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Introduction 

 

With the receipt of a Record of Decision from the Federal Railroad 

Administration (FRA) for the Empire Corridor Tier I Final Environmental 

Impact Statement, we now have the opportunity to begin the undertaking of 

the biggest transportation project in Upstate New York since the NYS 

Thruway in the 1950s. 

A modern intercity rail service connecting Upstate New York with New York 

City would boost the socio-economic prospects of cities big and small by 

offering a convenient and efficient transportation alternative, supplemental to 

existing air service and highways. A passenger rail service offering train 

frequencies and travel times equivalent to Amtrakõs Northeast Corridor and 

Brightline in Florida would be a catalyst for attracting further investment in 

the high tech, higher education, and tourist industries of Upstate New York. 

The Preferred Alterative 90B with its accompanying Service Development 

Plan offers a pragmatic path forwardñby building a new òDedicated Express 

Trackó for intercity passenger trains within the existing historic railway 

right-of-way from the Capital District to the Niagara Frontier, building upon 

the past to create the future. 
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The Empire Corridor 

 

The Empire Corridor is a 461-mile intercity rail corridor stretching between New York 

City and Niagara Falls, serving the major population centers of the Hudson Valley, 

Capital District, Central New York, and Western New York. The corridor is operated 

by Amtrak, the national passenger railroad, with annual operating and capital support 

made by the State of New York through NYSDOT, the stateõs department of 

transportation, which oversees the state-supported passenger rail service.  

Under Section 209 of the federal Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act of 

2008 (PRIIA) state financial support is mandated for all Amtrak services (non-NEC) 

under 750 miles. NYSDOT therefore contracts with Amtrak to operate the Empire 

Corridorñthe exception being the long-distance New York-Boston-Chicago ôLake 

Shore Limitedõ which is part of Amtrakõs ôNational Systemõ. Before the pandemic in FY 

2018-19 NYSDOT paid Amtrak $44.33 million for operating costs not covered by ticket 

sales, as well as capital investment in track and equipment. 

The corridor today hosts thirteen roundtrips New York-Albany, with four that extend 

service to Buffalo, including the long-distance ôLake Shore Limitedõ to Chicago and the 

ôMaple Leafõ to Toronto. Travel times between New York City and Albany are about 2h 

30m, and eight hours to Buffalo. In FY 2023 the ridership of Empire Corridor services 

was 1.2 million New York-Albany, and over 452,000 Albany-Niagara Falls-Toronto. 
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There are three òhost railroadsó for the Empire Corridor, with the Hudson Line divided 

between the commuter railroad Metro-North and Amtrak, and west of Schenectady 

(Hoffmans) the Class One freight railroad CSX Transportation. There is friction 

between Amtrak and the host railroads concerning the timekeeping. Legally since its 

creation, in return for relieving the private railroads of their intercity passenger rail 

public service obligations, the federal government mandated that passenger trains have 

priority over freight trains. However, in practice this has not always been true. 

The top speed for Amtrak trains along the Empire Corridor is 110-mph on three 

sections of mainline through the Capital District on Amtrak tracks, with 90-mph south 

from Stuyvesant to Poughkeepsie. On Metro-Northõs section of the Hudson Line south 

of Poughkeepsie speeds are 80 to 70-mph, with 60-mph on Amtrakõs Empire Connection 

from the Spuyten Duyvil Bridge south along the westside of Manhattan to Penn 

Station. West of Amsterdam the top speed on the CSX mainline to Buffalo is 79-mph, 

with 60-mph for the 28 miles of CSXõs Niagara Branch.   
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History 

 

Todayõs Amtrak trains follow the natural pathway of the Hudson and Mohawk valleys, 

a òWater Level Routeó carved by glaciers during the last ice age through the formable 

barrier of the Appalachian chain of mountains stretching from Alabama to Maine. 

Utilized by the Native Americans and then Europeans, trade on foot and in canoes 

moved between the eastern seaboard and the continental interior. 

The Empire Corridor has its direct origins from some of the first railroads built in the 

United States during the 1830s, soon after the opening of the Erie Canal. After the Civil 

War these railroads were merged into the New York Central & Hudson River Railroad 

by òCommodoreó Cornelius Vanderbilt, whose family would control the railroad into the 

20th Century as it expanded into New England and the Midwest. 

Under the Vanderbilts the New York Central became one of the busiest and most 

modern rail systems in the world. To accommodate the burgeoning traffic of the 

industrializing nation, the mainline from the new Grand Central Depot to Buffalo was 

largely four-tracked with new steel railsñwith two separate tracks for freight and two 

for passenger trainsñall overseen by what was then state-of-the-art òlock and blockó 

interlocking signaling, which regulated the heavy traffic flows and prevented collisions. 

OPPOSITE: The New York Central mainline at Little Falls in the 1880s, note the four-tracks with 

passenger and freight trains segregated between the two passenger tracks on the southside and the 

two freight tracks on the northside. Photo from the Library of Congress 
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Famous Trains 

 

The well-built, maintained, and operated New York-Albany-Buffalo mainlineñbranded 

the òWater Level Routeó for its easy grades along the shorelines of the Hudson and 

Mohawk rivers, and the Great Lakesñallowed the New York Central to push the speed 

of its premier passenger trains, starting with the ôEmpire State Expressõ in the 1890s.  

It ran non-stop for 142 miles between New York and Albany, while averaging a then 

amazing 50mph to Buffalo, with a top speed of 80mph. Behind specially built Engine 

999 in a special run in 1893, the railroad with much publicity, claimed the train reached 

112.5-mph, before being exhibited at the Chicago Worldõs Fair as the òfastestó train in 

the world. The ôEmpire State Expressõ in 1902 was joined by the deluxe òmile-a-minuteó 

New York-Chicago ô20th Century Limitedõñwhich became the flagship train of the New 

York Central, famous and beloved up to its discontinuance in the 1960s.  

The heyday of the New York Centralõs passenger service came during World War II 

and in the years immediately following the war. Multiple overnight trains departed 

New Yorkõs Grand Central Terminal each day for major cities in the west, including 

Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Cincinnati, and St. Louis. And numerous day trains served 

cities and towns in Upstate NY, including Poughkeepsie, Schenectady, Utica, Syracuse, 

and Rochester along the four-track mainline to Buffalo. During WWII, the New York 

Central committed to a large $56 million investment in new passenger equipment, 

creating what it branded as the òGreat Steel Fleetó of 33 streamline trains. 
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Postwar Trouble 

 

After World War II the private rail industry entered a crisis as the combination of 

airlines and highwaysñgenerously supported by public subsidiesñate away at railroad 

traffic and profits. While the combination of downsizing and modernization could allow 

the rail industry to remain competitive moving bulk and long-distance freight, the 

passenger side of the corporate ledger bled red ink as travelers, followed by the mail, 

took to Boeings and the Interstates. 

In 1957 the passenger deficit for the New York Central reached $52 million, leading the 

railroad into the 1960s to slowly consolidate its local and long-distance passenger 

services. The 66 passenger and mail trains across Upstate New York in 1951 were cut 

to only 14 by 1965. By 1967 the passenger deficit had been cut down to $28 million, but 

things got worse when midyear the U.S. Postal Service ended its Railway Post Office 

(RPO) operations that brought in $7.8 million annually. 

Overseas in Postwar Europe and Japan, large investment by national governments into 

their nationalized railways, combined with innovation in equipment and operations, 

allowed òintercityó passenger rail to remain popular with the traveling public over 

distances of several hundred miles, even as new airports and superhighwaysñthe 

autobahns, autoroutes, and motorways of Europeñwere open. In 1964 the worldõs first 

dedicated high-speed rail line, the Tokaido Shinkansen, opened between Tokyo and 

Osaka ahead of the Summer Olympics. A grand success, the òBullet Trainó inspired high 
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speed rail projects in Europe, eventually leading to the French TGV and the German 

ICE in the 1980s. But these new high-speed rail services were built on the foundation of 

a program of steadily intensified intercity services, that by running fast and frequent 

with regular interval departures over upgraded mainlines, kept intercity rail in the 

running with airlines and highways. 

In the United States, the main effort to follow the example of Europe and Asia with 

revitalized passenger rail in the 1960-70s was the federally sponsored ôMetrolinerõ 

project of the òNortheast Corridoróñwhich under the newly created Amtrak (1971) 

successfully evolved into the current Boston-New York-Washington ôAcelaõ and 

ôNortheast Regionalõ services. Today the electrified Northeast Corridor remains by far 

the busiest intercity rail route in the nation, carrying a third of all Amtrak passengers. 
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Empire Service 

 

However, before the Metroliner there was the ôEmpire Serviceõ of the New York 

Central, which introduced a regular-interval òclock-faceó service of faster intercity 

trains between New York City, Albany, and Buffalo. This new service was born from a 

combination of innovation and desperation. 

Following example of railroads across the nation through the 1950 and 60s that 

petitioned state and federal regulators to allow the discontinuance of loss-making 

passenger trains, the New York Central did the same, asking the New York State Public 

Service Commission to allow for the discontinuance of the long-distance passenger 

trains it still ran through Upstate New York in 1967. The Public Service Commissioned 

refused, so the railroad came back with a new service plan as a counter-proposal.  

The railroadõs Passenger Department in 1956 had based on research proposed the 

adoption of òTravel Tailored Schedulesóñnew regional timetables of fast and frequent 

day coach trains scheduled at regular intervals throughout the dayñin place of the 

existing long-haul trains made up of coaches, sleepers, dining cars, and the òhead-endó 

traffic of baggage, mail, and express freight. The Passenger Department wasnõt alone in 

its conclusions, the nationalized British Rail would begin to recast its òInter-Cityó long-

distant passenger operations along an identical pattern in the early 1960s. 

The new service planñbranded as the òEmpire Serviceóñbuilt around a regular 

interval timetable of faster coach trains was ultimately approved by the regulators. The 
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railroad consolidated 11 daily local and long-distance trains out of New York City into 

eight round-trips New York-Albany, five round-trips New York-Buffalo, and one 

additional round-trip Albany-Buffalo. While two trains still carried sleeping cars for 

points beyond Buffalo, the focus was on day coach passengers within New York State. 

On Saturday, December 2, 1967, the New York Centralõs last-named trainsñincluding 

the ô20th Century Limitedõ and ôEmpire State Expressõñmade their final runs. The next 

day, Sunday December 3rd, 1967, saw the start of the new ôEmpire Serviceõ with the 

8:30am departure of ôEmpire Serviceõ train #71 from Grand Centralõs Track 36. That 

evening, nameless train #61ñforerunner of todayõs ôLake Shore Limitedõñdeparted 

Grand Central Terminal at 6:30pm for Chicago. 
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Turboliner Era 

 

The òEmpire Serviceó experiment was a short-lived success, with modest increases in 

ridership and revenues, which when combined with the significantly reduced operating 

costs, got the new service to a near break-even point in relatively short order. Robert D. 

Timpane, the railroad's assistant vice president of operating administration, oversaw a 

dedicated team of management trainees that monitored the onboard service quality and 

timekeepingñwith monthly meetings held with union representatives and the Public 

Service Commission to evaluate and adjust the service. 

Unfortunately, with the February 1, 1968 merger of the New York Central and 

Pennsylvania Railroad into the ill-fated Penn Central, the pro-passenger effort by 

management, labor, and the state regulator soon waned. Service quality rapidly 

deteriorated amid fierce corporate infighting and gross mismanagement. Penn Central 

entered into the largest bankruptcy in national history on June 21, 1970ñthe federal 

government stepping up to rescue the bankrupt Northeastern rail industry by creating 

Amtrak in 1971 and then the new freight railroad Conrail in 1976.  

The Energy Crisis of the 1970s fueled a rebound in rail ridership under Amtrakõs 

stewardship. For the ôEmpire Serviceõ, ridership increased from 466,200 in 1973 to 

652,600 in 1975 after the OPEC oil embargo following the Yom Kippur War. With 

renewed interest in òenergy efficient and environmentally friendlyó rail transportation, 

New York State embarked on a big investment in the òEmpire Corridoró. 
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Amtrak at this time also introduced on the corridor the Rohr Turboliners in 1975, the 

trainsets derived from a French gas turbine design, giving the service a high-speed 

image. The introduction alone of new sleek modern trains is credited to boosting 

ridership overseas, what the British called the ònose-coneó effect after the mid-1970s 

introduction by British Rail of their streamlined high-speed ôIntercity 125õ HST diesel 

trainsets, which were observed to have boosted ridership even for services where travel 

times remained the same! Amtrak took advantage of the cutting-edge òSpace Ageó look 

of the Turboliners, featuring them heavily in both state and national publicity.  
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New York State invested over $100 millionñfunded by several bond issuesñin 

intercity passenger rail infrastructure from 1975 to 1991 as part of the òEmpire 

Corridor High Speed Rail Programó. The civil engineering work included upgrades and 

replacement of tracks, signaling, and stations. Line speeds were increased to 110-mph 

on tracks through the Capital District, and 90-mph to Poughkeepsie. The infrastructure 

renewal program enabled a doubling of train frequencies and a slashing of travel times 

south of Albany from 3 hours to 2h 15m by the early 1980s. The end result of this 

investment was a near doubling of ridership from 1975 to 1985 from about 700,000 to 

over 1.2 million annually, a faster rate of growth than by Amtrak nationally. 

 

After this however investment slowed, futuristic technology like maglev becoming a 

distraction. In 1991 trains were switched from Grand Central Terminal to Penn Station 

with the refurbishment of a former freight line on the westside of Manhattan, renamed 

the òEmpire Connectionó. Several stations were rebuilt, including the Albany Rensselaer 

Rail Station, which open in 2002 and is now Amtrakõs ninth-busiest station. 
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A òHigh Speed Railó program by the Pataki Administration in the late-1990s to rebuild 

the old Turboliner trainsets ended in grief. According to the State Controller this was 

primarily due to mismanagement by NYSDOTñwhich lacked the necessary in-house 

expertise after its well-staffed òRail Divisionó had been downsized into a small òRail 

Bureauó within the Office of Intermodal Services. Amtrak, while under fiscal stress and 

political attack by the Bush Administration, walked away from the project in 2002. After 

the settling of a lawsuit with Amtrak, the partially rebuilt Turboliners (and a warehouse 

of parts) were sold at auction in 2012 by the Office of General Services and scrapped. 

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 led to a combined $942 million 

in federal and state money being invested into the Empire Corridor. This included the 

construction of a second mainline track between Albany and Schenectady, eliminating a 

major bottleneck in the system. Money was also invested in a fourth platform track at 

the Rensselaer station, signaling work south of Albany, and new stations at Niagara 

Falls, Rochester, Schenectady, and Exchange Street in downtown Buffalo. 
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The Tier One EIS 

 

The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) signed off on the Tier I Final Environ-

mental Impact Statement (FEIS) for the Empire Corridor on February 2, 2023 ð the 

Notice of Availability appearing in the Federal Register on February 17, 2023. It had 

been a long process, taking over 15 years and 4 months*, starting in 2009 with the 

issuance of a notice of intent to prepare an environmental impact study, with the Draft 

EIS released for public comments and several open house hearings in Spring 2014. 

Why so long? In part the delay came from a dispute between New York State and CSX, 

the Class One freight railroad that had acquired half of the Conrail system in 1999 in a 

joint deal with rival freight railroad Norfolk Southern. CSX acquired the ex-New York 

Central lines in Upstate NY, including the Empire Corridor. CSX has a 90-mph 

maximum speed limit for its rail lines, and at the start of the EIS process CSX and 

NYSDOT signed an agreement to that fact in 2010, following the example of other 

states like Virginia that wish to upgrade their state supported Amtrak services. 

However, the powers that be in Albany pushed for 110-mph as the top speed on the 

CSX right-of-way, and despite the agreement from 2010, pushed CSX to relent, which it 

refused to do, rallying its shippers in opposition. In its caustic official comments to the 

Draft EIS, the freight railroad listed every conceivable reason why high-speed trains on 

its tracks were a horrible idea, suggesting that the public fly or take the bus instead.  

*During this time, China built the largest high-speed rail system in the world. 



но 
 

 

 



нп 
 

 

 

Eventually it seems that New York State relented, and Alterative 90B was chosen over 

Alterative 110 as the preferred alternative to develop into a Service Development Plan. 

Two òVery High-Speed Railó alternatives with top speeds of 160 and 220-mph were 

rejected early during the Draft EIS process as too expensive. A 125-mph alterative 

(ALT 125) with new tracks on new right-of-way west of Albany was included in the 

Draft EIS, along with a 90-mph alterative (ALT 90A) on the existing double-track CSX 

mainline, as opposed to the proposed dedicated third track of ALT 90B and ALT 110. 

Despite the ineptitude on the part of NYSDOT in completing the Final EIS in a timely 

manner, the preferred Alterative 90B is a sound plan, a credit to the state employees and 

consultants who prepared the EIS study. The installation of additional third and fourth 

òexpress tracksó dedicated to passenger trains would add capacity and provide the 

ability to route passenger trains around freight trains, while operating at higher speeds.  
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Alternative 90B, would result in a 1ĭ hour savings in travel time and a 10 mph faster 

top speed over the Base Alterative, with four additional roundtrips west of Albany to 

Buffalo, for a total of eight roundtrips, with a 95% on-time performance. Minutes-

delayed and trip times for CSX freight between the Selkirk Yard south of Albany to 

Buffalo would be reduced as well. The current project cost is estimated at $8.8 billion 

over 25 years, with approximately $240 - $250 million annually. Future costs will vary 

due to inflation and changes to the Service Development Plan. Annual ridership is 

estimated at 2.6 million, a million more than the Base Alterative, with an 81% operating 

ratio, 6% higher than the Base Alterative.  

Compared to Alterative 90B, Alternative 110 was seen as having significantly higher 

costs and greater potential for environmental impacts than Alternative 90B because of 

the required property acquisition, while only achieving a modest improvement in 

overall performance.  Left unwritten was host railroad CSXõs opposition to 110-mph 

speeds on or adjacent to its right-of-way. Alternative 125 with a cost of nearly $16 

billion was rejected as being too expensive, while taking too long to confer benefits due 

to the time required to assemble, acquire, and construct a new right-of-way. In contrast, 

service would be incrementally improved as Alterative 90B was built out project by 

project, the first additional frequencies west of Albany coming at the ten-year mark. 

The Final Tier I EIS includes a Service Development Plan* with the schedule for 

implementation of the Preferred Alternative, to guide the 25 years of continued 

investment till project completion. The SDP outlines in detail a program of major 

infrastructure construction, and includes how the resulting new passenger service will 

be operated, equipment requirements, funding needs, and management systems.  
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*The Service Development Plan is being updated by NYSDOT with a $500,000 federal grant as of 2024, due to the 

length of time of competing the SDP, with key cost estimates in the report dating to 2017. 
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Empire South 

 

On the Empire Corridor South between New York City and Albany-Rensselaer, 

Alternative 90B includes the majority of the projects that were compiled in the Hudson 

Line Railroad Corridor Transportation Plan of 2005. These improvement projects were 

identified and agreed upon by the joint-users of the railway, including Amtrak, Metro-

North, CSX, and Canadian Pacific (now CPKC), with NYSDOT included as a major 

stakeholder. 

These civil engineering projects will together improve reliability, increase frequency, 

and reduced travel times for Amtrak service. They include: a second track on the 

Empire Connection, two sections of third track south of Poughkeepsie and yard 

improvements at Poughkeepsie, signaling and interlocking upgrades, rock slope 

stabilization, bridge replacements, track work to increase speeds to 90 and 110-mph, 

and new high-level platforms at the Rhinecliff and Hudson stations.  

Constructing a new movable Livingston Ave Bridge across the Hudson River between 

Albany and Rensselaer is the biggest project, at an estimated $400 million. The existing 

railroad bridge has stone piers dating from the 1860s and a steel superstructure from 

the early 1900s. Its deteriorated state limits trains to crossing to one at a time at 15-

mph, while troubles operating the swing bridge can delay both rail and maritime traffic. 

A new lift-type bridge would bring the crossing up to modern rail standards, include a 

new recreational walkway, while reliably accommodating waterborne on the river. 
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ABOVE: A rendering from NYSDOT of the new Livingston Ave Bridge (LAB) from the Albany side. The new 

lift bridge would be built south of the existing swing bridge and incorporate a new recreational pathway for 

pedestrians and cyclists. Passenger train speeds will rise from 15 to 30-mph over the new span (the curving 

track at each end having an existing 40-mph speed limit) with two trains allowed to cross simultaneously. 
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Travel times for intercity trains making all current intermediate station-stops between 

Penn Station and RensselaerñYonkers, Croton-Harmon, Poughkeepsie, Rhinecliff, and 

Hudsonñwould be reduced to 2hrs 15mins, a savings of 15 minutes over current 

schedules. A two-hour express service is proposed for certain train frequencies, the 

Service Development Plan stating that the òtwo-hour threshold is an important 

perceptual consideration in attracting travelers to this line.ó Indeed, this was the goal of 

the failed High-Speed Rail program of the Pataki Administration, utilizing rebuilt Rohr 

Turboliners on upgraded tracks.  

Average speed for the non-stop express would be over 70-mph for the 141 miles, and 

given that the travel time on busy section south of Croton-Harmon would remain 40-45 

minutes, as Amtrak trains are slotted into the busy commuter traffic of Metro-North, 

the average speed from Croton-Harmon to Rensselaer would be over 80-mph. While 

not òtrueó high-speed rail, it would be one of fastest intercity rail services in the nation. 
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Empire West 

 

The primary focus of the Tier I EIS is on improving intercity passenger rail service 

west of Albany to Niagara Falls, as this section of the Empire Corridor has Amtrak 

service of a far lower intensity compared to the already relatively high-intensity service 

(for North America) down the Hudson Valley, from Rensselaer to Penn Station.  

The Preferred Alterative 90B addresses the inequalities in service levels by solving the 

primary issue preventing faster and more frequent passenger service, the shared-used of 

a busy double track mainlineñcontrolled by freight railroad CSX Transportationñthat 

hosts frequent but slower freight trains with the currently infrequent yet faster 

passenger trains. This mix of traffic is analogous to a two-lane highway full of heavy 

trucks and passenger cars, and the solution is equivalent to an express lane on an urban 

superhighway, a new ninety-mile-per-hour òexpress trackó dedicated to passenger 

trains. This separation of freight and passenger rail traffic, would greatly improve the 

flow of traffic for both Amtrak and CSX, while increasing the capacity for more trains.  

Alternative 90B would add a total of approximately 370 miles of additional trackage to 

segregate passenger rail and freight trains, essentially constituting a parallel railway to 

the existing double-track mainline. There would be a third dedicated passenger track 

for approximately 273 miles between Schenectady (MP 159) and Buffalo-Depew (MP 

432), and an additional fourth passenger track for approximately 39 miles in five 

separate sections, allowing for the passing at speed of opposing passenger trains.  
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ABOVE: The CSX mainline with its broad right-of-way at òBig Noseó along the Mohawk River.  


