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A century ago, there were two million
rail workers in the U.S.; today, there are
approximately 200,000 rail workers in
freight, passenger and commuter
service.
 U.S. rail has lost 90% of its workforce
and 40% of the route miles.
In recent years, rail has witnessed a 35%
job loss.
Over the past 17 years, we have seen a
24% decline in rail carloads handled.
The results of Class I carriers’ push for
Precision Scheduled Railroading (PSR)
are fewer workers, increased workloads,
longer hours, and shuttered and
downgraded classification yards, shops,
terminals, and mainlines.
Between 2013 and 2022, accident rates
have increased by 28%, with Class I
carriers taking the lead as the worst
offenders.
Inspectors are instructed to ignore
defects, and workers face retaliation for
speaking out about unsafe working
conditions.
Under private ownership, stock buybacks
take overwhelming precedence over
track maintenance, equipment, safety,
and capacity expansion.
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The North American system is unique
among the world's rail networks in that
it is predominantly owned — lock,
stock, and barrel — by private
companies.

The U.S. rail system is also an anomaly
in its own country – waterways, ports,
highways, airports, and other basic
transportation infrastructure in the U.S.
are publicly owned and operated.

THE CASE FOR
PUBLIC RAIL
OWNERSHIP

UNION SUPPORT

During World War I, the U.S. federal
government seized control of the rail
system amid a consensus that privately
owned rail was too chaotic, inefficient,
and undependable to serve the nation
during wartime. The U.S. Railroad
Administration (USRA) operated the
railroads far more effectively and
efficiently for 26 months from 1917 to 1920,
winning the approval and support of many
citizens, shippers, communities, and all 16
rail unions.

In a 1918 AFL-sponsored referendum, the
vote to keep the nation’s railroads in
public hands was overwhelmingly in
favor - 306,720 to 1,466. Nevertheless,
the railroads were handed over to the
former private owners by the Cummins-
Esch bill in 1920.

Under private ownership, which
favors short-term profit over the
health and safety of workers,
trackside communities, and the
environment, large-scale rail
electrification has been off the table.
Under public ownership, rail
mainlines can be electrified, creating
more union jobs, making the rail
system environmentally sustainable.

THE ENVIRONMENT

COMPARED TO THE
REST OF THE WORLD

Public rail ownership in the U.S.
could significantly assist economic
development by facilitating
infrastructure modernization and
expansion, leading to job creation in
construction and related industries.

 A publicly run and growing rail
system would add thousands of well-
paying rail jobs, many of which could
go to low-income trackside and
yardside communities that have
been impacted first and worst by
railyard diesel emissions.
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