FAQ: The Rail Solution vs. the STAR Solution

What are the problems with I-81? 

· Quite simply, there are many more trucks than the highway was designed for.  Truck traffic has increased up to 200% on some sections of I-81 in the past four years alone.  The number of trucks is almost three times what I-81 was designed to carry.

· Drivers are fearful and accidents are frequent.

· Instead of being modernized, the rail system in the I-81 corridor has been downgraded so that it can no longer handle its share of the traffic.

What solution does VDOT’s proposed contractor, STAR Solutions, offer? 

· VDOT is negotiating with Halliburton Corporation-led STAR Solutions based on their proposal to enlarge I-81 to 8-12 lanes.  Four lanes would be exclusively for truck use, separated from other lanes by a “rumble strip.”  “Jersey barriers” would separate the on-coming truck lanes from each other.

· Cars would be restricted to the outer two “mixed lanes; trucks would also use these lanes. 

· Tolls of up to $128 for entire 325-mile route were originally proposed just for trucks, but Virginia’s Sec. of Transportation Whitt Clement stated that 60% of the toll revenue stream must come from cars. 

What’s wrong with STAR Solution’s proposed solution?

· Air pollution and noise due to the projected doubling and tripling of truck traffic would jump dramatically.  Diesel emissions ironically would be trapped by our beautiful ridge and valley topography.

· Public health would deteriorate as childhood asthma and adult respiratory disease increase in proportion to increased ozone, particulate, and nitrous oxide emissions.

· The chance for catastrophic accidents would be great, especially if larger trucks with triple trailers are allowed.  

· The beautiful Valley of Virginia and Mountain Empire of Southwest Virginia would forever be marred with soundwalls and a gigantic industrialized highway replete with truck service strip development.  

· Historic sites would be lost or encroached upon.

· Agriculture and forestry would suffer from loss of land and ozone pollution.  

· Wildlife would be increasingly stressed, it’s populations fragmented, resulting in increased danger from vehicle-animal collisions.

How would the Halliburton-STAR Solution proposal affect the regional economy?

· Tolls collected from trucks are projected at $4-6 billion through 2020, an expense that will encourage shippers to find alternate routes, reducing projected revenue and clogging other roads such as Routes 11, 29, I-79, and I-95/85.

· Local shippers and commuting residents, who have no alternative route, will be forced to pay the tolls.

· Manufacturers and other large shippers will find it more costly to do business in our region and may move to other locations to do business.

· Tourism and other leisure traffic will diminish as travelers will avoid I-81 during the 15- year construction period and because of it’s industrialized character.

· In short, businesses that depend on truck traffic and tourism will find it harder to survive.

· Financing this project will put Virginia at risk.  If truck tolls do not meet optimistic projections the project will go into default, and Virginia’s credit will suffer.  VDOT’s own spokesperson said “if there is a hiccup in the traffic, or if there is a hiccup in toll revenue, that would cause very grave concern among bond rating agencies.”

· Other projects in the state will find it difficult or impossible to get funding as this project hogs capital and highway funds.  In fact, the STAR proposal would forbid VDOT to make any other highway or rail improvements that might compete for I-81 traffic.

So, is there a better solution?  Yes, definitely!  

· Improve I-81 in the few places where it really needs improvement and accident rates are high. 

· Upgrade rail lines paralleling I-81 from Harrisburg, PA to Knoxville, TN to dual track, high-speed “steel interstate” for both freight and passenger service.  The freight service would be schedule and truck-time competitive to offer “just-in-time” deliveries, using truck service on either end of the rail route.

· Operate a variety of high speed intermodal shipping options- similar to those in other countries we compete with economically - which allow trucks or just their trailers to use the new high-speed rail lines, reducing truck costs and diverting thru-truck traffic from I-81 altogether.

· Demonstrating real vision and a remarkable consensus of local officials, 40 counties, cities, towns, and planning commissions in the Virginia I-81 corridor voted resolutions opposing the STAR-Halliburton proposal outright, opposing any proposal that relies on tolls, or supporting a major role for rail.  

What are the advantages of this alternative solution?

· Traffic safety and congestion on I-81 would be drastically improved.
· Cost of the improvements to the rail system and necessary highway improvements are estimated at about one half of the STAR proposal and no or much reduced highway tolls would be required.  Construction time would also be halved.

· The additional cost to trucks for using the rail system would be offset by reduced operating costs.  Drivers would also have more options: either riding on the train with a more productive rest break (the load is still moving); or driving more short trips to a rail terminal with the opportunity for regular time at home.

· The convenience of “dock to dock” deliveries now provided by trucks would continue.

· The western and Southwest Virginia would become more attractive to potential industries, supportive of existing businesses and the travel industry.

· There would be far less impact on I-81 traffic and businesses using that asset during the construction period.  Exporting the construction to the rail line would be safer and less frustrating for all drivers.

· Virginia would experience a savings (net of truck license and use taxes) of $.05 in interstate maintenance costs for every truck mile diverted to rail.

· Other transportation improvement projects in Virginia would be neither prohibited nor impacted negatively.  Specter of a super-sized I-81 “white elephant” would be avoided.

· Pollution, noise, agricultural and business land loss, and dependence on foreign oil would be reduced, not increased.

· A balanced system of highway and modern rail would provide travelers the option of taking the train instead of driving, and greater transportation flexibility during emergencies. 

· The valleys and mountains of Virginia would continue to be one of the most attractive and historic places in the nation.

· The railroad would have six times the capacity of its anticipated initial load, compared to the STAR plan, which will be saturated when completed.

Why doesn’t VDOT just build a railroad then?

· Alaska’s Congressman Don Young, powerful Chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, wants to build his pet project: an experimental highway for trucks only right here along I-81 in Virginia to showcase to Congress.

· STAR Solutions, the Halliburton Corporation-led construction consortium, proposed just such a truck-lane “solution” to VDOT under the Virginia’s new public/private transportation act.  

· In return, Young has inserted into the House omnibus transportation bill $900 million in federal tax funds as the first of two installments to subsidize this I-81 truckway.  

· According to the Washington Post, ethically-blind Halliburton and other partners in STAR Solutions contributed to Don Young’s campaign fund.  

· Further, the Commonwealth Transportation Board’s I-81 Advisory Panel, stacked with VDOT loyalists, chose the STAR proposal for further study, with the qualification that the federal government subsidize the $13 billion cost of the STAR proposal.  Converting a free public interstate highway, built by taxpayers, into a toll road from which private companies would speculatively profit, would be a first in U.S. history. 

· VDOT has entered into contract negotiations with STAR, despite the fact that the Environmental Impact Study (EIS) has not been conducted and what project is to be built, if any, is yet to be decided. 

· This proposal second only in scope to Boston’s disastrous Big Dig has some of the same cast of characters—STAR Solutions member Parsons-Brinckerhoff was sued by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts this March for allegedly hiding the knowledge in the early 1990s that costs and completion timelines on the Big Dig would double.

· VDOT hired a former STAR Solutions partner, Vanasse, Hangen, Brustlin, Inc., to conduct portions of the Environmental Impact Study for the project. 

· At the I-81 Advisory Panel hearing when the panel recommended STAR Solutions, only the competing plans were discussed.  Contractors were not parsed on whether they are financially stable enough to undertake such a project, have a reliable history of ethical behavior, consistently bring contracts to completion on time and within budget constraints, or have the flexibility to build whatever comes out of the EIS as the final “build” scenario.

· Halliburton’s financial stability—it’s KBR subsidiary filed for bankruptcy in December, not Halliburton or the other contractors ethical behavior—Halliburton was fined by the Securities and Exchange Commission in August for accounting for project cost overruns as profits without requesting acceptance from its customers; KBR is being investigated by the U.S. Government for its accounting of its Iraq operations and several whistle blowers are accusing the company of fraud.

· If you think Halliburton can’t get sufficient access on Capitol Hill, consider that U.S. House Majority Leader Tom DeLay’s brother, Randolph DeLay, sole proprietor of Public/Private Strategies Inc., is also a principal in the STAR consortium.

· As STAR partner law firm, McGuire Woods’ own advertising slogan puts it “Relationships that drive results.”  Relationships on this project appear far too cozy.  Does this sound like a contractor you would hire to build the largest public construction project in Virginia’s history?  Do they appear to have the interest of Virginians at heart?

· Now Congressman Young’s truckway earmark is before a House-Senate conference committee.  Virginia’s Senator Warner is a committee conferee.  Virginia’s congressional delegation is sorely tempted by the thought of “free” federal pork behind this project, even though no local constituencies support the proposal.  

· Virginia House members are afraid to oppose Chairman Young for fear of being punished by having future transportation projects excluded from the federal budget.

· How can half a billion dollars start a $13 billion project?  It can’t.  The other $12 billion will be paid for by tolls on those of us who drive I-81 or pay Virginia taxes.  Once started, there will be no stopping this gargantuan project, even if it costs twice as much and takes twice as long as planned, as the planners of the “Big Dig” experienced.  

· Now Congressman Young’s truckway earmark is before a House-Senate conference committee.  Virginia’s Senator Warner is a committee conferee; the “free” federal pork behind this project sorely tempts him and other members of Virginia’s congressional delegation, even though no local constituencies support the proposal.  Virginia House members are afraid to oppose Chairman Young for fear of being punished by having future transportation projects excluded from the federal budget.

· Virginia’s Secretary of Transportation Whitt Clement says that auto drivers would have to pay 60% of the $13 billion in tolls needed to pay off this scheme, even though all agree that it is truck congestion driving this expansion proposal.  Is that fair?  

Can this battle be won?  Absolutely! Preserve Virginia; use our democracy:

· Contact Governor Mark Warner and tell him that you support the upgrade of rail to handle freight along the I-81 Corridor, not massive widening of the highway.  http://www.governor.virginia.gov/Contact/email_form.html Phone: (804) 786-2211  
Fax: (804) 371-6351 
 
· Contact Senator John Warner and ask him to oppose the trucklane earmark: http://warner.senate.gov/contact/contactme.htm; telephone: (202) 224-2023; 
Fax (202) 224-6295.

· Contact Representative Bob Goodlatte and ask him to oppose the trucklane earmark: http://www,house.gov/goodlatte/contact.htm; telephone: (202) 225-5431; Fax (202) 225-9681. 

· Contact Representative Rick Boucher and ask him to oppose the trucklane earmark: Ninthnet@mail.house.gov; telephone (202) 225-3861; Fax (202) 225-0442. 

· Write a letter-to-the-editor of your local newspaper.

· Join RAIL Solution on our website: www.railsolution.org. 

· Share this information with a friend.
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