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February 8, 2008 
 
The Honorable Eliot Spitzer 
Executive Chamber 
State Capitol 
Albany, NY  12224 
 
Dear Governor Spitzer: 
 
I write to ask your support for the implementation of an important economic development initiative which 
has been much discussed but never implemented – express excursion rail service connecting the 
downtown Buffalo waterfront with Niagara Falls.   If we begin now, this service can initiate in concert 
with the opening of the major portions of the Erie Canal Harbor Development project, the Niagara Falls 
Custom House rail station conversion and the $8 million in improvements you have designated for the 
Niagara Reservation. 
 
Since the earliest days of your campaign you have championed the cause of revitalizing the Upstate 
economy and have made this a centerpoint of your administration’s agenda from the creation of the 
Upstate Empire State Development headquarters and the hiring of Dan Gundersen as Co-Chair of ESDC, 
to the historic State of Upstate address and this initiative has the potential to radically revitalize the 
Western New York economy.  
 
The proposed project solves two major problems in tourism and economic development for the region.  
Niagara Falls has long been vexed by the fact that although they attract over 17 million visitors annually, 
they stay only a few hours because there are so few attractions outside the Falls.  Buffalo meanwhile has a 
host of existing and developing attractions, but draws just over 1 million visitors annually.  The solution 
is to provide a transportation and marketing link that becomes a part of the total experience for Erie and 
Niagara county visitors. 
 
We already know this project is feasible.  Two studies in 2003 – one by Amtrak and one by an 
independent consultant – shows the necessary infrastructure is in place and usable.  But in those five years 
much has happened that further justifies the project: the State’s commitment to the development of the 
Buffalo inner harbor and the historic Erie Canal terminus, the multiple Frank Lloyd Wright projects and a 
new appreciation of Buffalo’s architectural tourism possibilities, the growth of new shopping districts and 
night life in Buffalo, the expansions by Buffalo’s museums, and the construction of the Seneca Nation 
casino resorts in both Buffalo and Niagara Falls. 
 
The line could be operated by Amtrak or an independent operator or, perhaps most appropriately, by the 
Niagara Frontier Transportation Authority, the “Buffalo Shuffle” (named from the song “Shuffle Off to 
Buffalo” which praised a combined rail trip to Buffalo and Niagara Falls) would use the existing Amtrak  



 
 
 
 
 
route that for much of the journey travels on top of the now filled section of the Erie Canal that connected 
the waterway to the Buffalo harbor.  Train passengers would look out on the Niagara River and see the 
same view observed by Governor Dewitt Clinton.  In fact from a historical perspective, rail service from 
Buffalo to Niagara – much of it visitor traffic – dates to 1834 and the earliest days of both cities. 
 
We can, I think, make this service a visitor experience by providing tourism information and an on-board 
concierge that would help visitors plan their itinerary, make reservations, provide for ground 
transportation, and give information on other New York State attractions for future vacations.  With 
onboard computer stations and internet access, visitors could learn more about the Falls and Buffalo or 
simply stay in touch with the folks back home during their 40-minute trip.  It would operate 12 hours per 
day, with six to eight trips per day. 
 
The capital cost of starting this service as a pilot project have been estimated at about $30 million and 
requiring an annual operating subsidy of approximately $5 million.  As you know, New York State will 
spend $5 million this year to subsidize the Adirondack Amtrak route and has done so every year since 
1978.  By far the greatest portion of the State Dedicated Fund’s Rail Freight and Passenger Rail 
Assistance Program ($100 million) has gone to the Capitol and Adirondack regions – in fact less than $2 
million of the $60 million in remaining funds will be spent west of Rochester between now and 2010.   
 
Uniquely, the costs of this program could be financed from a portion of the State share of casino 
revenues, which will exceed budget projections due to the accelerated development plans of the Buffalo 
and Niagara casinos.  Indeed, the opportunity for “inter-casino” travel by train may be the needed lure to 
bring guests outside the walls of the casino to other local attractions.  Additional funds might come from 
the Federal government: a bill providing $100 million in assistance to states for intercity rail service has 
passed the Senate and is in House committees.  
 
Your recognition of the importance of improving rail service in Upstate New York is evidenced by your 
commitment of $30 million in your proposed 2008-2009 budget for this purpose.  Perhaps a portion of 
those funds could be utilized for this project.  
 
The implementation of this idea would finally accomplish what we have failed to do for generations: 
harnessing the Niagara Falls tourism market for the betterment of the rest of the region. Furthermore, by 
designating the rapid implementation of this service as a pilot project, we can also open the door to 
further studies to extend the service.  Past projections have shown that when the service is extended to 
include destinations as far as Toronto and the Southern Tier ski resorts or as close as the Niagara Falls 
and Buffalo airports, the ridership increases and the operational costs are drastically reduced. 
 
Your unprecedented commitments to improving the economic conditions of Upstate New York and your 
special attention to the needs of Buffalo and Niagara Falls have been impressive.  The implementation of 
this pilot project will unite the tourism assets of two struggling communities and accelerate the 
accomplishment of our common goal for a revitalized Upstate economy.   Thank you for your 
consideration of this important matter. 
          
                                                                    

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
        SAM HOYT 
        MEMBER OF ASSEMBLY  
SH:sjmk:rh    
cc : Hon. P. Dyster, Hon. B. Brown, Hon. C. Collins, Hon. S. Fruscione, Hon. D. Franczyk, Hon. W. Ross  
 



Project Briefing 
Buffalo-Niagara Falls Express Passenger Rail Service 
February 2008 
 
 
1.  PROJECT DESCRIPTION  
 
This pilot project is to establish by 2010 a 25-mile express passenger rail service linking 
downtown Buffalo and Niagara Falls.  The target market for the service would be tourists and 
would include amenities such as concierge service and internet access. A one way trip would be 
approximately 40-minutes, using existing rail lines that are part of the route used in the regular 
Amtrak schedule. 
 
 
2.  PROJECT NEED 
 
Niagara Falls hosts 14 million visitors annually, but visitor spending in the local economy is 
greatly diminished by the fact that tourists spend only a few hours on the US side where there are 

fewer attractions.  Buffalo has developed a growing 
number of tourist attractions, but hosts only about 1 
million visitors annually.  A convenient dependable 
transportation link would encourage more visitors in 
Buffalo and longer stays – possibly overnight – in 
both cities.  While metro bus service exists, it is 
lengthy and not visitor oriented.  Amtrak currently 
provides services between the two cities as part of its 
Empire and Maple Leaf Services, but requires a 
departure from the Falls at 4 a.m. and 6:45 am.  Due 
to infrequent delays on the rest of the line, existing 

intercity rail traffic is undependable for either visitors or commuters. 
 
Major tourism investments, both public and private, are being made in both cities but no 
provisions have been made for transportation linkages. 
 
Major projects in Buffalo include: 

• Erie Canal Harbor Development -- $285 million 
• Seneca Nation Buffalo Creek Casino Resort -- $333 million 
• Frank Lloyd Wright Darwin D. Martin House -- $40 million 
• Frank Lloyd Wright Filling Station -- $3 million 
• Frank Lloyd Wright Rowing Boathouse -- $5 million 
• Burchfield Penney Art Center -- $30 Million 
• Niagara Aerospace Museum -- $1 million 
• Underground Railroad Heritage Corridor -- $1 million 

 
 
 



Major Projects in Niagara Falls include: 
• Niagara Reservation park improvements -- $5 million 
• Seneca Niagara Casino Expansion -- $150 million 
• Conference Center Niagara Falls -- $19 million 
• Conversion of 1863 Customs House to 

Rail Station -- $30 million 
• Redevelopment of Old Falls Street -- 

$3.5 million 
• Plaza Hotel -- $34 million 

 
 
 
3.  COST 
 
Costs for this project were determined in 2003 in separate studies by Amtrak and an independent 
consultant (URS).  These studies determined that a minimum cost of $28 million could initiate 
the project.  While the rail infrastructure is in place, the main variants in the capital costs are in 
the purchase of equipment.  URS recommended that DMU or self-propelled passenger cars be 
utilized to achieve the lower cost, 
which also reduces operating 
costs due to a smaller crew.  The 
DMU cars would create a true 
demonstration project since they 
are used widely for intercity rail 
traffic in Europe but in only a 
few locations in the US, and 
therefore might have 
applicability in other parts of New York. 
 
Annual operating costs were placed at a high end of $17 million and a low end of $6 million.  
The major variants are in the operator.  The study by URS looked at operations by an 
independent operator vs. Amtrak.  While labor costs are lower with an independent operator, it is 
required to carry insurances that are already carried by Amtrak.  In addition, the rail line 
corporate owners place different operating restrictions on independent operators.  Amtrak costs 
however are fixed and based on state and federal regulations. 
 
The studies also looked at expansion to a wider service area.  Although capital costs were higher, 
operating costs decreased dramatically as additional service was added.  The studies look at 
commuter service to Toronto and service to the Niagara and Buffalo airports, although reaching 
the Buffalo airport would not be possible without a major rail construction project.  Less cost 
efficient was excursion service to the Southern Tier ski resorts. 
 
Possible sources of funds might include: 

• Casino Revenues: The Seneca Nation has accelerated the expansion plans at all three of 
its Western New York facilities.  The expansion of facilities and the inclusion of a 



Buffalo resort hotel (not originally planned) will nearly triple state revenue projections 
from those envisioned at the signing of the pact. 

• State Dedicated Fund’s Rail Freight and Passenger Rail Assistance Program:  Most of the 
funds in this program have traditionally gone to the Capital-Saratoga-Adirondack 
regions, including a $5 million annual operating subsidy for the Amtrak Adirondack 
route to Montreal.  

• Federal Rail Funds:  Legislation passed by the Senate (co-sponsored by Sen. Schumer) 
and now before the House envisions $100 million to assist states in intercity passenger 
rail funding. 

• $30M proposed in the 2008-2009 budget designated for the purpose of improving Upstate 
rail service  

 
 
4. FEASIBLITY 
 
The 2003 studies identified no major technical problems to implementation of the service.  Both 
Amtrak and the private companies which own the trackage were amenable to discussions.  A 
logistical barrier was identified in scheduling since the line crosses points of international freight 
traffic. 
 
 
5.  IMPACTS 
 
This project will: 

• Provide a physical link between major tourist destination facilities in Erie and Niagara 
counties. 

• Support state investment in tourism and recreational facilities in 
Buffalo and Niagara Falls. 

• Link two iconic New York State attractions: Niagara Falls and the 
Erie Canal. 

• Stimulate private sector investment in the downtown areas of 
Buffalo and Niagara Falls though the establishment of new visitor 
services and facilities. 

• Provide a unique opportunity to cross-market visitor attractions. 
• Assist the tourism marketing entities in drawing casino visitors to 

other area attractions. 
• Demonstrate the feasibility of express intercity rail transportation in 

the tourism field. 
• Stimulate the study of expanding to additional destinations. 
• Test new concepts in energy-efficient normal-speed heavy rail passenger transport. 
• Fully support and expand the Governor’s Upstate economic development initiatives. 
• Provide immediate benefits in a relatively short time frame (less than two years). 
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