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I-81 Freight Rail Study Comments

Department of Rail and Public Transportation

600 East Main Street, Suite 2102

Richmond, VA 23219


RE:  Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion


        In Virginia’s I-81 Corridor, Draft Final Report

Although the comments that follow relate primarily to the substance of the Draft Final Report (DFR) dated December 12, 2009, there is far more at stake here than a rail study.  There is a very fundamental issue whether a law passed unanimously by the General Assembly of Virginia in 2006 needs to be obeyed, or if, as has happened here, it can be ignored and Executive Branch agencies can do whatever they please instead.  


H-1581, which gave rise to this study, contained a comprehensive and detailed scope of work.  There were several sound reasons for this.  First, there was a history of rail diversion studies in Virginia executed inadequately and thus failing to achieve their intended goals and provide expected useful information.  So when RAIL Solution crafted the language for what became H-1581, we were thorough in specifying the details of what was to be researched and achieved.


Secondly, the I-81 Tier I EIS had examined in detail numerous multi-billion dollar highway expansion options, but no realistic rail alternative.  For transportation decision-makers to evaluate future capacity investments in the I-81 Corridor, we needed comparably-detailed data on rail alternatives.

The need for the I-81 Freight Rail Study, as the H-1581 work came to be called, was officially recognized and endorsed by the Commonwealth Transportation Board (CTB) resolution of October 11, 2006.  A comprehensive rail study was linked directly to the CTB’s allowing the I-81 EIS to go forward to FHWA for Record of Decision without a rail component.  The CTB’s expectation was that the companion rail study would be forthcoming and it would have both parts to inform its future capacity addition decisions in the I-81 Corridor.

But the tremendous grassroots efforts to author and pass this bill, the carefully crafted scope of work, the years of work by hired consultants, and the unanimous will of the People of Virginia as expressed through their General Assembly, have all been wasted. The resulting DFR ignores the letter and intent of the law, does not qualify as research, and does little more than validate the private Crescent Corridor project of Norfolk Southern as the only “feasible” approach.  

Cambridge Systematics, DRPT’s primary contractor for the study, has a huge professional conflict of interest here.  The firm is also Norfolk Southern’s contractor for its Crescent Corridor Study, as well as preparation and submission of the NS application to the federal government for TIGER grant stimulus funding to support Crescent Corridor.


RAIL Solution and all the People of Virginia have been treated shabbily here.  Instead of a study that would provide real, useful environmental and economic data for rail, to be compared with the many highway options already studied, the study has been hijacked to serve the narrow private interests of Norfolk Southern.

This is not the first time this has happened!  In 2003 Reebie was engaged by the Commonwealth to do a truck diversion study. The March 31, 2003 DRAFT Reebie study shows how carefully the consultant defined its work, how market based it was, and how various alternatives would be examined, tested, and quantified.  But look what happened next!  Between March 31 and December 15, 2003, when the Reebie Final Report was issued, the study was totally compromised in scope and objectivity. It was co-opted by Norfolk Southern, and  only the one scenario that NS wanted was developed and portrayed.  Instead of our tax money paying for a useful and objective analysis of potential rail alternatives, all efforts were directed instead at ratifying what NS proposed, and nothing aimed at optimizing the truck-diversion to rail in the I-81 Corridor.  

That this could happen once was tragic.  To let it happen all over again would be outrageous.  The CTB and the taxpayers of Virginia both deserve the best information possible to make judgments on the economic and environmental efficacy of new freight capacity in the I-81 Corridor.  Especially in these times of constrained transportation budgets, smart and responsible decision-making has never been more vital.  We need the comprehensive scope of work in H-1581 now more than ever!






Sincerely,

Copies:  Governor Bob McDonnell

              Transportation Secretary Sean Connaughton

RAILSOLUTION OFFICIAL RESPONSE

Because the Draft Final Report (DFR) strays so far from the comprehensive scope of work envisaged in the enabling legislation, it is of disappointingly minimal usefulness.  It does little more than ratify Norfolk Southern’s Crescent Corridor initiative, which is the only alternative studied in detail, and the only one found  “feasible”.


Norfolk Southern touts its Crescent Corridor as a double-stack, container-based plan.  Containers would be transferred by huge overhead cranes between truck and rail at large regional facilities.  As such, it does little to appeal to or divert the thousands of small and mid-size independent truckers who dominate the truck traffic on I-81.  In fact, nearly all of such trucks could not even be crane-handled.


Ironically the DFR is titled Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion in Virginia’s I-81 Corridor (the Study).  Yet the DFR itself admits that Crescent Corridor will not result in maximum feasible diversion: “Does the NS Crescent Corridor proposal capture all of the trucks that could be feasibly diverted from I-81? No. it does not. This report identifies four other strategies that would address other diversion opportunities” (page 4-3).  


The “other strategies” allude to concepts that could carry all trucks by rail, not just shipping containers. This is called “open-intermodal” technology.  Their inclusion at all was a result of RAIL Solution’s extensive critiques of the earlier February and October drafts of the Study, detailing key weaknesses in scope, procedure, and content.   

As early as October, 2008, when Cambridge Systematics (CS), the Study contractor, briefed the Commonwealth Transportation Board on the Study’s progress, RAIL Solution became alarmed that the focus was far afield of the legislative mandate of the Commonwealth as set forth in the 2006 law.  RAIL Solution began to use the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) to review background correspondence and documents relating to the Study. If RAIL Solution had not discovered these prior drafts through FOIA, there is little likelihood that the DFR today would even recognize the possibility of rail strategies other than Crescent Corridor.  


Unfortunately, though the DFR now acknowledges such possibilities, it does not study them and they are all rated only “potentially feasible” or “feasibility unknown”.  Ironically once again, one of three recommendations in the DFR is that these other concepts be studied!  Recommendation #2 says, “Investigate other potentially feasible truck to rail diversion strategies,” (page 4-2).   It is precisely the lack of solid data on open intermodal feasibility and potential that led RAIL Solution to develop H-1581 (General Assembly 2006-regular session) in the first place.  Now, four years later, after a huge commitment of paid consultant time and taxpayer dollars, these pivotal issues remain unaddressed.


The DFR has come a long way since February, 2009, with changes and improvements resulting from RAIL Solution’s critiques and feedback of the February and October Drafts. Some errors and weaknesses pointed out during the course of 2009 have been corrected or addressed.  Recognition that other rail strategies beyond Crescent Corridor exist with far greater diversion potential, and need to be studied, is an important change.


RAIL Solution specifically emphasizes for the record that the DFR does not fulfill the legislative mandate of H-1581 and that Cambridge Systematics’ role as lead contractor on the Study for the Commonwealth represents a severe conflict of interest most uncustomary for a provider of professional services.  CS is also Norfolk Southern’s principal contractor for its Crescent Corridor proposal and spearheaded the NS TIGER Grant application to the federal government in support of stimulus funding for Crescent Corridor.  


Clearly this makes very unlikely that CS would develop content or pursue research as part of the Study that ran counter to the interests of NS or undermined the supremacy of the Crescent Corridor as the only “feasible” rail diversion strategy for the I-81 Corridor.  Instead of pursuing the original research mandated in H-1581 that would have provided citizens and transportation planners potentially valuable insights into future investment allocation in the Corridor, CS has passed off in the DFR over three years of work at taxpayer expense that were crafted largely to support the NS Crescent Corridor.  Thus the Study has been hijacked from a broad and compelling public purpose to suit the narrow corporate interests of NS.  CS’s highly unusual and conflicted dual role made this inevitable.


Despite its tantalizing title, the DFR severely disappoints because of its failure to make the intended comprehensive feasibility evaluation of rail’s capabilities to divert through-trucks from I-81 in Virginia.  In RAIL Solution’s specific comments below, the Study’s procedural shortcomings are again documented.  Most have been detailed by RAIL Solution in earlier feedback and still need to be addressed.  


H-1581, passed unanimously by the 2006 General Assembly, contained a detailed scope of work intended to bring about a multi-state, intermodal rail feasibility study in the I-81 Corridor.  It sought to determine what would be needed to divert up to 60% of the through-state trucks in Virginia, and to compare such environmental and economic costs with those to add similar freight capacity on the highway.  This would give transportation planners a useful basis for making investment trade-offs when and if new capacity were deemed necessary in the Corridor.

The original H-1581 scope of work also needs to be fulfilled before the DFR is accepted by the Commonwealth.  Anything less cheats Virginia’s citizens and taxpayers out of the benefits envisaged when their elected representatives voted these specifications into law in 2006.  Arbitrary, political maneuvers by Executive Branch agencies should not be permitted to trump the unanimous Legislative Branch mandate of the General Assembly. 

Specific Shortcomings of the DFR

1)   Filtering Methodology.  

CS begins with a daily traffic count of trucks on I-81 (9,284) and adjusts for those that are through, long-haul trucks (5,711).  This potentially divertible total is then subjected to various “filters” for geography, commodity, and truck type to determine those that are divertible.  In case of Strategy #1 (Crescent Corridor), that comes down to 3,209, of which 1,255 are ultimately said to be divertible.  While such filtering may be appropriate for a conventional intermodal evaluation in Strategy #1, it certainly is not for the open intermodal assessments in Strategies #4 and 5.  It is the essence of open intermodal that all trucks can be handled, regardless of truck type, commodity, or geography.  The DFR itself admits this: With roll-on/roll-off, “it does not matter what the truck is or what it is carrying – if it has wheels, it can be loaded and carried…” (p.3-21).  Therefore, in Strategies #4&5 as a basis for the open-intermodal analysis, 5,711 daily through-state, long-haul trucks should be the potentially divertible population, not 3,209, the filtered total used in Strategy #1.

2)  Dry vans automatically divertible.

The DFR says that dry van trucks “are excellent candidates for truck to rail diversion” and “are transferred easily between truck and rail using conventional equipment at a network of intermodal rail terminals throughout North America,” (p.3-4).  While this is true of shipping containers, it is not for most dry vans.  Only about 30% of dry vans have the structural integrity necessary to permit crane loading in today’s intermodal terminals.  Continued failure of the Study to adjust for dry van crane-lift incompatibility overstates significantly the diversion potential for conventional intermodal; e.g. the Crescent Corridor Strategy #1.  The inexplicable failure of the Study to correct this mistake, in spite of widespread evidence that the assumption is wrong, completely undermines the integrity of the Strategy #1 results.

3)  Mode Selection and Business Strategy.
The DFR makes much of shipper interviews and business strategies relating to decisions to route freight by truck or by rail.  All this is irrelevant to open intermodal..  Open intermodal handles business that has already been selected by shippers to move by truck.  It does not matter why the shipper gave his business to the trucker.  The trucker has the business, so haul the truck. That’s the key to open intermodal growth opportunity for the railroads.  The shipper is not involved in any decision by a trucker or logistics dispatcher to use rail; the modal choice is invisible to the shipper.  The trucker is the railroad’s potential customer at this point. So why does the theoretical 50% limitation importing irrelevant shipper preferences burden the open-intermodal analysis?  

4)  Diversion Strategy #1.
Conventional intermodal analysis in the DFR is plagued by the implicit assumption that it must ratify and agree with the Norfolk Southern Crescent Corridor proposal.  Accordingly, the work that is presented is not the result of original inquiry or empirical research, but manipulation of the data to comport with the NS TIGER grant application.  In several places, Cambridge Systematics’ work on the TIGER application is footnoted as the source of data.  This is unhelpful, as the TIGER application is confidential and not available to the public, so the sources for the cost and benefit work remain unverifiable through any kind of independent review.

5)  Diversion Strategies #4&5.

Strategy #5B should be retained (renumbered Strategy #5) as the stand-alone concept that it is. Rebase Strategy #5 to consider all 5,711 long-haul, through trucks as the potential diversion population.  Strategies #4 and #5A should be combined in Strategy #4, using one set of realistic base assumptions.  Currently both Strategy #4 and #5A are burdened with unreasonable assumptions.  Strategy #4 includes short-haul trucks that realistically will never be divertible to rail.  It is also flawed in limiting in its population of candidates to 50% of those trucks not already diverted, and beset with the pejorative premise “that such a service might someday be legal,” (p.3-32).  Nothing beyond unsupported innuendo supports this implication of illegality.

Strategy 5A gold-plates open technology by assuming a train speed of 120 mph, and the related upgrading expenses needed to achieve such speed. This is twice the speed needed for a truck-competitive open-intermodal service.  It properly excludes the short-haul trucks, and captures 50% of through trucks not already diverted.  A combined open-intermodal Strategy #4 with necessary rail improvements to achieve reliable 60 mph average train speeds and the long-haul, through truck diversion now shown for both Strategy #4 and 5B would be a very useful and far less confusing presentation than divided Strategy #5 now shown in the DFA..
6)  Recommendation #3.
In Recommendation  #3, the word “rail” needs to be added to the paragraph lead:  “Continue to advance  rail  improvements identified in the I-81 Tier I EIS.”  Even though the balance of the paragraph clearly relates to rail projects, and Section 4.3 of the DFR clearly deals solely with rail projects, the lead sentence of Recommendation #3 has been used by Department of Rail and Public Transportation and others to call for both rail and highway improvements.  Inserting the word “rail” as shown above will remove any ambiguity that the Study conclusions could appear to endorse highway widening, which is completely outside the scope of the DFR and not mentioned at all.

7)  Improper Comparisons.

The information presented in Section 4.3, comparing the results of the DFR to those in the earlier I-81Tier I EIS, is improper and misleading, because the two studies are based on very different base assumptions of I-81 total truck flows.  Valid comparison of specific numbers from such dissimilar studies would require their results be placed on some kind of common index, or percentage diversion, basis, a common but ignored statistical tool.
David L. Foster, Executive Director
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