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February 10, 2010

I-81 Freight Rail Study Comments

Department of Rail and Public Transportation

600 East Main Street, Suite 2102

Richmond, VA 23219

Re: Draft Final Report: Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion in Virginia’s I-81 Corridor

DRPT:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft final report of the Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion in the I-81 Corridor (Rail Diversion Study). The Coalition for Smarter Growth has been involved with Virginia transportation planning issues for over 12 years and we have worked closely with a coalition of partners concerned about the planning and future of the I-81 Corridor.  We participated in the I-81 Environmental Impact Study and produced an in-depth analysis done by Smart Mobility, Inc., on the combined benefits of freight diversion to rail, incident management, safety, and local road network solutions for the corridor.

We have long encouraged an official analysis of the potential for and cost of substantially increased freight rail diversion as part of the comprehensive studies for the corridor.  Rail diversion is a critical alternative to costly, excessive and destructive widening of the highway.

The draft Rail Diversion Study compiles existing data and planned rail improvements in the corridor. It also briefly describes additional possibilities for freight rail diversion.  However, the study fails to deliver a thorough analysis of any option beyond Norfolk Southern’s Crescent Corridor improvement plans, now underway. It does not meet the mandate, unanimously adopted by the General Assembly in 2006 (HB 1581), to determine the costs and potential to divert a majority of through truck freight on I-81

from the highway to rail.

The Coalition for Smarter Growth strongly supports Norfolk Southern’s Crescent Corridor project. The Rail Diversion Study reports that the Crescent Corridor project alone could shift up to 750,000 trucks annually from the interstate by 2012, about 22 percent of the current number of long-haul trucks. This is a good diversion rate and, at a construction cost of $3 billion throughout the entire multi-state project, it offers substantial savings over VDOT’s plans for an $11.4 billion highway widening in Virginia. 

However, the focus on the Crescent Corridor project does not provide the depth of analysis mandated by the General Assembly in 2006.  The draft Rail Diversion Study states that the alternatives beyond the Crescent Corridor project, labeled Strategies 2 through 5, are of “potential feasibility” or “unknown feasibility” because the study does not undertake the requisite evaluation to determine feasibility.  Without this, the study does not meet the mandate of HB1581, which had strong community support from groups and individuals across the Commonwealth.  

Other groups like Rail Solution have noted that the study did not analyze the potential for open-intermodal shipping.  We also do not believe that the study adequately accounted for the impact of much higher fuel prices and carbon reduction mandates that we need and will likely implement to combat global climate change.

We are also concerned that the study is framed as rail improvements in addition to VDOT’s proposed $11.4 billion highway expansion. It will not be possible for VDOT to fund $11.4 billion in I-81 road expansion.  The funding simply will not be present at the state or federal level. 

We need a range of less expensive and more energy efficient solutions.  Given the critical importance of a true analysis of the potential of rail freight diversion to remove truck traffic from I-81, the study must go further.  Freight rail improvements should be evaluated as part of a suite of enhancements in the I-81 corridor like those we proposed in the Smart Mobility, Inc. study.

The Smart Mobility study documented the three major problems in the corridor as shown in the EIS:  safety at specific mileposts, truck freight, and local metro area traffic.  The study showed that VDOT itself reports safety problems on a small percentage of lane miles on the 325 mile corridor and these can be fixed with targeted investments, along with expanded speed enforcement.  Substantial proportions of truck freight can be shifted to rail.  Local traffic and especially local peak hour traffic is highest in specific metro areas that include Winchester, Harrisonburg, Staunton, and Roanoke.  Much of this traffic uses the road for just a few exits.  Reducing this traffic can be best achieved by building local interconnected street networks and applying smart growth, mixed-use development solutions.

This comprehensive approach as described in the Smart Mobility report, including rail upgrades beyond the Crescent Corridor plan, must be evaluated and included in an updated Environmental Impact Study.  Therefore, we strongly encourage DRPT to finish the important work that has been started in the Rail Diversion Study and determine the feasibility of maximum truck to rail diversion, as mandated by the General Assembly in 2006, and to then work with VDOT to study and define a more comprehensive and sustainable alternative for I-81 than found in the current I-81 Record of Decision.  High energy prices, climate change, national debt, and our economic competitiveness demand the adoption of more efficient solutions. 

Thank you.

Sincerely,

(via email)
Stewart Schwartz

Executive Director
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