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for today’s requirements. Maintenance
is time consuming and disabled cars
litter the weed-covered sidings. What’s
required is a state-of-the-art, centrally
located, multiple-unit vehicle shop com-
plex similar to recent installations at
major American commuter systems. 

Future orders of rolling stock should
be equipped with air conditioning to
cope with Buenos Aires’s hot and muggy
summers (January and February).
Modern electronics and propulsion con-
trols should also be considered. New
tunnels through the center of the city
could distribute riders to within a short
distance of commercial activities as is
done with the RER system in Paris. In
the case of Argentina such improvements
are decades away, but should be seri-
ously considered by urban planners. 

The Catenary Equipped
Suburban Lines
In 1981 Buenos Aires inaugurated ser-
vice on its first two electric suburban
lines using overhead wires energized at
25kv AC. The two routes begin at Con-
stitucion Station and were once part of
the English-built Southern Railway of
Argentina, which was renamed the Fer-
rocarril Roca in 1948. Inside Constitu-
cion Station, a massive edifice that
would look at home in many European
cities, is a plaque commemorating the
start of electric suburban services. Plans
originally called for the electrification of
all four principal suburban lines serving
Constitucion Station to Glew, Ezeiza,
Bosques, and Quilmes. However, Phase
1, begun in the late 1970s, comprised
only the routes to Glew and Ezeiza.
Other portions were to be wired as
funding became available, but this work
came to a standstill due to the nation’s
deteriorating finances compounded by
expenses from the Falklands War. A
four-track mainline heading west from
Constitucion divides six miles later at
Avellaneda into two wired tracks pro-
ceeding west and two south. Prelimi-
nary electrification work on the latter
two, including installation of concrete
catenary support poles, is visible in a
few locations. However, nothing recent
has been accomplished.

The two electrified routes are
Buenos Aires’s busiest. In steam days a
fleet of buffer-equipped British built
locomotives and wooden coaches han-

dled the crowds; it must have been a
truly impressive sight. The lines pene-
trate an area which is heavily populated
by people of English descent and hence
the proliferation of English-sounding
station names. 

At Temperly the branches to Glew
and Ezeiza separate. Destination signs
are displayed on the front of the trains
and service is every few minutes during
the day. In common with the previously
described third rail suburban lines, they
resemble a rapid transit operation
instead of a suburban railway. All plat-
forms are high level, fares are very
cheap, and the trains run with standing
room only. 

The non-electrified portion of the
Roca suburban system continues to run
with diesels. Given their sheer volume
of traffic, this represents waste and inef-
ficiency. The diesel trains accelerate
more slowly than electrics and must
soon slow down for the next station
before achieving high speeds. A couple
of years ago a private operator called
Trainmet (TMR) assumed responsibility
for all of the former Roca Division sub-
urban services of Argentine Railways.
TMR is actually a consortium consisting
of several Argentine companies:
Canada’s Toronto Transit Commission,
San Francisco’s Bay Area Rapid Transit,
and consultants from Japan and Europe.
It’s now their job to run the trains as
efficiently as possible. One of its first
changes was a crackdown on rampant
fare evasion. Ticket inspectors have been
hired and checking is done. 

The decision to use overhead cate-
nary rather than third rail was an easy

one. Sixteen years ago
Japanese technical assis-
tance was readily available
and their engineers
strongly endorsed AC trac-
tion over DC voltage. Also
the routes out of Constitu-
cion Station don’t physi-
cally connect with any of
the third rail lines. Hence a
break with tradition and a
change in electrification
technology wasn’t a
problem. Toshiba was the
principal firm handling
the multi-peso scheme
which would greatly
improve commuting for

thousands of “Portenos” as the residents
of Buenos Aires are nicknamed. 

The large Japanese-built trainsets
ride well on 5′6″ gauge trucks. The cars
are presently arranged in four car sets
with one of the vehicles fitted with a
Faively-style single-arm pantograph.
Roof mounted ventilators and ceiling
fans compensate for the lack of air con-
ditioning. Train lengths vary from 12 to
16 cars with comfortable seats. Since
they travel faster than most other trains
in Argentina a breeze is always present
which keeps the interiors cool, even
during the warm summers. In common
with their third rail cousins, these MUs
have a Tomlinson-style transit-type
coupler rather than a traditional
knuckle. There are no buffers. Each
vehicle is fitted with three wide doors
per side. A total of 120 were built in
Japan by a syndicate consisting of
Toshiba, Hitachi, and Mitsubishi and
they have a Japanese railway car
appearance. Another 36 were built in
Argentina by Fiat Materfer using
Japanese components. These firms have
been building railway coaches in
Argentina for many years and are fully
capable of providing future car orders. 

The electrification itself features
round reinforced concrete upright sup-
port poles with galvanized metal bracket
arms. Weight tensioning devices keep
the wires from sagging. Current is pro-
vided by the national power grid with
few substations. As part of the electrifi-
cation these routes were substantially
upgraded and improved with welded
rail, longer platforms, grade separations,
and color signals replacing semaphores.

and most importantly to extend service
to areas now served only by automo-
biles and buses. Much of this situation
results from a US-type of bias in favor
of rubber-tired transport, plus the eco-
nomic decline of Argentina over the last
35 years. Whereas this country once had
the highest standard of living in all of
Latin America, this is no longer the case.
The economy is stagnant and popula-
tion growth is now minimal. 

The present government of Carlos
Menem (which was democratically
elected, in contrast to previous dictator-
ships) is trying to reverse this situation.
According to The Wall Street Journal and The
New York Times, one of his goals is the pri-
vatization of government-owned indus-
tries, including railways. Subsidies would
continue, but on a decreasing scale as
the companies become more efficient. 

In the past five years most of the
components of Ferrocarriles Argentinos,
which came into existence in 1948, were
sold to private firms following an orderly
bidding process. Some of these are par-
tially-owned by foreign interests such as
Morrison Knudsen, Burlington
Northern, Toronto Transit Commission,
and Portuguese Railways. The objective
for these new operators is to streamline
operations by eliminating costly and
inefficient practices. Until recently
Argentine Railways was a huge
employer, yet many of the positions such
as grade crossing attendants should have
been automated out of existence
decades ago. Instead, the jobs were
retained for their political patronage.
Consequently, capital which should have
gone into the railroad’s deteriorating
infrastructure was simply spent on
wages. As a result, the trains run slowly
on poor track which is sometimes com-
pletely obscured by weeds, and faster-
moving buses have captured a signifi-
cant share of their business. Welded rail
exists in only a few places and the sig-
nals are almost universally old-fash-
ioned semaphores. The challenge facing
the new operators is securing financing
to modernize the lines so they will once
again become competitive. The alterna-
tive may be abandonment. 

The Third Rail Electric Routes
There are five suburban routes using
low-voltage direct current third rail.
Three originate at the 1914-vintage

Mitre Station which was originally built
by the British-owned Central Argentine
Railway. They run to Tigre, Suarez and B.
Mitre. Until the 1960s the B. Mitre route
also went to Tigre via a different align-
ment running along the seacoast. A
modern light rail line known as the Tren
de la Costa now uses its right-of-way.
The fourth third rail route originates at
Lacroze station and is part of the stan-
dard-gauge Urquiza system. It runs as
far as Lemnos. Until the late 1960s it was
equipped with trolley wire rather than
third rail and in the 1950s and 60s it
purchased second-hand rolling stock
from Pacific Electric and the Key System
in California. These vehicles, which were
popular with North American railway
enthusiasts, have since been scrapped.
The fifth suburban third rail line is the
Sarmiento which begins at Once Station
and runs north to Moreno. This is the
busiest of the DC suburban railways
and uses a modern terminal featuring
both above and below-ground plat-
forms, the latter to facilitate easy access
to Route A of the Buenos Aires subway. 

Except for the Urquiza, where the
aforementioned trolley wire was
installed about 1910, these lines were
electrified in the 1930s. The electric
trains provided better service than the
steam-powered equipment on lines
with frequent stops and service every
few minutes. The original British rolling
stock has now mostly been replaced
with Japanese-built multiple unit cars
from the 1960s and 70s. Toshiba was the
principal supplier of this equipment
which operates in three and four car
formations. Service runs about every 15
minutes during the day with trains that
vary between eight and twelve cars. All
runs are strictly local, making every
stop. Stations have high-level platforms
with a ticket agent on both sides. The
operation resembles rapid transit ser-
vice rather than a suburban railway and
nearly all trains have standees at the
five closest stations to the Buenos Aires
terminals. Service is provided all day
except between 2 and 5 AM. 

The five third rail lines are strikingly
similar in appearance, as is the flat ter-
rain over which they run. There are few
if any grade separations and the tracks
feature many level crossings manned by
gatekeepers. The unfenced rights-of-way
are filled with garbage and trespassing is

universal. The weed-grown roadbeds,
semaphore signals and train speeds are
poor by North American standards, and
the lines don’t extend far beyond the
central core. Most terminate 15 to 22
miles from downtown Buenos Aires.
Diesel trains provide rush hour only ser-
vice beyond this territory to regions
where the population has expanded in
recent years. Residents from these outer
suburbs either drive or take buses to sta-
tions in the electrified zone, or continue
by these modes directly into downtown.
If funding can be secured, the electric
trains should be extended into these dis-
tant suburbs. With upgraded signaling,
express service could be instituted,
bypassing the inner stations. 

Fares on all Buenos Aires suburban
lines are artificially low due to political
pressure and other factors. Unfortu-
nately these policies rob the railway of
funds needed for capital improvements
which would increase ridership. Unlike
the situation in other countries where
extensions of electrification have
allowed diesel trains to be replaced with
faster multiple-unit equipment, this has
not been the case in Buenos Aires; the
rail system is under-utilized.

The Japanese-built MU trains which
run over the third rail lines are practi-
cally identical in appearance and until
recently were painted in the red and
cream colors of Argentine Railways. The
Mitre and Sarmiento routes are 5′6″
gauge and the Urquiza line is standard.
While the latter uses 550 volts, the other
four run on 800 volts and all third rail
is covered. All five lines are operated by
a company know as Metrovias, which
also runs the Buenos Aires subway. Line
B of the subway is standard gauge and
terminates at the Urquiza’s Federico
Lacrose Station. Urquiza trains were
originally intended to operate over the
rapid transit tracks into the commercial
center of Buenos Aires. Now that Metro-
vias owns both, this logical scheme may
come into effect. 

The sturdy and dependable trainsets
lack air conditioning but are equipped
with ceiling fans. To deflect the sun’s heat
their roofs are painted silver. The rolling
stock appears to be designed for easy
maintenance, but brick British-style
shops date from World War I. Tools,
cranes and other maintenance equip-
ment are labor intensive and not suited
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Suburban Rail Routes This map illustrates the various
suburban rail routes serving greater Buenos Aires in 1996–97.
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