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Proposed federal infrastructure funding for rail projects has transportation planners taking 

another look at a Los Angeles-to-Las Vegas passenger route that Amtrak stopped in 1997 and at 

a high-speed rail line along the congested Interstate 15 corridor to Victorville, California. 

President Joe Biden’s $2.3 trillion jobs bill would finance Amtrak plans to expand service 

nationwide and launch multiple new routes, including one between southern Nevada and 

Southern California. 

The measure might provide funding for Brightline West’s project that would have passenger 

trains whisking at up to 200 mph (322 kph) on a route generally along the busy interstate, the Las 

Vegas Review-Journal reported. 

The fast-rail project between Las Vegas and the high-desert city of Victorville near the Cajon 

Pass has been considered since 2005, but it stalled several times, mostly over financing. 

Regional Transportation Commission of Southern Nevada CEO M.J. Maynard endorsed the 

possibility of adding passenger rail service to Las Vegas as “another option for visitors to travel 

to Las Vegas, helping to alleviate congestion, improve our air quality and significantly enhance 

the overall visitor experience.” 

An average of 47,000 vehicles a day are counted on Interstate 15 at the Nevada-California state 

line, Maynard told the Review-Journal. That’s nearly 2,000 per hour. 

Clark County Commissioner Michael Naft called both the Amtrak and Brightline plans attractive 

and said the one that begins operating first likely will fare better. 

“Clearly they both have benefits,” Naft said. “Either option will help alleviate traffic from the 15, 

which we cannot tolerate more weekends of stacked-up traffic.” 

He referred to Sunday afternoon and post-holiday traffic jams that sometimes result in 17-mile 

backups for Los Angeles-bound motorists where three freeway lanes in Nevada narrow to two in 

California. 

Amtrak CEO Bill Flynn issued a statement March 31 focusing on improving Northeast U.S. 

Corridor rail service, and said Biden’s $80 billion in funding also could bring intercity rail 

service to up to 160 communities in the U.S. 

https://media.amtrak.com/2021/03/statement-from-amtrak-ceo-on-president-bidens-american-jobs-plan/
https://media.amtrak.com/2021/03/statement-from-amtrak-ceo-on-president-bidens-american-jobs-plan/


A map shows the Los Angeles-Las Vegas route and a route possibly linking Los Angeles with 

Phoenix and Tucson, Arizona. 

Nevada Department of Transportation spokesman Ryan McInerney told the Review-Journal that 

Amtrak contacted the state in July about adding Las Vegas to service plans. 

Amtrak service from 1978 and 1997 between Los Angeles and Salt Lake City included Las 

Vegas. It was called the Desert Wind. 

Regional Transportation Commission studies in 2007 found strong “current and future demand” 

for passenger service. But it cited multiple performance problems, including delays caused by 

freight traffic congestion and a long-distance passenger schedule making stops in the California 

cities of Fullerton, San Bernardino, Victorville and Barstow. 

A one-way trip took up to seven hours and 15 minutes, compared with about a four-hour vehicle 

drive. 

Randal O’Toole, a Cato Institute senior fellow specializing in land use and transportation issues, 

raised questions in a report responding to Biden’s infrastructure plan about whether demand 

exists for the Desert Wind route or others proposed by Amtrak. 

“These routes are so heavily covered by airlines, buses and freeways that a passenger train is not 

going to attract many customers,” O’Toole said. 

He noted that four bus companies offer Los Angeles-Las Vegas service roughly every half-hour 

taking as little as five hours and 10 minutes at fares starting at $20. 

“Eight different airlines offer Los Angeles-Las Vegas service with 70- to 80-minute flights 

roughly every half-hour at fares that also start at, believe it or not, $20,” O’Toole said. “Where is 

Amtrak going to fit into this market?” 

Brightline West construction was to begin late last year, but it was halted when the company 

postponed a planned $2.4 billion bond sale to finance initial tracks and stations for the $8 billion 

project. 

The company blamed the delay on market instability because of the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic. 

In a project update filed Jan. 4 with the Nevada High-Speed Rail Authority, Brightline West said 

it planned to begin construction on the approximately 170-mile (273.5-kilometer) rail as early as 

this spring. 

Sarah Watterson, Brightline West’s president, said plans call for relaunching the sale of private 

activity bonds from the states of Nevada, California and the federal government. 

Brightline can reapply this year for the $200 million in bonds from Nevada, but those discussions 

have yet to be held, according to Terry Reynolds, state business and industry director. 

Ben Porritt, Brightline spokesman, said company officials “envision a country where city pairs 

that are too far to drive and too short to fly are connected by high speed rail.” 

Brightline’s sister company in Florida operates a high-speed rail line between Miami and West 

Palm Beach and is expects to complete an extension to Orlando in 2022. 



“Brightline West is an exciting project,” Porritt told the Review-Journal, “and as the only private 

passenger company with intercity operations, we are ready to play a big part in the discussion on 

high-speed rail.” 


