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Despite poor funding,
Amtrak ishanging on

Poor Amtrak.

Created in 1971 to lift the burden of failing passenger trains off
of then-failing railroads, the unlovely government corporation
was thought of as sort of an elephant burial ground — a place the

passenger trains would go to die.

The railroads were mostly relieved. Even those who still loved
their passengers, and still made a little money on them, like the
Santa Fe or the Union Pacific, saw that they could never afford to

replace their aging coaches.

A couple of mavericks stayed out of Amtrak and kept running
their own trains. Eventually, they too gave in.
But on the way to the graveyard, a funny thing happened: The

first energy crisis of 1974.

As gasoline prices soared past 50 cents, you couldn’t buy a seat
on an Amtrak train. Long strings of old coaches labored over
mountain passes and whizzed across the prairie, their decrepit air
conditioners wheezing and gasping, passengers either freezing

or sweltering.

Amtrak was full. Amtrak was in. Amtrak was here to stay.

But only, year after year, by the skin of its teeth.

Republican presidents vowed to kill it. Democrats often tried:
Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton were hardest on the trains. A hair-
brained scheme had the corporation charging off to find freight
to balance its budget. Passengers spent hours waiting for box-
cars, but the company never did make money.

And chances are, it never will.

At one point, Amtrak promised to shrink its losses to nothing
inside a decade. They just grew. Now, Congress is considering a
bill to increase subsidies from about $1.4 billion a year to around

$1.9 billion.

Amtrak will have to “reform” itself again and shrink its losses.

Think that will happen?

Transportation Secretary Norman Mineta, a Democrat and
Californian, who President Bush held over from the Clinton
administration, is fond of saying that Amtrak is dying. One car-
toon shows him with his hand around its throat.

For five years or more, Mr. Mineta has been trying to kill
Amtrak. Like legions of bureaucrats before him, he’s failed.

So Amtrak rumbles on, never with enough money to make the
trains worth riding. Never quite dead. The program actually has a
lot of support, because trains make sense in a lot of markets.

Its trains could be a lot better. Today, they’re often run by and
for the benefit of the employees, not the rider. Some airlines are
like that, too. But Amtrak does a surprisingly good job with what
it has. New cars ordered in the ’70s boom give a good ride.

No, trains will never make money, not like they used to. Passen-
ger transportation is a money loser the world over. Airlines are
broke. Bus lines are cutting back. Every civilized country subsi-
dizes its passenger network, and not just trains.

Congress just passed a $286 billion transportation bill, which
includes federal subsidies for highways, trucking, airlines and
mass transit. Amtrak’s measly $2 billion is hardly in the same
league with the other modes. Yet Congress and the administra-

tion keep starving the trains.
Amtrak deserves better.

We’re not going to kill it, so why not make it worth something?
That probably makes too much sense. Congress will keep on
giving Amtrak just enough to get from crisis to crisis, but never

enough to run like it should.
It’s the American way.

— Steve Haynes
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Simple fun s still the best yet

our little burg Saturday, they would

(1]

I f any out-of-towners drove through

have thought we were a“jumpin
place. CarswerelineduponMain Street,
adults were in charge of games and kids
wereeverywhere.

Inalittletown, it takesalot of people
tomakesomething good happen. (Funny
how it only takes one person to make
something bad happen.) But, nonethel ess,
something good happened in our town
over theweekend.

First, someone had an idea. They
thought it would be good to have a day
dedicated to the proposition of “fun.”
Nothing too sophisticated. Just plain,
simple, old-fashioned fun.

Next, a date was set and plans were
made. Help from different quarters was
enlisted and the plan began to come to-
gether. Businesses donated prizes and
money, localsgavetheirtimeandtalents.

Country kidsand town kidsalike con-

Out Back

Carolyn Plotts

sidered this their “last hurrah” before
school starts this coming week. Parents
saw it as a break from the hubbub of
county fairs and awork-filled weekend.
It wasagood excusetoleavethedusting
and laundry ‘til another day.

It was anon-stop day of activities, in-
cluding goldfish races, horseshoe pitch-
ing, balloonanimals, watermel on-eating
contests and watermel on-seed-spitting
contests, bingo and akids' tractor-pull.

For the grownups, the day ended with
a dance on the swept-clean drive of the

town’ sonly gasstation. A degjay played
gooddancin’ andlistenin’ music. A little
later in the evening, several brave souls
tried their voices at karaoke singing.
Somedidn’t sound too bad.

The weather was absolutely perfect. |
know the organizers breathed a sigh of
relief when the day was done, but the
wholetown benefited.

Not monetarily. But, in asense of ca-
maraderie. Inasenseof community spirit.
And, it proved youdon't haveto spend
lot of money to haveagoodtime. Nor do
you have to go far from home. A gooc
time can be had right in your own back
yard.

Home-grown funisstill the best.
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Received ane-mail thisweek with pic-
tures of several signs seen outside
churches. | especially liked thisone:

Thisisach__ch.

What ismissing?

The pounds are slowmg down

year and I’ mmaking my new resolu-
tionsright now.

Nope, thisisn't aNew Y ear’s column
that got lostintheshuffle. It’ sananniver-
sary celebration for my diet.

OnAug. 15lastyear | decidedthat | was
tired of not being ableto buttonmy jeans,
of wearingonly €l asticwai stbandsand of
being pleasingly plump.

| decided that | would lose 20 pounds.

Stevepointedoutthatif | lostapounda
week for an entire year, | would lose 52
pounds. This got me to thinking that |
could be back down to the weight | was
when | got marriedin 1971.

Atthesametime, | found aweight and
height chart that claimed | wasobese.

Obese, not overweight, not pleasingly
plump — just plain fat. And, unfortu-
nately, | had the too-tight pantsto prove
it.

Sol hitthediet trail.

The first few months were exciting.
Over thefirst few weeks, | lost a pound

I didn’treachmy goal, butitwasagood

Open
Season

Cynthia
Haynes

every threeto four days. Thiswas good.
Thiswould be easy.

Thencametheholidays, andthelosing
slowed down. After that it wasapound a
week for several more months.

Then came the summer, and things
slowedtoacrawl as| lost apound every
two weeks. Then from July 1 through
Aug. 15, | lost just one pound.

And that's where | am. Down 37
poundsin 52 weeks.

Thegood newsisl’ vegonefromasize
16 pant size, almost ready for an 18, toa
tight 10.

Thebad newsisnothingfits.I’mwatch-
ing the sales and hitting thrift storesand

yard sales, so I’'m rebuilding my ward-
robe.
Still, I'mnotdone. Thereare 15 pounds

| of fat still sitting on my hipsand butt and
| they’ regoingto haveto decamp.

So, I’'mtaking adeep breath, givingmy
oldclothestothethrift storeand planning

| my next campaign. Thosesize 10 pants|

bought are really too tight and | need to
shrink into them.
11

| have been resisting the temptation to
writeacat column, but somestorieshave
tobeshared.

| have to stop leaving my windows
down.

| wasin Norton earlier this week anc
ready to head for home. | started the car
and turned around to check to seeif there
wasanyonebehind meonthestreet. There
wasn't any traffic, but there on the back
seat wasapretty littletabby.

“Meow,” shesaid. “Out,” | said.

Sorry kitty, I’ mfull upinthecat depart-
ment.

Costs go up while care-time goes down

Today’ shospicecare, liketherest of the
healthcare system, has seen enormous
progressand change.

Hospiceiscaring for morepeopleevery
year — continuoudly upgrading services.
But, comparedwith20yearsago, morein-
tenselevelsof care, shorter lengths of ser-
vice, and more advanced and expensive
treatmentsnow typify today’ scare.

Change and progress have come with
challenges. The costs have skyrocketed,
and Medicare has not kept pace.

TheMedicareHospiceBenefitismore
than 20 yearsold.

Sincehospicelegisationwaspassedin
1982, the benefit has provided morethan
4 million Americans with end-of-life
care. But 20-plusyearslater, thepayment
plan needsto be updated.

Today, Medicarefor routinehomehos-
pice care doesnot cover the costs.

A study of hospicecarefound that hos-

Hospices
Services, Inc.

pice costsexceed revenue by about 10to
20 percent. The percent was larger for
rural areas.

Thestudy identified two problems.

The intensity of hospice services has
increased resulting in an increase in the
cost per day. Therapidgrowthinprescrip-
tiondrug and outpatient costshascontrib-
utedto thisincrease.

In addition, Medicare does not reim-
bursefor grief and bereavement support
and necessary volunteer coordination.

Thelengthof timepatientsrecei vehospice
serviceshasdecreasedresultinginanincrease
indally costsfor each patient, whiledaily re-
imbursement hasremainedflat.

In the future, this combination — the

downwardtrendinaveragelength of ser-
vice, the current structure of Medicare
reimbursement, and the increased inten-
sity of careservices, will leadtoincreased
financial shortfallsfor homecarehospice
services.

Most hospices have, historically, de-
pended on charitable contributions to
meet their budgets. Current dynamics
suggest that hospiceswill faceincreasing
pressures to cut costs and increase
fundraising and donations.

Inthefinal analysis, however, itisnot
about money. It’ sabout our grandparents,
our parents — all of us. To ensure that
moreAmericansbenefitfromtheservices
of hospice care, it istime to ensure that
futureof hospicecare. It’ scrucial tokeep
pace with the cost of care because the
valueto our society of dignified, life-af-
firmingcarefor America sdyingandtheir
loved onesisimmeasurable.



