Rail Solution Comments on VDOT’s I-81 Summary of Scoping Comments:

2.2   Transportation: Purpose and Need should incorporate analysis of value to state and    nation of transportation redundancy within the corridor provided by an upgraded rail infrastructure for reasons of national security and regional economic security breaches due to temporary closure from accident, release of toxics, weather, terrorism, etc.

Further purpose and need evaluation should include the assessment of regional economic benefits accruing from the introduction of competitive intermodal rail freight and passenger service.

2.2.1 Purpose and Need Issues: VDOT responds that there is no need to consider fuel or energy consumption as a part of the purpose and need for the corridor evaluation.  Rail Solution maintains that the impact of currently high petroleum prices is already affecting transportation and business in the U.S. and along the I-81 corridor.  Failing to consider the impact potential of increased petroleum prices, availability, and the inevitability of peak oil pumping over the life of such a long range project, vital to the western half of Virginia could invite catastrophic consequences.  Cost of fuel for transportation affects need as well as modality

2.2.2 Transportation Safety Issues: The VDOT reports states that additional enforcement along I-81 will not be considered under purpose and need because enforcement funding comes from other Commonwealth sources outside VDOT jurisdiction.   This should not be a condition for exclusion of enforcement from the array of improvement options because funding for expanded lanes or rail infrastructure would have to come from bonds and Congressional earmarks also outside of VDOT’s jurisdiction.  The enforcement approach more than any other, has the potential for near horizon safety benefits and should receive full consideration under purpose and need.  Such appropriate evaluation could influence other state entities to invest in better enforcement.

Accident rate comparisons for toxic spills between transportation modalities should be included as part of this safety analysis.

2.2.3 Traffic Modeling/Forecast Issues:  VDOT staff maintains that establishing separate growth rates for each improvement concept is unnecessary.  Yet if one improvement concept results in significantly higher diversion of traffic from the I-81 corridor into another traffic corridor or inducement of traffic from other corridors and their modalities, those impacts and their consequences will not be adequately measured.  VDOT says potential road improvements resulting from any such diversion would be studied separately as independent design projects, yet the purpose and need for such projects would be inherently dependent upon traffic diversions resulting from choices concerning I-81.  This is also an issue under Section 2.2.4.

2.2.5
Costs:
If merits and drawbacks to each improvement plan is not measured at least in part by benefit-cost analysis, then exceptionally expensive choices may be made needlessly.  Granted that safety, environmental, and economic affects are also critical and difficult to calculate, but life-cycling costing should be an important element of the project analysis.

2.2.6
Other Transportation Issues: The potential constriction of lanes at state borders resulting from a major highway widening project is not a trivial issue for Bristol and Winchester.  This problem is dismissed by staff and should be a clarion call for the need to approach I-81 regionally on an inter-state collaborative basis.

2.3   Improvement Concepts

2.3.1 Road Improvement Concept Issues:  The separation of right of way between I-77 and I-81 should be looked at critically because of the significant negative impact that such separation would have on Wythe County land use and environment.  Similarly the proposal for a separate right of way for I-81 through Washington County would have deleterious affects on the land and people there.

Again, impacts on I-95/85, U.S. 11, 340 and other routes should not be considered in isolation from the decisions made about the I-81 corridor. The impacts on those highways flow from the process and decisions about I-81..

2.3.2 Rail Improvement Concept Issues:  The form of the rail improvement concept is extremely important to Rail Solution.  If the rail improvement concept does not incorporate the potential of speed, flexibility, and convenience now possible in 21st Century railroading, then the potential for traffic diversion and benefit-cost ratio will be greatly diminished as was the case with the Northeast—Southeast—Midwest Corridor Marketing Study (Reebie Associates).  Although Reebie found a potential for freight diversion off I-81 to rail of up to 30% by 2020, Rail Solution contends that the full potential for freight diversion was not explored because of limitations placed on the Reebie study.   Reebie did not include the investigation of a truck-time competitive railroad, which we call a “Steel Interstate”.  

We expect that the NEPA study to investigate this contemporary level of rail service as the basis for the rail improvement concept, to do otherwise would be like plugging in 1960-vintage highway design as the highway improvement concept.  Such rail service is unknown in this region because rail infrastructure has not kept up with current design options.  We have concerns though, because VDOT staff does not indicate that analysis beyond the limitations of Reebie will be forthcoming.  Further the VDOT staff commentary refers to implementation of rail strategies as “challenging”.  This comment indicates a negative mind set towards rail. Rail infrastructure improvements should be no more challenging to fund on the bond market than funding the extravagant STAR Solutions highway expansion plan.  Similar to highways, rail infrastructure bonds would be repaid by a per car “toll” on trains using upgraded infrastructure.

Although it is not reasonable and practical for Virginia to conduct a NEPA analysis of rail improvements in other states, it is very reasonable and practical to invite other states to discuss this option together and to initiate mutual corridor analysis, working together to share costs of common data procurement.  Planners at the Tennessee Department of Transportation were unaware of Virginia’s improvement initiative in the I-81 corridor as little as six months ago, demonstrating a total lack of regional cooperation.  We assert that VDOT would want to know if Tennessee were considering an improvement that could double an already large number of trucks entering Virginia.  

Modern intermodal rail, very much like air and water transport, works most effectively and economically over long distances, because those distances traverse many state boundaries, a collaborative approach with other states is warranted.  This approach would most benefit Virginia since it has the longest stretch of I-81 corridor between its borders and must accept the broadest consequences for good or poor decision-making along this increasingly significant national transportation route.  Rail Solution fears from the language used by VDOT staff in this section, that VDOT is reluctant to look the I-81 Corridor holistically, incorporating input and cooperation from other states in deciding the future of this inter-state corridor.  We wholeheartedly encourage VDOT to become a leader in developing project cooperation that will benefit all states, most especially Virginia.

2.4   Tolls
2.4.2
Toll Impact Issues: The study parameters suggested by staff for impact of tolls on tourism neglect the following evaluations: a.) Impacts on tourism of attracting millions of more trucks by creating a truck toll way and industrializing western and Southwest Virginia’s “Main Street”, b.) Inequities of paying tolls during years of construction, and c.) The toll itself deterring and diverting travel choices.

The Tier I EIS should not only investigate toll impact on future economic development, but also analyze the impact of tolls on existing businesses and industry.  The toll exacts a tax on local business that it would not encumber in a different location.  Just as trucks may divert to avoid the tolls, industries may also “divert” their factories to places that don’t exact a toll-tax on physical access and every component that is shipped to the job site.  

Further, the entire Southwest portion of Virginia has a significantly lower income than the rest of the state.  To place a toll-tax on all goods and most services reaching this area is inequitable.  

2.5   Environmental

2.5.1 Air Quality Issues:  The proposed Tier 1 analysis ignores that different project improvement options have significantly different air quality outcomes that would affect the “build” or “no-build” decision.  Freight diverted to rail would improve consequent emissions reducing them roughly by a factor of three (fuel use).  If the rail line were electrified that span would be much greater.  

There needs to be evaluation of the connection between air quality and economic issues—e.g.: development restrictions in non-attainment areas, affects on tourism, affects on public health costs.  The staff statement that topographically induced air inversions are “naturally occurring” begs the question of whether we should risk fouling the air of our ridge and valley region where such inversions frequently occur by industrializing the interstate to accommodate millions of more trucks per year.  

Because of the question of degradation of the view shed and the potential impact on Shenandoah Nation Park, it is imperative that VDOT encourage the National Park Service to become a cooperating agency.  

The summary does not even mention analysis of air quality impacts upon public health, agriculture, and forestry as requested by Rail Solution.

A new issue that Rail Solution believes needs attention is Mexican trucks.  Since the closing of the comment period, an international decision requiring the U.S. to permit Mexican trucks to travel our highways could have significant air quality affects on this project.  I-81 is the main northeast-southwest North American Free Trade Act route.  There is now a likelihood of a large number of poorly emission-regulated trucks plying all our highways, particularly I-81.

2.5.2
Cultural Resource Issues: No standards for evaluating project impact on historic and cultural sites are listed. Evaluation of historic and cultural sites should include visual-view shed, noise, vibration, air quality, and project impact on tourism factors.

This section’s staff comments regarding residential takings betrays a VDOT predisposition towards a highway improvement approach:  “However, if a “Build” Improvement Concept is selected in Tier 1, this particular issue is more appropriately addressed at the Tier 2 stage, when specific roadway construction segments and traffic management during construction for those segment would be better defined [emphasis added].”  New rail right of way would require similar takings, but only the highway improvement approach is mentioned.

2.5.4 Natural Resources Issues: Rail Solution disagrees with the assumption that a four-lane interstate with a median has virtually the same impact on terrestrial animal movements as an eight-lane interstate with tall center barrier.  The number of deer, alone, unable to make the crossing may cause a significantly increased safety hazard.  Deer and other animal populations could well be segregated east to west throughout Virginia.

2.5.5 Parks, Recreation, and Open Space Issues: Comments again bring up the need to coordinate with area parks.  Again this requires inviting the National Park Service to become a cooperating agency.

2.5.6 
Social and Economic Issues: The VDOT staff comments neglect the entire question of the equity of car tolls.  The I-81 PPTA Advisory Panel recommended that tolls be extended to auto traffic.  Secretary of Transportation Whitt Clement estimated publicly that 60% of the revenue stream necessary to pay off bonds for the STAR Solutions plan would need to come from car tolls.  Tolling cars to keep trucks from diverting from a truck-driven massive expansion of I-81 is clearly inequitable.  This is a major equity issue that will blow up into a political issue if ignored.



The economic analysis in Tier 1 in conjunction with the toll study and freight diversion projections will adequately evaluate costs and benefits to the freight industry of various improvement concepts only if a more thorough evaluation than the Reebie Associates study is implemented by VDOT as requested above in Sec. 2.3.2.

2.5.8 Other Environmental Issues: Will “fatal flaw” procedure be used in air quality analysis with respect to public health and economic development?  If so, what criteria will be used?

Though a national political consensus on global climate change has yet to develop in the U.S., it clearly has within the scientific community.  A number of states are taking action on this issue currently.  Climate change analysis here does not call for the kind of microanalysis indicated by VDOT staff.  All that is necessary here is to do a comparison of projected fuel consumption and resulting greenhouse gas emissions to compare the impact of the various improvement plans.  This is not rocket science.  The fact that there is no political mandate to follow on this issue does not mean that it is not important to Virginia, the U.S., and the world.  We don’t want to end up with a $13 billion white elephant twenty years hence. 

2.6 Implementation

2.6.1
Schedule/Sequencing Issues: We disagree with the comment that the focus of the high-speed rail improvements should be between Front Royal and Manassas.  This STAR Solutions plan for rail improvement is fraught with limitations for the potential of rail.  Since STAR Solutions wants to build a truck toll way with no competition from rail, it is in their interest to propose a failing rail concept.  The high-speed rail alternative should be located within the I-81 corridor.  As VDOT staff says elsewhere, “…it is not necessary to expand the traffic study area for the I-81 Corridor Improvement Study beyond it’s current definition.”   Improvement on an east-west railroad line may be beneficial, but it is outside the scope of the I-81 project.

2.6.2 Funding: How can cost comparisons and funding of improvement options be outside the scope of the EIS?  Though this is a budgetary issue, resulting project toll or other costs (or lack thereof) impact Virginia’s economy and especially the lives of western and Southwestern Virginians.  Money is of course a scarce commodity.  Spending it in one way forecloses other options; these choices have broad-based impacts on the economic and social fabric of our region.  Cost comparisons should be a factor in comparing alternatives.  The EIS is where this is done.  To place costs and funding issues outside the scope of the analysis damages the integrity of the project process.

Process:
The Federal Highway Administration request to the Park Service to become a cooperating agency should be followed up by a similar VDOT request.

We hear VDOT’s reassurance that the Public-Private Transportation Act process is solely designed to obtain a contractor and that the PPTA will not influence the analysis in the EIS process.  This remains a troubling issue, however. The discussion at the final I-81 PPTA Advisory Panel that recommended VDOT go into contract negotiations with STAR Solutions focused upon the various proposed plans not whether STAR Solutions is a financially stable contractor of exemplary reputation, flexible enough to build any project coming out of the EIS process and deliver it on time within budget limitations.  Given the deliberations of the Advisory Panel members it is hard not to jump to the conclusion that the decision of what to build is essentially already made by choosing the contractor’s proposal.

 We are concerned about the potential in the process for short-circuiting a full Tier 2 analysis of the section of the corridor between Lexington and Staunton, where I-64 overlays I-81.  Rail Solution believes that all sections of the corridor deserve equal investigation and that a rush to judgment in one section may unduly influence the entire course of the EIS to obtain a result predetermined in Tier 1.

Finally, Rail Solution will be submitting a recommendation for what the scope of the investigation of the rail improvement option should entail to qualify as a realistic option for consideration.  We fervently hope that VDOT will invest in the time and research necessary to bring rail “to the table” for a meaningful evaluation in the consideration of improvement plans.

We thank you for hearing and responding to these comments.
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