Talking Points on a Virginia Rail Authority

by John Raup of Williamsburg (a Colonial Williamsburg Foundation retiree), board member of Virginians for High Speed Rail and member of Peninsula Friends of Rail

    * The Virginia Rail Development Authority would be similar to the Virginia Ports Authority legislation that has helped coordinate and develop Virginia's ports into one of the most efficient such operations in the country and has been of great economic benefit to the state.

    * Passenger and freight rail service in Virginia need the same help we provided to our Ports for infrastructure improvements so that rail service can assist in improving our transportation system statewide and give a boost to Virginia's economy.

    * Both in Virginia and nationally, we provide substantial state and federal dollars for highway, airport and port infrastructure.  We need to establish a means for providing infrastructure support for rail service and can do so through the proposed Virginia Rail Development Authority.

    * The presence of numerous Military facilities in Virginia make it essential for national and homeland security reasons to improve rail service so that the military can move supplies and personnel for emergencies.  Our military leaders have called for improved rail service and have pointed out that they cannot rely on the overcrowded and frequently backed up Interstate highway system.

    * The Virginia Rail Development Authority, as proposed, would have power to issue bonds to raise funds to match federal funds for rail infrastructure improvements such as adding additional bridges and track where needed, eliminating rail bottlenecks around areas like Washington and generally improving track, roadbeds and rolling stock.  It has become increasingly clear that the U.S. Congress will begin providing funding for rail infrastructure improvements and Virginia can be ready to take advantage of this opportunity with the passage of the Virginia Rail Development Authority legislation.

    * The proposed rail infrastructure improvements will be at a far smaller cost than for adding additional lanes of concrete to the highway system and will create far less environmental damage.  Improved freight and passenger rail service will also reduce the need for more and more expansion of lanes in the Interstate system and provide a much safer transportation alternative. This will be especially true in the Interstate-81 corridor, which will have a nation-wide influence.

    * Improved passenger rail service, as shown by the Virginia Railway Express, already operating in northern Virginia, will remove a significant number of cars from our already overcrowded highways.  Such service can also provide higher speed travel and greater safety to the traveling public, while allowing passengers to conduct business enroute to their destination. The start-up of TransDominion Express service will be more likely, with promotion and funding from the rail authority.

    * The Virginia Rail Development Authority will be able to prepare a Rail Plan for improved freight and passenger rail service for all of Virginia and help ensure Virginia is a part of the new Southeast High Speed Rail Corridor that is already becoming a reality.

    * Funds to pay off the bonds issued by the Virginia Rail Development Authority would not come from state tax revenues but from passenger and freight rail fees.

    * Virginia industries will benefit from improved freight and passenger rail service, including the state's third largest industry, tourism.  This can mean additional jobs and higher revenues for Virginia businesses, and higher tax revenues for the state.  Improved rail service will also help attract and keep high quality and high-paying businesses in Virginia.

    * Improved passenger rail service that will be possible with the establishment of the Virginia Rail Development Authority will also be an important element in retaining the high quality of living standards in Virginia.



