Sierra Club, Virginia Chapter review comments on the draft final report

“Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion in Virginia’s I-81 Corridor” prepared for the Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transit.

February 10, 2010.

As the federal government has begun to recognize the value of a high-quality rail system for the US, we are pleased that work is being undertaken to explore additional rail infrastructure to address a growing problem for moving freight through a critical corridor.  This is also an opportunity to derive something better than just addressing a problem, but to enhance the economy and services for Virginia citizens.  Expanding our rail infrastructure has the best chance to relieve congestion and to do so in a much more cost effective and environmentally responsible way.

Unfortunately we must register our disappointment in the subject study for falling short of what is needed and what was intended.   This issue has grown out of the initial failure of the Interstate 81 Environmental Impact Statement to study all feasible alternatives, in particular rail, as required by law.  In an attempt to address that shortcoming, the 2006 VA General Assembly passed HB 1581 to call for a study of the conditions necessary to divert the maximum amount of trucks and it specifically mentions Roll-on, Roll-off technology.  This study fails to achieve that objective.  Note, the 2007 Virginia Appropriations Act, Item 442 that is cited in the study was simply responding to HB 1581.

Additional background to this study is that Norfolk Southern (NS) has already decided to implement the Crescent Corridor, listed as Strategy # 1.  The consultant Cambridge Systematics, Inc. was employed by NS to prepare a grant application for that expansion.  In that regard, the tasks identified on pg 1-4 are focused on serving interests of NS on an equal level with those of the public.  This suggests Cambridge may not be an unbiased party in this project.

Some detailed comments follow:

Pg 2-18, The elasticity of demand for fuel price increases as presented is arbitrary.  No independent analysis of the topic was conducted.  There is no consideration for the likely addition of a price increment for carbon.  The elasticity is a significant factor in determining the number of trucks that will be diverted, as indicated on pgs 3-11/12.  These diversion rates do not consider factors such as time or reliability.  While Cambridge professes these values should be only used as a guideline, they are the basis of the cost per unit of trucks diverted.

Pg 3-13.  There is discussion about “whether the railroads are willing to commit to targets” and if not, that the project should not be considered feasible.  Feasibility is based on technology and economics and that alone should drive the determination of feasibility.  If Railroads have additional issues for this public-private project, that should be noted, but should not influence the conclusion.  If their view was the only concern, there would have been no need for a study.  The task for Cambridge was to provide an independent determination and they failed to do that.  

Pg 3-25 .  In discussing the feasibility of Strategy # 2, the notation that this approach has failed once in a US market, is a meaningless comment without some context for judging its relevance.

Since there are successful operations elsewhere, only a description of significant differences among them might be cause to not judge the approach to be feasible. 

Pg 3-33.  In a discussion of the necessary cost upgrades needed for Strategy # 4, NS was asked for an estimate and they provided a range for likely costs.  Cambridge took the midpoint of that range as their estimate without any further verification.  This is not acceptable.

While they are slightly outside the scope of the study, two additional outcomes of providing high-quality upgrades to the corridor should be considered because they could affect the economics.  1) an upgraded rail system would undoubtedly attract some truck trips from some other corridors, such as I-95.  2) benefits might be achieved from an upgraded system that could be attractive for some level of passenger rail service.

Without belaboring the detailed comments any further, the recommendations on ES8-9 sum up how incorrect the study's conclusions are, especially in light of the EIS context, for which a finding of "feasibility" is a critical result. Since feasibility depends on technical and economic factors and not service factors or “proof”, Cambridge is unjustifiably setting too high a standard for a finding of feasibility.  They should have concluded that strategies 1, 2, 3 and 4 are in fact feasible. Consequently, at least these four strategies should be included and studied as part of the I-81 EIS. Doing so would provide a more in-depth cost/benefit analysis of the alternatives which would lead to the further study of service strategy issues, as Cambridge indicates in their recommendations.  In addition, other aspects such as environmental comparisons and other considerations can then be fairly addressed.

Strategy 5 could then be characterized as “potentially feasible” which should not rule out its inclusion in an EIS.  Cambridge’s position that feasibility is unknown for Strategies 4 and 5 is untenable, because that was what they were commissioned to find out.

The Department should now task Cambridge to restate their results based on a corrected understanding of the requirements for a finding of feasibility. This will significantly change the Executive Summary and especially its Recommendations and Action Plan. The next step should then be a Supplemental EIS to satisfy the requirements for a comparative analysis between the rail and I-81 highway expansion alternatives.

No investment should be made for pavement on I-81 until a proper response to HB 1581 has been completed.  
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