To: Public Information Office, DRPT, 600 E. Main St., Suite 2102, Richmond, VA 23219

    Whenever citizens make an effort to participate in their government, lawfully and properly, those that govern should be deferential to such initiatives and not shut them out or ignore their earnest pleas.  In late 2005, one of the transportation programs of the Virginia Organizing Project, known as RAIL Solution, developed a bill and organized its support and passage by the 2006 Virginia General Assembly.  This required a huge grassroots effort across the Commonwealth, with people working through their elected representatives to secure passage of H-1581.  In a year when no other transportation legislation passed, H-1581 passed both chambers unanimously, a real testimony to its popularity with both citizens and elected officials.

 

    The bill called for a comprehensive multi-state intermodal truck to rail diversion study in the I-81 Corridor.  It contained a detailed, specific scope of work that would assess the economic and environmental costs and benefits of a rail project.  This bill met a need unfulfilled in the earlier I-81 Tier I EIS, where no viable rail option was studied to balance the multi-billion dollar highway widening concepts.  It also met a need identified by the Commonwealth Transportation Board (CTB). The I-81 Freight Rail Study, as the H-1581 work came to be called, was officially recognized and endorsed by the CTB resolution of October 11, 2006.  This requirement for the 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 expectation was that the companion rail study would be forthcoming and the CTB would have both parts to inform its future capacity decisions in the I-81 Corridor.
 

    In the over three years that this study has been on-going at VDOT and DRPT, it has deviated completely from the language of H-1581.  The Commonwealth and its contractor on the study, Cambridge Systematics, have simply ignored the language and intent of the law, and have now issued a replacement study that fulfills few if any of the original goals sought by the people in action by the Virginia General Assembly.  The study does little more than ratify the Norfolk Southern's Crescent Corridor proposal as the only diversion concept deemed feasible.  Here the people of the Commonwealth have been dealt with especially unfairly, because Cambridge Systematics has a huge professional conflict of interest.  The firm is the primary consultant for the NS Crescent Corridor project and for the NS grant application for federal TIGER Grant stimulus funding.
 

    The tremendous grassroots efforts that supported passage of this bill, the carefully crafted scope of work, the years of work by hired consultants, and the unanimous action of the General Assembly, have all been wasted.  The Virginia Organizing Project, RAIL Solution, and all the people of Virginia have been mistreated.  Instead of a study that would provide real, useful environmental and economic data for rail, to balance the many highway options already studied, the study has been hijacked to serve the narrow corporate 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 showed 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.
 

    Ironically we note that the study is entitled, "Feasibility Plan for Maximum Truck to Rail Diversion In Virginia’s I-81 Corridor."  Yet by the admission of the Draft Final Report (DFR) itself, other rail diversion ideas have a potential to divert far more than the Crescent Corridor (Strategy #1) alone.  On page 4-3, the Draft Final Report asks,“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.” 
 
            The “other strategies” allude to concepts that could carry all trucks by rail, not just shipping containers. This is called “open-intermodal” technology.  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 in the first place.  Now, four years later, after a huge commitment of paid consultant time and taxpayer dollars, these pivotal issues remain unaddressed.
 

    In summary, 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 percent 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.  


    Thanks for the opportunity to provide comments on these important issues on behalf of our statewide membership.
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