
2021 Train Trek to Walla Walla

August 15, 2021

Patrick Carnahan, Co-Executive Director
Charles Hamilton, Co-Executive Director

1



2021 Train Trek Sponsors

● John Bowen
● Boyce Burdick
● John Carlin
● David Clinton
● Edward Cohen
● Carl Fowler
● Maradel Gale
● Larry Glickfeld
● Robert Gorski
● Barry Green
● Glenda Hanson
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● Ford Hill
● Horace Horton
● Liz Knapke
● Bob Lawrence
● Duncan McRayde
● Mark Meyer
● In Memory of Jim Neal
● Janice Rudnitski
● Riley Shewak
● Jack Staples
● Gary Wirt
● Warren Yee
● Larry Yok



Who is All Aboard Washington?
• Champions of better passenger and freight rail 

service in the Pacific Northwest for over 40 years
• Nonprofit advocacy organization of citizens, 

businesses, and other goal-oriented groups



2021 Train Trek
Thursday, August 12

● Edmonds
● Everett

Friday, August 13

● Leavenworth
● Wenatchee

Saturday, August 14

● Yakima
● Toppenish
● Tri-Cities

Sunday, August 15

● Walla Walla
● Clarkston-Lewiston
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Wednesday, August 18

● Pacific Northwest Rail Forum Big 
Sky, MT

Thursday, August 19

● Spokane

Friday, August 20

● Cheney
● Ritzville

Saturday, August 21

● Ellensburg
● Cle Elum: AAWA Annual Picnic

https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-edmonds/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-everett-snohomish-county/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-leavenworth/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-wenatchee/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-yakima/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-toppenish/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-walla-walla/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-clarkston-lewiston/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-spokane-area/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-ritzville/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-train-trek-ellensburg/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-annual-picnic/
https://www.aawa.us/events/2021-annual-picnic/


What We’ll Talk About Today

1. Connecting Our ‘3 Es’ to Transportation
2. AAWA’s Current Efforts

a. East-West Stampede Pass Rail Service
b. Restoring and Improving Cascades Service

3. How You Can Help
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What is World-Class Transportation?



It’s More Than Just Trains



It Really Boils Down to One Simple Question

Is it reasonably easy to 
get from here to there?



Most of the Time, It Isn’t...



Today’s Reality in Eastern Washington

Tire chains, traffic, and an empty wallet.
Aren’t you looking forward to your next trip?



Eastern Washington Transportation Issues

• East-West trains via Stampede Pass were discontinued in 1981
– Seattle Empire Builder service was rerouted over Stevens Pass

• Greyhound bus service has declined across the Northwest
• SeaTac charter buses are costly
• Air service is expensive and

generally lacks direct routing
• Highway construction, traffic,

and closures hamper mobility



The Pandemic Made Things Worse
During the pandemic, Amtrak service was cut statewide:

© TNRP Video

• Amtrak Cascades was discontinued entirely north of Seattle, 
(to Snohomish, Skagit, and Whatcom Counties); Seattle - 
Eugene service was cut to once daily (now 3 times daily)

• Empire Builder to Spokane
and Coast Starlight to Los
Angeles were cut to 3
times weekly (now daily)



Ridership is Recovering!
Trains today are performing much like trains 
pre-pandemic, and in a few cases, outperforming them



Passenger rail is an ideal option for addressing ‘the 3 Es’

The Need for Better Intercity Trains
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Boosting Local & Regional Economies
Better Cascades trains 
facilitate and induce 
regional travel

• About 11% of train 
riders in WA would 
not have traveled 
if the train wasn’t 
available to them



Boosting Local & Regional Economies
Induced travel is valuable to WA communities

• $84 per day-trip visitor

• $366 per overnight visitor

• $7m tourist spending impact of Stampede 
Pass East-West passenger train service



Emphasizing Equity & Accessibility

Fun fact: some 
people live outside 

of Seattle!

Urban communities 
aren’t the only ones 
who benefit from 

better transit 
access.



Emphasizing Equity & Accessibility
AAWA is encouraging the state to 
implement recommendations from 
several plans and studies:

• Connect local public transit more 
conveniently with the intercity 
transportation network

• Provide convenient and equitable 
rail service throughout the state, 
both in new East-West and existing 
North-South Cascades corridors

• Less U.S. DOT emphasis 
on travel time saved, more 
on safety & 
interconnectivity

© The Olympian



Emphasizing Equity & Accessibility



Fast Environment & Climate Action

We have less than 10 years to cut 
emissions by 45% of 2010 levels.

Do we have enough time to keep 
kicking the can like usual?



Top Priority: Getting Out of Our Cars

Transportation: 29% of U.S. emissions

Autos: 82% of transportation emissions

Source: https://www.epa.gov/greenvehicles/fast-facts-transportation-greenhouse-gas-emissions

https://www.epa.gov/greenvehicles/fast-facts-transportation-greenhouse-gas-emissions


With prudent short-term investments, we 
believe Washington State can revive its 
rail revolution and get back on track 
toward creating a truly world-class 
transportation network.

Our vision has been published in 
Speedlines, a newsletter of the American 
Public Transportation Association.

AAWA’s Vision

https://www.aawa.us/news/posts/aawas-carnahan-reports-on-was-rail-revolution/
https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/SPEEDLINES_HSIPR_Committee_Issue_31_May2021.pdf


AAWA’s Vision
• Daytime East-West 

passenger trains

• Frequent Amtrak 
Cascades service

• Better connections 
to local transit and 
other modes

• More stations



East-West Trains Across Stampede Pass
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Where East-West Started



June 2001 WSDOT Feasibility Study

“...analysis indicates that 
Amtrak service along 

Stampede Pass is physically 
and operationally feasible.”



2017 Ridership Assessment Study
Marketing study showed considerable 
interest in, and need for, cross-state 
passenger train service through South 
Central Washington.

• Commissioned and funded by AAWA
• Performed by Central Washington University

Available online at aawa.us - Stampede Pass Rail Study

https://www.aawa.us/news/posts/stampede-pass-rail-study/


2020 JTC Feasibility Study  

Purpose: To assess the feasibility of 
Spokane- Seattle service through Central 

Washington via BNSF Stampede Pass 
tracks (Tri-Cities, Yakima, Ellensburg)  



July 2020 JTC Feasibility Study (STEER)
Key Findings

• The service is technically & operationally feasible.
• High level of community support (77%).
• Could generate ridership above or comparable to other Amtrak 

state-supported services (up to 205,000 annually).
• Cost (based on 2 Spokane-Seattle round trip trains daily):

– Infrastructure improvements: $140M
– Equipment: $280M
– Annual operations: $30M 29



AAWA Comments re STEER Study
STEER comment AAWA response

Ridership model was developed 
using cell phone data and 
surveys of existing travelers.

● STEER includes only ridership diversion from automobiles, not 
from other modes.

● Amtrak data shows only 47% of rail passengers in Washington 
are diverted from cars.

● 20% of Washingtonians do not have a driver’s license.

Journey times will be long due 
to slow speeds and the high 
number of freight services.

● Slower travel time through mountainous terrain can be expected.
● Primary use of the service is to travel to/from cities along the 

route, not necessarily from Seattle to Spokane.
● This service is time competitive with other modes between many 

city pairs in Central/Eastern Washington.



AAWA Comments re STEER Study

STEER comment AAWA response

Infrastructure cost includes 4 new stations, $17M ea.  
(Cle Elum, Ellensburg, Yakima, Toppenish)

● Ellensburg and Toppenish stations 
are privately owned. Both are 
potentially available for passenger 
rail use.

Infrastructure cost includes 2 platform extensions, $6M ea.
(Auburn, Tukwila) 

● Only needed if 8 coach trains are 
used

● Could benefit Sound Transit
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Public Support Is Exceptionally Strong

“Over 70% of participants agreed they would try the service”

“Several stakeholder meetings revealed support for the service 
and interest in the project amongst representatives of the 
surrounding cities of Yakima and Pasco and the Yakama 

Nation, as well as senior representatives of BNSF Railway”

“Only 4.4% of participants were opposed or strongly opposed 
to the service”



STEER Recommendation

“... further work will be required to 
confirm or refine...findings, including 
service definition, track and station 
design along with possible ridership and 
financial outcomes.”



What Are the Major Needs?
1. Restore services
2. Increase frequencies

3. Acquire equipment

4. Build a robust rail & transit network

5. Better feedback channels 34



1. Restore Service to NW Washington
Restore Cascades service to Snohomish, Skagit, and Whatcom 
Counties as soon as possible.

• Reevaluate connections to 
the state ferry system, better 
linking the mainland to San 
Juan and Island Counties

• Restart service to 
Vancouver, BC when the 
border reopens © P. Carnahan



2. Increase Cascades Frequencies
• Restore pre-pandemic frequencies 

as have ferries and local transit

• Increase Seattle-Portland Cascades 
service from 4 to 6 round trips as 
planned before 2017 DuPont 
accident

• If Cascades behaves like other rail 
corridors, 6 daily SEA-PDX round 
trips could easily generate well over 
1 million annual riders

Cascades ridership in 2019 vs. other state corridors



3. Acquire New Equipment
• Trainsets 

are being 
purchased 
for Amtrak 
and local 
services

• Estimated 
in service 
2024-26
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4. Build a Robust Rail & Bus Network

• Limited resources + serious needs = 
getting our priorities straight

• More communities need to be connected 
to local and intercity public transportation 
services in order to achieve our goals

• Without a strong statewide transit and rail 
network, HSR will not have enough 
support to succeed at the polls © Cascadia Rail

HSR Must Build on Amtrak 
Cascades Service



4. Build a Robust Rail & Bus Network
Obtain Federal grants for East-West, which require:
a. Benefit-Cost Analysis to measure the value of:
• Reduced greenhouse gas emissions
• Safety benefits (reduced highway fatalities, injuries, 

property damage)
• Reduced vehicle miles traveled (VMT)
• User benefits (reliability, accessibility, increased resilience)
• Transportation to rural and underserved areas
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4. Build a Robust Rail & Bus Network
b. Economic Analysis to measure the impact on:
• Retail spending
• Business activity
• Tax revenues
• Jobs/wages
• Quality of life 
• Property values
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5. Improve Feedback Channels

Ferry riders have a WSTC 
feedback mechanism known as 
the Ferry Riders’ Opinion Group.

We should establish a

Passenger Rail
Opinion Group
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What Are We Asking For in Olympia?

1. Take the next steps for East-West trains
– Benefit-Cost Analysis
– Economic Impact Analysis

2. Restore and expand Cascades service
3. Create a Passenger Rail Opinion Group



How Can YOU Help Make Things Happen?

1. Better local awareness

2. Support from your representatives

3. Stronger grassroots advocacy
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1. Awareness

Talk with your family, friends, and 
neighbors about transportation issues.

Make sure everyone knows about the 
East-West passenger rail project!

44



2. Support from Representatives
Talk with your representatives in

• Local government
• Regional organizations
• Our state legislature
• Congress
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2. Support from Representatives
Key Talking Points
• Get our transportation priorities straight

– Equity, economics, and environment
– Accessibility and interconnectivity

• We need prudent short-term action
• Better East-West passenger rail and Amtrak 

Cascades are beneficial to the entire region



3. Stronger Grassroots Advocacy
We are your voice in Olympia and beyond! 

Our work isn’t possible without YOU!
How can you help?

• Volunteering
• Leadership
• Donations
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Volunteering
We need help in a number of areas
• Community Outreach
• Content Writing
• Newsletter Editing
• Event Planning
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Leadership
Join our Board of Directors and 
contribute to AAWA with
• Fundraising
• Organizational Policy
• Government Relations
• Networking
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Donations

$7,000 by August 21
Our Fundraising Goal for the 2021 Train Trek

Visit aawa.us/impact/2021-train-trek/
to support our mission and work

https://www.aawa.us/impact/2021-train-trek/


We Want to Hear From You!
1. What are the biggest challenges 

facing your community?
2. What are your top priorities for 

addressing these challenges?
3. Is there something we’re missing 

from our vision that would help you?
51



How can we get these types of businesses 
informed of the benefits of passenger rail, 
and involved in efforts to return service to 
the Valley?

● Wineries
● Hop growers
● Fruit growers
● Hospitality industry
● Recreation
● Healthcare industry
● Others

Walla Walla Discussion
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How can we work to provide 
passenger rail service for those who 
need it, including:

● Those who need to travel for 
specialized medical care

● Those who cannot drive due to 
disabilities, or cannot afford to 
drive

How can we get elected officials 
interested in promoting passenger rail 
to Central Washington?



AAWA’s Vision
• requent Amtrak 

Cascades service

• Daytime East-West 
passenger trains

• Better connections 
to local transit and 
other modes

• More stations



Contact us at
(360) 529-5552
(509) 213-0070

or
aawa.us

Questions?

Amtrak’s Empire Builder at Yakima, Aug. 1971. Photo: Drew Jacksich.

https://www.aawa.us

