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Abstract

Amtrak’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2011 to 2015 identifies the pursuit of 
connecting bus service in select corridors currently not served by Amtrak rail as a 
business development strategy.  The bus connections are known as “Thruway” routes 
on which passengers make a portion of their overall trip by bus.  Through case studies 
of Thruway operations serving San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle, this study analyzed 
the market and route characteristics, policy contexts, and business models that 
contribute to and detract from the success of different Thruway models.  The findings 
indicate Thruways vary in form and function depending on route characteristics 
and funding structure and increase passenger access to the rail network without 
resulting in financial loss.  As a result of the variance in Thruway models, Amtrak 
should continue to develop Thruways on a case-by-case basis and internally identify 
Thruway routes consistent with state classifications. To better assess the success of 
each Thruway model, more analysis of Thruway cost structure is needed.  
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exploring opportunities to incorporate 
intercity bus service into its operations.  
Amtrak’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 
2011 to 2015 (Amtrak 2010) identifies 
the pursuit of connecting bus service 
in select corridors currently not served 
by Amtrak as a business development 
strategy.  The combination of Amtrak’s 
intercity rail and bus services can be 
characterized as bus-to-rail operations, 
in which rail customers make a portion 
of their overall trip by bus.  Amtrak’s 
bus-to-rail operations are part of a 
larger network of buses, vans, taxis, and 
ferries, collectively known as Thruway 
services, that Amtrak relies on to extend 
its rail network.  In 2011, 1.52 million 
passengers used some form of Thruway 
service to connect to intercity rail1. 

The Rail Transportation Improvement 
Act of 1976 (P.L. 94-555) first authorized 
Amtrak to establish routes and joint 
fares with bus operators.  Congress 
intended to promote the links between 
intercity bus and rail and encourage 
Amtrak to use bus service to connect 
rail to low-volume markets and places 
no longer served by passenger trains.  
Operating through contracts with 
charter and intercity common carriers, 
Amtrak’s Thruway operations began in 
1976.  

Amtrak’s current interest in Thruway 
operations occurs against the backdrop 

1 Travel volume supplied by George 
Genge, Amtrak’s Senior Manager, 
Intermodal Services

Although intercity rail and bus systems 
developed in tandem, the effects of 
restructuring and deregulation in 
the respective industries reinforced 
the separation of these two intercity 
travel modes, despite their common 
goal of providing travel alternatives 
to the airplane and automobile.  Given 
the limited geographic coverage and 
service frequencies of a single intercity 
travel mode, connections between 
different modes are necessary to create 
a fully integrated transportation system.  
Intermodal connections improve the 
comprehensiveness of the overall 
transportation system by extending the 
breadth of their individual networks 
and increasing access to other areas.

The integration of intercity bus service 
with passenger train service offers an 
opportunity to expand rail network 
access to markets not directly served 
by rail.  Rights-of-way, routes, and 
schedules for intercity passenger rail 
transportation limit the pool of potential 
passengers to those with direct access 
to train stations.  Flexible intercity and 
rural bus operations complement fixed 
intercity rail by easily and conveniently 
increasing the number of cities that can 
access rail stations, especially small 
towns and rural areas with limited 
intercity connectivity.  

Recognizing the potential to attract new 
customers who might not otherwise 
consider train travel, Amtrak, the 
nation’s largest intercity rail provider, is 

Introduction
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as the 5311 program, distributes 
formula-based funding to areas with 
populations of less than 50,000 people 
to support transportation services.  
Notably, states are required to dedicate 
15 percent of their Section 5311 
funds to develop and support intercity 
bus transportation, unless states can 
demonstrate their rural intercity 
mobility needs are adequately met.  
Funding is allocated at an 80 percent 
match for capital projects and 50 percent 
match for operations.  This program 
seeks to provide additional assistance 
for rural transportation services.   

At the same time that intercity 
transportation service to rural areas is 
disappearing, intercity bus operations 
between large metropolitan areas 
steadily expanded since 2006 
(Schweiterman 2010).  Due almost 
entirely to the expansion of curbside 
operators such as MegaBus and 
BoltBus, intercity bus daily departures 
increased at a faster rate than air and 
rail transportation departures for the 
past three years (Schweiterman 2010).  
Schweiterman’s report is criticized for 
comparing departure rates for vehicles 
of different carrying capacities, but the 
overall rise in curbside bus operations 
is undeniable.  Klein attributes the 
popularity of curbside buses to their 
ability to break free from traditional 
perceptions of intercity buses, which 
center on “homelessness, poverty and 
general seediness” (Klein 2011, 7).  In 
addition to presenting a new, “cooler” 
image for intercity bus travel, curbside 
operators offer amenities including free 
WiFi and television monitors, and rely 
almost exclusively on internet ticket 
sales, which attract a younger ridership 
(Schweiterman 2007).  Some curbside 

of two important trends in intercity 
travel: a continual decline in service 
to small towns and rural communities 
and a select revival of the intercity bus 
industry between larger urban centers.  
As of September 2010, 11 percent of rural 
residents lacked access to intercity 
transportation, an increase from 7 
percent in 2005, as measured by 
population in areas without a non- or 
small-hub airport, bus station, ferry 
terminal, or rail station providing 
intercity service in a 25 mile radius and 
a medium- or large-hub airport in 75 
miles. (U.S. Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics 2011).  Although intercity 
bus coverage exceeds that of any other 
mode, 8.4 million rural residents lost 
access to intercity bus access since 
2005 (U.S. Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics 2011).  Service cuts are not 
limited to the past six years; small 
towns and rural communities have 
experienced a precipitous decline in 
intercity transportation options since 
the 1960s.  This is especially true for 
intercity bus service, which fell victim 
to increased automobile ownership, 
increased competition ― especially from 
deregulated airlines, declining central 
cities, and rising household incomes 
(Schweiterman 2007; Walsh 2000; 
Transit Cooperative Research Program 
2002; U.S. Goverment Accountability 
Office 1992).  The ongoing contraction 
of intercity transportation options in 
small towns and rural communities 
presents serious intercity accessibility 
challenges to residents, particularly 
the transit dependent who tend to be 
most affected by service declines (U.S. 
Goverment Accountability Office 1992). 

The Federal Transit  Administration’s 
Rural and Small Urban Program, known 



6

in California, Washington, and Oregon, 
three of the markets in which it currently 
operates?  What market characteristics, 
policy contexts, route characteristics, 
business models, and other attributes 
contribute to or detract from success, as 
defined above in each of the three cases? 
Equipped with this knowledge, rail and 
bus operators and agencies, including 
Amtrak, can improve connectivity to 
rail systems and develop methods for 
expanding access without significant 
capital investment.  

After reviewing literature related to 
Thruway operations , this report reviews 
the routes, funding and organizational 
structure and state policies of Thruways 
serving San Francisco, Portland, and 
Seattle.  It then discusses relevant 
findings from the three case studies 
and concludes by recommending policy 
changes and additional research on 
Thruways.  

operators serve Amtrak stations, or the 
curb adjacent to them, but no formal 
relationship exists between Amtrak and 
curbside operators.  Although ridership 
levels for traditional bus carriers remain 
stagnant, the widespread success 
of curbside operators implies that 
intercity bus service can be successfully 
marketed to new audiences.  

Presently, Amtrak is associated with 
50 Thruway service operations, 
which vary among the 23 states in 
which they operate.  In California, 
for example, Amtrak partners with 
Caltrans to manage dedicated bus lines 
that connect to short- and long-distance 
rail corridors.  The California system 
is Amtrak’s largest Thruway service, 
with close to 1 million passengers in 
2011.  In other states, Amtrak sells 
tickets over the lines of private intercity 
bus companies which carry Amtrak 
passengers alongside the carrier’s 
own ticketed passengers.  A third 
variation of Thruway service seeks 
to connect rural areas to the intercity 
passenger rail network at key Amtrak 
stations by integrating publicly funded 
buses.  In some rural communities and 
small towns, the Thruway operation 
represents the only form of public 
intercity transportation.

Despite interest in expanding 
Thruway operations, formal analysis 
of Thruways has been limited.  The 
results of this research will help build  
an understanding of diverse models 
for expanding access to the intercity 
passenger rail network.  Specifically, this 
research seeks to answer the following 
questions: What constitutes a successful 
model for Thruway service?  Is Thruway 
service successful, given this definition, 
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Intercity transportation modes include 
air, rail, bus, automobile, and, in some 
instances, ferry and van.  Understanding 
the determinants that influence intercity 
mode choice helps identify the attributes 
that contribute to or detract from the 
success of Thruway operations.   Extensive 
literature explores decisions of intercity 
travel mode, but views multi-modal, 
intercity trips as two separate trips and 
thus two distinct choices, even though 
the passenger experiences a single trip 
on multiple modes.  The availability 
of literature on multi-modal, intercity 
operations is extremely slim, and what 
does exist generally focuses on travel 
time.  A review of general intercity mode 
choice theory offers a useful framework 
for understanding the consumer appeal 
of Thruway operations.

Mode choice determinants for intercity 
travel can be broken into four groupings: 
service and mode characteristics, traveler 
characteristics, trip purpose and length, 
and access/egress opportunities.  
Service and mode characteristics, 
including travel time, cost, reliability, 
and frequency, heavily affect mode 
choice decisions for long-distance 
travel.  According to the 2001 National 
Household Travel Survey, personal 
automobiles are the primary mode for 
all long-distance trips, compared to 
one percent on rail and two percent 
on buses.  Trips that combine intercity 
bus and intercity rail constitute such 
a small portion of long-distance trips 

nationwide that researchers seldom 
study them.  However, Bovy and 
Hoogendoorn-Lanser (2005) developed 
a mode choice model for multimodal 
transportation networks in the 
Netherlands and found that personal 
preference, in-vehicle travel time, wait 
time, and number of variables influence 
mode choice for multi-modal trips.  In 
the United States, recent studies indicate 
that in-vehicle travel and waiting time 
influence intercity mode choice more 
than travel comfort or convenience, but 
these studies do not investigate multi-
modal systems (Ashiabor, Baik, and 
Trani 2007; Proussaloglou et al. 2007; 
Kumar, Basu, and Maitra 2004).  

Of the public long-distance modes, 
faster and more reliable service 
generally costs more than slower, less 
direct service (Rodrigue, Comtois, and 
Slack 2009).  It follows that bus and rail 
are generally less expensive than air 
travel. Other service characteristics that 
affect mode choice are safety, reliability, 
and frequency.  

Customer perceptions of safety, security, 
reliability, and frequency also affect 
mode choice.  For example, security 
concerns after the September 11th 
attacks decreased overall demand for 
air travel (Liu and F. Yang 2004; Guzhva 
and Pagiavlas 2004).

Traveler characteristics, especially 
income, gender, and age, also serve as 
determinants of intercity travel mode 

Related Literature
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traveling long-distance in a group for 
social or personal activities are more 
likely to travel using automobiles 
(Mattson et al. 2010).  Trip length 
also affects travel mode.  For example, 
leisure or low-income travelers exhibit 
more sensitivity with regard to cost, 
and may choose a different mode based 
on trip length or gas prices (Currie and 
Phung 2008; Mattson et al. 2010).

The final category influencing mode 
choice decisions is access, defined 
as the ability to easily reach a given 
destination.  Access increases with 
frequency and density of transportation 
service, improved parking availability 
and cost, better mobility choices, and 
closer proximity.  Access is particularly 
relevant for Thruway operations 
because, by definition, they improve 
customer’s ability to reach the rail 
network.  A limited body of research 
examines the relationship between 
rail access and intercity rail ridership, 
and finds that access is an important 
consideration in choosing rail travel 
(Hine and Scott 2000; Krygsman, Dijst, 
and Arentze 2004; Wardman, Toner, 
and Whelan 1997) and improving 
access to rail stations can increase rail 
use (Brons, Givoni, and Rietveld 2009).  
Scholars evaluating access modes to 
European rail stations find that mode 
varies with distance (Brons, Givoni, 
and Rietveld 2009; Givoni and Rietveld 
2007; Keijer and Rietveld 2000; Rietveld 
2000; Wardman and Tyler 2000).  
A survey of Dutch rail passengers 
analyzed passenger preferences for 
improving rail station access and found 
that improving public transit to the rail 
station would result in higher rail use 
than improving parking or bike facilities 
(Brons, Givoni, and Rietveld 2009). The 

(Proussaloglou et al. 2007; Rodrigue, 
Comtois, and Slack 2009).  Mattson et 
al.  (2010) found that low-income long-
distance travelers are more sensitive 
to cost and dependent on bus, train, 
and rail than high-income travelers.  
Conversely, higher income travelers 
are more likely to use faster modes 
like airplanes (Limtanakool, Dijst, and 
Schwanen 2006).  

Although long-distance travel mode is 
generally the same for men and women, 
some evidence shows that women 
are more likely to take the bus and 
men are more likely to travel by plane 
(Limtanakool, Dijst, and Schwanen 
2006).  In her historical analysis of the 
role of gender in scheduled intercity 
bus use, Walsh (2000) suggests 
women were essential to intercity bus 
operations prior to the 1950s because 
they filled empty seats during non-
traditional hours.  As more middle-
class women entered the workforce, 
they substituted the automobile for 
other travel modes because cars offered 
greater flexibility to combine household 
and workforce responsibilities.  As 
a result, Walsh argues, intercity bus 
service became “primarily a class and 
gender-based operation” (2000, p. 
225).  In addition to influencing mode 
choice directly, traveler characteristics 
and socioeconomic factors affect 
sensitivities to travel time and cost.  

The third determinant of mode choice 
suggests that travel mode varies by 
trip purpose and trip length.  While the 
automobile remains the primary mode 
for intercity travel, business travelers 
are more likely to travel by air, bus, 
or rail than non-business travelers 
(Mattson et al. 2010).  Similarly, people 
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rail as one continuous system, rather 
than separate modes as in the United 
States.  They believe an integrated 
approach is necessary to provide access 
and sustain a future U.S. high-speed rail 
network.   Lu (2010) found that high-
income individuals in China are more 
likely to reach train stations from longer 
distances via transit or private car, 
whereas low-income individuals are 
more likely to access train stations via 
walking and bicycle.  Similarly, Rietveld 
(Rietveld 2000) finds that people in 
the Netherlands generally travel to 
and from train stations on bike, foot, 
or transit.  Although the distances over 
which individuals traveled to reach rail 
stations in these studies is markedly 
smaller than in the United States, the 
findings suggest that, under the right 
circumstances, individuals will vary 
the modes in which they access rail.   
Aparicio (2011) cautions, however, that 
in the European Union, even with its 
well established intercity rail network, 
institutional barriers, limited access to 
joint schedule and fare information, and 
divergent baggage policies still pose 
obstacles to intermobility.   

The few studies that analyze 
Amtrak’s Thruway models find that 
complementing rail service with 
extended bus operations can effectively 
increase access to the major activity 
centers on the intercity rail network.  A 
1976 report from the Federal Railroad 
Administration (FRA) on the Potential 
for Integrating Rail Service Provided 
by the National Railroad Passenger 
Corporation with Other Modes maintains 
that better cooperation between 
Amtrak and common carrier bus lines 
will provide more effective intercity 
passenger transportation, especially to 
rural areas.  

authors conclude that rail use is likely 
to increase with improved access, 
especially for infrequent travelers or 
those living on the rail line’s periphery, 
and improving access is preferable to 
expanding the rail network. 

While the studies that connect access 
to rail ridership are limited to the 
Netherlands and United Kingdom, 
which have considerably lower 
average distances to rail stations and 
higher intercity rail ridership than the 
United States, their findings exhibit 
partial transferability to the United 
States.  Specifically, the conclusion 
that improving and expanding access 
to intercity rail stations can influence 
mode choice suggests that Thruway 
operations can influence the selection 
of rail as a travel alternative. 

Information on the specific modes 
individuals use to access intercity rail 
in the United States is scant.  Clever 
and Hansen (2007) explain that lack 
of interest and insufficient data for 
intercity rail access prevented in depth 
analysis of the issue.  In Europe, they 
argued, urban transportation systems 
are oriented around central rail stations 
in downtown cores, and discussions 
of access were embedded in overall 
transportation planning.  As populations 
moved farther from central cities, 
intercity transportation planning still 
focused on increasing access to central 
city rail stations.  Recent attention 
directed to high-speed rail generated 
some interest among scholars of the 
specific transportation modes used to 
access intercity rail.  For example, Clever 
and Hansen (2007) argue that European 
and Japanese transportation models 
view urban, regional, and high-speed 
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A handful of studies in individual 
states similarly conclude that intercity 
bus service is a natural complement 
to rail.  A report sponsored by the U.S. 
Research and Innovative Technology 
Administration released earlier this year 
explains that, “As part of a coordinated 
system with passenger rail, long 
distance “express bus” service [in Texas] 
may be a way to provide intercity travel 
that is less expensive than air travel, 
faster than traditional bus service, and 
more efficient (in persons per vehicle 
mile) than personal vehicles” (Higgins 
et al. 2011, 9).  Both Minnesota and 
Wisconsin are relying on intercity buses 
to link towns without rail stops to future 
passenger rail corridors and provide 
intermodal connections to regional 
rail systems (Minnesota Department 
of Transportation 2010; Wisconsin 
Department of Transportation).  Although 
these reports offer general support for 
bus-to-rail operations, no literature 
examines different operational models 
for Thruway service.  This research 
seeks to fill that void by analyzing three 
distinct service models and identifying 
the strengths and weaknesses of each 
model.  
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Oakland and downtown San Francisco, 
to long-distance services that mimic 
intercity bus lines, like service between 
Spokane and Salt Lake City.  Some 
Thruway operations serve urban areas 
with multiple public transportation 
options, whereas others reach rural 
communities where they are the only 
public intercity option.  

Amtrak classifies Thruway connections 
in two main service categories: 
dedicated and interline service.  Under 
dedicated service operations, Amtrak 
either charters buses from outside 
providers or directly schedules bus 
service that transports customers to 
or from specific origins/destinations.  
Dedicated Thruway service primarily 
operates in corridors that lost rail service 
or have limited rail departures.  Interline 
operations, in which passengers travel 
on different carriers for adjacent 
segments of the same journey, 
are further distinguished between 
codeshare and reimbursable operations.  
Under codeshare arrangements, Amtrak 
shares journeys with a bus operator, 
typically Greyhound, so that a passenger 
purchases a single ticket, but travels 
on multiple carriers.  Comparatively, 
bus trips in which Amtrak reimburses 
a bus operator after carriage and may 
subsidize the operator to provide 
the service if they don’t earn enough 
revenue, also fall under interline 
operations.  

Background 

Amtrak is the largest intercity rail 
operation in the United States, serving 
destinations in 46 states and the 
District of Columbia.  Amtrak’s rail 
routes fall into three service categories: 
long-distance, corridor, and high-
speed train service.  Combined, these 
routes create a nationwide intercity rail 
network.  Long-distance trains connect 
rural destinations and dispersed cities 
to major hubs in different states, and 
range in distance from 750 to over 2400 
miles.  Senior citizens and persons with 
disabilities are a large proportion of 
the patrons on these routes (Amtrak 
2011).  Comparatively, corridor, or 
state-supported routes, generally run 
between nearby cities over distances 
up to 500 miles.  The Passenger Rail 
Investment and Improvement Act of 
2008 requires all corridor services 
outside the Northeast Corridor to be 
state-supported by 2013, where states – 
not Amtrak – pay most of the operating 
costs not covered by passenger revenue 
and contribute to capital costs.  Amtrak’s 
final service category, high-speed, 
currently exists only in the Northeast 
Corridor where trains reach speeds in 
excess of 110 miles per hour (mph).  

Thruway operations expand the breadth 
of the rail network to destinations not 
served by rail.  Thruway operations 
range from short-distance service over 
a few miles, like the connection between 

Thruway Case Studies
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As Amtrak seeks to establish bus 
service in intercity corridors not served 
by rail, an analysis of existing Thruway 
business models will allow Amtrak 
to better understand the markets 
and conditions in which Thruway 
service could operate effectively in 
the future.  Few studies examine the 
relationship between intercity bus 
and rail service, particularly when the 
service is combined, so this report aims 
to answer the following questions:  
What constitutes a successful model 
for Thruway service?  Is bus to rail 
service successful, given this definition, 
in three west coast markets in which it 
currently operates?  What policies and 
business models, market demographics, 
and service design characteristics 
contribute to or detract from success, 
as defined above in each of the three 
cases? 

Although Thruway operations exist 
in 23 states, this study focuses only 
on California, Washington, and 
Oregon.  These states were selected 
for analysis because, combined, they 
contain more extensive and established 
Thruway services than any other 
states.  Additionally, the three different 
Thruway models are represented 
in these states: dedicated service 
in California, interline codeshare in 
Oregon, and interline reimbursement 
in Washington.  Additionally, these 
states offer close proximity to the West 
Coast based researcher.  The Westcoast 
Thruways are shown in Figure 1.  

Both long-distance and corridor rail 
routes serve each of the states in this 
study.  A complete list of Amtrak routes 
that service California, Washington, and 
Oregon is listed in Table 1.  Similarly, 

Figure 1. Map of Westcoast Thruways 
Source: Amtrak
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operations in San Francisco, Portland, 
and Seattle will serve as representative 
examples for this study.

Research Design 

To define successful Thruway service 
and determine the policy and business 
models, market demographics, and 
service design characteristics that 
contribute to or detract from successful 
service, I conducted case studies of 
Thruway operations in San Francisco, 
Portland, and Seattle.  Yin (Yin 1984) 
suggests that case studies are effective 
research strategies for explaining 
causal relationships that are more 
nuanced than traditional research 
approaches allow (p. 25).  The complex 
policies and business models, market 
characteristics, and variations in 
service design underlying the success of 
Thruway operations are not conducive 
to survey or experiment methodologies.  
It follows that the case study is an 

urban and rural Thruway connections 
operate in each of the selected states.  
Comprehensively examining each of 
the different Thruway and rail routes 
within the overall study area would 
take longer than the time allocated for 
this project, so the focus within each 
state needed to be narrowed.  Focusing 
only on specific bus or rail routes 
overlooks many of the complexities 
of Thruway operations.  For example, 
examining Thruways that connect to 
long-distance or corridor trains makes 
little sense because Thruway services 
make no distinctions between short 
and long-distance travelers.   Likewise, 
examining only urban or rural Thruway 
connections omits an important 
component of Thruway service within 
each state.  Rather than simplify 
Thruway operations or disregard 
individual services, this study will focus 
on major cities that are served by both 
long-distance and corridor trains and 
urban and rural Thruways.  Thruway 

Long-Distance Corridor

Name Major Cities Served Name Major Cities Served

California Zephyr Chicago
Denver

Salt Lake City
Sacramento 
Emeryville

Capitol Auburn
Sacramento
Emeryville

Oakland 
San Jose

Coast Starlight Seattle
Portland 
Eugene

Sacramento
Oakland

Los Angeles

Cascades Vancouver
Seattle

Portland
Eugene

Empire Builder Chicago
St. Paul

Spokane
Portland 
Seattle 

Pacific Surfliner San Luis Obispo
Santa Barbara

Los Angeles
San Diego

Sunset Chief Chicago
Kansas City

Albuquerque
Los Angeles

San Joaquin Sacramento 
Emeryville

Oakland
Freno

Bakersfield

Table 1. Amtrak Routes in Study Area 
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appropriate mechanism for exploring 
the specific circumstances under 
which Thruway services operate in the 
three selected cities.  In other words, 
the case study method enables me to 
examine Thruway service models in the 
real life situations in which they exist 
and uncover the relationship between 
successful Thruway operations and 
their underlying context that is not 
immediately evident.

A primary component of case studies is 
the use of multiple sources of evidence.  
Not only do multiple evidence sources 
allow for an array of “historical, 
attitudinal, and observational issues” 
to be addressed in a single study, but 
they build a stronger conclusion by 
facilitating triangulation (Yin 1984, 
5:91).  Put another way, results are more 
credible when different sources lead to 
similar conclusions.  This study employed 
semi-structured interviews, document 
review, and direct observation to define 
successful Thruway operations and 
develop findings about characteristics 
that contribute to or detract from their 
success in San Francisco, Portland, and 
Seattle.   

Interviews with Thruway operational 
managers and relevant Amtrak 
employees illuminated the policy 
context and business models which 

Thruway services operate.  Four Thruway 
operational managers who work for their 
respective states were interviewed, one 
each in California and Washington and 
two in Oregon (one a former manager).  
Amtrak employees interviewed for this 
study include the nationwide intermodal 
services coordinator, the Western 
region intermodal services coordinator, 
California service coordinator and a 
representative from the government 
affairs department.  The interviews 
focused on three primary aspects of 
Thruway service.  First, interviewees 
discussed the strengths and weakness 
of different service types (dedicated or 
interline) and assessed organizational 
dynamics of specific Thruway routes.  
Second, respondents explained and 
evaluated funding structures to 
determine the benefits and challenges 
of each funding arrangement.  Lastly, 
representatives reviewed state policies 
and actions that support and facilitate 
intermodal, intercity operations.  
Appendix A contains a complete list of 
interview questions.  

Amtrak reports and ridership data, 
including timetables and consultant 
reports, relevant news articles, and 
bus operator websites substantiated 
the interviews and provided additional 
insights into Thruway service. 

Figure 2. Amtrak California Thruway Bus
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passenger rail system, and the rail 
network depends on their continued 
operation.  Feeder service connects 
rural and isolated communities that 
are not served by rail.  Rail supplement 
operations complement existing rail 
routes where demand is not sufficient 
to justify additional train frequencies.  
Fourth, rail connector service links two 
different rail routes.  Each California 
respondent referred to these Thruway 
categories, if not by name then by 
description.  For example, J. Hutchison 
explained the mixture of services that 
constitute Thruways in California 
when he said that some Thruway 
arrangements are, 

“designed to provide access to 
communities or augment train 
frequencies so that using [rail] 
become an attractive alternative to 
flying, driving, or not making the 
trip at all…whereas other services 
exist because bus companies think 
it makes business sense to align 
their schedules with Amtrak.”  

In referring to California’s Thruways, 
each respondent echoed this diversity 
in function and purpose.  Fully detailing 
each of California’s Thruway routes 
would take more time and resources 
than those allotted for this study.  
However, thorough descriptions of the 
three Thruway routes that connect to 
Amtrak’s Emeryville/Oakland station 
in San Francisco’s Easy Bay serve as 
representative examples of Thruway 
operations in California.

Route Descriptions  - San Francisco 

Amtrak does not directly serve San 
Francisco, so the primary Thruway 
service in the Bay Area connects 
downtown San Francisco with Amtrak’s 
Oakland station.  Called the Trans Bay 

Data Overview 

The results from the California, Oregon, 
and Washington case studies are 
described in this section.  Each case 
includes a general explanation of the 
Thruway program in the State, specific 
routes serving the case study city, 
funding and organizational structures 
that govern the routes, and any state 
policies that affect Thruway operations.    
A cross-case comparison summarizes 
the similarities and differences between 
the cases. 

California

California has the most extensive 
Thruway network in the country, with 
over 200 daily scheduled runs operating 
daily on 23 different routes.  Twenty-one 
routes are dedicated, meaning the buses 
exclusively serve Amtrak trains.  The two 
remaining routes, between Yosemite 
and Merced and San Jose and Santa Cruz, 
are public transit routes that maintain 
interline agreements with Amtrak to 
carry Amtrak passengers in addition 
to the agency’s own passengers.  The 
State of California classifies its Interline 
Thruways as mixed-mode operations.  
Approximately 1 million passengers 
ride California’s Thruways annually.  All 
Thruway buses in California are branded 
with Amtrak’s logo so as to emphasize 
the interconnectedness of rail and bus 
operations, seen in Figure 2.

California’s Thruway routes serve a 
variety of purposes.  A recent AECOM 
study on California’s Bus-Rail Market 
grouped California’s Thruways into 
four categories, each with a different 
function.  Network trunk services are 
considered integral extensions of the 
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Francisco share similar features, despite 
different purposes and destinations.   
All three Thruway lines are dedicated 
routes, meaning they exclusively serve 
Amtrak passengers and bus arrival and 
departure times are integrated with 
train schedules to provide maximum 
connectivity between modes.  Amtrak 
does not operate the bus operations, 
but instead contracts out to local bus 
providers.  As Amtrak renews contracts 
with bus companies, amenities on 
board Thruway motorcoaches will 
be standardized, including electrical 
outlets at every seat, restrooms, tray 
tables, and two tables per bus in club 
seating positioning.  Additionally, buses 
will be equipped with WiFi, except for 
the Trans Bay line because the route is 
too short to make a WiFi cost-effective 
investment.  These amenities resemble 
those found on curbside operations 
making a comeback between large 
metropolitan areas.  One respondent 
indicated the level of service varies 
between operators.  He explained that 
most operators provide a consistent 
level of service, but occasionally an 
operator will filter in an older bus with 
fewer amenities.  

Funding and Organizational Structure

California’s state rail program 
oversees the planning and financing 
of California’s Thruway operations, so 
much so that bus operations are viewed 
as an integral part of the rail network 
rather than a separate, complementary 
system.  The California State Rail Plan 
specifically identifies the provision of 
“safe, reliable, and convenient intercity 
rail and connecting Amtrak bus service” 
as a goal of its rail program, indicating 
there is little operational distinction 

route, this operation traverses the Bay 
Bridge and provides a critical link for 
the San Joaquin and Capital Corridor 
trains.  According to W. Schilling, this 
particular route originated in the 
1940s and 50s to replace ferries that 
previously connected to San Francisco 
because it was not cost effective for 
the Southern Pacific and Santa Fe lines 
to build around the San Francisco Bay 
into the city.  Instead, the railroads used 
bus connections to connect the city 
with their train station.  In other words, 
the buses operate to “compensate for 
San Francisco’s poor rail geography” 
(J. Hutchison interview).  The Trans 
Bay route provides essential trunk 
service without which the San Joaquin 
line could not operate efficiently.  This 
route, which Amtrak contracts with SFO 
Airporter to operate, offers 28 daily 
roundtrip departures, with an average 
of 15 riders per bus (Amtrak and 
Caltrans 2011).

A second route emanating from the 
Bay Area runs south from Oakland 
and continues along the coast before 
connecting to rail service in either San 
Luis Obispo or Santa Barbara, depending 
on time of day.  This route, considered 
rail connector service, links the Capitol 
Corridor to the Pacific Surfliner and has 
five daily roundtrip departures with 
an average load of 25 riders per bus.  
Silverado Stages operates this line.  The 
Bay Area’s third Thruway operation 
runs between Stockton and San 
Francisco, servicing markets not served 
by rail along the way.  Operated by the 
El Camino company, it offers three daily 
roundtrips with an average of 18 riders 
per bus (Amtrak and Caltrans 2011). 

The three Thruway routes serving San 
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procurement and monitoring systems 
make it challenging for the State 
to directly operate Thruway buses.  
Two respondents described  the 
interconnectedness of rail and bus in 
California as “unique” and attributed 
the extensiveness of the State’s Thruway 
program to the shared institutional 
arrangement.  

The funding structure of California’s rail 
and Thruway system also emphasizes 
the integration of the two modes.  
California’s rail program assumes that, 
as a general rule, trains will always run 
with unfilled seats.  Therefore, the State 
considers any revenue from Thruway 
operations that exceeds the cost of 
running the buses as additional income 
for the rail program.  This dynamic 
was best explained by R. Peterson, 
who stated, “if train revenue attributed 
to the trip that started/ended on a 
Thruway bus is more than the cost of 
running the bus, than it breaks even 
or makes money.”  However, a recent 
AECOM analysis of California Thruways 
suggests all Thruway ticket revenue 
cannot be considered additional income 
for the rail program.  A small percentage 
of people would still take the train trip 
without the Thruway bus service, but 
would access the station using other 
means.  Revenue from these trips 
cannot be considered incremental to 
the rail program because they would 
occur without the Thruway connection.  
Despite this finding, calculating Thruway 
revenue in relation to train service, 
rather than as separate modal entities, 
underscores the interconnected nature 
of rail and Thruway buses in California. 

between rail and bus modes in the 
State.  W. Schilling summarized this 
interdependent relationship when 
he said, “the primary key [of the 
state’s rail program] is obviously the 
rail component, but the state is still 
providing an intercity service to get 
you from point A to point B with a 
combination of rail and the bus.”  The 
2007 State Rail Plan further explains 
that, “the bus routes function as direct 
parts of the Amtrak system, with 
coordinated connections, guaranteed 
seating, integrated fares and ticketing 
procedures, and inclusion in Amtrak’s 
central information and reservation 
system in the same manner as the trains” 
(p. 110).  One respondent suggested 
that Thruway buses and Amtrak trains 
are so interdependent that the rail 
corridors would cease to exist without 
the thruway bus connection.  Indeed, 
70 percent of all San Joaquin riders 
in 2005-06 used a Thruway bus for a 
portion of their trip, although this is 
still a small percentage of total intercity 
travelers (Caltrans 2007). 

Since Thruway buses in California are 
considered an extension of the rail 
corridor, the state, through Caltrans 
and the Capital Corridor Joint Powers 
Authority, provides financial support 
for three intercity rail routes and bus 
service and contracts with Amtrak to 
operate both services.  Amtrak, in turn, 
subcontracts with bus companies to 
provide Thruway service and oversees 
coordinated service between buses 
and trains.  Amtrak contracts with 
bus providers for a three-year period, 
with two opportunities for three-year 
extensions.  According to R. Peterson, 
the State prefers this operational 
arrangement because onerous state 
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organizational and funding structures.  
In this sense, each Thruway in Oregon is 
uniquely tailored to an individual market 
and less an element of a comprehensive, 
statewide network.  Currently, Amtrak 
has eleven Thruway agreements in 
Oregon, which are divided between 
state funded and privately operated 
routes.

Route Descriptions – Portland 

Five different Thruway routes connect 
to Amtrak Cascades corridor trains and 
Empire Builder and Coast Starlight long-
distance trains in Portland.   The Amtrak 
Cascades Thruway bus service parallels 
the Amtrak Cascade train through the 
Willamette Valley, so it offers expanded 
coverage connecting Portland, Eugene, 
Albany, and Salem.  According to J. 
Hutchison, the State of Oregon would 
eventually like to increase from two 
to five daily train roundtrips through 
the Willamette Valley, but there is not 
enough demand to support additional 
train trips at this time.  The additional 
three daily roundtrip schedules on 
buses effectively function as “rubber-
tired trains” and seek to build enough 
ridership to warrant additional trains.  
Aside from the actual vehicle and related 
amenities, the differences between the 
train and bus are minimal.  Both modes 
have comparable travel times, stop at 
fully staffed Amtrak stations in each 
location, with indoor waiting areas, 
and staff on hand to manage the service 
recovery process should a train or bus 
be delayed.   Two respondents described 
the local service offered by this route, 
and suggested that roughly half of the 
passengers are commuters.  

State Policies 

Two important state laws reinforce the 
relationship between Thruway and rail  in 
California.  First, California Government 
Code 14035.55 prohibits Amtrak from 
selling a Thruway bus ticket without 
a rail component.  Colloquially know 
as “the Greyhound Law” because of its 
intention to protect bus operations, this 
requirement strengthens the notion 
that California Thruways support rail 
corridors service and do not provide 
intercity transportation in their own 
right. 

Second, California law mandates that 
each Thruway route must generate 
enough farebox revenue to cover 
its opearting cost within a two-year 
period, or the route will be restructured 
or discontinued.  This provision ensures 
that any route currently operating 
maintains a positive return on 
investment.  As evidence, 39 routes have 
been proposed, operated, and adjusted 
since the program’s implementation, 
but only 18 currently exist. Conceivably, 
California Thruway buses do not 
receive subsidy from the intercity rail 
program because they are required by 
law to recover all their costs.  This law 
substantiates the claim that revenue 
from Thruway buses contributes a 
net economic gain to California’s rail 
system.  

Oregon 

Unlike California’s network, Oregon’s 
Thruway system is not considered 
an integrated element of its state rail 
program.  Instead, Oregon’s Thruways 
can be characterized as a collection of 
separate services, each with different 
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between Portland and Bend, and three 
daily roundtrips between Portland and 
Boise, Idaho along I-84, both of which 
are long-distance routes that primarily 
connect to small towns.  

The Cascades Thruway and Valley 
Retriever Thruway buses converge at 
the Portland Amtrak station.  Thruway 
buses stop curbside at the entrance to the 
train station, where passengers transfer 
their luggage, with the assistance of 
Amtrak staff, to the train.  Passengers 
walk though the large waiting hall 
to rail tracks on the other side of the 
station.  The two Greyhound bus lines 
service the Greyhound station across 
the street from the Amtrak station, and 
passengers must transfer their luggage 
and themselves.  The Northwest POINT 
Thruway stops at both the Amtrak and 
Greyhound stations. 

Portland’s second Thruway, the 
Northwest Public Oregon Intercity 
Transit (POINT) route, runs between 
Portland and Astoria, on Oregon’s 
northwest coast.  The train departs 
twice daily (morning and evening) 
in each direction.  By connecting to 
rural and isolated communities, the 
Northwest POINT service is most 
analogous to rural feeder service in 
California.  Amenities for this route 
include onboard WiFi and A/C outlets, 
and extended passenger legroom from 
removed seats.  The Valley Retriever, the 
third Thruway service in Portland, also 
serves coastal communities through a 
single daily roundtrip between Portland 
and Newport.  R. Peterson describes 
this route as “the only transportation in 
town so it provides a ride to the outside 
world.”  

Lastly, two existing Greyhound routes 
provide additional Thruway service.  
Greyhound operates one daily roundtrip 

Figure 3. Passengers boarding Northwest POINT at Portland Union Station
Source: flicker user OregonDOT



20

in rural areas, through a partnership 
with regional transit companies and the 
Oregon Department of Transportation.   
Importantly, POINT lines function 
primarily as intercity transportation 
options and rail connectivity is a 
secondary benefit of the service.  POINT 
service receives funding from the 
federal 5311(f), which typically require 
a local match to provide intercity bus 
services.  However, Oregon worked with 
the Federal Transit Administration to 
allow the capital portion of Greyhound 
service to count as the local match 
contribution for 5311(f) funds.  This 
minimizes total state dollars spent to 
procure intercity bus service. 

While the Cascades Thruway and 
Northwest POINT are state directed 
initiatives that receive state funding, the 
Valley Retriever is a for-profit operation 
without state support.  Although the 
company occasionally receives capital 
grants through the Oregon Department 

Funding and Organizational Structure 

Although Oregon aims to integrate travel 
modes as much as possible, connectivity 
between rail and bus is not as formal as 
in California.  Thruways are not codified 
in a specific state program, so the 
funding and organizational structure 
of each Thruway route varies widely.  
The following description of Thruway 
routes serving Portland illustrates the 
diversity in Oregon’s Thruways.  

The Amtrak Cascades Thruway bus is 
currently housed within the Oregon 
Department of Transportation’s Rail 
Division, but will be transferred to 
the Public Transit Division in April 
2012.  Transferring oversight and 
management of the Cascade Thruway 
to the Public Transit Division suggests 
a slight change in purpose, from an 
adjunct component of the passenger 
rail system to public transportation 
more generally.  Despite the slight 
organizational change, funding for the 
Cascades Thruway remains the same.  
The Cascades Thruway represents 
traditional interline service, in which 
a private company contracts with the 
State or Oregon to provide the service.  
This service is arranged by the State 
of Oregon, so Amtrak acts as the ticket 
agent and reimburses the bus provider 
a fixed rate per ticket for each passenger 
carried.  According to R. Peterson, ticket 
revenue on the Cascades Thruway 
covers operating costs on an annual 
basis.  

The Northwest POINT, like the Amtrak 
Cascades, is a state service within 
Oregon’s Public Transit Division.  It 
is one of three routes that seek to 
improve intercity mobility, especially 

Figure 4.  Northwest POINT Thruway  stop 
Source: flickr user OregonDOT
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the perspective in Oregon that 
Thruways are intercity transportation 
modes, first, and sources for intermodal 
connectivity, second. 

Washington 

Similar to Oregon, Washington State 
Thruways encompass a variety of 
distinct bus services, instead of a formal 
state Thruway program.  Washington’s 
nine Thruway routes traverse the entire 
state and are comprised of a combination 
of state-supported long-distance 
intercity bus routes and interline 
arrangements with national intercity 
bus carriers, with the notable exception 
of the Seattle/Vancouver service.  As in 
Oregon, Washington’s Thruways are, 
first and foremost, intercity bus routes 
that connect to Amtrak to increase 
intermodal connectivity, not to increase 
passenger rail access.  

Route Description – Seattle

Three Thruway services connect to the 
Amtrak Cascades corridor train and 
Coast Starlight and Empire Builder 
long-distance trains in Seattle.  As its 
name suggests, the Seattle/Vancouver 
Thruway connects the Seattle and 
Vancouver Amtrak stations.  This 
service originated as a family-run 
operation to supplement existing rail 
connections between the two cities.  
Although Cantrails, a large intercity 
bus corporation, recently purchased 
the small bus company, the Seattle/
Vancouver Thruway still provides daily 
commuter service.  Cantrails operates 
four daily roundtrips that are scheduled 
to connect to Amtrak trains, except for 
one standalone trip in the morning and 
evening.  An internal Amtrak study found 

of Transportation’s Public Transit 
Division, the Valley Retriever operates 
independent of the State and sustains 
its Thruway service entirely through 
fare revenue.  The Valley Retriever 
maintains an interline agreement 
directly with Amtrak, who reimburses 
the company an agreed upon amount 
for each passenger carried. 

State Policies 

Oregon’s State Transportation plan 
identifies the development of an 
integrated multimodal transportation 
system as a guiding policy to improve 
mobility and access through the 
State.  The policy, however, is not 
modally specific and does not mention 
Thruway connections in the context of 
multimodal transportation systems.  
The absence of Thruway discussion 
in Oregon’s Transportation plan is 
reflected in the state’s varied Thruway 
models.  Unlike in California where 
Thruways are an extension of the state-
supported rail program, most Thruways 
in Oregon, and especially those that 
serve Portland, are primarily intercity 
bus services that interline with Amtrak 
to improve connectivity.  Oregon’s 
Thruways would exist as intercity 
transportation without connecting to 
Amtrak, so their integration should 
be considered reflective of good route 
planning rather than a formal program 
to improve rail ridership.  

The divergent emphases of California 
and Oregon’s Thruway programs also 
manifest in ticketing requirements.  
Oregon maintains no ticketing 
restrictions, so passengers can 
purchase bus Thruway tickets without 
corresponding rail tickets.  This reinforces 
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to Amtrak trains. 

Two respondents mentioned the 
challenging environment for transferring 
bus and rail passengers at King Street 
Station in Seattle.   The station is 
situated between two sports stadiums 
and lacks dedicated bus bays, so buses 
have difficulty accessing the train 
station, especially on game days.  Buses 
queue in front of the station to the best 
of their abilities. 

Funding and Organizational Structure 

As in Oregon, the diversity of 
Washington’s Thruways results in 
differing funding and organizational 
structures for each Thruway service.  
The Seattle/Vancouver Thruway 
line is entirely owned and operated 
by a private company without state 
or Amtrak involvement.  While this 
Thruway does not constitute traditional 
dedicated service, it is effectively a 
cooperative partnership in which 

that the majority of passengers use this 
Thruway as local commuter service 
while only 30 percent of passengers 
connect to south or eastbound trains.  
This study is slightly outdated, but the 
results are still relevant and offer a 
useful framework for understanding 
the Seattle/Vancouver Thruway’s 
primary ridership.   The stops served by 
this Thruway are dictated by the Jones 
Act, a federal law prohibiting foreign 
carriers from transporting people or 
goods between two points in the United 
States.  So, this route makes three stops 
in Canada and runs as an expresses to 
and from Seattle. 

The Dungeness Line, the second Thruway 
connecting in Seattle, offers two daily 
roundtrips between Seattle and Port 
Angeles in Northwest Washington.  
In operation since 2007, this service 
connects rural residents with the Seattle 
metropolitan area.  The Dungeness 
Line’s onboard amenities include WiFi, 
reclining seats with cup holders, bottled 

water and snacks 
for purchase, and 
wheelchair and bicycle 
a c c o m m o d a t i o n s .  
Northwestern Stages, 
a national intercity bus 
company, also maintains 
an interline agreement 
to connect to Amtrak in 
Seattle.  Northwestern 
Stages operates its 
time schedule in a 
manner that best suits 
the company, so bus 
connections are not 
well coordinated with 
Amtrak trains.  As a 
result, passengers 
typically do not connect 

Figure 5.  Dungeness Line Thruway Bus, Washington
Source: flickr user WSDOT
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a local match.  Like in Oregon, the 
Federal Transit Administration permits 
Washington to count unsubsidized 
Greyhound capital investment as the 
local match, relieving the burden on 
local communities to provide additional 
funding.  Each route is required to make 
scheduled, meaningful connections with 
Greyhound, so the existing Greyhound 
corridor serves as the local match.  In 
addition to the intercity bus connection, 
Travel Washington’s architect, S. 
Abernathy, required each route to 
connect with local transit providers 
and intercity rail to increase intermodal 
connectivity.  Washington State does 
not consider its Travel Washington 
program to be an extension of its rail 
program. Rather, the Dungeness Line 
and other Travel Washington routes 
are “viewed as components of an 
interconnected transportation system” 
and not a unified program solely focused 
on expanding rail access (S. Abernathy 
interview).  Both the funding structure 
and programmatic arrangement 
suggest the Dungeness Line is primarily 
a rural intercity bus service, and its 
Amtrak connection is an ancillary, but 
important, benefit. 

Similar to Greyhound service in Oregon, 
Northwestern Stages is a national 
intercity bus carrier that interlines with 
Amtrak.  The service exists independent 

Cantrails operates intercity bus service 
on which the majority of passengers are 
Amtrak customers.  Most passengers 
purchase their tickets through the 
Amtrak website, and understand 
this to be an Amtrak service even 
though another company operates the 
buses.  R. Peterson says that Cantrails 
“understands what they are providing 
and does a good job making it seem 
like Amtrak service even though the 
buses don’t say Amtrak on them.”  The 
Seattle/Vancouver Thruway receives 
no subsidy, and passenger fare revenue 
covers all capital and operating costs.  
Amtrak reimburses the company per 
ticket per passenger carried.   

The Dungeness Line is similar to the 
Northwest POINT service in Oregon.  It 
is one of four rural intercity bus routes 
that the Washington State Department 
of Transportation oversees under the 
State’s 5311(f) program.  Since the late 
1970s, Greyhound and other intercity 
carriers eliminated rural bus stops in 
Washington, leaving many communities 
without public intercity transportation 
options.  Washington devised a pilot 
program, known as Travel Washington, 
to increase connectivity for rural 
residents.  The State contracts with 
intercity bus operators to provide 
Thruway service, which is funded 
through federal 5311(f) funds and 

Source: Flickr user sillygwailo
Figure 6. Cantrails Bus, Washington
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While the Cantrails route between 
Seattle and Vancouver is classified as 
an interline route, an overwhelming 
number of passengers purchase their 
tickets through Amtrak and the route 
effectively functions as a dedicated line.  
Each of the three trunk routes connect 
major metropolitan centers and depart 
frequently throughout the day.  Feeder 
bus Thruway routes connect smaller 
communities to larger metropolitan 
areas, tend to be privately operated, and 
run less frequently than trunk service.  

The Thruway route’s network function 
does not determine its funding source, 
organizational home within the state, 
and Amtrak service type.  The Thruway 
network trunks in this study are publicly 
funded in San Francisco and Portland, 
and privately funded in Seattle.  Feeder 
Thruways vary in their funding source.  
Since the cases contain examples of 
publicly and privately funded trunk and 
feeder routes, no relationship can be 
deciphered between network function 
and funding source.  Similarly, there 
is no link between network function 
and the public agency that oversees a 
Thruway route.  California, Washington, 
and Oregon only manage publicly 
funded Thruway; states regulate vehicle 
safety for privately funded routes but do 
not provide ongoing support.  Privately 
funded Thruway routes, therefore, do 
not have an organizational home in the 
state.  All of San Francisco’s Thruway 
publicly funded routes originate in 
the State Rail Program, while Seattle’s 
publicly funded Thruway originates 
in the State’s Intercity Bus program.  
Portland currently has one publicly 
funded Thruway in each program.  The 
routes managed by State Rail programs 
focus mainly on their connection 

of Amtrak, but both companies find it 
beneficial to offer ticketing connections.  
Amtrak reimburses Northwestern 
Stages per ticket for each passenger 
carried.

State Policies

Passengers in Washington are not 
required to purchase Thruway tickets 
in conjunction with Amtrak rail tickets, 
so, even though Amtrak contracts 
operation of the bus, it appears to the 
passenger as if Amtrak is both the rail 
and bus provider. 

Cross-case Comparison

Thruways in San Francisco, Portland, 
and Seattle vary widely, both among the 
cases and between the different routes 
in a single case, so few relationships 
exist.  The following section discusses 
notable differences and any similarities 
between the cases, which are 
summarized in Table 4.1 below.   

Thruway routes in the cases studied 
primarily serve two network functions: 
either main rail trunk service or 
intercity feeder connections.  Trunk 
service seeks to supplement existing 
rail service and increase overall system 
mobility, whereas feeder buses aim to 
connect rural and isolated communities 
and increase access to urban areas 
and the rail network.  One Thruway 
route, between Emeryville and San Luis 
Obispo, differs from the other routes 
and functions as a connection between 
two state-supported rail lines.  Two of 
the three trunk Thruways, between San 
Francisco and Emeryville, and Portland 
and Eugene are dedicated routes almost 
exclusively serving Amtrak customers.  
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Network Function Funding Source Institutional Home Service Type

Trunk 
Rail 

Feeder
Bus

Connector 
Rail

Public Private State Rail 
Program

Intercity Bus
Program 

Dedicated Interline
Sa

n 
Fr

an
ci

sc
o

TransBay - - - -
Emeryville - San Luis Obispo - - - -
Stockton and San Francisco - - - -

Po
rt

la
nd

Amtrak Cascades - - - - -
Northwest POINT - - - - - -
Valley Retriever - - - - - - -

Greyhound - - - - - - -
Greyhound - - - - - - - -

Se
att

le

Cantrails - - - - - - -
Dungeness Line - - - - - -

Northwestern Stages - - - - - - -

Table 2. Cross- Case Study Comparison
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to Amtrak routes, but the routes 
administered by the Intercity Bus 
program supplement rural access, their 
primary goal, with Amtrak connections.  
In addition to separate objectives, 
different funding sources are available 
to different oversight agencies.  The 
Thruway routes in this study overseen 
by the State’s Intercity Bus Program 
are eligible for federal 5311(f) formula 
funding, which the State Rail Program 
does not use.  Lastly, a Thruway route’s 
network function determination does 
not depend on the type of Amtrak 
contracting service.  Although most 
trunk routes are dedicated to Amtrak 
trains, and most feeder routes interline 
with Amtrak service, it is not a rule 
across all cases – feeder routes in 
California are dedicated.  

Marketing and legal characteristics 
differ more by state than network 
function.  Thruways in San Francisco 
are branded as Amtrak, require a 
train component when purchasing a 
ticket, and must cover all costs within 
three years.  With the exception of the 
Amtrak Cascades Thruway in Oregon, 
which is branded as Amtrak, none of 
these characteristics apply to any of the 
Thruway routes serving Portland and 
Seattle. 
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privately and publicly, and public 
funding sources differ between routes.  
A. Miller explained that as he was trying 
to make sense of the different Thruway 
categories, “it really became clear you 
have oranges and apples and bananas,” 
meaning that a single program contains 
substantially different objectives.  The 
diversity of form and functions make it 
difficult to generalize about Thruways 
and draw conclusions about the specific 
markets in which Thruways can be 
most successful.  The broad spectrum 
of Thruway models, and the various 
purposes and organizational structure 
of each route, suggests that Thruways 
are not easily comparable, and a single 
model cannot be deemed more effective 
than another.  

Finding 2. Successful Thruways increase 
access to passenger rail network 

Although the variety of Thruway 
models and functions preclude analysis 
of the most effective Thruway model, 
each Thruway example contains 
basic characteristics that contribute 
to a successful program.  Because 
Thruways are so diverse, defining a 
successful Thruway stems from both 
the underlying purpose of the bus and 
rail connection and who is defining 
success.  For example, states seeking 
to improve transportation options in 
isolated communities may measure 
successful Thruways by their ability 
to provide a public service or make 
vital transportation connections with 

Thruways in California, Oregon, and 
Washington represent different models 
for connecting to intercity passenger 
rail.  Analysis of interviews with 
Amtrak and state representatives, as 
well as Thruway websites and state 
transportation plans, offers a useful 
framework for better understanding 
Thruway operations.  General insights 
and relevant findings are presented in 
this section.   

Finding 1. Variety of forms and functions 
limits comparative evaluation of Thruway 
models

In the simplest interpretation, Thruways 
are non-rail transportation modes 
used to connect to Amtrak’s intercity 
passenger rail network.  The ten 
respondents in this study, however, used 
the same term to describe a variety of 
different Thruway operations.  Network 
function, which establishes a route’s 
mobility purpose, as well as funding 
sources, organizational home, service 
type, and marking and legal structures 
differ among the three cases, and even 
between the different routes within each 
case.  Thruways constitute extensions 
of existing rail service, critical bus 
connections to rural communities, and 
links between rail corridors.  Thruways 
also differ in their service types - both 
dedicated service, which exclusively 
serves Amtrak passengers, and interline 
service, in which passengers access 
Amtrak’s network through another 
company.  Thruways are funded 

Findings
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rural areas.  States looking to increase 
mobility might measure successful 
Thruways by ridership rates, safety 
records, or farebox recovery.  Similarly, 
private bus operators may define 
successful Thruways by their ability to 
generate profit for their company.  Other 
indicators of success include on-time 
performance, passenger satisfaction 
rates, or reliability.  Amtrak views 
Thruways as an opportunity to fill rail 
seats that may otherwise go empty, and, 
therefore, defines success as increased 
ridership on Amtrak trains, so long 
as costs to operate Thruway buses 
are covered through ticket fares.  For 
example, A. Miller says of the California 
Thruway system that, 

“The system is actually running well 
overall.  It takes people to all corners 
of the state, and serves areas we 
couldn’t reach by rail and brings 
them into the core system.  The 
numbers from the [AECOM] report 
show that the Thruway routes are 
doing very well economically and 
bringing more revenue into the rail 
system.  I think it is very successful.”  

The fundamental objective of Amtrak’s 
Thruway program, regardless of service 
model, is to increase access to Amtrak’s 
rail network.  G. Genge explained that 
the purpose of Thruways is to provide 
connections to and from rail stations, but 
not in a way that costs Amtrak money.  
Since the Thruway program ultimately 
exists as a connection service to 
passenger rail, it follows that successful 
Thruways are defined as those that 
increase access without resulting in 
financial loss to Amtrak.  Literature 
which finds that Europeans increasingly 
travel on intercity rail when they can 
easily reach a train station, supports this 
definition.  By increasing access to the 
station, Thruways theoretically increase 

train ridership.  Successful Thruways 
can be measured by ridership increases 
on Amtrak’s passenger rail network, 
assuming that Amtrak does not lose 
revenue to cover the cost of operating 
the bus.  Spending revenue to operate 
Thruway buses negates the benefits 
of additional riders, so successful 
Thruways, by definition, must not result 
in lost revenue to Amtrak.  Although 
many other measures of success could 
rightfully be applied, this definition 
most clearly addresses the primary goal 
of Amtrak’s Thruway program.

Finding 3. Thruways succeed in San 
Francisco, Portland, and Seattle  

As a whole, Thruway operations in San 
Francisco, Portland, and Seattle are 
successful according to the definition 
in Finding Two, although specific 
routes within each case may be more 
successful than others.  The definition 
for successful Thruways has two 
dependent parts – minimizing financial 
loss and increasing access to the rail 
network.  Comprehensive financial 
analysis is not included in this study, 
but it is assumed that none of the 
routes result in loss.  Available data 
prevented me from deconstructing the 
relationship between revenue for the 
bus and rail portion of a Thruway ticket, 
so this conclusion is based on logical 
assumptions from the interviews.  It 
is possible that losses are obscured by 
complicated financial structures, but 
loss could not be assessed for the routes 
given the financial data available.  

The collected data suggest Thruways 
in this study do not negatively 
affect Amtrak’s budget.  San Francisco’s 
Thruways are required by California 
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law to generate enough revenue to 
cover operating costs.  The majority of 
Thruways serving Portland and Seattle 
are privately funded interline routes, 
meaning Amtrak pays the bus provider 
per Amtrak passenger carried and does 
not incur cost to provide the service.  
Two of the remaining publicly funded 
routes, the Northwest Point in Oregon 
and Dungeness Line in Washington, are 
part of the State’s Intercity Bus Program, 
so they operate under a separate 
financial structure that does not involve 
Amtrak.  The last remaining publicly 
funded route, the Amtrak Cascades, has 
been profitable since February 2009 
and does not require subsidy (ODOT 
2012).  For example, revenue for the 
Amtrak Cascades Thruway in Oregon 
exceeded costs by $250,000 in 2011 
(ODOT 2012).

The second component of successful 
Thruways relates to increased access to 
the passenger rail network, as measured 
by ridership contributions from the bus 
connections.  All respondents suggested 
the Thruway routes serving the three 
cases increase access and ridership on 
the rail system, to varying degrees.  For 
example, R. Peterson expressed that the 
Cantrails route from Seattle to Vancouver 
is “pretty unique in terms of volume,” 
whereas other routes only supply a 
few passengers to Amtrak.  Although 
the literature implies increasing public 
transit access to rail, as Thruways 
do, increases rail use, this finding is 
supported by educated assertions of 
those interview and not actual ridership 
data.  Ridership is generally higher 
on trunk Thruway routes than feeder 
service, leading to the argument that 
trunk service is more successful.  This is 
expected given the populations served 

by the different routes.  However, feeder 
service that connects rural passengers 
to the Amtrak network should also be 
considered successful.  

Finding 4. Funding sources influence 
mobility focus and planning for publicly 
supported Thruways 

The publicly funded Thruway routes in 
this study (all routes in San Francisco, 
Amtrak Cascades and Northwest POINT 
in Portland, and the Dungeness Line 
in Seattle) contain several funding 
sources.  Funding for San Francisco’s 
Thruways comes from the Passenger 
Rail and Clean Air Bond Act, passed in 
1990, which allocates dedicated funds 
annually to California’s passenger 
rail program.  As a result, oversight 
for California’s Thruways falls with 
the State’s rail department.  Similarly, 
Oregon pays for its Amtrak Cascades 
Thruway through a combination of 
general fund appropriations and 
dedicated revenue from vanity license 
plate fees, the same way the State 
funds its trains.   Oregon’s rail division 
manages the programs funded by 
this money, including the Cascades 
Thruway.  Unlike the Thruway routes 
funded with state rail resources, the 
two remaining publicly funded routes in 
this study, Northwest POINT in Oregon 
and Dungeness Line in Washington, 
rely on a combination of state and 
federal resources for support.  Both 
routes receive federal 5311(f) subsidies 
and consider the capital portion of 
Greyhound connecting service as the 
required local match.  State intercity bus 
or public transit divisions administer 
Federal 5311(f) subsidies. 

The funding stream for publicly funded 
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Finding 5. Federal 5311(f) subsidy offers 
funding structure for feeder Thruway 
routes 

Oregon and Washington rely on federal 
5311(f) funds to subsidize intercity 
bus routes that connect with Amtrak 
trains, but not all 5311(f) funded routes 
nationwide intersect with Amtrak.  
Guidance for 5311(f) specifies that 
intercity bus service funded through 
the program must make meaningful 
connections with scheduled intercity 
bus service.  Section 5311(f) does not 
require intercity buses to connect with 
intercity passenger rail service, so a 
state cannot technically fund a 5311(f) 
route that only connects with Amtrak, 
even though passenger rail is a viable 
form of intercity transportation.  As 
written, the guidance may discourage 
states from using 5311(f) funds to 
make intercity rail connections, despite 
the benefits of connecting rural areas to 
other modes of intercity transportation.  
As a measure of intermodal planning 
and connectivity, both Oregon and 
Washington require that bus carriers 
reach an interline agreement with 
Amtrak, in addition to connecting to 
other intercity bus service, to receive 
the 5311(f) subsidy.  The Northwest 
POINT in Oregon and Dungeness Line 
in Washington, recipients therefore, 
connect with both Greyhound and 
Amtrak.

Finding 6. Route characteristics determine 
most appropriate service type  

Amtrak internally distinguishes 
between dedicated and interline 
service to determine whether the route 
exclusively serves Amtrak passengers 
or is part of an established intercity bus 
route that the carrier chooses to align 

Thruway routes determines the 
placement of the Thruway program in 
the state, which, in turn, influences the 
mobility function of the individual route.  
Thruways managed by rail-departments 
generally focus more on trunk service 
and providing connections to the rail 
corridor, while routes managed by 
intercity bus or transit agencies tend 
to concentrate on increasing intercity 
mobility for rural areas, of which the 
Amtrak connection is a component.  

The oversight agency placement also 
implies a level of cooperation between 
bus and rail modes.  Administering 
Thruways within the rail department 
involves an inherent assimilation of 
the two modes and a high degree of 
intermodal planning.  Thruways that 
originate in intercity bus programs 
require more significant coordination 
between the bus and rail programs.  
Respondents from Intercity Bus 
programs in Oregon and Washington 
described well-integrated bus and rail 
departments in their respective states.  S. 
Abernathy, from Washington’s Intercity 
Bus department said, “We’ve always 
kept good, close, open communication 
with the rail office and they with us 
regarding the intermodality between 
intercity bus, public transit and 
passenger rail.”  However, Thruway 
routes that originate in intercity 
bus risk compartmentalization and 
uncoordinated planning, according to 
S. Abernathy and G. Genge, because the 
two modes are not obligated to work 
together.  No respondents indicated that 
a poor relationship exists between bus 
and rail programs in any of the Thruway 
routes studied, although to disclose 
tension, if it exists, may threaten working 
relationships or funding sources.  
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For example, an Amtrak employee at 
LA’s Union Station is specifically hired 
to manage bus boardings and assist 
passengers if a train or bus is delayed.  
The benefits of dedicated Thruway 
service are weighed against its more 
expensive cost.  States, or Amtrak, must 
pay for all of the capital, operating, 
and maintenance costs for the route 
regardless of how many passengers use 
the service. Dedicated routes with low 
ridership will draw off Amtrak’s bottom 
line Comparatively, Amtrak pays per 
passenger carried on interline routes, so 
does not incur costs beyond passenger 
reimbursement.  

Interline Thruway routes offer Amtrak 
an opportunity to expand network 
coverage with little financial risk.  
Because interline Thruway routes 
typically serve transportation purposes 
other than Amtrak connections and 
would exist without Amtrak, interline 
routes encourage sound transportation 
policy by increasing intermodalism.  
Amtrak does not typically seek out 
interline routes.  As J. Hutchison 
described, “the vision, management, 
genesis largely come from outside 
Amtrak,” because the state or bus 
provider finds it valuable, profitable, 
or both connect with Amtrak.  Since 
these interline routes often serve 
isolated communities, state and local 
governments typically have a financial 
stake in interline routes and are more 
likely to market and publicize the 
service.   

Although interlined service 
arrangements are less costly to 
Amtrak, they also present challenges.  
Notably, interline routes carry other 
passengers not connecting to Amtrak 

with Amtrak’s schedule.  Many of the 
respondents discussed the strengths 
and challenges of these two service 
types, which are summarized below.  

Dedicated Thruway routes offer 
Amtrak more flexibility and control 
than interline routes.  Since dedicated 
routes directly cater to Amtrak trains, 
bus arrival and departure times are 
adjusted to train schedules and only 
Amtrak passengers ride the service.  As 
a result, dedicated routes have shorter 
wait times between rail and buses, and it 
is easier to make schedule adjustments 
to accommodate a late train or bus.  
This service arrangement minimizes 
disruption and makes it easier for 
Amtrak to get passengers to their final 
destinations.  P. Peterson described that 
dedicated routes provide guaranteed 
service because they exist solely to 
connect to Amtrak trains.  He also said 
it is easier and less costly to have a bus 
wait for a late train than pay for another 
transportation option to connect 
passengers to their final locations, as is 
the case with interline routes.  

Dedicated Thruway routes also provide 
Amtrak more control over service 
quality, which improves the overall 
experience for the passengers.    Since 
Amtrak either receives a contract from 
the state to provide Thruway service, 
as is the case in California and Oregon, 
or directly provides Thruway service, 
which is the case in other areas of the 
country, Amtrak can easily manage 
service quality, including amenities 
offered, in a way that is not possible when 
other companies interline with Amtrak.   
Amtrak can also hire personnel to 
trouble shoot and handle any problems 
that occur, as when a train is delayed.  
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service.  The service provider, and 
how they contract with Amtrak, is less 
important to states than making sure 
the service is offered at all.  Similarly, 
passengers do not distinguish between 
dedicated and interline service, so long 
as the connection is timely and relatively 
convenient.  

Finding 7. Improved Amenities Increasingly 
Common on Buses 

All motorcoaches on Thruway routes in 
this study contain, or are required to in 
the future, improved amenities, such as 
WiFi, electrical outlets, more legroom, 
and plusher seats.  The exact amenities 
vary between individual routes and 
bus operators, but their presence is 
universal among the cases.  In most 
instances, the amenities replicate those 
found on curbside operators resurging 
in major metropolitan centers in the 
Northeast, Midwest, and South.  The 
amenities project a “cool” image for 
the bus operations and help attract 
a younger, technologically adept 
audience.  Introducing these amenities 
on Amtrak Thruway routes indicates 
that bus providers hope to build off the 
popularity of curbside operations and 
attract more riders.  The widespread 
adoption of amenities also suggests 
that, as amenities become standard, 
passengers will perceive buses without 
them as older and lower quality.  

In addition to reproducing the 
curbside bus experience, increasing 
and improving amenities on Thruway 
buses aims to match the amenities 
onboard trains.  WiFi, roomy seats, 
electrical outlets, and tray tables come 
standard on the state-supported trains 
in California, Oregon, and Washington, 

and must adhere to the company’s 
timetable, so Amtrak does not have the 
same flexibility as dedicated service 
to make adjustments if a bus or train 
is delayed.   The interline connection 
is also dependent on the continued 
cooperation of the bus company.  
Private companies providing interline 
service are not required to connect 
with Amtrak, so they are free to reroute 
their buses or change their connection 
times in a way that no longer makes 
connections to Amtrak trains possible.  

The different strengths and challenges 
of dedicated and interline routes suggest 
one service model is not superior to the 
other.  Instead, the appropriate service 
type depends on route characteristics 
and funding structure.  Dedicated 
Thruway routes, which offer more 
flexibility and control, work best in 
markets with a large population base 
and ridership interest to support the 
higher cost of providing the service.  
Interline routes, which provide wider 
network coverage with less financial 
risk, are most effective in areas with 
lower population bases.  

Despite the service distinctions and 
their associated benefits and challenges, 
neither states nor passengers 
differentiate between dedicated or 
interline Thruway service.  Rather, 
they are internal Amtrak classifications 
that carry little meaning beyond 
Amtrak’s accounting structure.  Service 
differentiation defined the type of 
contracting agreement Amtrak uses to 
carry out the Thruway route than the 
purpose it serves.   States, however, 
tend to think of Thruways in terms of 
their network function – i.e. whether 
the route is providing trunk or feeder 
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train or bus is delayed.  According to W. 
Schilling, the transfer is direct, intuitive, 
and “fairly seamless.”  Another factor 
that improves customer convenience 
is centralized ticketing, meaning the 
passenger purchases a single ticket 
– often online – for both rail and bus 
components of the trip.  This amounts 
to one-stop shopping and enables the 
passenger to consider the two segments 
as a single trip, in the same way an air 
flight with a layover is considered 
a single trip – even when flown on 
different air carriers.  Lastly, clear and 
accurate information about delays 
and transfers reduces uncertainty 
and improves a passenger’s ability to 
handle problems or delay.  Together, 
these efforts to improve customer 
convenience emphasize the integration 
of rail service with the Thruway route, 
and, in doing, so seek to eliminate any 
disincentives from transferring between 
two modes. 

Finding 9. Multiple Thruway providers 
may impede consistent experience across 
modes

Numerous bus companies provide 
Amtrak Thruway service, making it 
difficult to ensure consistent service 
quality across the vehicles.  Respondents 
indicated that occasionally driver 
professionalism, cleanliness, or even 
bus age is below Amtrak’s standards, 
but Amtrak has little recourse, and 
fewer resources, to enforce standards 
across all companies, especially ones 
that only interline with Amtrak.  Many 
respondents suggested that e-ticketing, 
which Amtrak will be introducing in 
the coming months, poses a challenge 
to the Thruway program.  Not only is 
it expensive to outfit each of the buses 

so buses that lack the same amenities 
emphasize the differences between 
the two modes.  Providing consistent 
amenities across different modes 
facilitates the seamless integration of 
bus and rail segments of a single trip. W. 
Schilling explained that creating similar 
atmospheres and experiences on buses 
and trains is the motivation behind 
amenity improvements.  He jokingly 
stated that he is, “trying to recreate as 
much of the environment on the train as 
possible, just without the café car!”   

Finding 8. Customer convenience efforts 
help minimize transfer penalty 

In urban transportation environments, 
passengers negatively perceive 
transferring between modes or 
between vehicles on the same mode as 
inefficient, inconvenient, and disruptive.  
The respondents assumed that, to 
a much lesser extent than in urban 
environments, Thruway passengers 
prefer direct service.  Respondents 
suggested that passengers knowingly 
sign up for the intermodal transfer, 
but that Amtrak carefully considers 
the customer experience to minimize 
transferring inconveniencies.  This 
includes developed transfer procedures 
and facilities, centralized ticketing, 
and clear communication.  The actual 
transfer from bus to rail or rail to bus 
at stations in Emeryville, Portland, and 
Seattle is designed to be minimally 
disruptive.  Buses either have loading 
docks or pull up curbside next to the 
station and Amtrak staff transfers 
checked luggage.  Each of the stations 
has waiting areas, restrooms, and 
vending food available.  Additionally, 
Amtrak ticket agents staff these stations 
to sell tickets or reroute passengers if a 
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with technology to accommodate 
e-ticketing, but drivers and managers 
must be trained how to use the system.  
E-ticketing also gives drivers, over whom 
Amtrak has no hiring control, access 
to its reservation system in a way that 
paper tickets do not allow.  Continuing 
paper tickets for the Thruway portion of 
a trip, however, sets up inconsistencies 
in passenger experience and potentially 
relegates the Thruway portion to second 
class service. 

Branding Thruway buses as Amtrak 
reinforces the coordination between 
bus and rail segments and visually 
indicates that the bus segment is a full 
component of the Amtrak trip – with 
all the benefits that affords.  However, 
it is also presents challenges because 
Amtrak is placing their logo on a bus 
company over which Amtrak may have 
very little control. 
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Policy Recommendations

The findings from case studies of 
Thruway routes serving San Francisco, 
Portland, and Seattle illustrate the 
various forms Thruways take and 
the different factors that contribute 
to and detract from their success.  
Based on those findings, this sections 
presents recommendations for Amtrak 
to consider as it seeks to expand its 
Thruway program.  

Recommendation 1. Continue to support 
Thruways to increase access to passenger 
rail network 

Each of the Thruway routes in this case 
study connects passengers to Amtrak’s 
rail network without costing Amtrak 
revenue.  Either as trunk service, which 
provides essential and supplementary 
connections to rail corridors, or feeder 
service, which connects rural or isolated 
areas to rail corridors, Thruways expand 
the reach of the rail network to support 
existing service. The Passenger Rail 
Investment and Improvement Act of 
2008 (P.L. 110-432) empowers states to 
develop short-distance rail corridors, so 
many states are increasingly expanding 
their intercity rail programs.  As states 
look to establish new intercity service 
or connect to existing routes, the 
success of Thruways in San Francisco, 
Portland, and Seattle demonstrates 
that the Thruways are viable intercity 
transportation alternatives and suggests 
broader applicability to markets with 

similar characteristics.  Amtrak’s 
intermodal and government affairs 
departments should maintain existing 
Thruway routes and continue to pursue 
development opportunities in markets 
with enough customer base to support 
bus service.  

The respondents in this study all 
represent Thruway activities, but it 
is unclear whether their interest in 
Thruways permeates to other areas 
of the company.  Therefore, Amtrak 
executive leadership must establish a 
company policy promoting intermodal 
connectivity to facilitate expanded 
Thruway development in the future.  
Such a policy would push different 
Amtrak departments to incorporate 
access and intermodal connectivity into 
their initial planning and encourage 
Amtrak to think beyond its traditional 
role as an intercity passenger rail 
provider.  Integrating the Thruway 
program into future station planning 
and redevelopment, for example, 
would force Amtrak to consider 
station connectivity and appropriately 
accommodate buses at the beginning of 
the planning process, rather than as an 
afterthought.    

Recommendation 2. Identify Thruways by 
network function instead of service type

Amtrak’s internal service type 
classifications, dedicated and interline, 
refer to whether the Thruway route 
exclusively serves Amtrak passengers 

Policy Recommendations, 
Future Research, and 
Conclusion 
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the needs of the communities it serves.   
Since the characteristics that contribute 
to each routes’ success differ, and each 
state’s intercity needs and funding 
opportunities vary, a standard Thruway 
model cannot apply to all future Thruway 
situations.  In other words, a one-
size-fits-all approach is not applicable 
to future Thruway routes.  Instead, 
Amtrak should rely on its experience 
with a wide spectrum of developed 
Thruways to individually tailor future 
Thruways to the markets they serve.  
Rather than develop prevailing trunk 
or feeder Thruway model to adopt in 
future routes, Amtrak should highlight 
the diversity of the Thruway program to 
State transportation departments and 
emphasize the company’s flexibility to 
establish a service that meets the state’s 
needs.  

Recommendation 4. Encourage states 
to develop intermodal connection with 
Amtrak network 

Publicly supported Thruways in 
San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle 
originate in their state’s respective 
transportation departments, not with 
Amtrak.  State intercity rail and bus 
programs provide the policy framework, 
either as integral components of the 
state program or mobility options 
for rural communities, through 
which Amtrak establishes Thruway 
connections.  Since state transportation 
departments initiate the underlying 
programs that support publicly funded 
Thruways, Amtrak’s Government 
Affairs department should encourage 
states to adopt intermodal policies into 
their intercity transportation plans and 
consider access when planning for state-
supported intercity passenger rail.  

or is an outside route that connects 
with Amtrak’s system.  Put another way, 
it is primarily a means of identifying the 
organizational structure Amtrak uses to 
deliver the Thruway service.   While the 
classification implies how much control 
Amtrak exerts over the Thruway service 
and the number of passengers the 
route contributes to the rail network, 
it describes little about actual function 
the Thruway serves.  The classification 
holds little meaning with the states and 
almost no meaning with passengers 
who do not distinguish between Amtrak 
and other transportation providers.  
States view connections with Amtrak 
in terms of their purpose and how they 
fit into the state’s larger transportation 
system, not whether the route 
exclusively serves Amtrak passengers. 
If the Thruway program is primarily 
focused on increasing access to the 
rail network, it follows that Thruway 
routes should be classified by the access 
function they serve.  Therefore, Amtrak’s 
intermodal department, as well as other 
departments contemplating access 
opportunities, should identify Thruways 
by their network function – either trunk, 
feeder, or connector service instead of 
their current distinction.  Reorganizing 
Amtrak’s internal classifications to 
better align with the states would 
eliminate unnecessary confusion and 
redundancy and better illustrate the 
access opportunities Thruways offer 
states.  

Recommendation 3. Develop future 
Thruway routes on case-by-case basis 

The different network function and 
funding and organizational structure 
of each studied Thruway suggests that 
each route is uniquely planned to meet 
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the bus segment is not secondary to 
the rail component, but an equal part 
of the overall intercity trip.  Improved 
amenities not only offer a better 
passenger experience, but lessens 
the distinction between bus and rail.  
Similarly, branding both the bus and rail 
components as Amtrak unifies mixed-
mode components and indicates to the 
passenger that Amtrak is responsible 
for the entire intercity trip.  Branding 
bus and rail as Amtrak marks Amtrak as 
a purveyor of intercity transportation, 
not just passenger rail.  To facilitate 
the integration of Thruways routes and 
rail corridors, Amtrak should require 
bus providers and public agencies 
with whom the company establishes 
Thruway service to offer a minimum 
level of amenities and brand themselves 
as Amtrak.  Although this may subject 
Amtrak to inconsistencies in service 
quality, the benefits of consistent 
service across modes underscores the 
connection between passenger rail and 
the other modes used to access it.  

Future Research

This study mainly relied on interviews 
with Amtrak staff and state employees 
familiar with the Thruway programs 
in their respective states, along with 
publicly available publications, to 
analyze Thruway routes serving San 
Francisco, Portland, and Seattle.  Precise 
cost information about the different 
service models could not be obtained.  
More detailed research is needed 
to better examine cost recovery per 
passenger in each service model.  An 
evaluation of costs, such as insurance, 
operating expenses, and marketing, 
and benefits, including ridership 
increases, for different trunk and 

Recommendation 7. Encourage states to 
require 5311(f) routes to interline with 
Amtrak

Both Oregon and Washington require 
bus carriers contracted to provide 
5311(f) service to reach an interline 
agreement with Amtrak.   This 
requirement facilitates intermodalism 
by linking Amtrak and the intercity 
bus routes that serve rural and isolated 
communities.  Mandating that 5311(f) 
routes interline with Amtrak creates an 
automatic framework for implementing 
feeder Thruways.  Amtrak’s government 
affairs office should encourage state 
departments that administer federal 
5311(f) funds to include an interline 
agreement with Amtrak, to the extent 
it is possible, as a condition for bus 
providers to receive the subsidy.  While 
the distance between some 5311(f) 
routes and Amtrak rail corridors may 
be too great for a logical interline 
agreement, connecting intercity bus 
and passenger rail better integrates 
these two intercity modes and increases 
access opportunities and transportation 
options for small town and rural 
community residents.  Additionally, 
Amtrak’s government affairs team 
should continue working with the U.S. 
Department of Transportation to clarify 
legislative guidance for the 5311 (f) 
program.  Intercity buses that connect 
to any intercity transportation mode, 
not just other intercity buses, should be 
eligible for 5311(f) funding.   

Recommendation 6. Require standard 
amenities and consistent branding 

Consistent amenities between 
motorcoaches and trains reinforce 
the integration of the two modes.  
Improving the bus experience indicates 
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Conclusion

Amtrak’s Thruway program uses other 
transportation modes to extend the 
reach of Amtrak’s network to areas not 
currently served by rail. Despite interest 
in expanding Thruway operations, little 
analysis of different Thruway models 
has been conducted.  Through case 
studies of different Thruway routes 
serving San Francisco, Portland, and 
Seattle, this study defined a successful 
model for Thruway service, identified 
whether Thruway routes in those three 
cities were successful, and determined 
policy contexts, route characteristics, 
business models, that contribute to 
success in each of the three cases.  

Thruway routes typically perform 
two network functions – either trunk 
service to connect to or supplement 
main rail corridor service or feeder 
service to link passengers from rural 
communities to passenger rail. The 
funding structures, Amtrak service 
type, organizational home, and marking 
and legal structures differ among the 
cases and between different routes 
within a case, suggesting a wide range 
of models that make up Amtrak’s 
Thruway program.  The variations in 
Thruway models make it difficult to 
draw general conclusions about the 
Thruway program, but instead suggest 
that Amtrak has a wealth of experiences 
from which to develop future Thruway 
models.  However, the array of possible 
Thruway models suggests that, 
with enough flexibility, intermodal 
connections to Amtrak trains offer an 
effecting strategy for increasing access 
to the intercity passenger rail system.  

feeder organizational models, and how 
the costs are divided between the bus 
and rail portion of the journey, would 
help Amtrak better attribute revenue 
increases to the Thruway program 
and create a method of identifying 
the cost-effectiveness of each model.  
Cost recovery per passenger of a 
Thruway model must also be measured 
in the policy context in which the 
Thruway operates.  The social justice 
underpinnings of rural feeder service 
suggest a different measurement of 
cost effectiveness than trunk service.  
Analyzing both the costs incurred by 
each Thruway model, and how the 
network function the Thruway serves, 
would help Amtrak guide investment 
resources to Thruway opportunities 
that most increase access to passenger 
rail at the lowest cost. 

Additionally, further exploration of 
passenger motivations and experiences 
would help Amtrak better understand 
how intermodal, intercity trips affect 
mode choice.  Few studies focus on 
intercity trips involving more than 
one transportation mode, so better 
understanding how wait times, transfer 
penalties, and amenities influence mode 
choice decisions when a single trip 
involves two modes would help Amtrak 
improve Thruway operations.  Little is 
known about how, and why, travelers 
access passenger rail stations in the 
United States.  As states seek to expand 
their state-supported rail programs, 
further exploration of Thruway models 
and mode determinants would help 
Amtrak refine its Thruway program to 
meet state and passenger needs.  
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As Amtrak seeks to develop its Thruway 
program, the company should identify 
routes by the network function they 
serve and not whether they provide 
dedicated or interline service, and, 
whenever possible, encourage branding, 
ticketing and marketing consistent 
with train service.  Although more 
research is needed to determine the 
cost effectiveness of different Thruway 
models and how passengers interpret 
and respond to intermodal, intercity 
travel, Thruway models can clearly play 
a critical role as states look to expand 
their short distance train routes. 
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Interview Protocol 

Scheduling Interview

Hello.  My name is Shira Bergstein and I am a Master’s of Urban and Regional Planning 
student at UCLA.  I’m working on an Applied Planning Research project for Amtrak, 
which is like a Master’s thesis applied to a real world urban planning challenge.  
Specifically, I am look at Thruway service in California, Washington, and Oregon.  I 
am interested in defining successful bus-to-rail operations and determining whether 
services in these three states are successful.  I’m also evaluating the policies and 
business models, market demographics, and service designs contribute to or detract 
from their success.  

I would like to interview for you this project, which would take approximately 45 
minutes of your time.  If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you questions 
related to the specific business model in (California, Washington, Oregon), including 
about carriers, intermodal policies, and funding streams; market demographics 
served by bus-to-rail operations, and aspects of the service design including contract 
arrangements, timetables, vehicle types and terminal amenities, and marketing.   I 
believe your experiences and views are critical to this study and would be very grateful 
for your participation.  

Are you interested in participating in this project? 

If yes: Great! We will discuss a range of topics related to the bus-to-rail service in 
your State.  There are no foreseeable risks to you from participating in this research. 
Although there is no direct benefit to you, the general knowledge generated from this 
study may help you in your own work. There will be no costs to you, other than your 
time involved.

We can keep your responses confidential if you wish. Responses you in the interview 
may be recorded so that I can accurately represent your views. You may at any time 
review and redact our recordings and notes if you wish. All of the information we 
obtain from you during the interview will be available only to my advisors and me 
although Amtrak and UCLA will have ownership of the final product. 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. You may refuse to participate. If you 
do

participate, you are free to withdraw your participation at any time or to skip any 
questions you do not wish to answer. 

Can we schedule an interview at this time?

If no: Thank you for your time.  Might you recommend a coworker or colleague who 
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may be willing to participate?  Thank you for your time.  

Interview

Hi.  This is Shira Bergstein.  Thank you, again, for agreeing to be interviewed for this 
Amtrak project on Thruway service.  

If you request confidentiality, any information that is obtained in connection with 
this study and that can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be 
disclosed only with your permission or as required by law.

Additionally, your participation in this study is voluntary. If you so choose, you may 
withdraw at any time without any consequences of any kind. You are not waiving any 
legal rights because of your participation in this research study.

Do you have any questions about the confidentiality of your responses or your rights 
regarding participation and withdrawal?

Collect confidentiality agreement and note understanding of their response (you have 
selected for your items to remain confidential” or “you have declined confidentiality, 
and your responses may be linked to personally identifiable information.”)

Great, let’s get started.  

1. First, can you tell me about the Thruway service that serves (San Francisco, 
Portland, Seattle)?

Follow up questions if they aren’t addressed or need further elaboration.  
Who provides the service? 
What is the ridership? What is the split between long-distance and 
corridor train service? 
What is the frequency of the routes?  What time does it arrive/depart? 
How long have the routes been in place? 
What is the institutional arrangement between Amtrak and carriers to 
provide these services? 
Are the bus operations the only form of public transportation in the 
communities they serve? 
Who is the service intended to serve?  Who does it actually serve?  
How are the Thruway services funded? 
What are the benefits of this funding arrangement?  Are there any 
challenges? 
What state policies are in place to support intermodal transportation 
like this?   Local government actions? 
Is there good communication between service providers and other 



45

agencies?  
Can you describe the terminal where passengers transfer from bus 
to rail or vice versa?  Are there waiting areas?  What happens to their 
baggage? 
What current onboard amenities are offered on the motorcoaches that 
serve (San Francisco, Portland, Seattle)?   
Are there any plans for improved amenities?  
What aspects of these specific Thruway routes work well? 
What aspects of Thruway service most need improvement? 
Follow up
Any ideas how these aspects might be improved? 
Are there currently any plans underway to improve or change the 
service we have been discussing? 
How would you define successful bus-to-rail operations? 

2. Are the routes that serve (San Francisco, Portland, Seattle) successful?  Why or 
why not? 

3.  Can you suggest any other resources to learn about the bus-to-rail operations 
that serve (San Francisco, Portland, Seattle)?  People?  Websites?  Consultant 
Reports?  Annual financial reports?  Rider surveys? 
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Appendix B. Interview Respondents

Jonathan Hutchison, Senior Director, Corridor Development West – Amtrak  
Will Schilling, Statewide Bus Operations Manager, San Joaquin Train Operations  
 Coordinator
Robert Melbo, State Rail Planner, Oregon Department of Transportation -
 Rail Division
Steve Abernathy, Intercity Bus Program Manager I Grant Project Manager 
 Washington State Dept. of Transportation
Alan Miller, Office of Planning and Policy 
Division of Rail
Rick Peterson, Director Thruway Bus Operations, System Operations
George Genge, Senior Manager, Operations Support Intermodal Services – Amtrak 
Matt Kelly, Government Affairs – Amtrak 
Matthew Barnes, Transit Network/Intercity Program Manager,
  Oregon Department of Transportation
Robin Phillips
Fred Fravel 
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