Rail Must Play a Significant Role in I-81’s Future

A. Rail Works:  Railroad infrastructure improvements leading to time-competitive rail freight capacity and rail ferry options will remove the need to expand much of I-81.  Diverting much of the freight to rail solves the safety problem at less cost to taxpayers, highway users, and shippers. 

Trucks compose 40 percent of traffic on I-81, averaging 13,000 trucks a day.

Seventy percent of those trucks, or 9,100 trucks a day, are long haul, i.e. on trips over 500 miles.  Trucking companies say that for trips over 500 miles, intermodal use of rail is attractive if it offers convenient, truck-time competitive service.  A dual track, high-speed (80-110-mph) rail line running from Harrisburg to Knoxville or Chattanooga TN, would make intermodal rail competitive.  
If this high-speed rail system, "The Steel Interstate," were built, it could divert an estimated 50 percent of long-haul truck traffic to rail, or 40 percent of all trucks, or 5.200 trucks a day, close to 1.9 million trucks a year.  More than three times the trucks Fluor and STAR promise to divert.  The capacity of such a high-performance rail line is huge:  It could handle 5 million truck diversions annually without overcrowding-one train every 10 minutes in each direction, carrying 50 truckloads.

The plans offered by STAR and Fluor propose to divert only up to 560,000 truckloads to rail at the northern end of the corridor.  These plans are insufficient and short-change the potential for rail.  Rail Solution’s analysis questions even this small amount of freight diversion.  The low average speeds on the Norfolk Southern rail line paralleling U.S. 29 prevent freight from being time-competitive with trucks along this route to Atlanta, seriously limiting the potential for freight diversion to rail.
Rail improvements are good for local economic development and tourism—providing the option for passenger rail service, while reducing local air and water pollution and land use problems.  The two proposals eliminate potential for passenger rail for the entire corridor and ignore that much freight traffic travels from the northeast via I-81 to the mid-south, southwest, and Mexico, using an equally congested I-40 to cross Tennessee. 

B. Rail Is Safer:  The whole reason I-81 is a problem comes down to safety.  The STAR and Fluor plans provide limited separation of truck and auto traffic.  This limited separation, using rumble strips (STAR) or pavement markings (Fluor), is not a safe solution because adding more highway capacity is going to attract much more truck traffic that is diverted from the East Coast and from rail.  These additional lanes would turn I-81 into the East Coast Truck Bypass and NAFTA Throughway.  
The truck lanes invite future LCV—Longer Combination Vehicle (or "road train")—traffic.  (LCVs are inherently unsafe double and triple truck trailers with 110,000-pound loads.)  Rail freight and passenger service is statistically far safer than truck or auto.  The Steel Interstate will require elimination of grade crossings, removing those traffic hazards in dozens of rural and urban communities.  Upgrading the rail infrastructure exports most necessary construction off the interstate, saving lives and preventing the frustration and loss of productivity resulting from highway construction.

C. Rail Positively Addresses Environmental Concerns:  Our region is characterized by ridge and valley topography and unique flora biodiversity.  Encouraging truck traffic by building more lanes will force our communities to contend with large increases in diesel particulate, low-level ozone, and smog-forming nitrous and sulfur oxides, trapped by our mountains.  The consequent air pollution could bump our localities into non-compliance with air pollution laws.  Air pollution is a serious public health problem, increasing the incidence of childhood asthma, adult lung disease, and early death.  

Increased smog and acid deposition adversely impacts our agriculture, forests, and wildlife.  Historical monuments such as battlefields will suffer further encroachment.  Numerous cities and towns will be further divided by a wider I-81 with tall sound walls—STAR proposes up to 12 lanes in Christiansburg, Salem, and Staunton.  Both proposals would separate I-81 and I-77 across Wytheville and Wythe County, creating 10 to 12 miles of new Interstate, at least six-lanes wide.  
D. Rail is Cheaper and Better for the Economy:  Developing an upgraded rail infrastructure will cost less than the capital costs of the additional I-81 lanes necessary to carry the 70 percent of freight originating and terminating outside Virginia.  Additional lanes impose capital costs on Virginians to meet the needs of out-of-state trucking interests.  It is the seizing of a public asset—a free I-81—by a private company to profit from tolls.  Tolls will adversely affect local tourism, commuters, and businesses, while railroads would reimburse the state or PPTA partner on a per-car basis.  Continuing costs would be reduced since VDOT estimates that every truck load diverted to rail from an Interstate saves Virginia $.05/truck-mile in net maintenance costs.
The earmark offer of up to $1.6 billion to Virginia by Chairman Don Young of the U.S. House of Representatives Transportation and Infrastructure Committee will end in much greater costs to Virginians in tolls, taxes, pollution, and safety.  It is nothing short of a bribe to ignore rail and embrace a LCV / road train future.

Adding a time-competitive rail freight-shipping option will benefit local businesses and be a boon for future industrial development; while tolls, smog, industrialization of our landscape with soundwalls and truck stops would result from additional highway lanes.  These would adversely impact regional tourism as well as the region’s aesthetic appeal.  What price can be placed on Virginia’s beauty?

Communities which are declared air pollution non-attainment areas will have a much greater problem receiving requisite permits for new industrial development or expansions, putting local employment growth at risk all because of through-state truck traffic over which the locality has no control.

E. Virginians Should Provide Leadership: Virginia is the key to deciding how freight will be shipped in the east over the next century.  What we choose affects other states including Tennessee and Pennsylvania with large sections of I-81 and connecting interstates.  County supervisors and town and city council members in the I-81 corridor can lead Virginia to recognize its unique opportunity to positively shape American transportation history.

Virginia should work together with these states and others to develop the best comprehensive plan for movement of freight and people in the corridor, which must include a significant rail component, and then the states should work together to demand federal support for the plan.  Such a plan will be a template for states and the federal government to cooperate to achieve mutual goals for safe transportation improvement in the 21st century.
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