 13 
15 PDF 7 Board Meeting Summary – 

March 6, 2015 
Key Stakeholders and 
Description of Board 
considerations and actions 

16 PDF 1 Local Funds, Summary of 
Activity – FY 2015 Second 
Quarter – January 1, 2015 
through March 31, 2015 

Financial budget and 
performance vs. plan 

17 PDF 1 Memo to the LSRD Board – 
May 12, 2015 

Extend end dates of Interlocal 
Agreements for State-Funded 
Contracts 

18 PDF 7 Exec. Committee Meeting 
Minutes of April 3, 2015 

Lists participants (key 
stakeholders) and summarizes 
activities and actions 

19 PDF 3 District Rules & Procedures 
Committee – Meeting Summary 
– April 23, 2015 

Includes key stakeholders and 
discusses the addition of 
counties to the LSRD 

20 PDF 7 City Council Meeting Agenda – 
City of New Braunfels, Texas – 
Nov 9, 2015 

Item 4 (L) – Discuss and 
consider approval of an 
Interlocal Cooperation 
Agreement between the City 
of New Braunfels and the 
LSRD. 

21 PDF 1 Map of Austin – San Antonio 
Corridor Council Offices – 
Coming from Austin 

Not relative 

22 PDF 1 Map of Courtyard Marriott – 
meeting location for LSRD 
Executive Committee meeting 

Not relative 

23 PDF 1 LSRD Press Release – April 15, 
2016 

“Lone Star Rail Project 
Moves Full Steam Ahead – 
Project environmental study 
continues forward with a 
range of new alternatives”. 

24 PDF 30 PowerPoint Program – Presents ongoing project 
development: 1) Recent 
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Table 5. 
Exhibit Table for Data Collected from the Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission on November 27, 2019 
 
Exhibit 

No. 
File 

Type 
# of 

Pages Brief Content Description Applicability to the 
Research 

“Lone Star Rail District – 
Special Called Board Meeting – 
April 15, 2016”  
 

Activities, and 2) EIS / 
Alternatives Analysis.   
 
Figure from page 10 has been 
included in the Research 
Project as Figure 11, 
“Environmental Impact 
Studies”.  
 

25 PDF 4 LSRD Stakeholder Briefing – 
April 15, 2016 

Reaction to “Memo from 
Union Pacific Railroad 
(UPRR) to LSRD” that 
terminated the Oct. 14, 2010 
MOU 

26 PDF 0 See following eight (8) items – 
26.1 to 26.8, 
below: 

 

26.1 PDF 1 Board Meeting Agenda for 
Friday, September 22, 2017 at 
10:00 a.m. 
 

 

26.2 PDF 2 Executive Committee Meeting 
Minutes for Friday, April 7, 
2016 at 10:00 a.m. 

Stakeholder list (meeting 
participants). 
Agenda items and action 
taken. 
 

26.3 PDF 4 Board Meeting Minutes of 
Friday, September 9, 2016 at 
10:00 a.m. 

Good participant list 
(stakeholders). 
Mentions CAMPO and 
AAMPO actions to remove 
LSTAR project from their 
plans. 
Mentions future of scheduled 
meetings with TxDOT and 
FHWA regarding status of 
the EIS. 
 

26.4 PDF 1 Local Funds – Summary of 
Activity FY 2017 3rd Quarter 
April 1, 2017 through June 30, 
2017. 
 

Summary of Activity. Does 
NOT show detailed income 
details from each local 
municipality. 
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Table 5. 
Exhibit Table for Data Collected from the Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission on November 27, 2019 
 
Exhibit 

No. 
File 

Type 
# of 

Pages Brief Content Description Applicability to the 
Research 

26.5 PDF 16 Cover letter to Mr. Marc 
Williams, P.E., 04-11-17 
containing report: Chronology of 
Reports by and for Lone Star 
Rail, 1997-2017 

Transmittal letter to Mr. 
Williams, Deputy Executive 
Director of TxDOT. 
Chronology of Reports by 
and for Lone Star Rail, 1997-
2017.  
Report summarizes the body 
of knowledge prepared over 
the past two decades s Lone  
Star moved toward the goal 
of providing passenger rail in 
the Austin – San Antonio 
corridor. 
 

26.6 PDF 37 Cover letter to Rachel 
Clampffer, Director of Planning 
LSRD from Darwin Desen, PE, 
Project Manager with Burns & 
McDonnell transmitting Lone 
Star Regional Rail – Summary 
Report. 

Lone Star Regional Rail 
National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) Process 
2014 – 2016. 
 
 

26.7 PDF 2 Draft Fiscal Year 2018 Budget Budget – Value limited 
without back-up materials 
 

26.8 PDF 6 Board of Directors 2018 Meeting 
Date, September 7, 2018 
 

Copy of Letter to the Editor 
of the Austin North-American 
Statesman (Newspaper) by 
Sid Covington, LSRD Chair. 
“Covington: A new approach 
to regional rail”. 
Copy of article in Community 
Impact. “End of the line: 
CAMPO halts Lone Star 
project plans”. 
 

Total Pages 215 
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A significant number of news articles related to the demise of the LSRD were 

reviewed. Although a few of those articles have been cited in this manuscript, all have 

been identified in the References section. Concurrent with the Interview Study, these 

public reports were revisited in order to look for consistencies and inconsistences 

between public news reports and the internal LSRD archival documents.  

Validation of the results of this document analysis were made through the 

interview study described in Chapter 3. Figure 12 presents the resulting list of interview 

candidates. The form and structure of the interviews can be found in Appendix 3. A 

graphic representation of the initial research process can be found in Figure 8. The initial 

data collection protocol can be found in Figure 9. 
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Figure 7. Initial Research Process – Historical 
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Figure 8. Initial Data Collection Protocol – Historical 

 

 The goal of this study is to corroborate evidence from multiple sources of data. 

Yin’s model (Figure 10) shows that when you have really triangulated the data, a case 

study’s findings will have been supported by more than a single source of evidence (Yin, 

2018, p. 128). 
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Convergence of Evidence 

(single study) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Nonconvergence of Evidence 

(separate substudy) 

Document    Findings  
 Conclusions 
 Analysis 

 

Figure 9. Convergence and Nonconvergence of Multiple Sources of Evidence. Source: 

Derived from Yin (2018, Figure 4.2, p. 129) 

 
 

Discussion of Results 
 

Study Background 

At the beginning of this study, I relied upon my industry knowledge to anticipate 

the forces for and against the success of the Lone Star Rail District, to also predict who 

the major stakeholders were likely to be, and to identify which stakeholders would most 

likely wield the most influence over the project. In order to provide an industry 

background, I included a section entitled A brief history of passenger train travel in the 

Findings 

Archival Records Documents 

Media reports Semi-Structured 
interviews 
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United States, as I anticipated drawing on some of that history to help compare and 

contrast what thought I would find as I examined the demise of the LSRD. As it turns 

out, having reviewed the documents provided by the State of Texas, I do not see any of 

these former lessons applying to the contemporary LSRD. However, as those lessons may 

become relevant as I continue my research and conduct the interview study, I have placed 

this section in Appendix I for future reference.  

Similarly, I expected to find opposition to taxpayer subsidy to be a major 

impediment to the creation of the new passenger service. However, I found no evidence 

that the need for taxpayer subsidy was directly identified as an opposing force contributor 

at the time of the LSRD shutdown, let alone a major factor in the LSRD’s demise. 

Subsequently, a research section entitled The history of passenger train financial 

subsidization in the United States can be found in Appendix 2. 

 
Significant Findings 

Critical Event 

While the Lone Star Rail District was in existence for almost 20 years, it only 

took a few months to unravel and fail. Akin to dominos falling, the critical event occurred 

on February 9, 2016 when the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) terminated its October 13, 

2010 Memorandum of Understanding with the LSRD. 

Union Pacific Corp. told LSRD in February it terminated an agreement with 
LSRD that would have allowed a commuter rail project to use the freight 
company’s existing rail lines and relocate the regional UP freight to a new 
line to be build east of I-35. 
 

Quote from Oct. 18. 2016 
CommunityImpact.com 

(Source: Appendix 8, Exhibit 26.8) 
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Once the UPRR walked away from the table, both the Capital Area Metropolitan 

Planning Organization (CAMPO) and the Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning 

Organization (AAMPO) withdrew their support from the LSTAR project and removed 

the project from their respective Metropolitan Transportation Plans.  

With a unanimous vote tonight, a Central Texas transportation agency 
[CAMPO] approved removing Lone Star Rail from its long-term plan, 
effectively halting planning of the regional rail project that would have run 
between San Antonio Austin and Georgetown. 
 

Quote from Oct. 18. 2016 
CommunityImpact.com 

(Source: Appendix 8, Exhibit 26.8) 
 

As such, both CAMPO and AAMCPO would discontinue their funding of the 

project. As those two organizations provided the majority portion of the LSRD’s budget, 

the other municipal members were not large enough to replace the lost funding. With no 

way to match funds for the Environmental Impact Statement, in January of 2017 the 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) issued a Notice of Intent to Rescind the 

previous Notice of Intent to proceed with the Environmental Impact Statement, ending 

the environmental work in which the LSRD was engaged.  

In a letter sent to CAMPO board members Oct. 14, Sid Covington [Board 
Chair, LSRD] expressed his dissatisfaction in CAMPO’s decision to stop 
the project. He said the decision would delay commuter rail between Austin 
and San Antonio for another generation. 
 
No alternative to the Lone Star Rail line has been proposed, suggested or 
even considered,” he wrote. “Sure, the Lone Star Rail project has taken 
longer than anyone would have liked. And yes, Union Pacific’s withdrawal 
poses a challenge. But wise public officials know that great cities do great 
things, and no great thing was ever achieved without overcoming 
challenges. 
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Quote from Oct. 18. 2016 
CommunityImpact.com 

(Source: Appendix 8, Exhibit 26.8) 
 

Stakeholders 

While there were many stakeholders involved with the LSRD, not every 

organization had the same level of force or influence to affect the final outcome. The 

evidence indicates that three organizations, the Union Pacific Railroad, the Capital Area 

Metropolitan Planning Organization, and the Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning 

Organization, set the path for the final demise of the Lone Star Rail District. 

The Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 

An unexpected LSRD stakeholder was identified through the archival document 

study. That stakeholder was neither a person nor an organization – it was the 

Environmental Impact Study (IES). The passenger railroad industry is full of examples of 

how an EIS can impact a construction project. The review of some of the LSRD 

documents provided specifics. In the case of the LSRD, the EIS obstructed and directed 

project flow and decision making. It served as a key to federal funding, was taking years 

to complete, was expensive to conduct, and required the consideration of multiple 

mandatory options. The result was years of delay and moving goal posts. The average 

time for a passenger service EIS to reach approval is 2,528 days or 6.9 years (Figure 11). 

Although the LSRD estimated 1,800 days or 4.9 years (Figure 11), is it possible that the 

EIS represented a critical objective that could not be achieved?  

On January 10, 2020, the Trump Administration proposed the first major changes 

to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in more than three decades. The 
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potential impact of the EIS on the LSRD is discussed later through the lens of political 

economy as well as in the Implications on Research Contributions section. 

 



59 

 

 

Figure 10. Environmental Impact Studies. Source: Lone Star Rail District, Special Called 
Board Meeting Presentation, April 15, 2016, p. 10 
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Future Interviews 

Based upon the preliminary LSRD archival document review, the following 

individuals were identified for interview (Figure 11). 

 
 

Lonestar Rail District  

 
Sid Covington, Board Chair and Executive Committee Member 

Ross Milloy, Interim Executive Director 
Joseph Black, Rail Director / Operations Manager 

Rachel Clampffer, AICP, Director of Planning 
  

Texas Department of Transportation 
 

Mark Williams, P.E., Deputy Executive Director 
 

Union Pacific Railroad 
 

Jerry Wilmoth, General Manager of Network Infrastructure 
 

Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (Austin) 
 

Ashby Johnson, Executive Director 
 

Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (San Antonio) 
 

Need to Identify Former Executive Director 
The Hon. Nelson Wolff, Bexar County Judge 

 
Burns & McDonnell 

 
Darwin Desen, P.E., Project Manager 

 
 

Figure 11. Initial Interview Candidates. 
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Findings through the Lens of Stakeholder Theory  

Yuttapongsontorn et al. (2008) presented the negative consequences of ignoring 

stakeholder interests in the Seattle Monorail Project. Poister et al. (2013) discussed the 

success of the Georgia DOT 360-degree Assessment Model.  

In a draft report published by the LSRD in September 2014, there is significant 

evidence that the LSRD was aware of the need for stakeholder involvement. However, 

there was no evidence found in the LSRD document review to indicate that the draft 

report was ever actually published or adopted nor if any of the recommendations were 

acted upon. Answers to these questions were sought through the interview study. 

Interviewees were also be asked to provide information where additional LSRD 

documents might be found. There is well-documented evidence in the September 2014 

draft report that the LSRD was aware and concerned with their stakeholders’ interests. 

The report contains an impressive list of stakeholder classifications, including, 1) 

Stakeholder Types, 2) Geographies, 3) Engagement with the LSRD, and 4) Engagement 

during the NEPA process (Figure 13). The LSRD also created a robust set of stakeholder 

communications channels to reach their stakeholders (Figure 14). 

 Additionally, the LSRD looked at disadvantaged stakeholders and targeted them 

for environmental justice (EJ) outreach. These target groups were identified via four 

categories, 1) EJ Business Community, 2) Schools and Universities, 3) Neighborhood 

and Civic Associations, and 4) Churches and Church Leaders (Figure 15). The District 

also prepared a project approach timeline to execute the stakeholder communications 

(Figure 16). 
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Figure 12. LSRD Stakeholder Descriptions. Source: Lone Star Regional Rail Project EIS 
– Draft – September 2014, Page 5-6, Table 5-1: Potential Project Stakeholder 
Classifications 
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Figure 13. LSRD Stakeholder Communications Channels. Source: Lone Star Regional 

Rail Project EIS – Draft – September 2014, Page 5-10, Table 5-2: Core Communications 
Strategies 
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Figure 14. Selected LSRD Stakeholder Organizations for Targeted Environmental Justice 
Outreach. Source: Lone Star Regional Rail Project EIS – Draft – September 2014, Page 

6-5, Table 6-2: Selected Stakeholder Organizations for Targeted EJ Outreach 
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Figure 15. LSRD Project Approach Timeline. Source: Lone Star Regional Rail Project 

EIS – Draft – September 2014, Appendix A: Overview from the Statement of 
Qualifications; Page not numbered – presumed to be Page A-3. 
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Findings and Discussion through the Lens of Political Economy Theory 
 

 Not every organization or person has the same level of force or influence to affect 

an outcome. This appears to be true at the time of the final demise of the Lone Star Rail 

District. As indicated earlier in this paper, the critical event that led to the downfall of the 

LSRD was the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) terminating its Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) with the LSRD. This was followed by the withdrawal of support 

by the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) and the Alamo Area 

Metropolitan Planning Organization (AAMPO). Additionally, these three organizations 

operated under the constant influence of the federally mandated Environmental Impact 

Statement (EIS). A preliminary discussion applying the lens of Political Economy or 

Power Dependency follows. This discussion will be further researched and developed 

through the Interview Study. 

 Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR). Unlike in most other countries, the vast majority 

of railroad tracks in the United States are owned by private railroad companies, not the 

government. The LSRD aimed to run public passenger trains on existing train tracks 

owned by a private corporation, the Union Pacific Railroad. In the absence of an eminent 

domain action, the UPRR has the right to participate or to not participate with the 

government and has a fiduciary responsibility to negotiate in the best interest of its 

corporate shareholders (owners).  

To assist in gaining a better understanding of the UPRR’s role in the LSRD, the 

following answers were to be sought through the interview study.  

1. Can the Memorandum of Understanding between the UPRR and the LSRD be 

obtained? 
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2. Did the UPRR negotiate in good faith? Was the railroad truly interested in 

making a deal, or was their effort akin to “lip service”? 

3. The practitioner view of railroad / government negotiations are that the private 

railroads truly understand the value of their franchise, and are simply better 

negotiators. In this case, did the UPRR simply out-negotiate the LSRD? 

4. Did the negotiations between the UPRR and the LSRD, especially in light of 

the need to study multiple options as mandated by the EIS, make success 

impossible? In other words, if the negotiation was limited to only the purchase 

of the existing tracks and the relocation of the freight tracks to the east, would 

the deal have been more straightforward and easier and faster to achieve? 

Due to the semi-structured nature of the interview study design, these questions were not 

be asked specifically; but it was hoped that answers to these questions would be proffered 

by the interviewees. 

Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO). CAMPO and 

AAMPO represented the majority of local funding for the LSRD. Along with that 

funding came influence as demonstrated when CAMPO decided to pull out of the LSRD.  

To assist in gaining a better understanding of the CAMPO’s role in the LSRD, the 

following answers / information will be sought through the Interview Study. Due to the 

semi-structured nature of the Interview Study design, these questions will not be asked 

specifically, rather, it is hoped that answers to these questions will be proffered by the 

interviewees (not an exclusive list, and not ordered in any priority): 

1. Were there other local priorities that had a greater need for the funds that 

would have otherwise gone towards LSRD? 
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2. Was there a level of dissatisfaction with the LSRD (its management, efficacy, 

etc.) that was the real reason behind the pullout? Maybe the action of the 

UPRR just provided a convenient excuse? 

3. What was the reaction of the other smaller municipalities / counties that were 

affected by CAMPO’s unilateral decision? Did they feel disenfranchised? 

Would they have preferred for the project to continue, but were left no 

financial choice? 

4. Texas Senate Bill 657 established the Lone Star Rail District. Along with that 

legislation came the authority to collect sales and use taxes. The LSRD never 

took advantage of those funding mechanisms, instead, relying upon the 

individual budget contributions of its municipal members through the 

municipalities’ general funds. Was not creating a mechanism to collect sales 

and use taxes a mistake, or a lost opportunity? 

5. Is there a possibility, that the LSRD and its constituent municipalities did not 

pursue sales and use taxes, because it would have required a vote of the 

citizens at the ballot box? And did they believe that such a ballot referendum 

would fail (taking a cue from the Governor Perry’s unpopular proposed Trans-

Texas Corridor (TTC) and the failed San Antonio Streetcar Project)? 

 Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (AAMPO). AAMCO appeared 

to immediately “fall in line” right after CAMPO pulled out of the project. Additionally, 

based upon news reports, there may have also been other political pressures that were 

impacting AAMCO’s decision. To assist in gaining a better understanding of AMPCO’s 

role in the LSRD, the following answers will be sought through the interview study. Due 
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to the semi-structured nature of the interview study design, these questions will not be 

asked specifically, rather, it is hoped that answers to these questions will be proffered by 

the interviewees (not an exclusive list, and not ordered in any priority): 

1. Were there other local priorities that had a greater need for the funds that 

would have otherwise gone towards LSRD? 

2. Was there a level of dissatisfaction with the LSRD (its management, efficacy, 

etc.) that was the real reason behind the pullout. May the action of the UPRR 

just provided a convenient excuse? 

3. Were there other local / political factors such as the recent failure / 

controversy surrounding the San Antonio Streetcar Project (which failed at the 

ballot box in a 2:1 ratio). 

4. Could it be that Bexar County Judge Nelson Wolff exerted influence, having 

expended a great deal of personal political capital in support of the San 

Antonio Streetcar project and then losing resoundingly at the ballot box? 

Might it be that Judge Wolff was not willing to commit any more political 

capital on a passenger rail project, and directed the AAMPO to leave the 

LSRD? Was this decision executed “behind the scenes” by having Bexar 

County withhold it annual financial contribution to AAMPO, in-affect using 

the power of the purse to force AAMCO to no longer support the LSRD? 

 Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). It appears that the Environmental Impact 

Statement may have played a significant role in the failure of the LSRD, and in the 

context of “influence”, negatively impacted the project in the following ways: 

• The EIS the key to federal funding (financial influence) 
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• The EIS takes a long time to complete (schedule influence and the “cost of 

time and delay”) 

• The EIS requires mandatory options (resource and money influence) 

• The EIS creates a process where you can never catch-up (i.e., continually 

moving the goal posts – a pathological influence) 

• The EIS delays negotiating for the “best choice” (time and financial 

influence) 

To assist in gaining a better understanding of the role of the EIS in the LSRD, the 

following answers / information will be sought through the interview study. Due to the 

semi-structured nature of the interview study design, these questions will not be asked 

specifically, rather, it is hoped that answers to these questions would be proffered by the 

interviewees (not an exclusive list, and not ordered in any priority): 

1. Was there an economically feasible way that the LSRD could have paid for 

the EIS without federal funding? 

2. Presuming that the purchase of the existing UPRR tracks (through the 

developed communities) was the absolute right choice, how distracting / 

wasteful was it for the EIS to require “options / alternatives”?  

3. Did the long time period required to complete the EIS (estimated at 4.9 years) 

represent continually “moving the goal posts”? In other words, the corridor 

along the UPRR right-of-way is a “hot” real estate market. Every time I drive 

to Austin from San Antonio, I seem to see yet another major construction 

project. With every new project, real estate prices continue to rise, and 
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available vacant land is vanishing at a rapid rate. How can you estimate an 

economic model if your study effort does not keep up with the reality of 

continuous construction and its effect on the current real estate market? 

Furthermore, time is money; the longer it takes to purchase land, the more 

expensive the LSRD will become. Did this render the passenger rail project 

simply unaffordable? 

4. If the current initiative of the Trump Administration to dramatically reduce 

the time it takes to complete the EIS had been in affect at the time, might the 

chances of LSRD success been improved? How might a simpler EIS process 

improve the chances of success for a re-start of a future LSRD (Figure 17)? 

 

Implications on Research Contribution  

Texas Initiative of August 16, 2019 

On August 16, 2019, 20 Texas State Representatives petitioned The Honorable 

Tony Canales, Chair of the Texas House Committee on Transportation to: 

Study the feasibility and requirements to initiate an intercity passenger rail 
service between the greater metropolitan areas of Austin and San Antonio, 
including review of opportunities to utilize existing rail along the corridor, 
identify potential funding sources, as well as necessary state contracting and 
infrastructure improvements. (Figure 17) 
 

Based upon this new legislative initiative, it is hoped that this research will provide 

valuable and timely insight to the elected officials who are interested in this new 

initiative. It is hoped that by using this case study research as a learning instrument, the 

next effort to establish passenger rail service between Austin and San Antonio may 

succeed. 
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Figure 16. Letter from Texas State Representatives of August 16, 2019 
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Rio Grande Valley Regional Transit Authority (RTA) 

In May 2019, Texas Governor Gregg Abbott signed into law House Bill 71 

establishing the Rio Grande Valley Regional Transit Authority (RTA) (LeCody, 2019). It 

is hoped that by learning from this case study, the chances of success of the new RTA 

will be improved.  

Stalled Passenger Rail Initiatives in Other States 

Passenger rail initiatives are currently stalled in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana (a 

more detailed list can be found on page 32. It is hoped that by applying the lessons learned 

through this case study, the chances of moving these rail projects forward will improve. 
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CHAPTER 3  

INTERVIEW STUDY 

Introduction 
 

 In the archival document study (Chapter 2), in addition to a Literature Review and 

a review of public media accounts, 215 pages of LSRD archival records provided by the 

State of Texas were also reviewed. However, these media accounts and archival 

documents did not tell the whole story of the demise of the LSRD. In order to understand 

the now-defunct Lone Star Rail District (LSRD) regarding its activities, major decisions, 

and stakeholder forces that were at play during its life, it was necessary to engage in a 

more comprehensive study of the LSRD stakeholders. By interviewing these key 

stakeholders, a better understanding of the factors and dynamics that contributed to the 

demise of that organization was achieved. 

Research Methodology 

 In this study, the abduction process was used to inspire and guide the research.  

Unlike with induction and deduction, this research did not begin with theories or 

suppositions that required testing.  There was no theory to test (i.e., “The reason the 

LSRD failed is because….”).   

 According to Reichertz: 

In terms of theoretical predisposition, abduction attempts as far as possible 
to begin its observations without presuppositions and, above all, without 
theories: ‘Abduction makes its start from the facts, without, at the outset, 
having any particular theory in view, though it is motivated by the feeling 
that a theory is needed to explain the surprising facts…. abduction seeks a 
theory’ (Peirce CP 7.218-, 1903). That is not to say that researchers embark 
on their work in ignorance or with no knowledge of the specialist literature, 
but it does mean that they put their knowledge of the world to one side for 
a moment and do not use it to help them in their observation of the world.  
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Jo Reichertz 

Induction, Deduction, Abduction (p. 6) 
The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Analysis (2013)  

 
The starting point for any abduction is empirical data (Reichertz, 2013, p. 5).  In 

the beginning of this research, a great many public news items were identified via the 

internet that discussed the Lone Star Rail District, from its formation, through its history, 

at the time of its demise, and finally in its aftermath.   

“In the course of research, abduction occurs, if it occurs at all, in kind of a ‘flash’, 

spontaneously and completely, and it has to do with ‘guessing’” (Reichertz, 2023, p. 6).  

This ‘flash’ occurred to this researcher three times during this study.  The first time was 

discussed previously in the Research Motivation section of this paper, where the 

Research Question was introduced; In essence, “when it seemed to make a great deal of 

sense to establish passenger rail service between San Antonio and Austin, why didn’t it 

happen?”  The second flash occurred when it was ‘guessed’ that the Union Pacific 

Railroad pulling out of the MOU was a critical event.  The third ‘guess’ was that 

identifying the key stakeholders who influenced that decision, as well as understanding 

the activities that led up to that decision, would be important to learn, especially when 

viewed through the lenses of force field and political economy theory.  More details 

about the second and third ‘flash’ are contained later in this paper. 

What was clear (to this researcher) is that the answers to those questions could not 

be found in the public literature and news reports, and that the Archival Document Study 

was necessary.  However, it also became clear after reviewing the documents provided by 

the Texas State Library and Archives Commission (though the archival study), that the 



77 

 

documents did not tell the whole story, and that key stakeholders would have to be 

interviewed.  

 To emphasize why employing the abduction process was not only suitable, but 

also very effective, this researcher again turns to Reichertz, who took inspiration from 

Peirce and Eberle: 

The starting point for any abduction is empirical data. Scientists interpret 
the empirical data by de- and recontextualizing it, and in so doing arrive at 
new ideas: ‘We turn over our recollections of observed facts; we endeavour 
so to rearrange them, to a few of them in such new perspective that the 
unexpected experience shall no longer appear surprising’ (Peirce CP 7.36–
, 1907). What is really ‘new’, however, it is only vaguely possible to say 
(see also Eberle, 2011): whether it is a new combination of old and partly 
familiar ideas, or the discovery of an idea that has never before existed, 
initially plays a secondary role for Peirce. The decisive point is that this 
idea, which in this form is new, explains or explains better something that 
was previously unexplained or unclear.  
 

Jo Reichertz 
Induction, Deduction, Abduction (p. 5) 

The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Analysis (2013)  
 

Throughout this research, data was decontextualized and recontextualized and new ideas 

were discovered.  By using the abductive process, it is believed that this research 

provides a clearer understanding as to why the Lone Star Rail District failed.  It is further 

believed, that using either the inductive or the deductive process would not have been 

appropriate, in the case of this research, as theories and hypotheses were not presented for 

evaluation or testing. 

Interviews 

Interviews are one of the most important data gathering techniques for qualitative 

researchers in business and management. They are used in almost all kinds of qualitative 

research (positivist, interpretive, or critical) and are the technique of choice in most 
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qualitative methods. Interviews allow us to gather rich data from people in various roles 

and situations (Myers, 2013). It has been said that qualitative reviews are like night 

goggles, “permitting us to see what is not ordinarily on view and examine that which is 

looked at but seldom seen” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. vii; Myers, 2013, p. 119). A good 

interview helps us to focus on the subject’s world by reflecting on their own language. 

The role of the interviewer is to listen, prompt, encourage, and direct. Overall, the more 

comfortable the interviewees are, and the more prepared they are to open up and talk, the 

better the disclosure is likely to be. From the perspective of qualitative research, the more 

interesting the story, the better it is (as long as it does not move into the domain of 

fiction) (Myers, 2013, p. 119). 

 According to Myers (2013, p. 119), interviews are just one of the many ways to 

gather data about the world of business and management. Other collection techniques 

include the use of participant observation and field work, or some kind of library or 

archival research. In this case study, archival research was possible, while participant 

observation and field work were not, as the LSRD had ceased to exist. According to 

Myers, “The question then arises: how do you know which data collection technique to 

use[?]” He continued, “For example, if you are planning to conduct case study research in 

business and management, then it is almost certain that you will conduct interviews 

(although the type of interview is up to you)” (pp. 123–124). 

Interview Types 

 One of the more popular areas of interest in qualitative research design is that of 

the interview protocol. Interviews provide in-depth information pertaining to the 

participants’ experiences and viewpoints of a particular topic. Interviews are often 
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coupled with other data collection techniques in order to provide the researcher with a 

well-rounded collection of information for analysis (Turner, 2010, p. 754). In this 

research, the document review findings contained in Chapter 2 were used to inform the 

creation of interview questions (see Appendix C).   

 In general, there are three types of interview formats, structured, semi-structured, 

and unstructured (Myers, 2013, p.121). In the structured format, questions are set in 

advance and always asked in the same order, following a script. The researcher defines in 

advance the situation, salient concepts, and the themes to be addressed. This type of 

interview format is useful for hypotheses testing where the respondents are treated as 

subjects rather than informants. The structured interview is best for research designs 

where strict standardization in data collection is desired and is best for research designs 

where the highest levels of reliability are desired. The structured interview is commonly 

used in diagnostic and clinical settings.  

In interviews using the semi-structured format, the questions are set in advance, 

but they are more open-ended and can be open-sequenced. This format is typically used 

in in-depth interviews where a greater or deeper level of understanding is sought, and 

where answers may be complex. Probing and follow-up questions may be used by the 

interviewer and or embedded next to major questions in the interviewer’s guide. The 

semi-structured format is flexible enough to allow for new topics, themes, and insights to 

emerge and be followed. The interview subjects are both respondents and informants. 

The semi-structured format is best for situations where detailed information about a pre-

determined set of topics is desired but where the highest levels of reliability are not 
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required. With the semi-structured interview format, the researcher has less control than 

structured formats allow, but has more control than using an unstructured format.  

In the unstructured format interview, the interviewer guides the conversation, 

featuring mostly open-ended questions and minimal prompts, if needed. This interview 

format is well suited to an in-depth or ethnographic interview where the researcher 

approaches interviewing with little to no theoretical concern for “what came before” and 

the main aim is to elicit people’s social realities. The unstructured interview format is not 

particularly efficient. It can also be both laborious to interpret and laborious to analyze 

(Adapted from Myers, 2018, pp. 122-123). 

Interview Format Selection 

 Based upon the three types of interview formats, the semi-structured interview 

format is best suited to this research. This format should collect answers of an appropriate 

length and complexity while still enabling an efficient interview session of about 45 

minutes. Further, this format should demand very little financial budget and should also 

be able to be completed by February 2021.  

Interviewing Elites 

 “Elites” can be described as top tier executives, politicians, bureaucrats, doctors, 

lawyers, scientists, and engineers, among others. They are highly scheduled with 

significant time constraints. They are highly educated and frequently interviewed. They 

may subject the interviewer to character or knowledge tests. They may deftly avoid 

answering questions or otherwise deflect. In his article, Harvey (2011), presents strategies 

for conducting elite interviews. We will be using some of Harvey’s suggested techniques, 

as all of our interview candidates could be considered “elites”.  
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Interview Candidates 

A final list of candidates in the interviewee pool may be found in Figure 12. This 

list represents the original list of interview candidates and has been expanded to include 

those additional individuals who were identified during the December 2020 interviews. 

These candidates were selected having been informed by the Archival Document Study. 

In particular, these candidates appear to have the senior-most levels of leadership and 

responsibility in the LSRD or its sponsoring government entities, along with key 

shareholders such as the Union Pacific Railroad and the LSRD’s principal engineering 

consulting firm. It is expected that this list of candidates will grow as additional 

stakeholders and public figures are identified throughout the interview process. An 

attempt to identify these additional stakeholders will be made by asking Question 24 in 

our Interview Guide for Semi-structured Interviews, that asks, “Are there any other 

stakeholders and public officials that you think I’d benefit from talking to?”. 

 
 

 
Lonestar Rail District  

 
Sid Covington, Board Chair and Executive Committee Member 

Ross Milloy, Interim Executive Director 
Joseph Black, Former Deputy Executive Director 

Rachel Clampffer, AICP, Director of Planning 
J. Tullos Wells, Former Board Vice-Chair 

William (Bill) Bingham, Attorney 
 

Texas Department of Transportation 
 

Mark Williams, P.E., Deputy Executive Director 
 

Union Pacific Railroad 
 

Jerry Wilmoth, General Manager of Network Infrastructure 
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Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (Austin) 

 
Ashby Johnson, Executive Director 

Will Conley, Former Chair* 
 

Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (San Antonio) 
 

Isidro (Sid) Martinez, Executive Director 
The Hon. Reynaldo T. (Ray) Lopez, Former Chairman* 

The Hon. Kevin A. Wolff, Chairman* 
 

Burns & McDonnell 
 

Darwin Desen, P.E., Project Manager 
 

Knudson, L.P 
 

Joseph Lessard, Former Consultant to the LSRD 
 

Bexar County, Texas 
 

The Hon. Nelson Wolff, Bexar County Judge 
The Hon. Kevin A. Wolff, Commissioner – Precinct 3* 

 
City of San Antonio, Texas 

 
Sheryl Sculley, Former City Manager 

The Hon. Reynaldo T. (Ray) Lopez, Former City Councilman* 
 

Williamson County, Texas 
 

Will Conley, County Commissioner* 
 

Texas House of Representatives 
 

The Hon. Reynaldo T. (Ray) Lopez, District 125 Representative* 
 

* concurrent duties / roles 
 
 

 
Figure 17. Interview Candidates March 2020 
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Potential Problems Using Interviews 

 Although many interviews will turn out to be unproblematic, there are potential 

difficulties, problems, and pitfalls that can arise. Some of these potential difficulties, as 

listed by Myers and Newman (2007), are summarized in Table 6.  
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Table 6.  
Potential difficulties, problems, and pitfalls of interviews (adapted from Myers & 
Newman, 2007). 
Artificiality of 
the interview 

The qualitative interview involves interrogating someone who is a complete 
stranger; it involves asking subjects to give or to create opinions under a 
time pressure. 

Lack of trust As the interviewer is a complete stranger, there is likely to be a concern on 
the part of the interviewee with regard to how much the interviewer can be 
trusted. This means that the interviewee may choose not to divulge 
information that he or she considers to be “sensitive”. If this is potentially 
important information for the research, the data gathering remains 
incomplete. 

Lack of Time The lack of time for the interview may mean that the data gathering is 
incomplete. However, it can also lead to the opposite problem - of subjects 
creating opinions under a time pressure (when these opinions were never 
really held strongly to start with). In this case more data are gathered but the 
data gathered are not entirely reliable. 

Level of entry The level at which the researcher enters the organization is crucial 
(Buchanan, Boddy, & Mccalman, 1988), For example, if a researcher enters 
at a lower level, it may prove difficult, if not impossible, to interview senior 
managers at a later date. In some organizations, talking to union members 
can bar access to management and vice versa, Additionally, gatekeepers may 
inhibit the researcher's ability to access a broader range of subjects. 

Elite bias A researcher may interview only certain people of high status (key 
informants) and will therefore fail to gain an understanding of the broader 
situation. Miles and Huberman (1994) talk about the bias introduced in 
qualitative research by interviewing the “star” in an organization. 

Hawthorne 
effects 

Qualitative interviews are intrusive and can potentially change the situation. 
The interviewer is not an invisible, neutral entity; rather, the interviewer is 
part of the interactions he or she seeks to study and may influence those 
interactions (Fontana & Frey, 2000). 

Constructing 
knowledge 

Naive interviewers may think that they are like sponges, simply soaking up 
data that are already there. They may not realize that, as well as gathering 
data, they are also actively constructing knowledge (Fontana & Frey, 2000). 
In response to an interviewer, interviewees construct the story - they are 
reflecting on issues that they may have never considered so explicitly before. 
Interviewees usually want to appear knowledgeable and rational, hence the 
need to construct a story that is logical and consistent. 

Ambiguity of 
language 

The meaning of the interviewer's words is often ambiguous, and it is not 
always certain that subjects fully understand the questions. Fontana and Frey 
say that: “Asking questions and getting answers is a much harder task than it 
may seem at first. The spoken or written word has always a residue of 
ambiguity, no matter how carefully we word the questions or how carefully 
we report or code the answers” (2000: 645). 

Interviews can 
go wrong 

Interviews are fraught with fears, problems, and pitfalls. It is possible for an 
interviewer to offend or unintentionally insult an interviewee, in which case 
the interview might be abandoned altogether (Hermanns, 2004). 

Source: Table 10.2 (Myers, 2013, pp. 125–126) 
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Overall Interview Development Process 

 The interview development process consisted of seven steps, 1) designing and 

planning the interview, 2) preparing for the interview, 3) the conducting of the interview 

and post-interview activities, 4) the transcribing and cleaning of the data, 5) displaying 

and analyzing the data, 6) verification and validation of the data, and 7) reporting and 

disseminating the data (adapted from Miles et al., 2020).  

Interview Support Documents 

 First, an interview introduction letter was developed whereby the potential 

interview candidate was introduced to the research project and asked to participate. That 

letter may be found in Appendix G. Second, a Consent Form was developed for issuance 

to interviewees to inform them of their rights as a participant in the research. That 

consent form, which complies with Temple IRB’s guidelines, may be found in Appendix 

E. Third, an Interview Guide for Semi-structured Interviews was developed that was used 

to collect responses from the interviewees. That guide may be found in Appendix C and 

is discussed in more detail in the next section. 

Data Collection Process 
 

Semi-structured interviews of key stakeholders were conducted in December of 

2020.  The interviews were conducted via Zoom.  Both the interviewer and the 

interviewee were recorded.  Zoom also provided a transcription service that was used for 

review and editing.  The Zoom transcript was then electronically sent to Temi 

(www.Temi.com) where the transcript was converted into a Word file and printed out for 

review and hand-coding. 
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Seven key stakeholders were interviewed during December (Interviewees No. 1 

through 7).  The interviews were in-depth, with the shortest interview taking 49-minutes 

and the longest interview taking 4.5-hours, divided amongst three separate interviews.  

The average interview time for the seven interviews was 1-hour and 51-minutes. The 

total interview time for the seven interviews was just over 13 hours, resulting in 228 

pages of written transcription. 

The interviewees represented a good cross-section of the LSRD key stakeholders 

as described in Table 7. 

 

Table 7.   
Description of December 2020 Interviewees by Job Title / Function 
Quantity                          Job Title / Function 

2 Former Executives (staff) of the LSRD 

1 Former Engineering Consultant to the LSRD 

1 Former City Manager of a large city 

1 Former City Councilman of a large city and also Chairman of the 
local Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)  

1 Current Executive Director of a local Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (MPO) 

1 Former County Commissioner and also Chairman of the local 
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 

7 Total interviewees – December 2020 
 

 The Interview Guide for Semi-structured Interviews (Appendix C) was initially 

used to guide the interviews. This guide includes a total of 24 questions as well as notes 

and prompts to assist the interviewer while conducting the interviews. Fifteen of the 24 

questions were “starred”. The starred items were considered “must ask” questions. The 
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intent here, was to remind the interviewer, to make certain that the starred questions were 

asked as a priority, should the interview time become limited. 

While the Interview Guide was used initially, the questions asked were modified 

over time to reflect information obtained from prior interviews.  Additionally, the order 

of the interview questions asked, also varied based upon the answers given, and 

information offered, by a particular interviewee.   

  

Data Analysis 
 

Codes and Coding 

A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that 

symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute 

for a portion of language-based data (Saldana, 2016, p. 4). The data in this study was 

limited to archival documents provided by the Texas State Library and Archives 

Commission, electronic data found via the Internet, and the transcripts of semi-structured 

interviews of key LSRD stakeholders 

In qualitative data analysis, a code is a researcher-generated construct that 

symbolizes or “translates” data (Vogt et al., 2014, p. 13; Saldana, 2016).  This researcher 

created codes appropriate to both phases of this research.  Codes were developed for 

Chapter 2, the Archival Document Study, and for Chapter 3, the Interview Study. 

The data of the Zoom interview transcripts was analyzed by reading and hand-

coding. The most appropriate codes that emerged are listed in Table 8.  
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Table 8 

Coding Scheme 
No. Coding Scheme 
1 General timeline of the LSRD 
2 Role and time period of interviewee’s participation 
3 Key events and decisions 
4 Funding history / initiatives 
5 The latent effect of prior Texas rail projects 
6 Sources of resistance to the LSRD mission 
7 Significant interviewee quotes 
8 Effectiveness / performance of the LSRD board / staff 
9 Key stakeholders through the lens of political economy 
10 Flawed strategies 
11 Future implications (political) 
12 Future implications (technical) 
13 Additional stakeholder / interview candidate (identified 

during the interview – “snowball effect”) 
 

Once the initial coding scheme was determined and the coding was complete, 

themes were built up that helped identify and explain the factors and dynamics that 

contributed to the demise of the LSRD.  Individual quotes that effectively illustrate what 

was going on with the LSRD from the perspective of the key stakeholders were identified 

and used to illustrate key interview insights. 

 Several questions that resulted from the Archival Document Study were posed at 

the end of Chapter 2. Those questions were not included in the Interview Guide for Semi-

Structured Interviews. The primary reason for this, was to avoid any bias being 

introduced by the interviewer. Some answers to these questions were answered in the 

interview process, and are reviewed in Chapter 4, Discussion.  
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The Single-Coder and Coding Consistency 

According to Galman (2007, 2013), “Coding in most qualitative studies is a 

solitary act.”  Galman’s observation is representative of my coding activities in this 

research.  As Galman suggested, in order to help prevent single-coder bias, I shop-talked 

with colleagues about my coding and analysis as I progressed through them. I one case I 

also checked with an interviewee participant (Interviewee No. 6) – a process called 

“member checking” – as a way to validate findings.  

Analytic Bias 

 As with every research project, the issue of validity or trustworthiness must be 

addressed. Qualitative analyses can be evocative, illuminating – and wrong. The story, well 

told as it is, does not fit the data (Miles et al., 2020, p. 289). 

 One of the ways to avoid the creation of bias in qualitative research is to be 

mindful of the multiple sources of analytic bias that can weaken or even invalidate the 

findings; the archetypical ones are the Holistic Fallacy, Elite Bias, Personal Bias and 

Going Native (Miles et al., 2020, p. 289).  As the lone interviewer in this study, I 

endeavored to understand the risks and pitfalls of analytic bias, as awareness and 

understanding, is the first defense to bias.   

In the particular case of this research, with regard to the interview studies, Elite 

Bias could be eliminated because all the key stakeholders fit the definition of “elite”.  

While going native can be a concern, this research had a script to follow (Appendix C).  

The remaining risk factors, Holistic Fallacy and Personal Bias, were known to this 

researcher, and every attempt was made to limit this bias, or should it emerge, disclose a 
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personal bias to the individual interviewee in an attempt to encourage dialogue and gain 

understanding of the interviewee’s role in, and knowledge of, the LSRD. 

Results 
 
 At the end of the Archival Document Study, sixteen key stakeholders were 

identified to participate in the Interview Study.  These sixteen stakeholders were selected 

do to their political / elected position, their senior role in the LSRD management, due to 

their significant subject matter expertise, or due to their role as a senior executive in a 

governmental staff position with duties specifically related to the LSRD.  All of the 

sixteen stakeholders identified had specific firsthand experience with the LSRD.  Of the 

sixteen stakeholders identified, seven participated in an interview (43.8%), five did not 

return an invitation to participate (31.2%), an interview time could not be arranged for 

three of the stakeholders (18.8%), and one stakeholder declined to be interviewed (6.2%). 

 The seven key stakeholders interviewed had an average of 13.1 years of 

involvement with the Lone Star Rail District with a combined 92 years of accumulated 

involvement (Table 9).  Many of the interviewees held more than one stakeholder 

position with the LSRD, such as serving as both an elected County Commissioner and 

also as the Chair of a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO).  One interviewee (No. 

6) had participated in, and had first-hand knowledge of, the activities that led up to the 

original LSRD enabling legislation. 

With the interviewee’s permission, both the interviewee and the interviewer (the 

author) were video recorded using Zoom.  The interviewer also made an audio recording 

of the interview utilizing a Sony digital hand-held recorder as a back-up.  The Zoom 

recordings were then transcribed using the software program Temi.  The Temi raw 
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transcription was then cleaned-up by the author using the Temi editing function.  The 

Temi program was then used to convert the cleaned-up Temi transcription to a Microsoft 

Word file for further coding and publishing purposes. 

 

Table 9 

Interviewee dates of involvement in the LSRD 
Interviewee 

No. Dates of Involvement Total Time Involved 
1 2005 to 2019 14 years 
2 October 2010 until sometime in 2017 7 years 
3 2010 to 2016 6 years 
4 2009 to 2015 6 years 
5 1999 to (end) 2017 18 years 
6 1994 to 2017    23 years * 
7 2009 to 2017 18 years 

Total length of involvement of all interviewees 92 years 
Average employment per interviewee 13.1 years 

       *  Includes time preceding the creation of the LSRD  
  

The seven interviews totaled an elapsed time of 13 hours and 9 minutes. The 

shortest interview was just under 50 minutes and the longest interview, conducted in 

three sessions, was two hours and eighteen minutes in duration.  The written 

transcriptions of the seven interviews totaled 265 pages. The interviewees represented a 

good cross-section of the key shareholders as identified in the Archival Document Study 

(Figure 12).   
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Coding of the interviews incorporated the thirteen categories contained in Table 8.  

During the coding process, several themes emerged related to the reasons why the Lone 

Star Rail District failed.  Those themes are identified in Table 10. 

 

Table 10 

Common themes that emerged after interview transcript coding 

No. Theme 

1 The initial legislation was flawed 

2 Funding was inadequate 

3 The CAMPO v. AAMPO funding dispute 

4 The performance of elected/appointed public officials as viewed by the 
LSRD staff 

5 The performance of the LSRD staff as viewed by elected / appointed 
public officials 

6 The interaction between the LSRD and the Union Pacific Railroad 
(UPRR) 

7 The performance of the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) 

8 The use of political economy by the key stakeholders 

9 Miscommunication and Non-communication 

10 The value of time 
 

11 Disruptive technology 

 

Often, several of these themes were concurrently present in the interviewees’ testimony. 

Bexar County, Texas, County Judge Nelson Wolff, declined to be interviewed, 

but did provide a statement on-the-record and permitted attribution, as follows: 
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We tried for several years to get the Lone Star Rail District up and running, 
but the bottom line is that Union Pacific decided not to allow use of their 
line and that led to the demise. 

 
The Hon. Nelson W. Wolff 

   Bexar County Judge 
San Antonio, Texas 

December 7, 2020 
 

The interview research has confirmed that Judge Wolff’s statement was accurate 

and consistent with the understanding of all the key stakeholders who participated in the 

interview study (Interviewees 1 through 7).  Unfortunately, after several attempts, I did 

not get a response from the then General Manager of Network Infrastructure for the 

Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR), but who has since retired (Interviewee No. 9). Nor did I 

get a response from the former legal counsel to the Lone Star Rail District (LSRD), even 

after attempting to reach the individual (Interviewee 8) at his current law firm numerous 

times.  Interviewee 8, it was reported by interviewees 2, 3, and 6, was the primary, if not 

the only, negotiator / liaison between the LSRD and the UPRR over the years.  It was 

important to get the Union Pacific Railroad’s version of their history with the LSRD and 

what led up to the UPRR’s decision to pull out of the deal.  However, I was unsuccessful 

in finding a key stakeholder with first-hand knowledge of the LSRD / UPRR negotiations 

who was willing to talk with me. 

I did receive some insight regarding a significant event that occurred shortly 

before the Union Pacific Railroad issued its letter to the Lone Star Rail District informing 

the LSRD that the UPRR was ceasing further discussion with the LSRD.  This insight 

was provided by Interviewee 7, who was a County Commissioner and also served at that 
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time as the Chairman of a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) and who had 

firsthand knowledge of a meeting.  Interviewee No. 7 stated in the interview:  

So, there might've been a time when the County Judge called the CEO, the 
then CEO of UP and asked if he would visit. And there might've been a time 
when the CEO of UP came down and sat down in the County Judge's office 
with the County Judge and the Chair of the MPO. And there might've been 
a time when the County Judge said, "Hey, are you guys ever going to do 
this partnership with Lone Star Rail?" And the CEO of UP might've said, 
"not only no, but hell no. Why would we? Because that's the fastest growing 
corridor in the United States. I've got more freight going up and down that 
line, the last thing I'm going to do is put passenger rail on it and take away 
from my stuff.”  
 

The interviewee continued, with regard to the Union Pacific’s primary mission: 
 

It’s a liability that they [UPRR] don't need. It does nothing for their bottom 
line, which is exactly what their CEO said. And from his perspective, he's 
absolutely right, okay? So, I don't even care if you had a pot full of money, 
it doesn't make sense for UP to give up any of their right-of-way, or share, 
okay? And so, when their CEO said that, you know, the Judge quite 
correctly said “for God's sakes, will you just say that publicly?”, which is 
when you saw the article come out. 

 
County Commissioner and 

Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(Interviewee No. 7) 

 
 

 The content of the many discussions that took place between the LSRD and the 

UPRR over the 19 years of the LSRD’s existence remains unknown to this researcher.  

However, the final, substantive, critical event that triggered the demise of the LSRD was 

well described by Interviewee 7.  Further, the illustration provided by Interviewee 7 is 

consistent with the public media reporting that described the UPRR’s decision, and the 

response to that decision by the major government stakeholders, CAMPO and AAMPO. 
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The major sequence of events that followed the decision / announcement of the 

UPRR to end its relationship with the LSRD was consistently confirmed through the 

interview study.  Once the UPRR issued its letter, the following events occurred, 1) 

CAMPO “de-programmed” any future funding of the LSRD, 2) AAMPO “de-

programmed” its funding for the LSRD, 3) based upon CAMPO’s and AAMPO’s 

actions, the Federal Highway Administration withheld funding for any future 

Environmental Impact Statement work, which cut-off the federal funding source for the 

LSRD, and 5) the LSRD was subsequently “wound down”, calling for final summary 

reports that served as a post-mortem for the LSRD. 

This research sought to understand the critical events that let up to the demise of 

the LSRD.  With the benefit of hindsight and through the semi-structured interviews 

conducted in December 2020, relevant information was identified that helps explain the 

constellation of forces that were at play during the lifespan of the LSRD, and that finally 

led to the demise of the LSRD.   

While the interviews were coded in alignment with the thirteen coding categories 

listed in Table 8, all of those categories were not found to be material to the final demise 

of the LSRD and the specific focus of this research.  Further, in over 13 hours of 

interviews, there were significant stories, anecdotes, and personal recollections that were 

rich in detail as recounted through the lens of the particular interviewee’s role with the 

LSRD.  All of these stories helped paint a picture of the nineteen-year existence of the 

LSRD through the lenses of stakeholders, all of whom had necessarily different priorities 

and constituencies during their tenure with the LSRD.  However, while interesting in 
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their content, all of these recollections were not directly material to the LSRD’s final 

demise and have not been included in this report. 

The reader is reminded that the Lone Star Rail District went out of business in 

2016-2017, and that there was no active nor existing entity available to assist with this 

research. Conducting interviews of key stakeholders, who had first-hand knowledge of 

the history and operation of the LSRD, was critical in learning what led up to the 

organization’s demise. In this regard, Interviewee No. 6 was invaluable in furthering the 

study. 

Interviewee No. 6 is a transportation professional who became part of the LSRD’s 

executive staff.  Not only did he serve during the whole of the LSRD’s existence, but he 

also participated in the effort leading up to the legislation that created the LSRD.  His 

involvement spanned a total of 23 years.  He describes the beginning of the effort: 

The initial idea we raised in 1994. We put together a demonstration train 
between Austin and San Antonio using a vintage Union Pacific train. And 
that had grown out of a federal multimodalism conference I attended with a 
gentleman named Richard Handler. And it was actually Richard's idea that 
we should try to develop passenger rail between Austin and San Antonio, 
and then go after the Olympics….  in a combined bid for the Olympics 
between Austin and San Antonio…. 
 
We drafted the legislation in cooperation with two state senators and 
Richard Handler was on the staff of one of those state senators…. In Austin 
it was [Senator] Gonzalo Barrientos.  And in San Antonio it was [Senator] 
Jeff Wentworth. 

Former Executive 
Lone Star Rail District 

(Interviewee No. 6) 
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On September 1, 1997, Senate Bill 657 was signed into law by Texas Governor 

George W. Bush.  The bill was sponsored in the Texas House by Rep. Siebert and in the 

Texas Senate by Sen. Barrientos et al. The bill is brief in its length and is stated below: 

Senate Bill 657 authorizes the creation of an intermunicipal commuter rail 
district to provide commuter rail service between two municipalities, each 
of which has a population of more than 450,000, that are located not farther 
than 100 miles apart. A district is created on passage of a resolution favoring 
the creation of the district by the governing body of each municipality and 
by the governing body of each county in which a creating municipality is 
located. The act allows certain political subdivisions to become part of the 
district, provides for the creation and membership of a board of directors, 
establishes the powers and duties of the district, and makes a district a 
governmental unit subject to review under the Texas Sunset Act. The act 
also includes provisions relating to bonds and notes, competitive bids, 
exemption from state and local taxes, transportation infrastructure, and the 
collection of sales and use taxes.  

 
Summary of Enactments – 75th Legislature 

Texas Legislative Council 
October 1997 (page 171) 

 
 While the legislation was brief, it had shortcomings.  Interviewee No. 6 provided 

the following account of the challenges encountered in the early years of the LSRD: 

So, I guess about 2005, whenever we started ramping up on the 
environmental studies and engineering studies…. One of the things you 
have to recognize is that it took us basically 10 years to get the legislation 
passed and adjusted so that we could move forward on the project. And in 
the course of that, we had to raise the money to do two feasibility studies, 
in order to satisfy FHWA [U.S. Federal Highway Administration]. And we 
had to conduct a whole series of studies related to the environmental 
clearance basically. And so, it took us many years to raise enough money to 
do the environmental studies because the legislation that created the rail 
district, it had several components to it, but it did not have taxing authority. 
So, we had to raise the money, [in order] to conduct operations through 
various, through a number of means. And the other thing to recognize is that 
although the legislation may have been created in 1997, in order to 
implement the legislation, you had to get a positive vote from four counties 
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and two cities, and essentially all of the named members of the board. And 
that was difficult for several reasons in that we needed to get agreement 
from, Capitol Metro and Via Metropolitan Transit. And we also had to get 
Travis County, Bexar County, Austin, and San Antonio, all to agree. And it 
took about four or five years to set up the politics in such a way that we 
were able to get that done. There was opposition in Travis County, there 
was opposition at Capital Metro. There was opposition at VIA... my 
memory is that there was some opposition from San Antonio. 
 

Former Executive 
Lone Star Rail District 

(Interviewee No. 6) 
 

The Initial Legislation 

As recounted by Interviewee No. 6, the LSRD got off to a slow start.  The effects 

of this slow start were compounded over time, the root cause of which was often 

attributed by the interviewees to the wording of the original legislation.  Every 

interviewee stated, in their own way, that the original legislation was flawed for the 

following reasons, 1) the LSRD was set up to be run by a committee of independent 

jurisdictions with no one clearly in charge, 2) there was no funding, 3) there was no entity 

technically skilled enough to bring the project to fruition, and 4) there was no cheerleader 

or champion for the project.  Interviewee No. 1 summed up the situation: 

There has to be a champion for the project. Somebody. When everybody’s 
in charge, nobody’s in charge. So, if the state wants this, then they should 
fund it. They should fund the study, etc. and have input from the local 
communities, with regard to the stops, etc., as to where it will go. But it has 
to be state-sponsored, I mean maybe it [the LSRD] was set up for failure…  
How could you expect a group of elected officials to get everybody to 
participate in an equitable way based on population, or square miles of your 
community, or how much of the train is going to go through the community?  
But somebody had to be a sponsor and a decision maker here.  

 
Former City Manager 

(Interviewee No. 1) 
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This sentiment, that the original structure of the legislation was flawed, was also repeated 

when asked during the interview, “What would you do differently if you had a chance to 

attempt the LSRD again?”. 

 Initial Funding and the CAMPO / AAMPO Agreement 

 There was some disagreement amongst the interviewees with regard to how much 

initial funding was used to start the LSRD and where that money came from.  Several 

interviewees advised that $10 million was contributed each by CAMPO and AAMPO.  

Interviewee No. 7 stated that $20 million was contributed each by CAMPO and AAMPO.  

A long-term member of the LSRD executive staff recounted that the initial funding did not 

come from CAMPO and AAMPO at all, but rather, the initial funding was $5.7 million 

that came in the form of a congressional earmark.  His recollection follows: 

And so, I had arranged for an earmark back in the days when they had 
earmarks in federal money for about $5.7 million. And then I had to find 
the match for that locally. 
 
Yes, CAMPO and AAMPO both agreed to put up $10 million.... Austin is 
the only one who actually put up the money. When it came time for San 
Antonio to put up the money, that's when they started the moves to disband 
the project, or go kill the project. It was triggered by Union Pacific's 
backing-out of a joint study agreement that we had. But that alone would 
not have really impacted the project that much, because as you probably 
know from your [the author’s] engineering days, we could easily have made 
environmental clearance subject to having an agreement with the 
railroad…. but they chose not to do that. 

Former Executive 
Lone Star Rail District 

(Interviewee No. 6) 
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Interviewee No. 6 stated that when it was time for San Antonio to spend their 

money, they didn’t do so.  However, that original arrangement was recalled by 

Interviewee No. 4, who recounted: 

 
Prior to my becoming part of the San Antonio or the Alamo Area MPO, 
there were some decisions that were made. San Antonio put some caveats 
on their $10 million. They said, we will only contribute this money, and it 
can only be expended on actual construction, right? We will pay for projects 
that are turning shop. Austin didn't [place that caveat on their spending]. 
They said we're willing to do all of the funding of the initial consulting 
relationships. Obviously, a lot of engineers are gonna have to get out there 
and walk a lot of miles to see what exactly is around. And they're going to 
have to go out and poke a lot of holes in the ground to find out what's "in 
the box". I mean, this is money that needs to be spent prior to construction. 
Before we even find out how much money this whole thing is going to cost. 
So, Austin was willing to pay for the upfront stuff. We were willing to pay 
for construction-related initiatives. That [deal] was originally done in the 
very beginning. Well before I got there. 

 
Former City Council Member 

Former Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(Interviewee No. 4) 

 

Over the years, this arrangement where CAMPO (Austin) would pay for 

consulting and studies, and AAMPO (San Antonio) would pay for equipment and 

construction was forgotten along with the turnover of elected officials and board 

members.  Interviewee No. 4 recalled his interaction with a new key-stakeholder to the 

LSRD and that stakeholder’s concern about past spending practices: 

 
I didn't know Will [Conley] from anyone else. I just figured he's one of the 
team members here and we're all moving forward. And I'm sitting there 
trying to learn and understand. We're meeting once a month and we're 
having discussions. But I noticed that many of his questions and points of 
view were contrary to progress, as I saw it. He had a major concern that we, 
the Lone Star Rail, had spent all of the Austin, or a lot of the Austin money, 
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and none of the San Antonio money. And going [saying], “What the hell is 
this? I thought we were partners?” 
 
But that's not the way this thing, whole thing got started. You [Conley] 
didn't start it, I [Interviewee No. 4] didn't start it, but that is the way it got 
started – by virtue of a signed-off agreement to have that done. And we're 
dealing with what we have to deal with. So, he was very contrary to the 
notion of, we shouldn't spend what little is left of the Austin money until 
San Antonio kicks in for more of the consulting work that needs to happen. 
And we're [AAMPO] kind of going well, first of all, you guys agreed to pay 
for consulting. We never said we would. And so, there's this whole 
argument, this philosophical argument between new players on what the old 
players agreed to. 
 
So, what we wound up doing, is.... I took it back to my MPO and made a 
recommendation that we leave the Lone Star Rail basically to its own 
demise, so to speak. I mean, let them figure out how they will ultimately 
suspend the work that they're doing. We're going to take our money and 
we're going to put it in a bank and we're going to put it to the side. We're 
not going to take it back or give it back to the original contributors, the folks 
that contributed, which were the city and the county and others. We're going 
to take [the money] and we're going to put it in an account just in case this 
deal ever materializes again. We'll have our $10 million set aside. We did 
that under my leadership at MPO. So, they started the winding down of the 
Lone Star Rail, not dissolving it, but winding it down, realizing that, you 
know, if you don't have an executive staff, if you don't have an executive 
director and anybody working it, and there were companies that had 
provided folks that were working there, as loaned executives, so to speak. 
Basically, it was suspended, the action that they were taking was suspended. 

 
Former City Council Member 

Former Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(Interviewee No. 4) 

  

Ongoing Funding (day-to-day operations) 

Over its existence, the LSRD evaluated or attempted four different funding 

schemes to fund its day-to-day operations. 



102 

 

 The first scheme was to create a cohesive rail district encompassing all of the 

constituent LSRD entities and have each of the jurisdictions place the rail district taxing 

initiative on a local ballot.  This approach failed as explained by Interviewee No. 7: 

Yes. So, the idea behind the original legislation, you [author] laid it out very 
perfectly. So, in a perfect world, what you would have done is outlined a 
geographic area from Georgetown to A&M...  And said, if you're within X 
number of, you're going to pay Y amount of dollars. Okay, great. Call it a 
tool in the toolbox of potential funding. 

 
And so, you would have had an election, because that's also part of the 
statute that says, yeah, you can tax this, but you got to go out and ask the 
people first, if they want to tax themselves. Okay? So, you write the 
legislation, you give it [the District] a way to make revenue. 
 
But what really did [happen] was the path to that revenue was next to 
impossible. You [author] mentioned ESDs earlier, so ESDs can pass sales 
tax, even Counties, can't pass sales tax, but an ESD can, but it's still an 
election piece.  So, you created this, this large geographic region over many 
different fiefdoms – many different political districts.... 

 
And so, it sounded good at the legislative level, but the Devil's in the details. 
There was no way to coordinate that size geographic region, on that many 
different ballots, to get people to agree to tax themselves, okay? So, 
somewhere along the line, Lone Star Rail folks said, okay, well, let's go to 
option Two.  

 
The second scheme was to approach the federal government for funding.  This 

approach also failed as explained by Interviewee No. 7: 

Option Two was federal government.  Hey, they give out tons of money. 
Look how much rail is up there on the East coast?  Well, guess what? Rail 
money is staying on the East coast [chuckles]. To get Washington to take, 
whether they be Amtrak dollars or whatever, and send them down South, is 
next to impossible. So that was tried for a number of years, okay? It didn't 
happen.  
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The third scheme was for each of the LSRD constituent jurisdictions to fund the 

district on a pro-rata basis through their own local budgets.  Interviewee No. 7 explained 

this approach, this way:   

So, then the idea became, alright, well let's go to each one of these, different 
political subdivisions, be they counties, be the municipalities, etc.  And 
figure out what their, we'll just call it "their fair share" would be. Here was 
the killer – one of the killers. So, those things start to happen. You talked to 
[Interviewee No. 1], City of San Antonio was giving a hundred thousand 
dollars a year. I think the County was giving relatively the same, here. And 
then, add that up as you go up and down the corridor...  That becomes their 
operating capital...  For a rail line that doesn't exist! 

 
This funding approach, continued until the end of the Lone Star Rail District.  

 The fourth funding scheme involved the use of Tax Increment Financing (TIF).  

According to the Texas State Comptroller: 

Tax increment financing (TIF) is a method that local governments can use 
to pay for improvements that will draw private investment to an area. Tax 
increment financing isn’t a new tax; instead, it redirects some of the ad 
valorem tax from property in a geographic area designated as a Tax 
Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) to pay for improvements in the zone. 
Tax Code Chapter 311 governs tax increment financing. 

Future tax revenues from each participating taxing unit that levies taxes 
against a property are used to pay for the cost of improvements to an area. 
Each taxing unit may dedicate all, a portion of, or none of the tax revenue 
that is attributable to increased property values brought about by 
improvements within the reinvestment zone. The additional tax revenue 
received from the affected properties is referred to as the tax increment. 
Each taxing unit determines what percentage of its tax increment, if any, it 
will commit to repayment of the cost of financing the public improvements. 

Source:  https://comptroller.texas.gov/economy/local/ch311/  

The LSRD was successful in getting several of its constituent political entities to 

establish Tax Increment Financing zones. 
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The LSRD Staff’s View of Politics / Politicians 

 The following statements from Interviewee No. 6 expresses the view that it was 

“politics” in the end the caused the demise of the LSRD.  These statements included: 

Regarding the attendance and turnover of elected officials: 

The elected officials can't spend the amount of time on it that it required. 
So, by default, the people that ended up [being involved] were people 
appointed by elected officials, like the business representative from Austin, 
Sid Covington, [and the] business representative from San Antonio, Tullos 
Wells. Those people ended up having to devote their time to it because the 
elected officials couldn't – they had too many other responsibilities. And by 
the way, both of those were appointed by elected officials…. The fact that 
you had this constantly changing cast of characters, because the elected 
officials kept changing, was a problem. Lack of focus from the cities at 
either end meant that sometimes the cities were supposed to appoint a new 
elected official every two years or every year, but sometimes they wouldn't 
make that decision for a year. 
 
There were some equity issues in who paid what, because the level of 
service was variable, right? So, we got an agreement with all of the other 
cities, and I think there were nine or 10 of them, right? Entities, public 
entities -- cities, counties, school districts, whatever... But we could never 
get one with San Antonio. We would negotiate with them. We spent 
millions of dollars. Well, not millions, I'm, exaggerating, but we spent 
significant money. Certainly, in six figures, negotiating with San Antonio. 
And the way that the bureaucracy, city bureaucracy down there worked, was 
that an assistant city manager would be assigned to negotiate the deal, we'd 
spend a year bringing them up to speed, explaining the project to them, 
showing them how the numbers work, showing them, you know, what we 
were doing, and that person would get reassigned or fired, and we would 
have to start all over again. 
 
Regarding the elected officials’ response to the Union Pacific pulling out of the 

Memorandum of Understanding: 

Well, that's true, as far as it goes, but the Union Pacific pulling out had no 
material impact on the environmental clearance and the process for getting 
that. It only had a local political impact. Because what's happened elsewhere 
on other projects around the country, is that the environmental clearance 
was, would be contingent upon having an agreement with the owner of the 
right-of-way, Union Pacific. You understand my point? 
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Well, it really didn't require a Hail Mary, all it required was management at 
the two MPOs to understand the process and understand that Union Pacific 
pulling out didn't have a material impact on the ability to complete the EIS. 
And with the completion of the EIS, we had the ability to do a whole series 
of different kinds of funding. Private sector would have worked, 
combination of the cities and counties would have worked.... 
 
I never did consider the U.P. pulling out to be that big of a deal. This was 
all political in my opinion. 

 
I think it was, as I say, I think it was political. You had two, highly 
conservative Republican elected office holders who came into positions of 
leadership at the two MPOs in the chairman Will Conley from a 
conservative part of the corridor and Kevin Wolff. 
 
Kevin Wolf was the chair of the MPO in San Antonio. These are two 
Republicans that really made... We had always tried to keep the project 
nonpartisan or bipartisan. 
 
And until those two came into power, it had always been nonpartisan and 
bipartisan. And they liked to talk a lot about how old this thing has been 
around for 13 years. Well, for five of those years, it was dormant because 
we couldn't get the cities and counties to agree, to build it, to participate. 
And then it took time to raise the money. And you know, had to raise a lot 
of money in order to complete the engineering and environmental 
processes. So, in my own opinion, this became a political issue because of 
the two people that were in charge of the two MPOs. 

 
Former Executive 

Lone Star Rail District 
(Interviewee No. 6) 

 
Interviewee No. 6, a Senior Executive with the LSRD tells a story which may be 

representative of the strained relationship, or perhaps the state of communications, at the 

end of the LSRD.  He recounts: 

I mentioned to you that we had leadership at the two MPOs try to kill this 
thing. Do you know that not one city council member, not one county 
official, not one CAMPO member, not one AAMPO member, called me to 
ask my opinion or Sid Covington, the chair, about what should happen? 
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Former Executive 
Lone Star Rail District 

(Interviewee No. 6) 
 

An interesting observation is that during his interview, Interviewee No. 6 never 

mentioned that the long period of time the LSRD has been in existence, nor that the 

LSRD’s lack of performance may have been negatively viewed by elected and other 

government officials.  The impression he left at the end of the interview, was that given 

enough time and enough money, something would have eventually happened.  There was 

no sense of urgency, nor any appreciation for a lack of return-on-investment.  So, rather 

than acknowledging that the LSRD may have been perceived as a “poor performer”, 

instead, he attributed the defunding to “politics”. 

The Politicians’ View of the LSRD Staff 

The following statements from elected officials and public appointees express their views 

related to the leadership effectiveness, performance and trustworthiness of the LSRD 

management:  

I think there were challenges with the leadership, the management, those 
who were in charge of the project.  I mean, I felt like we were paying their 
salaries, and nothing was being produced. I don’t even know what, if there’s 
a product. I don’t even know how much engineering was done.  

 
Former City Manager 

(Interviewee No. 1) 
 

So, as I got deeper into transportation, as I started to look at things more 
closely, I’m like, I am being fed a load of bullshit, and I know it, okay? And 
I’m like, I, as a Commissioner, why do I want to appropriate $100,000, 
$150,000 [per year] to an entity that isn’t accomplishing anything and hasn’t 
accomplished anything in the last 20 years?  

 
County Commissioner 

Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(Interviewee No. 7) 



107 

 

 
We always want to make sure that we are being upfront and honest with our 
board members, with our elected officials.  At the end of the day, it’s their 
names that are on these projects…  I never oversell anything because that’s 
just me, personally.  He [former LSRD executive staff member] was 
completely different. 
 
I could never say the things that he would say in meetings, like he would 
make it sound like this project was right around the corner and they were 
about to get a big drop of federal money or, you know, or the Union Pacific 
was the best partner in the world.  I mean, it was always overselling…. that’s 
probably a recipe for disaster, right? 
 
Because you have to be honest with these people and say… you know 
there’s a 5% chance [that] “whatever” will be built, and it’s going to take 
all of you and your resources to make this happen. 
 
So, you had this recipe of this person, who was in charge of this agency, 
who was over-promising, overselling, and then you had this private entity 
[the Union Pacific Railroad] who was just sitting there quietly listening to 
this, knowing that it wasn’t true, but wasn’t saying it.” 
 

Executive 
Metropolitan Planning Organization 

(Interviewee No. 5) 
 

In essence, the interview study revealed a tension between the LSRD staff 

and the LSRD’s Board of Directors; the Board being comprised of elected or 

appointed governmental officials.  Paraphrasing, the LSRD staff fell that their 

board lacked attention, understanding, and continually changed.  The board 

members felt that the LSRD staff could not get anything done, were not honest 

brokers, and wasted significant money year after year. 

The Role of the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) 

The role (active and passive) of the Texas Department of Transportation 

(TxDOT) was a common theme amongst the key stakeholders interviewed.  



108 

 

Interviewee No. 9 recounted the original expectation of TxDOT with regard to the 

LSRD: 

And so, the idea and the dream, behind rail between Austin and San 
Antonio, was a good one. And, as you know, well before I was in office, 
there was state legislation passed creating the District. And the idea behind 
that was, that while the state itself, through its transportation arm, TxDOT, 
was not, and has never been, and probably wouldn't be focused on rail. 

 

Interviewee No. 6, recounted the disappointment that stemmed from TxDOT not 

supporting the inclusion of a rail corridor within its SH-130 toll road project: 

That you need to think about. And that is that you made the assumption, and 
we made the assumption, that we were going to have to acquire this right-
of-way. But in fact, that really was not the way this was designed. 
Remember the initial idea was to put it into the State Highway 130 corridor, 
to move Union Pacific's operations into that corridor, which was at that time 
sufficiently rural. And it was already being acquired by the State and the 
counties along the route. 

 
So, what happens is TxDOT says we're closing the design window and 
we've made it rail friendly. Well, they hadn't. 
 
I mean, listen, I’ll talk to you as long as you want, but the reason... there 
was a specific TxDOT district engineer in Austin, a fellow named [name 
redacted]. [Name redacted] never believed that Union Pacific was going to 
move. And in the same way that a decision to do something, generally draws 
the decision, the mechanics to do it... he decided that Union Pacific wasn’t 
moving and therefore he didn’t need to, to accommodate them in his 
corridor. 
 
If I’m an official, and I come to you and you’re TxDOT and I say, gosh, 
what do you really think about this rail idea? And the TxDOT guy says, 
well, you know, rail, you know, I don’t think it’ll ever happen. And then the 
elected official goes away saying well TxDOT doesn’t even think it’s gonna 
happen. 
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The LSRD Had Nothing To Build 

 When asked why the LSRD never created a tax scheme to fund itself, Interviewee 

No. 4 explained that the LSRD could issue its own bonds for construction.  He used $100 

million in bonds in his explanation, and the reasons why they were not able to issue the 

bonds.  Here’s what he said: 

  
Question:  Did they try to go out and get to be self-sustaining from a tax 
standpoint? 
 
Yeah. That was the dialogue right about the time that I got on. So, I didn't 
know much about the origins or the genesis of that dialogue. But what I 
know was that we couldn't do. As a Lone Star Rail District ourselves, [we 
couldn't] sell the bonds without having a defined project and amount, to be 
able to sell those bonds.  
 
And until we got, you know, more granular on the design and spent a little 
bit more money on the projects and got a commitment from Union Pacific 
or kept the commitment for Union Pacific, we couldn't have defined the 
scope of the project. Therefore, we couldn't have gone out and sold a 
hundred million dollars-worth of bonds.  
 
And then [suppose] there was a bond, right? We have to say, Oh, by the 
way, loan me this money. And here are the entities along the way. I'm going 
to put a station in New Braunfels, I'm gonna put three in San Antonio, one 
in San Marcos, one in Kyle, one in Austin, one somewhere, however many 
I'm going to put up there. And here are the revenue projections for each one 
of those stations and how I'm going to be able to repay those, bonds. Here's 
the ticket sales, here's the investment component of it. Bonds will cover a 
part of it, but I got to have a way of paying it back.  
 
And by virtue of paying it back, I've got to be able to define what it's going 
to cost and how many tickets am I going to sell. What's my projected 
ridership, right? Remember, I've got to have money for maintaining the 
routes. The stations will be maintained by the cities that they're in. But I got 
to pay back debt. And the only way I'm going to pay back debt, is ridership. 
So, we were never able to pull it all together, for the Lone Star Rail to be 
able to legitimately go out and say we're going to sell bonds. And I think 
everybody's frustration when Union Pacific pulled out was, we'll never be 
able to now, you know? 
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Former City Council Member 
Former Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 

(Interviewee No. 4) 
 

As explained by Interviewee No.4, the LSRD was never in a position to build anything.  

It was in a perpetual planning and studying cycle.  This situation will become key when 

CAMPO was about to run out of money and would turn to AAMPO for funding. 

 CAMPO asking AAMPO for money would be the triggering mechanism that 

would begin the “dominos falling” which would end in the demise of the LSRD.  The key 

dates, events and activities leading up to the demise of the LSRD are shown in Table 11. 

 

Table 11. 
 
Key Dates, Events and Activities leading up to the Demise of the LSRD 

Date Event / Activity 
  

1994 Initial idea for a commuter train between San Antonio and Austin 
discussed in conjunction with a two-city bid for the Olympics.  
Work on state legislation begins 

Sept. 1, 1997 Texas Senate Bill 657 signed into law authorizing the creation of 
an intermunicipal commuter rail district….  

2002 The Austin-San Antonio Rail District changes its name to the 
Lone Star Rail District and holds its first meeting 

2002 to 2016 Meetings and Studies 
Oct. 13, 2010 Union Pacific Railroad enters into a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) with the Lone Star Rail District 
2010 to 2016 Meetings and Studies 
Specific Date(s) 
Unknown 

CAMPO Chair presses AAMPO Chair to begin spending part of 
the $10 million AAMPO pledged to the LSRD in order to continue 
studies 

Specific Date(s) 
Unknown 

Bexar County Commissioner who is also Chair of AAMPO 
evaluates effectiveness of money being contributed to LSRD 

Specific Date 
Unknown 

Bexar County Judge and the Chair of AAMPO meet with CEO of 
Union Pacific Railroad to determine UPRR’s actual interest in 
establishing commuter rail service on its railroad 

Feb. 9, 2016 Union Pacific Railroad terminates its MOU with the Lone Star 
Rail District 
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Table 11. 
 
Key Dates, Events and Activities leading up to the Demise of the LSRD 

Date Event / Activity 
Aug. 10, 2016 CAMPO board votes to begin the process that will remove the 

LSRD from CAMPO’s long-range plan.  
Oct. 14, 2016 LSRD Board Chair, Sid Covington, sends letter to CAMPO board 

members expressing his dissatisfaction with CAMPO’s decision to 
stop the project, stating that the decision would delay commuter 
rail between Austin and San Antonio for another generation. 

January 2017 With no way to match funds for the continuing Environmental 
Impact Statement, the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
issued a Notice of Intent to Rescind the previous Notice of Intent to 
Proceed with the Environmental Impact Statement, ending the 
environmental work in which the LSRD was engaged. 

April 11, 2017 Rachel Clampffer, Director of Planning, LSRD, transmits 
Chronology of Reports Prepared by and for Lone Star Rail, 1997-
2017 to Mark Williams, P.E., Deputy Executive Director, Texas 
Department of Transportation 

June 19, 2017 Darwin Desen, P.E., Project Manager with Burns & McDonnell 
submits the LSRR Project Summary Report – Final Deliverable to 
Rachel Clampffer, Director of Planning, Lone Star Rail District 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

What was Expected to be Found, but Was Not Found 

Based upon the history of passenger rail in the United States, this research 

expected to find several theme-related issues that would typically have a bearing on the 

support for, or the resistance to, the provision of passenger train service between San 

Antonio and Austin, Texas.   

The first area of resistance expected to be found dealt with the inherent need for 

passenger train economic subsidy. As history, passenger trains have never been profitable 

on a fully-allocated cost basis. This is not only true for passenger trains in the United 

States, but also for Europe, China, and the rest of the world as well.  Passenger trains 

have always needed a subsidy to break-even. With specific regard to the United States, at 

the beginning of passenger rail transportation, the freight railroads subsidized their 

money-losing passenger trains through the profits of their freight trains. In 1971, the 

National Railroad Passenger Corporation (NRPC), doing business as Amtrak, was 

established to provide medium and long-distance passenger railroad service in the United 

States. The new system incorporated 20 privately operated intercity passenger rail 

systems, removing that burden from private railroads and shifting the passenger rail 

subsidy to the federal taxpayer. Due to the need for taxpayer subsidy, passenger rail is 

routinely met with taxpayer resistance (Author, Appendix B).  In the case of the LSRD, 

even after 19 years of its existence, the project was never well enough defined where the 

cost of the project could be put before voters.  Without a referendum, or a request for 
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public funding, the public’s potential resistance to additional taxpayer funding was never 

tested. 

The second source of anticipated resistance was from individual residents, 

property owners, and businesses. Traditionally this resistance has been motivated due to 

several concerns, some from a potential need for the condemnation or taking of property 

(through eminent domain) to support the new passenger service, others typically 

stemming from the potential of noise and interference caused by the trains themselves, 

manifested in what now is commonly referred to as the NIMBY (not in my backyard) 

movement.  In the case of the failed Seattle monorail project (Yuttapongsontorn, et. al., 

2008), Seattle project leaders neglected the concerns of the individual citizen / taxpayer, 

which subsequently led to a resounding defeat at the ballot box, killing the expansion of 

the monorail project.  As in the first case, the LSRD project never reached a level of 

development where the individual citizen / taxpayer’s property rights, nor NIMBY 

concerns ever become a factor.   

The third area of resistance expected to be found was that of intermodal 

commercial resistance.  One source of expected intermodal resistance was from 

Southwest Airlines.  High-speed passenger rail is particularly competitive in short-to-

medium trips of approximately 500 miles.  Further, Southwest Airlines had previously 

determined that if high-speed rail was available within the San Antonio, Dallas, Houston 

triangle, it would immediately lose 60% market share (Powell, 1995, pp. 1093 - 1094).  

Southwest fought the establishment of high-speed rail in Texas in 1991, so why did it not 

fight the LSRD?  There are four reasonable explanations, 1) the relatively short distance 

between San Antonio and Austin of approximately 90 miles, was not conducive to air 
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travel between those two cities, 2) the LSRD commuter service was not initially planned 

to be high-speed, but rather, was to operate at a commuter-speed of under 90 miles per 

hour, 3) there were no plans to extend the LSRD route to Dallas, and 4) the LSRD never 

achieved a feasible plan for actual construction and operation.  Thus, individually, or in a 

combination of these explanations, the LSRD never posed a real threat to Southwest 

Airlines, so it makes sense that Southwest never entered the fray, nor found a need to 

expend any political capital to thwart the LSRD effort.   

The fourth source of anticipated resistance was from environmental concerns 

specifically related to the federally required Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The 

LSRD contracted for environmental studies throughout its existence.  These studies were 

primarily federally funded with a local match.  Application for the next phase of the 

Environmental Impact Study (EIS) was about to be submitted to the federal government 

when the Union Pacific informed the LSRD of its decision to pull out of their joint 

agreement, which then led to the Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) 

withdrawing their support for the next phase of the EIS.  Thus, the EIS, in and of itself, 

was not a contributing factor to the demise of the LSRD. 

In the end, this research determined that none of the four issues that were 

anticipated actually became material factors in the failure of the Lone Star Rail District. 

What Was Found 

 What this research did determine, however, is that eight factors did contribute to 

the failure of the Lone Star Rail District.  They were, 1) prior rail / transit failures in 

Texas, 2) the structure of the Texas legislation, 3) inadequate political support, 4) 

resistance from the Texas Department of Transportation, 5) a flawed strategy, 6) 
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organizational paralysis, 7) disruptive technology, and 8) the Bexar County Judge and the 

CEO of the Union Pacific Railroad.  Of the eight contributing factors, Items 1, 3, 4, 6 and 

7 were deemed to be contributing factors.  Items, 2, 5 and 7 were deemed to be root-

cause factors and are discussed below as viewed through Force Field and Political 

Economy lenses. 

Factors Contributing to the Failure of the Lone Star Rail District 
Through Force Field and Political Economy Lenses 

 
Item 2. Structure of the Texas Legislation 

When asked in the interview about what would have to change in the future, in 

order for a LSRD-like project to succeed, the interviewee said,  

There has to be a champion for the project. Somebody. When everybody’s 
in charge, nobody’s in charge. So, if the state wants this, then they should 
fund it. They should fund the study, etc. and have input from the local 
communities, with regard to the stops, etc., as to where it will go. But it has 
to be state sponsored, I mean maybe it [the LSRD] was set up for failure…  
How could you expect a group of elected officials to get everybody to 
participate in an equitable way based on population, or square miles of your 
community, or how much of the train is going to go through the community?  
But somebody had to be a sponsor and a decision maker here.  

 
Former City Manager 

(Interviewee No. 1) 
 

Item 4. Resistance from the Texas Department of Transportation 

With regard to the demise of the LSRD, the function, role, and actions of the 

Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) needs to be discussed.  As background, 

the Texas Department of Transportation, originally known as the Texas Highway 

Department, was established in 1917 by the Thirty-fifth Texas Legislature.  The agency 

bore its original name until 1975, when it was renamed State Department of Highways 

and Public Transportation.  In 1991 the Texas Legislature merged the State Department 
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of Highways and Public Transportation, the Texas Department of Aviation, and the Texas 

Motor Vehicle Commission to form the Texas Department of Transportation 

(Huddleston, 2021).  This history is relevant to the LSRD as in the early days of creating 

the enabling legislation, it was identified that TxDOT would be of limited value to the 

new rail initiative.  Regarding the role of TxDOT’s anticipated support of the LSRD, 

Interviewee No. 9, said:  

And so, the idea and the dream, behind rail between Austin and San 
Antonio, was a good one. And, as you know, well before I was in office, 
there was state legislation passed creating the District. And the idea behind 
that was, that while the state itself, through its transportation arm, TxDOT, 
was not, and has never been, and probably wouldn't be focused on rail. 

 
County Commissioner and 

Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(Interviewee No. 9) 

 
The interviewees were consistent in confirming that the LSRD was set up to work 

without reliance upon TxDOT, as was stated by Interview No. 9, above.  What was not 

expected by the interviewees, was TxDOT’s passive aggressiveness towards the LSRD 

project, particularly when it came to the SH-130 project.  The SH-130 project was to be a 

brand-new toll road running east of Austin and San Antonio.  Its original conceptual 

design included right-of-way for the accommodation of freight and passenger rail.  This 

was an important design element to the LSRD, because obtaining new right-of-way is 

both very expensive, and also very difficult to achieve, especially when considering the 

number of landowners who typically come out in opposition to any new highway / right-

of-way initiative.  The State of Texas was successful in obtaining the necessary right-of-

way to build the new toll road, and the cross section of the right-of-way needed to 
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accommodate rail service was provided for.  But then, the TxDOT District Engineer 

responsible for the SH-130 project, weighed-in.  As reported by Interviewee No. 6: 

There was a specific TxDOT district engineer in Austin, a fellow named 
[name redacted]. [Name redacted] never believed that Union Pacific was 
going to move. And in the same way that a decision to do something, 
generally draws the decision, the mechanics to do it... he decided that Union 
Pacific wasn’t moving and therefore he didn’t need to accommodate them 
in his corridor. 
 
If I’m an official, and I come to you and you’re TxDOT, and I say, gosh, 
what do you really think about this rail idea? And the TxDOT guy says, 
well, you know, rail? I don’t think it’ll ever happen. And then the elected 
official goes away saying, well TxDOT doesn’t even think it’s gonna 
happen [so why should I?]. 
 

Former Executive 
Lone Star Rail District 

(Interviewee No. 6) 
 

 SH-130 was built and is operating today.  However, SH-130 is operating without 

the real estate that was critical to support the expanded rail service needed by the LSRD. 

The TxDOT District Engineer was successful in eliminating the rail service component 

from “his” project.  How was this possible?  We can look through the lens of Force Field 

Theory for an answer.  Duxbury, et. al. (2018) summarizes Lewin’s Force Field Theory, 

or “Lewin’s model of planned change”, this way: 

Lewin conceived of change as a modification of two sets of forces, which 
together act to keep a system’s behavior stable: those forces endeavoring to 
keep the system the way it is and those pushing for change.  When both of 
these sets of forces are approximately equal, organizations or systems stay 
the way they are in what Lewin (1947, 1951) termed ‘quasi-stationary 
equilibrium’. 
 

The situation (tension) between the LSRD and TxDOT regarding the SH-130 rail right-

of-way is portrayed in Figure 18 (Andrews, 2022). 



118 

 

 

 

Figure 18.  Force Field Analysis – LSRD v. TxDOT 
Inspired by Duxbury, et. al. (2017) 

(Source:  Andrews, 2022) 
 

 

 In Figure 18, the sphere at the center represents the ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’ 

that was in place once the TxDOT district engineer removed the rail component from the 

SH-130 project.  At this point, in order to change the equilibrium, or the “status quo”, the 

LSRD staff, along with the LSRD Board of Directors, needed to assert enough “force” to 

overcome the TxDOT District Engineer’s and TxDOT’s organizational effort to keep the 

design as-is.  It is evident, from the actual construction of SH-130, that the rail 

component remained eliminated and the TxDOT position prevailed.   

 Which leads to the question, “Why did the LSRD staff and Board of Directors 

lack the necessary power or influence to make TxDOT change their position?”  We can 

look through the lens of Political Economy Theory for that potential answer.  First, it 

should be understood that TxDOT is a state agency reporting to the executive branch of 
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Texas state government.  TxDOT is run by a director, who reports to the state Secretary 

of Transportation, who then reports to the Texas Lieutenant Governor and then the 

Governor.  The LSRD was, during its existence, a local political district reporting to its 

local Board of Directors.  It should be further recognized that the LSRD came into 

existence as a product of the Texas Legislature – it was the brainchild of the legislative 

branch of the Texas government.  While the law establishing the LSRD was signed by the 

Governor of Texas, the LSRD was not an initiative of the Governor’s office and, 

therefore, not a priority of the executive branch of Texas government. 

 So, who had the power or influence between TxDOT and the LSRD looking 

through the lens of political economy?  The TxDOT District Engineer had the power of 

position (he was running the project), had the power of knowledge (was a professional 

engineer with significant seniority and experience), and had the power of the purse (had a 

funded project).  Further, the TxDOT District Engineer had a clear reporting relationship 

to the executive branch of the Texas state government.  Other than being polite and 

taking LSRD’s request into consideration, the TxDOT District Engineer bore no 

allegiance, nor fiduciary responsibility, to the LSRD.   

 In comparison, the LSRD had no direct control over the SH-130 tollway project, 

had no direct control over TxDOT as state department, and had no direct control over the 

TxDOT District Engineer.  The only power the LSRD could bring to the situation was 

through political influence.  That political influence would have to have been exerted 

through the Texas Governor, Texas Lieutenant Governor, or Texas Secretary of 

Transportation.  Those three individuals, if they chose to, could have influenced / directed 

TxDOT and TxDOT’s District Engineer to include the rail right-of-way in the SH-130 
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project.  We know, anecdotally, if the LSRD Board of Directors attempted to exert 

political influence toward the Texas executive branch leadership, the effort was not 

successful. 

 It may be true, as suggested by Interviewee No. 6, that the TxDOT District 

Engineer “never believed that Union Pacific was going to move” [and utilize the “eastern 

bypass”], or it might be that the District Engineer may have seen how Texas Governor 

Perry was handed a stunning defeat over his Trans-Texas Corridor initiative.  This 

researcher doesn’t know the answer, as neither the identified TxDOT key stakeholder, 

nor the District Engineer were interviewed. There may have been no nefarious motivation 

on the part of TxDOT at all – it might have been as simple as budgeting and cost.  It 

could be plausible that TxDOT asked LSRD a question like, “Guys, in order to include 

the land you need for rail, we need buy real estate that is 100 feet wide and 90 miles long.  

Do you have the money to pay for this additional land?  Because we don’t need it for the 

highway component.”  It is plausible, but purely speculative on the part of this researcher, 

that a question similar to this might have been asked.  However, confirming if any actual 

conversation was had between the LSRD and TxDOT regarding the SH-130 project, will 

need to be left to a future researcher. 

 What is certain, is that the removal of the rail portion of SH-130 would eventually 

prove to be devastating to the LSRD project.  This devastation would materialize once 

the UPRR pulled out of the Memorandum of Understanding with the LSRD.  At that 

time, the LSRD would be left with no alternative route plan where right-of-way was 

available to, or owned by, the State of Texas.  Also, not anticipated when the rail portion 

of SH-130 was removed, would be the major fight being experienced by the Texas 
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Central Railway in 2022.  That fight related to attempting to obtain eminent domain 

rights to build its highspeed railway between Houston and Dallas (Alan, 2022a, 2022b) 

and (McDaniel, 2022). 

 Perhaps in hindsight, the leadership of the LSRD might have tried harder to use 

its political influence to get TxDOT to retain the rail portion of SH-130.  Or perhaps, the 

LSRD never had the political influence to exert in the first place.  This research was not 

able to interview anyone with first-hand knowledge of the TxDOT – LSRD negotiations 

to better understand the matter, and the Texas State Library and Archives Commission 

produced no documents related to this question. 

 It is for these reasons that the TxDOT District Engineer is identified as the key 

staff person, along with the three key decision makers, attributed with ending the LSRD’s 

existence.  

Item 8. The Bexar County Judge and President of Union Pacific Railroad 

In the end, two men facilitated the demise of the Lone Star Rail District, Bexar 

County Judge Nelson Wolff, and the CEO of the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR).  While 

the name of the UPRR CEO was not identified in the interviews, based upon research, it 

is believed the CEO was Lance M. Fritz, who was named UPRR’s president and chief 

executive officer on February 5, 2015, when he was also elected to the corporation’s 

board of directors. He became chairman of the board effective October 1, 2015 (See: 

https://www.up.com/aboutup/corporate_info/exec/ ). 

 Two other men, while not ultimately responsible for blowing the final death knell, 

did,  however,  play a very significant role. One man was Bexar County Commissioner - 

Precinct 3, Kevin Wolff (the son of the Bexar County Judge. This relationship is 
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mentioned here for transparency.  There is no evidence, based upon this research, that the 

Wolffs’ family relationship played any role in the demise of the LSRD, whatsoever). The 

other, is the [name redacted] District Engineer for the Texas Department of 

Transportation who is reportedly responsible for the elimination of the rail right-of-way 

in the [then new] SH-130 toll road.   The role of this District Engineer was discussed in 

this paper, previously. 

 In setting the stage for this event, the necessarily different priorities of the LSRD 

and those of San Antonio / Bexar County elected officials should be mentioned.  By 

design, the LSRD staff was singularly focused on the priorities of the LSRD.  The Bexar 

County officials had more at risk, a greater consideration, than just the LSRD.  

Interviewee No. 4 provides some insight: 

You know, we handled it the way we did. You know, we woulda, coulda, 
shoulda.... Could we have put more pressure on Union Pacific to get back 
in? And the answer is, sure we could have, and it would have potentially 
risked our relationship in other areas. We might've been able to win this 
battle, but overall, taken a worse position in the total effort. 
 

Former City Council Member 
Former Chair, Metropolitan Planning Organization 

(Interviewee No. 4) 
 

The evidence shows that the Bexar County elected officials had more at-play than 

just establishing passenger rail service between San Antonio and Austin, and those 

priorities were specifically related to Bexar County and not the LSRD region.  Research 

shows that there were two other rail initiatives that Bexar County officials were 

discussing (or had completed) with the Union Pacific Railroad.  One was a huge 

intermodal terminal that was built in Bexar County.  According to the project 

announcement (American Shipper Staff, 2007): 
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UP starts construction of San Antonio intermodal terminal. 
 
Union Pacific has begun construction of a $90 million intermodal terminal 
outside of San Antonio. 
 
The railroad said the terminal is located strategically between rail lines 
traveling to and from the West Coast and Mexico, and will be used to ship 
and receive containers and trailers with household goods and other items 
supporting retailers and distribution centers, as well as auto parts for the 
new Toyota plant in San Antonio. 
 
The railroad said the terminal would begin processing more than 100,000 
trailers with future growth potential of 250,000 trailers and containers per 
year. 
 
UP expects the construction of the new facility -- being built on 300 acres 
within 1,500 acres acquired between Old Pearsall Road, Interstate 35, and 
loop 410 -- to be completed in late 2008. 
 
The railroad said the facility outside the busy city would provide an 
alternative for the more than 80,000 semi-trucks that currently have to travel 
to rail yards within the San Antonio city limits to pick up or drop off 
containers and trailers. 
 

 Another initiative between Bexar County and the Union Pacific Railroad involved 

taking the 18 miles of existing Union Pacific track that runs from south of downtown to 

Leon Springs and building a rail system from it (Garcia, 2016). According to the article: 

“All through the years, the Union Pacific line has been hanging out there,” 
Nelson Wolff said. “In fact, about two years ago I convinced Union Pacific 
to bring down a passenger train to haul the UTSA band from 1604 to the 
Alamodome.  It was a really neat ride. 
 
“I’ve been out Union Pacific, and, in fact, I plan to go out and see them in 
April at their headquarters.  So, we’ve committed to talk about it, and what’s 
transpired over the years is that a lot of quarry operations are moving to 
Medina County.  The two quarries are the only freight customers on that 
(Union Pacific) line, and once these two customers play out, that line will 
be available” 
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 The purpose of introducing the intermodal facility project and the potential light-

rail project through San Antonio, was to illustrate that the Bexar County elected officials 

had more dealings with the Union Pacific Railroad than just the LSRD. 

 So, considering that the LSRD had been negotiating / communicating with the 

UPRR for years (and had spent a considerable amount of money to hire a consultant to 

conduct the negotiations), how could it be that the Bexar County Judge could just “pick 

up the phone” and summon the Union Pacific Railroad CEO to his office?  Once again, 

as with the TxDOT District Engineer, we can look through the lens of political economy 

for a plausible answer. 

 First off, this researcher believes that the hypothetical meeting presented by 

Interviewee No. 7 (page 91 of this dissertation), actually occurred. It is with the 

presumption that this “hypothetical” meeting occurred, that the political economy lens 

can be applied. 

 A significant component of political economy comes from trust, and often that 

trust is obtained by sharing a mutually-successful project or experience.  The successful 

launch of the UPRR intermodal facility in Bexar County in 2007 was a mutual “win” for 

Nelson Wolff (the Bexar County Judge) and the Union Pacific Railroad.  Later on, in 

2016, Nelson Wolff was to visit Union Pacific headquarters to discuss the operation of a 

passenger rail operation on the UPRR’s “Fredericksburg Line”.  Thus, Judge Wolff had a 

long-standing relationship with the UPRR -- one that was based on trust and reinforced 

by a mutual project success.  Based upon this background, it is not surprising that the 

CEO of the UPRR would take Judge Wolff’s call and accept his invitation to come to San 

Antonio and visit him. 
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 In the end, despite years of discussions between the LSRD negotiators and Union 

Pacific Railroad middle management, an agreement could not be reached to run LSRD 

passenger trains on the Union Pacific rails between San Antonio and Austin.  However, a 

decision to “kill the deal” could be made between these two men in one afternoon.  One 

man, the Bexar County Judge, had the political influence necessary to “call for the 

question” with the only person who had the ultimate authority to approve use of his 

railroad, the President of the Union Pacific Railroad.  The answer was “no”, and shortly 

thereafter the Union Pacific Railroad wrote to the LSRD informing them that the UPRR 

was pulling out of the MOU. 

Unresolved Questions and Limitations at the end of the Interview Study 

 Most every research project winds up with unresolved questions.  This is a natural 

outcome of having limited time, money, and resources.  This research project was no 

different.  To assist future researchers, as well as assist the reader of this research, these 

are the questions and limitations identified at the end of this research. 

Questions 

This research was not able to: 

1. obtain the original Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Union 

Pacific Railroad (UPRR) and the Lone Star Rail District.  What was contained in 

the Memorandum?  Who were the signatories to the MOU? How did it contribute 

to the demise of the LSRD?  Were there “opportunities missed” that may have led 

to a possible success?  Where the elements of the original agreement lost over 

time?  Did key stakeholders who joined the LSRD later in the project, not agree 

with the agreement struck by the original stakeholders? 
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2. obtain the letter from the Union Pacific Railroad addressed to the LSRD 

announcing their termination of the MOU.  What was contained in the letter?  

What specific reasons did the UPRR state for ending the agreement?  What did 

the UPRR specifically say about “leaving the door open” for future discussions or 

opportunities?  Who signed the letter on behalf of the UPRR?  To whom was the 

letter addressed? 

3. communicate with anyone with the Union Pacific Railroad who participated in the 

LSRD project.  Thus, I was not able to receive any first-hand testimony regarding 

the UPRR’s discussions (internal or external), concerns, ideas, nor 

communications related to the LSRD project.  What was the UPRR’s side of the 

story? 

4. obtain any internal documents from the UPRR (emails, letters, reports, etc.) 

related to the LSRD project.  What efforts did the UPRR expend to try to make 

the LSRD project work?  What cautions / concerns did they communicate to the 

LSRD? 

5. communicate with anyone representing the LSRD who had first-hand 

communications with the UPRR involving business negotiations, finances, ideas, 

benefits, common interests, nor concerns.  What efforts were actually made to 

entice the UPRR to participate / help with the project?  Why was the primary 

LSRD negotiator not willing to speak to this researcher? 

6. interview many of the key stakeholders in the Austin, CAMPO area.  Why, when 

the key stakeholders in the San Antonio / Alamo Area very willing to participate 
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in the research study, were the key stakeholders in the Austin / Capital area so 

resistant (or so difficult to connect with)? 

7. schedule an interview with the identified key stakeholder with the Texas 

Department of Transportation. 

8. obtain any written documentation between the Texas Department of 

Transportation and the LSRD regarding the LDRD’s desire to have a railway 

right-of-way included in the SH-360 toll road project and TxDOT’s decision to 

eliminate the railway right-of-way from the SH-360 project. 

And there are some related or outstanding questions: 

9. Why were no written communications between the LSRD and the UPRR 

produced by the Texas State Library and Archives Commission in response to this 

researcher’s request for documents?  And similarly, why were no written 

communications documents between TxDOT and the LSRD provided by the 

Commission? 

10. With the UPRR now pulling out of the MOU, what is the future of the TIF (Tax 

Increment Financing) scheme?  If there is no identified future or timeline for 

passenger rail service to be introduced to those communities (governmental 

entities) that agreed to tax themselves, is it fair to keep taxing them?  Did the TIF 

scheme ever get beyond the conceptual stage? 

Limitations 

Like every research project, this research was limited by time, money and 

resources. But, moreover, this research was limited due to two major factors.  The first 

limitation was due to the fact that the LSRD had ceased to exist and, therefore, there was 
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no operating entity to work with. The second limitation was related to those challenges 

inherent to utilizing interviews.   

In the case of this research, it took significant effort to determine the current 

location and contact information for the key stakeholders identified in Table 17, 

especially when considering that the LSRD ended in 2016 (Table 11), the interviews in 

this research took place in December 2020, and there was no surviving organization to 

help locate the identified key stakeholders.  Once identified and contacted, there were 

still some limitations in scheduling and conducting the interviews, specifically:  

1. In academic research you cannot compel participation (unlike in judicial 

proceedings where law enforcement, the district attorney, and the courts are 

able to compel participation and testimony).  In some cases, key stakeholders 

did not agree to participate in this study.  Some of the reasons for this were 

either stated to this researcher directly, or in some cases, potential reasons 

were proffered by those key stakeholders that did participate in the interviews.  

Examples of why key stakeholders may have elected to not participate in this 

research, are: 

2. Fear.  Interviewee No. 10 was a mid-level staff technical professional with 

the LSRD.  This individual was very enthusiastic about participating in the 

interview in preliminary emails and phone discussions.  However, when 

advised that the interview was to be recorded via Zoom for the sole purpose of 

helping this researcher take notes, the candidate abruptly refused to 

participate.  Even when referred back to the study’s “confidentiality policy”, 

there was no going back.  No amount of cajoling could change the mind of 
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this key stakeholder.  The stakeholder was concerned that something they 

might say, or something I might write, may come back to “hurt them”. 

3. Trust.  When I advised Interviewee No. 6 that I was unable to connect with 

Interview No. 8 (someone with direct knowledge of the business negotiations 

between the LSRD and the UPRR), Interview No. 6 opined that, paraphrasing, 

“he doesn’t know you, and might not trust you, and doesn’t know what your 

agenda is”.  Considering I wrote emails, and left voicemails stating my intent 

and purpose, it’s frustrating when your overture is not returned.  If a key 

stakeholder refuses to enter into an introductory communication with the 

interviewer, there’s not much more that can be done. 

4. Don’t Care.  Some of the key stakeholders, even those currently employed in 

public and government positions, did not respond to initial overtures.  Perhaps 

because this research was not relevant to them?  There was no perceived 

return on the investment of their time?  Or perhaps they were just 

overwhelmed at work, and this research did not raise a level of priority to 

demand their attention?   

5. It’s Bad for Business.  Interview No. 12 played a major consulting role to the 

LSRD, and his/her firm collected a significant amount of money from 

professional fees.  Yet, this interviewee never returned a phone call or email 

from this researcher.  Why would that be?  As a practitioner, I understand the 

role consultants play in the passenger rail industry.  This particular 

consultant’s company lists the LSRD as a prior client on their website.  So, 

why not return this researcher’s calls?  Might there be some LSRD project 
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history that would reflect badly on this consulting company’s ability to attract 

future business?   

6. Bitterness / Hurt Feelings.  Interviewee No. 6 provided some very valuable 

insight when asked about the difficulty of reaching key stakeholders in the 

LSRD.  Paraphrasing, “you have to remember, that a lot of people were very 

committed to this project.  They gave years of their life to this project.  They 

are not happy with the way it ended.  They feel violated.  They feel the 

decision to winddown the LSRD was flawed and unfair.  They have scars and 

many are bitter.  Your research brings all those feelings to the surface.  It’s 

like tearing off an old scab.  Some folks may just want to leave this in the 

past, and not relive it again through your research”. 

Summary 

At the end of the day, after spending nineteen years and tens of millions of 

dollars, the Lone Star Rail District ran out of money, and it ran out of time.  Over those 

19 years, a wide range of decisions were made that could be evaluated in hindsight.  

However, this research focused on the critical events that occurred at the time of the 

LSDR’s demise, and then looked at those prior events that led to those critical events. 

When I first set out to conduct this research, I was expecting to find the typical 

reasons why passenger rail expansions and new passenger rail start-ups in the United 

States fail.  I expected to find a basic lack of funding, taxpayer opposition, environmental 

barriers, and a host of NIMBY (not in my back yard) resistances.  I expected to find 

major resistance to the common need to subsidize the cost of passenger train service.  
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Furthermore, I expected to find resistance from other modes of transportation, highways 

in general, and Southwest Airlines in particular. 

Subsequently, in the beginning of my research, I made considerable effort to 

explain the historical nature of passenger train travel in the United States (Appendix A) 

as well as to explain the history of passenger train financial subsidization in the United 

States (Appendix B).  I wanted to set a historical foundation, from which the reader could 

better understand the operation of passenger trains in the U.S., so that the reader could 

use that historical foundation to help understand the factors observed in the instant case 

of the LSRD.   But I was wrong. None of the anticipated factors I expected to find in the 

case of the Lone Star Rail District were found to be material in its final demise.  This is 

especially true when applying the lens of political economy. 

 On August 16, 2019, twenty Texas state representatives petitioned The Honorable 

Tony Canales, Chair of the House Committee on Transportation to once again, 

Study the feasibility and requirements to initiate an intercity passenger rail 
service between the greater metropolitan areas of Austin and San Antonio, 
including review of opportunities to utilize existing rail along the corridor, 
identify potential funding sources, as well as necessary state contracting 
and infrastructure improvements. (Figure 17). 

Based upon this renewed interest of these State Representatives, it begs the question, 

“Based upon the initial failure of the LSRD, what current obstacles would have to be 

resolved, and/or what different approach would be indicated to improve the chances of 

success commensurate with a new effort?”.  Based upon this research, it appears that the 

chances of the success of a “new” LSRD are the same or even more daunting than were 

existent the first time around, specifically (and in no order of importance): 
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1. There is no indication that the Union Pacific Railroad is willing to provide access 

to its existing rail corridor for the new passenger rail service. 

2. Due to the current Covid 19 pandemic, there is a significant backlog of overseas 

shipping containers throughout the United States, contributing to a national 

supply-chain disruption (Murray, 2021).  If the UPRR was not willing to allow 

access to its rails in 2016, due to business activity then, it is less likely that the 

UPRR would, in the middle or end of the current pandemic, allow access to 

passenger service on its rails now. 

3. With the UPRR not willing to co-mingle freight and passenger service on its 

existing San Antonio to Austin corridor, the need to relocate the UPRR’s freight 

business to another route (i.e., a bypass route) east of I-35 remains critical.  With 

the State eliminating the rail corridor component of the SH-130 tollway project, 

there is no existing state-owned right-of-way to utilize.  Thus, the state would 

need to acquire new right-of-way for the UPRR freight route relocation.    

4. Acquisition of this needed right-of-way will prove to be difficult as it may 

require that resistant landowners be forced to sell their land via an eminent 

domain procedure.  One only has to look at the proposed Texas Central 

Railway high-speed rail corridor between Houston and Dallas to see the 

current difficulties that follow this process.  As recently as December 

2021, the Texas attorney general’s office put its weight behind a 

landowner’s case against the companies developing the controversial 

Dallas-Houston bullet train, arguing they can’t force people to sell parcels 

needed for the high-speed rail project.  Weighing in on the matter at the 
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invitation of the Texas Supreme Court, the attorney general’s office 

offered the latest twist in the nearly decade-long fight over a 240-mile line 

that would connect Dallas and Houston.  While the project has picked up 

support from leaders of urban areas, it’s encountered hard resistance from 

residents of the rural counties on its proposed path (Ura, 2021). 

5. The installed cost of railroad infrastructure is $80 to $100 million per mile 

compared with $10 million for traditional highway infrastructure 

according to Interviewee No. 7.  This is a significant cost premium to 

choose rail v. highway (Obando, 2021). 

6. Since the formal end of the LSRD in 2016, construction to expand I-35 

has been robust and continues during the writing of this report.  

Additionally, there is the advent of “autonomous technology” using 

“managed lanes”.  Using this autonomous technology you can get rail-like 

volumes, whether for goods or for people.  Vehicles can be run very close 

together, the term is called “training”.  According to Interviewee No. 7, 

this technology is disruptive to the traditional rail model and will make the 

traditional passenger train model between San Antonio and Austin 

obsolete. Interviewee No. 7’s opinion is that the “window of opportunity” 

to establish passenger rail between San Antonio and Austin has closed 

(also see Yerkes, 2021). 
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Potential Research Contribution 

Academic Contribution 

With regard to academic research, there is a significant gap in the academic 

literature related to the current state of passenger train growth in the United States. In 

fact, only one academic article was identified during this research, (Minn, 2013), and that 

article was related to high-speed passenger trains (those trains operating at over 125 miles 

per hour).  The article was not applicable to the LSRD, which was to operate at speeds no 

faster than 79 miles per hour.  

This study helps fill the subject matter gap specifically related to passenger trains 

in the United States. It is hoped that this research will also make contribution to 

stakeholder and political economy theory as applied to public and transportation policy.  

It is further hoped that this study will be equally useful to both the academic theorist as 

well as the industry practitioner. 

Ongoing Passenger Rail Projects in the United States 

This study identified several current passenger rail projects in the United States 

that are either proceeding very slowly or are significantly bogged down. Some of these 

projects have been in existence for decades. The projects are attempting to establish new 

or expanded passenger rail service between the following cities, 1) Spokane and Seattle, 

Washington (McDermott, 2020), 2) Baton Rouge and New Orleans, Louisiana (Karlin, 

2018), Detroit, Michigan, and Toronto, Canada (Mondry, 2019), 3) New Orleans, 

Louisiana to Orlando, Florida; and New Orleans, Louisiana, to Mobile, Alabama 

(Hampton, 2017), 4) Portland and Westbrook, Maine (Anderson, 2019), 5) Scranton, 

Pennsylvania, and New York City (Pennsylvania Northeast Regional Railroad Authority, 
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2020), 6) Raleigh, North Carolina, and Richmond, Virginia (WXII 12 Greensboro-

Winston-Salem, 2020), 7) Harrisburg and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (Pennsylvania’s 

Governor’s Office, 2018), and 8) between Cleveland, Columbus, and Cincinnati, Ohio 

(Buchanan, 2019, LeMaster, undated, and Department of Transportation – Federal 

Railroad Administration, 2020). 

By identifying and analyzing the constellation of forces that were at play in the 

Lone Star Rail District, this research hopes to identify lessons that may be learned and 

applied in a generalizable way across an array of similar rail initiatives in Texas and 

across the United States, including the eight rail projects just identified. 

The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 [H.R. 3684] – A Potential 
Renaissance for the Lone Star Rail District? 

 
 On November 6, 2021, Congress passed the Bipartisan Infrastructure Deal 

(Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act), a “once-in-a-generation investment in our 

nation’s infrastructure and competitiveness” (The White House, 2021).  According to the 

White House Fact Sheet, the Act will: 

Make the largest investment in passenger rail since the creation of 
Amtrak.  U.S. passenger rail lags behind the rest of the world in reliability, 
speed, and coverage.  China already has 22,000 miles of high-speed rail, 
and is planning to double that by 2035. The legislation positions rail to play 
a central role in our transportation and economic future. Investing $66 
billion in additional rail funding to eliminate the Amtrak maintenance 
backlog, modernize the Northeast Corridor, and bring world-class rail 
service to areas outside the northeast and mid-Atlantic.  This is the largest 
investment in passenger rail since Amtrak’s creation, 50 years ago and will 
create safe, efficient, and climate-friendly alternatives for moving people 
and freight. 
 

Fact Sheet:  The Bipartisan Infrastructure Deal 
The White House Briefing Room 

November 06, 2021 
 



136 

 

 On November 15, 2021, “President Joe Biden signed his $1.2 trillion bipartisan 

infrastructure package into law, opening up federal funds for railroads, bridges, mass 

transit, broadband and utilities. It will include…. $66 billion for freight and passenger rail 

including upgrading Amtrak, and pumping $39 billion into public-transit systems” 

(Mordock, 2021). 

 On February 7, 2022, Paul Nissenbaum, Associate Administrator, Office of 

Railroad Policy and Development for the Federal Railroad Administration, published the 

agency’s Request for Information (RFI) for the Corridor Identification and Development 

Program in the Federal Register (Federal Register, February 7, 2022).  This Request for 

Information is the first step in identifying how the passenger rail expansion funds 

contained in Infrastructure Act will be spent. An important term contained in the RFI is 

“Service Development Plan”, or SDP (page 6939).  Page 6940 contains language 

regarding the “Selectivity of the Program”, specifically, “FRA must solicit and select 

intercity passenger corridor proposals for development under the Program, and must 

partner with the entity that submitted the proposal to prepare an SDP for a selected 

proposal.” 

 The Lone Star Rail District had no initial funding and struggled every year to 

either obtaining through the annual contributions of its constituent political entities, or to 

obtain federal funding through study grants.  Without significant funding, especially for 

capital contributions to the Union Pacific Railroad, the project was never going to be 

successful.   

The passing of the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act could change all of 

that.  If the LSRD were to be reactivated, it could be in a position to apply for significant 
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federal money (hundreds of millions of dollars) to establish the San Antonio to Austin 

passenger rail corridor under the FRA Corridor Identification and Development 

Program. Typically, freight railroads are much more receptive to entertain the operation 

of passenger trains on their lines, if the passenger train operator is able to bring 

significant capital investment to increase the freight railroad’s “capacity”.   

The current rail line between San Antonio and Austin is “single track”.  It would 

be interesting to see, as an example, if the LSRD approached the UPRR with the funds to 

add an additional track, adjacent to the existing track, rendering the line a “double track” 

railroad, if the receptiveness of the UPRR would change.   

Significant money can often change people’s minds.  It will be interesting to see if 

the LSRD, or its successor agency, would be interested in making application to the FRA 

under the Corridor Identification and Development Program.  Interviewee No. 4, as a 

Texas State Representative, is a signatory to the letter requesting that rail service between 

San Antonio and Austin still be established (Figure 17).  This new federal funding may 

present a new opportunity to establish San Antonio – Austin passenger rail service.  It is 

hoped that this research will provide a beneficial contribution to a potential Renaissance 

of the Lone Star Rail District. 

In addition to the direct funding of expanded passenger rail service, the White 

House also touted the benefit of the Act on its impact to not only increase transportation 

options for people of color, the elderly and people with disabilities, but also its potential 

to reduce greenhouse emissions. Specifically, the Act will: 

Improve transportation options for millions of Americans and reduce 
greenhouse emissions through the largest investment in public transit 
in U.S. history.  America’s public transit infrastructure is inadequate – with 
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a multibillion-dollar repair backlog, representing more than 24,000 buses, 
5,000 rail cars, 200 stations, and thousands of miles of track, signals, and 
power systems in need of replacement. Communities of color are twice as 
likely to take public transportation and many of these communities lack 
sufficient public transit options.   The transportation sector in the United 
States is now the largest single source of greenhouse gas emissions. The 
legislation includes $39 billion of new infrastructure to modernize transit, 
in addition to continuing existing transit programs for five years as part of 
surface transportation reauthorization.  In total, the new investments and 
reauthorization in the Bipartisan Infrastructure Deal provide $89.9 billion 
in guaranteed funding for public transit over the next five years – the largest 
Federal investment in public transit in history.  The legislation will expand 
public transit options across every state in the country, replace thousands of 
deficient transit vehicles, including buses, with clean zero emission 
vehicles, and improve accessibility for the elderly and people with 
disabilities 
 

Fact Sheet:  The Bipartisan Infrastructure Deal 
The White House Briefing Room 

November 06, 2021 
 

As previously indicated, it is hoped that this research will provide a beneficial 

contribution to a potential Renaissance of the Lone Star Rail District.  If this Renaissance 

is achieved, in addition to providing rail service between San Antonio and Austin, 

disenfranchised members of the community and the environment should also benefit. 

Practical Implications for Passenger Rail Public Policy 

 This research may provide assistance to those passenger rail operators (current 

and future) who wish to be a component of the Green Economy or to assist in reducing 

the United States’ dependence upon fossil fuels. 

 Passenger rail’s potential to participate in the Green Economy is significant.  Part 

of this potential was discussed earlier in this paper as part of President Biden’s 

Infrastructure Bill, specifically with the aim of reducing greenhouse gasses.  While it is 

typically understood that a great deal of these greenhouse gas reductions would result 
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from reducing the number of automobiles on the highways, the same is also true for 

shifting passenger travel from airplanes to trains.   

In his paper, Miller (2020), outlines the savings in per-passenger CO2 emissions 

using rail rather than air travel in the northeastern U.S. (p.1).  His research focused on the 

Northeast Corridor of the United States and those rail routes operated by Amtrak.  The 

study results show that, “rail travel has generally lower CO2 emissions than air travel, 

with substantially lower emissions for electrified segments of the Amtrak System” (p.1).  

While the approximately 100-mile route between San Antonio and Austin does not lend 

itself to air travel, the approximately 240-mile route distance between Houston and 

Dallas, proposed by the Texas Central Railway (under development) would compete with 

air travel, and this railroad is to be fully electrified. 

In addition to already being environmentally competitive, electrically powered 

railroad vehicle design continues to advance, making new electric trains even more 

efficient.  In his Financial Times article, Wright (2021), discusses the electrification of 

major portions of the United Kingdom’s rail system and points out the environmental 

benefit of switching from diesel powered trains to those that are powered by electricity.  

In addition to faster acceleration and a quieter interior noise level for passengers, Wright 

points out the corresponding reduction in fossil fuel use.  In his article, Wright also 

interviews Steven Hart, lead strategic planner for the UK’s Network Rail, who reports 

that: 

Dizzying advances are possible because of the billions of dollars being 
invested in greening motor vehicles. We’re taking a lot of advances that 
have been made in the automotive sector and we’re directly translating that 
into a rail environment.  We’re almost able to ride the coattails of the 
research and development that’s happening in the automotive sector. 
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Steven Hart, Lead Strategic Planner 

U.K. Network Rail 
Financial Times 

December 6, 2021 
 

While railways are working to electrify their routes, and electric train technology 

is advancing, that will not reduce the reliance on fossil fuels if the electricity the trains 

are using originates from a fossil fuel-powered power plant.  What might this mean if 

there were to be a Renaissance of the Lone Star Rail District?   

If the LSRD was to materialize, and its passenger trains were to be powered by 

electricity, a case could be made that the LSRD passenger trains would provide “zero-

emission, fossil fuel-free” transportation.  The reason for that is due to the South Texas 

Project Electric Generating Station (STPEGS). 

According to their website (STPNOC, n.d.), STPEGS is one of the newest and 

largest nuclear power facilities in the nation. STP’s two units produce 2,700 megawatts 

of carbon-free electricity, providing clean energy to two million Texas homes. The plant 

is located about 90 minutes southwest of Houston, near Bay City, Texas. STP’s reactors 

went online in August 1988 and June 1989, and are the sixth and fourth youngest, 

respectively, of the nation’s nuclear operating plants.  STP Nuclear Operating Company 

manages the plant for its owners, who share its energy in proportion to their ownership 

interest; Austin Energy, 16 percent; CPS Energy (San Antonio), 40 percent; and NRG 

Energy, Inc., 44 percent.   

So, hypothetically, since the cities of Austin and San Antonio both derive some of 

their electricity from nuclear power plants, a case could be made that if the San Antonio 
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to Austin rail corridor were to be electrified, the LSRD passenger trains would provide 

“zero-emission, fossil fuel-free” transportation.  This claim could not be made by those 

electrified portions of railroads that receive their electricity from fossil fuel-burning 

electric generating plants.                 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The establishment of new passenger rail service in the United States is complex, 

lengthy, and expensive. Multiple conflicting project priorities must be managed, along 

with addressing the needs of multiple stakeholders (many of whom may have competing 

priorities), all while balancing the multiplicity of project management tasks and program 

funding. Major project components may include negotiating with the freight railroads, 

negotiating with the community and elected officials, real estate and property purchases, 

obtaining federal grants, completing the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) process, 

and winning overall community support.  

With the benefit of hindsight, the Lone Star Rail District was plagued from the 

beginning by five major obstacles, 1) there was no initial nor regular on-going funding, 2) 

there was no central cheerleader or identifiable leader for the project, 3) there was no 

statewide entity willing to provide the project management necessary for an initiative of 

this size and scope,  4) there was no existing passenger rail service in the area, and thus, 

citizens were not accustomed to traveling by rail, and 5) the project relied upon the 

approval of a monopoly stakeholder, the Union Pacific Railroad, for project success.  All 

five or these hinderances still exist today.  A sixth project hinderance has now emerged, 

represented by autonomous highway vehicle technology, which may over time, present a 

significant disruptive technology when compared with traditional passenger rail. 
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The success of the LSRD was also curtailed due to the latent effects of two prior 

political failures related to rail, the Texas Trans-Corridor project and the San Antonio 

Streetcar project.  Both or these projects were discussed in the Research Motivation 

section of this paper.  These two projects were important because these failures reduced 

the amount of political capital willing to be spent by Texas governors Perry and Abbot, as 

well as San Antonio City Manager Sheryl Sculley. 

The findings of this research are especially applicable to any future re-attempt to 

study, or to actually establish, passenger rail service between San Antonio and Austin, as 

was requested by the twenty Texas State Representatives in their letter to The Honorable 

Tony Canales, Chair of the House Committee on Transportation of August 16, 2019 

(Figure 17).   

As Interviewee No. 1, a former city manager, stated in their interview, “It’s so 

easy to stop a project.  It’s hard to get things done”.   

As is true for many research projects, this project was limited in size and scope, 

and additional questions and areas of research were identified during this study.  

As this study focused on the failure of a single passenger rail project (the Lone 

Star Rail District) in a single-case study, a dual-case study, comparing the failure of the 

LSRD to that of a successful passenger rail service start-up should be considered.  This 

dual-case study could compare and contrast the factors that led to the respective success 

and failure of the two organizations. It is recommended that a future research effort 

compare the failure of the Lone Star Rail District to the success of the New Mexico Rail 

Runner Express.   
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The Rail Runner is New Mexico’s first commuter rail service. Inaugurated in 

2006, it provides service seven days a week to 15 stations along a 96.5-mile corridor that 

runs through Valencia, Bernalillo, Sandoval and Santa Fe counties, linking numerous 

communities and tribes (Rio Metro Regional Transit, n.d.).  The report entitled, Belen to 

Santa Fe Commuter Rail Project Development History – October 2009, as published by 

the New Mexico Department of Transportation, is an excellent source of information for 

those individuals who want to review the history of the New Mexico Rail Runner. 

In comparison, the LSRD route between the Austin and San Antonio city-centers 

would have been approximately 80 miles long and the extended LSRD route, from 

Georgetown to the Texas A&M campus on the southside of San Antonio, would have 

been an estimated 118 miles.  However, based primarily upon the Trans Texas Corridor 

defeat, neither Texas Governor Perry nor Texas Governor Abbott was willing to expend 

any political capital on the passenger rail in general and the LSRD in particular (Abbott 

has opportunity to steer clear, 2017).   

In comparison, New Mexico’s Governor Bill Richardson was the undeniable 

champion for New Mexico’s Rail Runner Express.  Through the academic lens of 

political economy, Governor Richardson used every bit of influence he could to achieve 

his goal, while the Texas governors were not prepared to use any political capital.  In 

fact, in Governor Greg Abbot’s political campaign, he denounced passenger rail and 

advised that he would not support passenger rail if elected. 

 A comparison of support / outcome factors for each rail system can be found in 

Table 12. 

 



144 

 

Table 12.   
Support / Outcome Comparison NMRR v. LSRD 

Criteria NMRR LSRD 
Route Length 96.5 miles 80 to 118 miles 
Host Railroad 

Resistance 
Low (New Mexico 

bought BNSF rail line) High 

Support of State 
Governor Full None 

Identifiable project 
“Cheerleader” Governor None 

Initial State Legislative 
Funding Yes No 

Prior political failures No Yes 
State DOT support High None to low 

Project management 
expertise / leadership High Low 

Government entity 
coordination Cohesive Fragmented 

Project defined Yes No 
Project scope / funding 

put to voter (or 
legislative) approval 

Yes No 

Time to become 
operational from 

beginning of process 

1st Phase (35 months) 
2nd Phase (+ 5 months) 
3rd Phase (+ 4 months) 

Never reached the first 
phase – 

shut down after 19 years 

(Source: Andrews, 2022) 

Conclusion 

While passenger rail service has significantly grown in some parts of the United 

States, as evidenced by the new Brightline / Virgin Rail USA service in Florida and the 

expansion of passenger rail service in the State of Virginia, there has been significant 

resistance to the growth of passenger rail service in Texas, as evidenced by the demise of 

the Lone Star Rail District (LSRD) in 2016. Why the resistance? This exploratory 
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research provides insights that address that question by identifying the contributing 

factors that led to the LSRD’s failure.  A political economy framework incorporated a 

stakeholders’ perspective in an analysis of LSRD’s termination.  An archival document 

study was used to identify key stakeholders and to then inform the design of, and the 

questions used in, an interview study of those key stakeholders. This research identified 

eight factors that contributed to the demise of the LSRD; 1) prior rail / transit failures in 

Texas; 2) structure of the Texas legislation; 3) inadequate political support; 4) 

organizational paralysis; 5) resistance from the Texas Department of Transportation; 6) 

flawed strategy; 7) disruptive technology; and 8) the Bexar County (Texas) Judge and the 

president of the Union Pacific Railroad. Although hundreds of individuals were involved 

during the LSRD’s nineteen-year history, in the end, three key decision makers and one 

key staff person were attributed with ending the organization’s existence.   

By identifying and analyzing the constellation of forces that were at play in the 

Lone Star Rail District, lessons were learned that could be applied (or avoided) across an 

array of similar rail initiatives, not only in Texas, but throughout the United States.    A 

clear and identifiable political champion; adequate funding; competent project 

management; a clear project design and budget; a cooperating Class-1 freight railroad 

partner; adequate property ownership or right-of-way access; and an economically 

competitive alternative to automated highway vehicle technology; should all be 

considered necessary elements for the success of future passenger rail expansion projects. 

This research fills a gap in the academic literature related to the development of 

passenger rail service in the United States.  This research is also timely due to the 

enactment of The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 [H.R. 3684], which was 
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signed into law by President Joe Biden on November 15, 2021.  The Act authorized the 

funding of $66 billion for freight and passenger rail including upgrading Amtrak and 

pumping $39 billion into public-transit systems.  On February 7, 2022, the Federal 

Railroad Administration published the agency’s Request for Information (RFI) for the 

Corridor Identification and Development Program in the Federal Register.  It is 

anticipated that this research will be found to be useful by those entities who will be 

attempting to expand and launch new passenger rail services by taking advantage of this 

new funding source. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PASSENGER TRAIN TRAVEL IN THE UNITED STATES 

My purpose in explaining the history of passenger rail in the United States, is to 

attempt to “set the table” in order to identify the “typical” stakeholders who will be 

present in any discussion regarding the expansion of passenger rail service.  I also want to 

present major shifts in “thinking” and “relationships” that have occurred over time, and to 

look for repetitive patterns which may emerge as I study the LSRD. 

After World War II, passenger rail travel in the United States was the envy of the 

world, right up until the creation of the Boeing 707 jet-airplane and the development of 

President Eisenhower’s Interstate Highway System.  With the advent of jet air travel 

dramatically shrinking the time it took to fly from the Pacific to the Atlantic, and the 

independence of “seeing the USA in your Chevrolet” via new concrete super-highways, 

the popularity of passenger train travel in the US dramatically and quickly declined. 

Between an 18-year span following the year after World War II, 1946, passenger traffic 

declined from 770 million to 298 million by 1964 (The Decline of Rail Travel: Three 

Decades of Turmoil, 2018).  While passenger trains remained a viable mode of 

transportation for suburban to center city commuter service and for some reasonably 

close intercity-pairs (such as the Northeast Corridor), most long-distance intercity train 

travel shifted to the airlines.  By 1970, airlines carried 73% of passenger travel. Railroads 

carried a scant 7.2% (Boyd & Pritcher, 1999). 

Compounding this trend of losing tremendous market share, was the problematic 

fact that passenger trains never paid for themselves on a fully-allocated cost basis and had 
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to be subsidized by the private railroads’ freight operations. By the 1950s total industry 

losses on passenger rail service was over $700 million (The Decline of Rail Travel: Three 

Decades of Turmoil, 2018).  Making a bad situation even worse was that passenger trains 

were regulated by the U.S. Interstate Commerce Commission and the federal government 

forced the freight railroads to continue to operate unprofitable, often empty, passenger 

trains via federal fiat, bringing many railroads close to, or actually having to, declare 

bankruptcy.  Today, all passenger rail travel in the USA must be heavily tax-payer 

subsidized attracting regular scrutiny as to why passenger rail transportation cannot pay 

for itself or make a profit, “like the airlines do” (Costen, 2001) [Author’s note:  One 

could argue that airlines are heavily subsidized also since they do not build nor maintain 

airports, air traffic control, etc. Thus, they may make a profit because they do not pay the 

true costs of their operations.]  Further, the current scope of inter-city passenger train 

capacity in the United States is a miniscule fraction of what it was in its heyday of the 

1930s to 1950s. 

In order to assist in my evaluation of the LSRD, I have attempted to first 

understand the history of the development and growth of passenger rail in America, as 

well as its funding history, so that the local experience of the LSRD may be viewed in the 

overall context of the history of passenger rail in the United States.  I have included a 

timeline with significant dates in U.S. passenger railroad history in Figure 18 (Andrews, 

2019). 

Figure 19.  Time periods / significant dates in United States passenger railroad 
history.  (Andrews, 2019) 
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July 4, 1828 

 
Cornerstone was laid by Thomas Carroll to form the 
first commercial railroad in the United States, the 
Baltimore and Ohio (DeBoer and Kaufman, 2002, p. 
36).  

Mid-1850s The building of railroads helped to open the frontier 
west of the Allegheny Mountains to settlement and 
ultimately, to statehood (DeBoer and Kaufman, 2002, p. 
38). 

1858 George Pullman was inspired to build a rail car with 
sleeping berths after making a miserable overnight 
journey across New York state in a makeshift sleeping 
car (Nilsson, 2009). 

1862 George Pullman forms the Pullman Palace Car 
Company (Nilsson, 2009). 

May 10, 1869 The completion of the Trans-Continental Railroad 
(Driving of the “golden spike” in Promontory Summit, 
Utah Territory) (Four Special Spikes, n.d.) 

1869 – 1946  Passenger trains represent the primary mode of inter-
city transportation in the United States. 

May 8, 1945 World War II ends. United States railroads began to 
equip their passenger fleets with new equipment in the 
1950s hoping to retain passengers and ward off ever 
increasing competition from the automobile and the 
airplane (the development of jet propulsion only 
worsened the situation) (The Decline of Rail Travel: 
Three Decades of Turmoil, 2018, November 26).   

June 29, 1956 The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 (popularly 
known as the National Interstate and Defense Highway 
Act (Public Law 84-627) was enacted when President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower signed the bill into law 
(Congress Approves the Federal-Aid Highway Act, 
1956).  
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 With an original authorization of $25 billion for the 
construction of 41,000 miles of the Interstate Highway 
System supposedly over a 10-year period, it was the 
largest public works project in American history at that 
time (Congress Approves the Federal-Aid Highway Act, 
1956). 

Dec. 20, 1957 First flight of the Boeing 707 (Kjelgaard, 2007). 

1946 – 1964  Between an 18-year span following the year after World 
War II, 1946, rail passenger traffic declined from 770 
million to 298 million by 1964 (The Decline of Rail 
Travel: Three Decades of Turmoil, 2018, November 
26).    

The 1960s Saw the end of the government’s lucrative mail 
contracts it held with the railroads and only furthered 
the decline as its loss was a severe blow to passenger 
traffic earnings (The Decline of Rail Travel: Three 
Decades of Turmoil, 2018, November 26).   

May 1, 1971 The National Railroad Passenger Corporation (NRPC), 
doing business as Amtrak, is established to provide 
medium and long-distance passenger railroad service in 
the United States.  The new system incorporates 20 
privately operated intercity passenger rail systems, 
removing that economic burden from private railroads 
(Amtrak – A History of America’s Railroad, n.d.) 

Feb. 5, 1976 The Railroad Revitalization and Regulatory Reform 
Act of 1976 was signed.  Often called the "4R Act”, it is 
a federal law that established the basic outlines of 
regulatory reform in the railroad industry and provided 
transitional operating funds following the 
1970 bankruptcy of Penn Central Transportation 
Company. The law approved the "Final System Plan" 
for the newly created Conrail and authorized acquisition 
of  Northeast Corridor tracks and facilities by Amtrak 
(Railroad Revitalization and Regulatory Reform Act of 
1976, 1976). 
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Oct. 14, 1980 The Staggers Rail Act of 1980 was passed as a Federal 
Law that deregulated the American railroad industry to 
a significant extent, and it replaced the regulatory 
structure that had existed since the 1887 Interstate 
Commerce Act (Staggers Rail Act of 1980, 1980). 

1980 – 2018 Virtually all passenger train operations in the United 
States are operated by governmental railroad agencies 
and publicly supported via taxpayer subsidies. 

January 2018 Brightline begins higher-speed passenger-rail service in 
South Florida (Brightline to begin higher-speed 
passenger-rail service in South Florida Saturday, 
2018, January 11). 

November 2018 After announcing rebrand, Virgin Trains USA, formerly 
Brightline, files to go public (Wile, 2018, November 
17). 
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APPENDIX B 

THE HISTORY OF PASSENGER TRAIN FINANCIAL SUBSIDATION IN THE 

UNITED STATES 

 To help understand the potential role of taxpayers in passenger rail subsidization, 

I conducted a brief historical review.  This review is related to my study of the LSRD in 

that I anticipate that taxpayer resistance to passenger rail subsidization may be present as 

I identify and investigate the LSRD stakeholders.  I will not only look to see if the LSRD 

management had a good understanding of the historical role of passenger train taxpayer 

subsidization, but also whether the LSRD attempted to educate its stakeholders about this 

historical funding relationship. 

 Passenger rail transportation in the United States has never been self-supporting; 

it has always required subsidization to “break even” (yet alone to make a profit).  The 

historical evidence is as follows: 

 Railroads (in general) and passenger travel by rail (by association) were originally 

subsidized by Federal and State land grants through a process called “Checkerboarding”.  

Checkerboarding was used to assist the railroads and played a large role in the settlement 

of the West (Land Grants and the Decline of the Railroads, n.d.). As the railroads 

matured, their freight-traffic profits were used to subsidize their passenger train losses 

(The Decline of Rail Travel: Three Decades of Turmoil, 2018).   These losses were 

tolerable until the mid-1950s, with the advent of the Interstate Highway System and the 

Boeing 707 jet airplane. 

 The railroads’ passenger train losses were alleviated with the creation of the 

National Railroad Passenger Corporation (Amtrak) in 1971 when subsidization shifted 
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from private corporations (the railroads) to the US Government (introducing direct 

taxpayer subsidy for the first time).  From the formation of Amtrak in 1971 to the present 

day, passenger rail operations in the USA have been operated by governmental entities 

and subsidized with taxpayer funds in order to “break even”. 

 During my literature review I found that Sweden’s new high-speed rail project 

would require tax-payer subsidization as it is heavily unprofitable in cost-benefit analysis 

calculations with a Benefit-Cost Ratio of 0.6.  This means the project is expected to yield 

only 60 euro cents for each euro spent (Ronnie, 2019). 

Historical relationships affecting passenger rail transportation in the U.S. 

 Throughout history, U.S. passenger trains have been subsidized (i.e., they have 

not ever paid for themselves when considering fully-allocated costs).  As the United 

States was being settled, the United States government provided railroads with land 

grants to entice the railroads to grow and develop (assisting the exploration and 

settlement of the United States).  The real estate subsidy model. Over time, losses 

(covered by subsidies) passed from private industry (railroads) to the government 

(Amtrak and state and local governments).  And remains that way today. 

 Intermodal changes in technology (jet airplanes and the interstate highway 

system) contributed to the decades-long decline of passenger rail travel in the United 

States. “Old / established” modes of transportation “pay” for the development / 

establishment of “new” transportation modes (through public policy and public funding).  

Some of this help is very purposeful and overt, while some is covert, resulting from 

government “putting its thumb on the scale” (backing the “winner” technology). The 

United States government played a role in “hurting” passenger railroads when they 
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transferred the lucrative U.S. Mail contract from trains to airplanes (to assist the start-up 

of the airline industry as a “new form of transportation”).  The United States 

additionally hurt railroads by regulating them.  Railroads grew and flourished once 

railroads were de-regulated (and could operate in a free-market system). 

 Significant intermodal competition (airline vs. high-speed passenger rail) exists in 

some U.S. markets.  This remains true today (i.e., Southwest Airlines). The vast majority 

of railroad tracks in the United States are owned by private industry and not by the 

government.  Property-owner rights / government eminent-domain limitations severely 

limit the ability to start new passenger rail routes in the United States. 

 As long as passenger rail is government-subsidized, the funding for passenger rail 

will have to compete against other uses for tax money, bringing significant taxpayer 

resistance.   Resulting in a Public Policy debate.  With the start-up of a new privately-

owned passenger rail operation in Florida (originally called “Brightline”, now re-branded 

as “Virgin Rail USA”), for the first time in decades, there is a non-government entity 

making a serious effort to provide passenger rail transportation.  And this company is 

subsidizing the passenger-rail losses via real estate development. 

Integration of the historical relationships with current events as viewed in the  
Brightline / Virgin Rail USA context 

 
 The use of private money nullifies the need (and the competitive resistance) for 

public funding through taxes and subsidies. The use of real estate money to offset 

passenger train operating losses has a connection to the original federal land-grants that 

were provided to support the original settling of America. 
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 Virgin Group (Sir Richard Branson’s enterprise) operates high-speed rail in the 

United Kingdom as well as owns an airline (Virgin Atlantic).  Virgin is also a marketing / 

branding powerhouse.  Thus, the new “Virgin Rail USA” could be well placed to counter 

Southwest Airlines’ competitive resistance against the development of high-speed rail in 

Texas (Powell, 1995). 

 The use of real estate income to subsidize passenger train operations, while new 

to the United States, is a well-established practice in Europe and the United Kingdom 

(Peters, 2009 and Prowley, 2017).   
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APPENDIX C 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR SEMI-STUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

REVISION 6/27/20 
 

Section 1 – Introduction 
 
You have been identified as a stakeholder in the activities of the former Lone Star Rail 
District (LSRD) in Texas. 
 
As background, the predecessor of the Lone Star Rail District was the Austin-San 
Antonio Rail District (ASARD).  The ASARD was signed into law by Texas Governor 
George W. Bush and became effective on September 1, 1997.  In 2002, the ASARD 
changed its name to the Lone Star Rail District and held its first meeting. The LSRD 
continued operating until 2016 when it essentially failed to exist via a loss of funding. 
 
This research project aims to determine why the Lone Star Rail District failed. Your 
insights are important to understanding why. 
 
� Note:  Starred items are considered “must ask” questions.  If time becomes limited, 

make sure to ask these questions. 
 
 
Section 2 – About You 
 
 

1. What was your role in the LSRD and how did you come to be in that position? 
 

 
2. As a LSRD stakeholder, whose interests were you representing and what were 

those interests?   
 

Prompt as needed: 
 

• Member of the LSRD staff 
• Government representative to the LSRD 
• Consultant to the LSRD 
• Community advocate 
• Interest group representative 
• Competitor of new rail service 
• Elected official or staff member (not on the LSRD board) 
• Political lobbyist 
• Union Pacific Railroad representative 

� 

� 
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• Individual citizen / business owner / property owner 
• Other 

 
 

3. When were you involved in the Lone Star Rail District?  What time period? 
 

From ______________________ to __________________________ 
 
 

4. What do you believe were the pros and cons of LSRD?  
 

 
Prompt:  In your view, did the pros outweigh the cons, or vice versa? 

 
 

Section 3 – About the Management of the Lone Star Rail District 
 
 

5. Based upon your experience, how would you describe the general day-to-day 
management of the Lone Star Rail District?  Strengths? Weaknesses? 

 
 

6. How would you describe the extent to which the Lone Star Rail District needed 
the support of its governmental sponsors and elected officials? 

 
 

7. How would you describe the level of government and elected official support that 
the LSRD actually received? 

 
 

8. With regard to the money that the Lone Star Loan District received, how did you 
observe money being spent? 
 
 
Prompt if needed:  Can you give me any examples of good uses / bad uses of the 

       funds? 
 
 
Prompt if needed:  What is your overall assessment of the LSRD’s fiduciary 

            (financial) responsibility? 
 
 

9. What were your observations relating to the Lone Star Rail District’s attention to 
community concerns? 

� 

� 

� 



171 

 

Prompt if needed:  Can you give me any examples of where the LSRD did a good 
       job in addressing community concerns?  Any examples where 
       you believe it fell short? 
 

Prompt if needed:  What is your overall assessment of the LSRD’s attentiveness 
       to community concerns? 

 
 

10. Considering the legislation that was the basis for the creation of the LSRD, based 
upon your experience, how would you compare the LSRD’s strategic vision to the 
original legislation? 
   

 
Prompt if needed:  Did the LSRD’s strategic vision change over the period you 

       were involved? 
 

 
11. How would you best describe the execution of the LSRD’s strategic vision? 

 
 

Section 4 – About Stakeholder Interests 
 
 

12. In your opinion, which stakeholders exerted the most influence in trying to 
promote the new rail service between Austin and San Antonio?  

 
 

13. In your opinion, which stakeholders exerted the most influence in trying to 
obstruct the new rail service between Austin and San Antonio?  

  
 
Section 5 – Significant Events 

 
 

14. With regard to your time with the LSRD, can you recall any turning points that 
you believed were significant with regard to the advancement or the hinderance of 
the LSRD? 

 
 

15. Were there any strategic decisions made by the LSRD, that in hindsight, did not 
get the desired results? 

 
 
Prompt if needed:  If so, how could a different decision / path might have gotten 

       the desired result? 

� 

� 

� 

� 
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16. In your opinion, who or what was ultimately responsible for the outcome? What, 

if anything, do you think should have been done differently? 
 
 
Section 6 – The Future 
 
 

17. What are your current thoughts regarding new passenger rail service between San 
Antonio and Austin? 
 

 
18. In August of 2019, twenty members of the Texas House of Representatives wrote 

to the Honorable Terry Canales, Chair of the House Committee on 
Transportation, urging that the committee “consider and study the potential for 
intercity passenger rail, with initial focus on the greater Austin-San Antonio 
corridor, during this legislative interim”.  

 
Based upon your work with the Lone Star Rail District, what reaction do you have 
to this most recent request? 

 
 

Interviewer Notes:  These questions are designed to reveal what logic 
structures the thinking of stakeholders:  Economic? Political? 
Environmental?  And what values are being expressed here. 

 
 
19. If respondent was opposed: “What do you think the best argument or reason 

would be to renew an effort to establish passenger rail in this corridor? 
 

20. If respondent was supportive: “What do you think the best argument or reason 
would be to oppose a future effort to establish rail in this corridor?” 

 
21. Why do you think that would be a powerful argument? 

 
 
Section 7 – Follow-up Questions 
 
 

22. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience with the 
Lone Star Rail District? 

 
 

23. Is there a question that I should have asked you that I haven’t asked? 
 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 
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24. Are there other stakeholders & public figures that you think I’d benefit from 

talking to? 
 
 
Thank you for your time and thoughtful answers! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

� 
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APPENDIX D 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 

Permission to Take Part in a Human Research Study 
 
Title of Research:    
 

The Demise of the Lone Star Rail District:  A Case Study in the Failure to Expand 
Passenger Rail in Texas 
 

Investigator and Department: 
  

Robert C. Andrews, Jr., P.E., M.Sc. 
Doctoral Student – 2021 Cohort 
Executive Doctorate in Business Administration 
Fox School of Business 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 
 

We are inviting you to take part in a research study because you have been 
identified as a Stakeholder in the Lone Star Rail District (LSRD). 
 

What should I know about this research? 
 

• Someone will explain this research to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held against you. 
• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

 
Who can I talk to about this research? 
 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
contact the following: 
 

Robert C. Andrews, Jr., P.E., M.Sc. 
Doctoral Student – 2021 Cohort 
Executive Doctorate in Business Administration 
Fox School of Business 
Philadelphia. Pennsylvania 
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(361) 548-8787 cell phone 
robert.andrews@temple.edu   via e-mail 
 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. 
You may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for 
any of the following reasons: 

• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the 
research team. 

• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

 
Why is this research being done? 

 
To determine where the resistance came from that led to the failure of the Lone 
Star Rail District, which in-turn, has prevented the establishment of passenger rail 
service between San Antonio and Austin, Texas, by applying stakeholder theory, 
and by potentially applying political economy analysis.  The research hopes to 
identify factors that are both generalizable, as well as instructive, in order to assist 
those entities who may need to evaluate the potential development or expansion 
of passenger rail service in the future. 
  

How long will I be in this research? 
 

We expect that you will be in this research for approximately one hour. 
 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 
 

• Respondents will be interviewed to collect their direct knowledge, 
thoughts, and opinions related to the Lone Star Rail District. 

• The interviews will occur only on one day and will last approximately one 
hour. 

• The interviews may be conducted in-person, over the telephone, or via 
Skype. 

• If at any point you’d like to offer remarks 'off the record,' just say so. If 
that is the case, you may be quoted anonymously in the study, and never in 
a way that could lead the quote back to you. 

• If requested, you will be allowed to see how what you said will be used 
prior to the completion of the research.  
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Will being in this research help me in any way? 
 

We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from taking part in this research. 
However, by participating in the interview you may have a chance to reflect upon 
why the Lone Star Rail District failed in its stated mission. Additionally, at the 
conclusion of the research, you will be provided a written follow-up with the 
aggregated results, if you desire.  

 
What happens to the information collected for this research? 
 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information 
to people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, 
Temple University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and 
other representatives of these organizations may inspect and copy your 
information.  
Data will be stored via in password protected files via PC.  The data is expected to 
be saved at least seven years.  
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APPENDIX E 

INTERNAL REVIEW BOARD (IRB) DETERMINATION LETTER 
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APPENDIX F 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION TO INTERVIEWEES 
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APPENDIX G – INTERVIEWEE IDENTIFICATION CODING 

Code  Interviewee      Interview Date 
No. 
 
XX  Sheryl Sculley     Tue, 8 Dec 2020 
  Former City Manager 
  San Antonio, Texas 
 
XX  Joseph Black      Tue, 8 Dec 2020 

Former Deputy Executive Director 
Lone Star Rail District 

 
XX  Joseph Lessard     Wed, 9 Dec 2020 

Knudson, L.P. 
Former Consultant to the Lone Star Rail District 

 
XX  The Hon. Reynaldo T. (Ray) Lopez   Wed, 9 Dec 2020  

San Antonio, Texas 
District 125 Representative 
Texas House of Representatives 

  and  
Former Chairman, Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization 

 
XX  Joseph Lessard (Second Interview)   Thu, 10 Dec 2020 

Knudson, L.P. 
Former Consultant to the Lone Star Rail District 

 
XX  Joseph Lessard (Second Interview, Cont.)  Thu, 10 Dec 2020 

Knudson, L.P. 
Former Consultant to the Lone Star Rail District 

  
XX  Isidro (Sid) Martinez    Fri, 11 Dec 2020  

Executive Director 
Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization 
San Antonio, Texas 
 

XX   Ross Milloy      Mon, 14 Dec 2020 
Former Interim Executive Director 
Lone Star Rail District 

 
XX  The Hon. Kevin A. Wolff    Fri, 18 Dec 2020 

Bexar County Commissioner – Precinct 3 
San Antonio, Texas 

  and 
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Chair, Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization 
 
XX  William (Bill) Bingham    No return contact 
  Former Attorney 
  Lone Star Rail District 
 
XX  Jerry Wilmoth     No return contact 
  Former General Manager of Network Operations 
  Union Pacific Railroad 
  
XX  Rachel Clampffer, AICP        Declined to participate 
  Former Director of Planning 
  Lone Star Rail District 
 
XX  Ashly Johnson     No return contact 
  Executive Director 
  Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (Austin) 
 
XX  Darwin Desen, P.E.     No return contact 
  Project Manager 
  Burns & McDonnell 
   
XX  Sid Covington    Unable to schedule interview 
  Board Chair and Executive Committee Member 
  Lone Star Rail District 
 
XX  Mark Williams, P.E.    Unable to schedule interview 
  Deputy Executive Director 
  Texas Department of Transportation 
 
XX  Will Conley     Unable to schedule interview 
  Former Hays County Commissioner 
  Former Chair, Capitol Area Metropolitan Planning Organization 
 
XX  Tullos Wells      No return contact 
  Board Chair and Executive Committee Member 
  Lone Star Rail District 
 
XX  The Hon. Nelson W. Wolff                     Declined interview but provided 

Bexar County Judge                                          statement on-the-record 
San Antonio, Texas          December 7, 2020 
 

 


