MAXIMIZE RAIL, MINIMIZE ROAD EXPANSION

August 11, 2004

As the Commonwealth of Virginia considers how to cope with ever-increasing traffic on I-81, it is important to make the wisest choice, which will best serve Virginia and the Nation for the long-term.  

VDOT has chosen to evaluate the STAR plan, to expand I-81 by adding four new “trucks only” lanes, for an estimated total cost of  $13 billion.  We submit that this plan is shortsighted and will have many adverse consequences.  It makes only minimal use of rail to deal with increasing truck traffic.  

We propose that an alternative plan, which makes much greater use of rail and reduces dependence on highway expansion, can be accomplished at less cost, faster, and with far greater benefit to the public.  

It is important to start with some current facts related to I-81:

· Current truck traffic on I-81 is roughly 40% of total traffic. 1
· Current average daily truck traffic on I-81 is 14,000 trucks/day 2, or 5.1 million trucks/year.

· 70% of all the trucks on I-81 are on trips of over 500 miles, called “long-haul” trips. 3
· Total long-haul truck traffic on I-81 is thus approximately 9,800 vehicles/day.

· Trucking companies find that on trips over 500 miles, it is attractive for them to use intermodal rail if the service meets three criteria:  a.) Equal door-to-door transit time, b.) Convenience and c.) Reliability. 4
· The predominant long-haul truck traffic in the I-81 corridor flows through Harrisburg, PA, following I-81 and I-40 to Memphis, TN, or I-81, I-75 and I-59 to New Orleans. 5
· If intermodal service meeting the three criteria listed in (5) were available to the corridor described in (6), a large share of the long-haul truck traffic would voluntarily divert to the intermodal rail service.  How much is uncertain.  The SJR-55 Report6 suggests that, “total divertible traffic was over 2 million trucks annually”(based on 1996 data).  Reebie7 suggests a diversion potential of 28.2 to 30.3% of average daily truck traffic, or 1.4 million trucks annually.  Averaging these two estimates, we get a potential diversion of 1.7 million trucks/year, or 4,550 trucks/day, or 46% of all long-haul trucks.

· Diverting 46% of all long-haul trucks from I-81 would certainly be beneficial, but we submit that this estimate is too conservative.  The rail investments proposed in Reebie are modest (around $7 billion for the entire NS corridor and just $2.6-2.8 billion in Virginia.8) Intermodal service in the 2,000 mile Chicago/Los Angeles corridor currently captures “as much as 80% of all truck traffic.”9 We submit that an even more modern railroad could capture at least 65% of all long-haul truck traffic in the 1100-mile Harrisburg/New Orleans corridor or the 900-mile Harrisburg/Memphis corridor.

· If this could be accomplished, it would represent a 46% decrease in truck traffic on I-81.  

· On the hilly terrain, which is characteristic of I-81 in VA, a tractor-trailer in effect displaces 3-6 passenger cars10.  Together with such a significant reduction in truck traffic a corridor rail enhancement reduces the need for additional lanes of pavement.  Instead of adding four or more lanes over the entire 325-mile length of I-81, it should be possible to add lanes only where congestion concentrates and where trucks can’t maintain speed while climbing hills.

The modest “Virginia-only” rail improvements in the STAR plan, and also discussed in Reebie 9, project a diversion of trucks to intermodal rail of 500,000 per year, or 1,369/day, or just 15% of current long-haul trucks.  

It is doubtful that much diversion will be achieved by the proposed improvements, which are limited to adding passing sidings and signaling to the line from Front Royal to Manassas, and a few other upgrades.  By using the Roanoke-Lynchburg-Manassas “Piedmont” line, the rail route is 65 miles longer in VA than I-81.  Further, with only 1,369 trucks/day, and a train carrying 50 trucks, that yields just 27 train departures each day, or roughly one every two hours in each direction.  These trains will occasion additional delay of up to two hours and further erode rail’s ability to compete with highway trucks for speed of service.

It is clear that to make a significant contribution in reducing truck traffic in the I-81 corridor, intermodal rail needs to be very successful.  Modest measures to improve rail, although better than no rail improvements, will not have impact sufficient to mitigate highway congestion.

What rail enhancements will be required to make intermodal rail very successful in attracting trucks from I-81?

· A modern, dual-track, high speed rail line, grade separated from all road crossings, capable of carrying intermodal and passenger trains at average speeds of 60-80 mph along Norfolk Southern’s line between Harrisburg and Knoxville TN, and possibly beyond to Memphis and New Orleans.  RAIL Solution calls this high-performance railroad the Steel Interstate.
· The Steel Interstate needs to closely parallel the highway corridor, avoiding unnecessary mileage.  The Valley Route is much preferable to the Piedmont Route in this regard.

· Strategically located transfer facilities along this rail line, probably near the I-64 and I-77 interchanges and Roanoke, as well as in other states.  

· Railroad equipment that offers an “open intermodal technology,” capable of handling all highway trailers, complete trucks or containers, and facilities capable of loading and unloading them quickly.  The intermodal trains would be expected to carry 50 equivalent truckloads each.

TABLE 1

COMPARISON OF STAR AND RAIL SOLUTION PLANS

                                                              STAR                


RAIL SOLUTION

	Cost:  (Virginia only)

Investment in highway

Investment in rail (VA)

Trucks/year diverted to rail,

based on current traffic

% Of trucks diverted to rail

Trucks/year capacity of rail improvement

Total trucks/year on I-81 currently

Trucks/year on I-81 in 2020 *

Trucks/year on rail in 2020 *

Total fuel usage for trucks and rail, for I-81 traffic in Virginia, in 2020, gallons

Est. year of completion,

    Highway improvements

    Rail improvements
	$13 billion

$0.5 billion

0.5 million

10%

0.5 million

5.1 million

9.7 million

0.5 million

534 million

2019

2008
	$1.8 – 7.0 billion

$3.6 billion

2.35 million

46%

10.5 million

5.1 million

5.5 million

4.7 million

376 million

2014

2010


*  Assumes total truck volume doubles from 2004 to 2020
Financing the improved infrastructure of the Steel Interstate:

The capital investment necessary to upgrade the railroad infrastructure, estimated to cost $3.6 Billion in Virginia alone, is beyond the capability of NS to leverage.  Investment must come from the public, from state or federal government or a combination of the two, which could further leverage private monies.  All investments would be repaid over time by a rail car user fee.

For the RAIL Solution proposal to be successful it must be profitable for the long-haul truckers to use it; it must be profitable for the railroad operator generating the revenue to pay back the public and private investment over a reasonable length of time. 

A rough analysis by RAIL Solution shows that with the diversions we predict, current truck operating costs, and current rates that railroads charge for intermodal service, truckers and railroad operators can make a profit and still pay a user fee for the new infrastructure that will reimburse the capital investment over thirty years.

What advantages will accrue from the proposed Maximized Rail/Minimized       

Road Plan?

· Less expansion of I-81:  Since the Steel Interstate will handle a large portion of long-haul truck traffic, the need to expand I-81 will greatly diminish.  Detailed traffic analysis is needed to determine necessary upgrades to the highway, but it is believed that adding a lane in congested areas, adding a climbing lane where necessary for trucks on hills, adding safety and enforcement measures already planned by VDOT may suffice for the long term.  It appears certain that the necessary upgrades to I-81 will not exceed the addition of a single lane in each direction for the full 325 miles in VA.

· Lower cost:  The cost of rail improvements proposed here, as estimated by RAIL Solution experts, is $3.6 billion.  Without knowing what I-81 improvements will be necessary, it is hard to estimate their cost.  But if the full addition of a 3rd lane is taken as a high limit, then Fluor’s estimates of $1.8 billion, later revised to $7 billion, may be used as an upper cost limit.  Thus the total cost for rail and highway improvements in VA could be expected to fall between $5.4 and $10.6 billion.


Obviously, both rail and highway investment will be needed in other states in the corridor, but their results should be similar to what we’ve shown for Virginia:  Lower cost by maximizing rail and minimizing highway expansion.

· Reduced land use:  If the land use of the STAR 8-lane plan is reduced to 6 lanes or less, it will require far less land acquisition. For the addition of two lanes, much of the addition can be done in the existing median, owned by the state.  But with the STAR plan, additional lanes and truck lane separation areas require adding land outside the existing right-of-way.  Additional land condemnation under this plan nearly doubles the original Interstate footprint.

   
The railroad will use NS right of way where practical.  Elsewhere, it        will require only a 40 ft. ROW.  

· Improved fuel economy:  An intermodal train uses roughly 1/3 as much fuel as a highway tractor-trailer per ton-mile transported.10   The potential savings is 158 million gallons/yr. of fuel in Virginia alone.

· Reduced air pollution, resulting from reduced fuel consumption.  Air pollution in the I-81 corridor is already a concern, with several cities, including Winchester and Roanoke, designated as borderline non-attainment areas. Reduced air pollution has both significant and measurable public health and economic benefits.  Enhanced rail capacity reduces Virginia’s exposure to the introduction of Mexican trucks with inferior regulation and maintenance.

· RAIL Solution’s proposed dual-track Steel Interstate railway will have the capability of handling trains with 5-minute headways, or 288 trains/day in each direction.  That is six times the 45 trains/day in each direction needed to carry the projected 4,550 diversions/day.  So the railroad will have six times the capacity of its expected initial load.  Compare this with the STAR plan, which will be saturated when completed.

· Removing trucks from the highway will result in fewer accidents and toxic release incidents because railroads have a superior safety record.  Rail freight traffic separation is true freight separation, not mere “rumble strip” separation.  Fewer accidents will occur on the Interstate because of fewer trucks.  Not to be discounted, fewer accidents will occur on the Interstate because of reduced construction time.

· Removing trucks from the highway reduces highway maintenance cost.  The net cost of maintenance less user fees is $.05/truck mile11.   Thus, diversion of 1.7 million trucks/yr will save the State $27.6 million annually.  Also the State may be eligible for federal interstate maintenance monies if it is able to avoid highway tolling or reduce the amount of time that a toll is imposed.

· Attractive intermodal service in the I-81 corridor will reduce long-haul                                                                                                                 

shipping costs, improving the economy and industrial recruitment prospects of the region it serves.

· The improved rail line offers the potential of high-speed passenger rail             


       service in the I-81 corridor. This could improve tourist business in the region.

· Redundancy:  Statistics prove the growing dependence of the economy of      eastern United States on I-81 trucking.  This makes I-81 an inviting target for 
       terrorist attack.  President Eisenhower initiated the Interstate System to meet 


a national security need.  The addition of the Steel Interstate, parallel to the 


I-81 corridor and its extensions into the Mid-South, will provide a second


artery, enhancing our national security.

What the NEPA review should be sure to include:

· That public investment /financing could produce a sufficiently upgraded and        improved rail line paralleling I-81 to permit rail intermodal operations to handle a meaningful volume of the trucking now on I-81, such that a lesser investment in highway infrastructure would be needed or justified.

· That a useful analysis of rail vs. highway investments cannot be meaningfully undertaken based on the 325 miles within Virginia alone and with no consideration of the impacts on adjacent states.  Such convergent analysis shortchanges the rail option and is not in keeping with VDOT’s more activist approach (requesting a waiver from the Federal Highway Administration regulations in order to impose tolls) for the STAR Solutions plan.  Since the transportation congestion problem is a multi-state problem, a multi-state approach is required.  VDOT should work in collaboration with other state transportation departments to determine the least costly and most effective transportation improvement concept for the corridor.

· That financing availability aside, the desirability of a truly improved rail line in the I-81 corridor meeting the standards of a 21st Century Steel Interstate, be analyzed for its effectiveness and competitiveness in moving much of the freight traffic now and in the future along the I-81 corridor.

· That the financial and environmental costs and benefits be evaluated between providing future truck carrying capacity with truck-only highway lanes and providing that same capacity with a super railroad instead, thus requiring limited highway improvements.

· That in addition to modal analysis traditionally performed to see which shipments logically move by truck and which by rail, the NEPA analysis needs to include non-traditional forms of intermodal service, using concepts such as the “E<x>pressway” service in use on the Canadian Pacific RR or the truck ferry (Rolling Highway) as used in Europe.

· That no environmental assessment can be complete without acknowledgment that petroleum prices (fuel costs) may be much higher in 2035 and disproportionately impact over-the-road trucking.  World petroleum demand is currently equal to production capacity and will inevitably outstrip supply.

· That the potentially adverse effects of tolling be fully evaluated regarding the impact on other roads and highways exposed to increased traffic avoiding tolls on I-81, and with regard to the potentially severe adverse impact on business, commerce, and tourism in western and Southwest Virginia (including economically distressed jurisdictions) compared to other areas served by non-tolled highways.  Additional analysis should address the probable diversion to rail due to tolls and the capacity of rail to handle this diversion. 
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