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February 10, 2010

Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transportation

Public Information Office

600 East Main Street, Suite 2102

Richmond, VA  23219

Dear Director Drake:

The Rockbridge Area Conservation Council (RACC) is pleased to contribute the following comments and recommendations on the Draft Final report, “Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion in Virginia’s I-81 Corridor” of December 12, 2009.

RACC finds that the report does not fulfill the basic requirement of H-1581 (enclosed), the legislation sponsored by our Delegate, Ben Cline, and passed unanimously by the General Assembly in 2006:  to determine what kind of new rail system concepts, modern technologies, routes, service, and management would be needed – and the costs for such a system - to divert the 60% or more long-distance trucks off I-81 and onto rail that VDOT determined would be necessary to offset the need for large scale highway widening.

Thus after 3  1/2  years of “study,” there still is no “apples to apples” basis for comparing the costs and benefits of providing the projected increase in transportation capacity needed in the corridor with new highway-speed rail concepts accessible to all businesses (including small shippers) vs. the economically and environmentally unsustainable highway widening approaches of the past.  

The failure to meet the primary objective of the study, and the delay in releasing a report, has furthermore put the under-served I-81 region of Virginia - projected to become the biggest freight corridor in the state - at a substantial disadvantage nationally of not being ready for the initial rounds of Federal High Speed Rail and other funding, a situation compounded by the State’s rejection in June 2009 of federal transportation bill funding for the comprehensive Federal follow-up study needed as a basis for a pilot project.

We urge current State leadership to take swift action to correct the deficiencies and make up for lost time.  RACC concurs with the enclosed technical comments and recommendations provided by the independent non-profit group, RAIL Solution.  However, although fixing the report to address the primary objective is a logical place to start, that alone, will not be sufficient. 

Along with the 51 local jurisdictions that have passed supporting resolutions, RACC also urges Governor McDonnell to begin the process immediately to work with Virginia’s Congressional delegation and the Federal Rail Administration to re-introduce provisions in the upcoming reauthorization of the Federal Transportation Bill and other relevant programs to conduct the remaining Federal study necessary to allow a pilot project in the I-81 corridor that demonstrates advanced, open-access highway-speed freight rail systems (National Steel Interstate System) to proceed. 

We hope that these comments are helpful in improving the draft report, and as importantly, in bringing to the attention of the McDonnell administration the vital importance of new concepts in high-speed freight rail, in addition to passenger rail, to the future environmental and economic well being of the I-81 corridor.










Sincerely yours,










Barbara Walsh










Executive Director

2 Enclosures: H-1581 of 2006; RAIL Solution Memorandum of February 8, 2010.

CC: Governor McDonnell, Secretary Connaughton

The Rockbridge Area Conservation Council (RACC) is a non-profit community organization of 500 members founded in Rockbridge County, Virginia in 1976 to promote the wise stewardship and sustainable use of natural and cultural resources through education, advocacy, and action to protect and enhance the quality of life for present and future inhabitants of Rockbridge County.
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