
  
 
 
 

 

December 5, 2014 

 

 

To:   Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transportation 

        Federal Railroad Administration 

 

Subject: Comments for Washington, D.C. to Richmond Tier 2 EIS Study 

 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the scoping for the Washington to Richmond Southeast 

High Speed Rail Corridor Tier II study. This project is one of the most critical for meeting Virginia's 

transportation and economic development needs, with important and positive implications for land use 

and reduction in greenhouse gas emissions.  In addition to my role as Executive Director of the Coalition 

for Smarter Growth and board member of the Virginia Conservation Network and Richmond Partnership 

for Smarter Growth, I am a three to four day per week Amtrak commuter between Richmond and 

Washington.  As such, I declare my conflict of interest in favor of greatly improved rail service, while 

submitting these official comments on behalf of the Coalition for Smarter Growth. 

 

We concur with the core comments communicated in the Virginians for High Speed Rail alert: 

 

 The travel time from DC to Richmond should be shorter [and more reliable] than a trip in an 

automobile. 

 Reliability of the service is vital to the corridor’s success, thus reaching a threshold of 90 percent 

on-time performance is important.  

 Improvements to the level of service on the corridor should take into account future expansions of 

service to Newport News, Norfolk, Roanoke/Lynchburg, as well as Raleigh/Charlotte.  

 The study should put a priority on stations/stops that serve a greater density of citizens, transit-

oriented development communities, and central business districts.  

 The service quality should capture the choice passenger while also providing safe, reliable, and 

convenient transportation options to all of the corridor’s citizens. 

 

In addition, we would add the following: 

 

 Service to and through Downtown Richmond should be the top priority, with a strong preference 

for Main Street Station.  We cannot continue to bypass our state capital.  The direct connection to 

Norfolk, Washington, Raleigh, and the NE Corridor, would provide significant economic benefits 

in our knowledge economy, while accelerating the revitalization of Downtown Richmond.   

 

 Over 65 percent of our state population, gross state product, and most of our expected population 

growth is in our Urban Crescent, and high-speed rail linkage is critical to create a functioning 

transportation connection between our urban centers in this corridor. 

 



 

 We support VRE commuter rail but believe further extensions may not be appropriate beyond the 

recent addition to Spotsylvania and the planned one to Gainesville and Haymarket.  Commuter 

rail has real benefits but can also fuel sprawl, much as can highway extensions.  Expansion of 

Amtrak intercity passenger service should be the focus now to promote revitalization of our cities, 

particularly Richmond and Norfolk. 

 

 The study should include the development potential in the urban centers that would contribute to 

significantly increased ridership. This should not be limited to the development that the rail 

upgrade might spark directly but to the full-potential build-out of downtown areas.  

 

 On the other hand, we caution that tying intercity service to new TOD areas in greenfield areas 

such as Caroline County is not a workable approach both because the additional stations would 

slow intercity service and because TOD with intercity rail is an unproven concept.  To date, 

Virginia has not yet achieved good TOD with VRE commuter rail with the exception of existing 

communities like the City of Manassas and City of Fredericksburg. 

 

 The study and downtown station selections should be integrated with current and potential transit 

connections such as the Norfolk light rail and Richmond BRT.  Bikeshare and carshare should be 

integrated into the station areas. 

 

 Among the goals discussed for 90 mph, 90 minutes and 90 percent reliability. The first priority 

should be reliability, because that will ensure you attract and KEEP business riders.  It will 

cement the knowledge economy connections between Norfolk, Richmond, Fredericksburg and 

Washington.  It would also likely increase the support and use by the military. 

 

 As you know, there are differences of opinion in the transit community as to the speed you should 

plan for, and certainly your Tier 1 has narrowed what you will consider.  In addition, at higher 

speeds with four tracks and separation, environmental impacts would increase.  Therefore, we 

support the 90/90/90 approach, while encouraging you to design the system such that you do not 

foreclose the opportunity for future upgrades. 

 

 I have been impressed by the limited footprint of rail additions as compared to highway projects, 

however there will still be environmental impacts that you should be attentive to.  These include 

potential impacts to significant wetlands including many with active beaver colonies, streams, 

estuaries and the Potomac.  Strong sediment and erosion controls must be in place during 

construction and green stormwater management controls implemented as part of the design. 

 

 You should document the greenhouse gas reduction benefits of the project and associated TOD, 

while also planning and designing for sea level rise, greater rainfall and increased flooding.  The 

tracks in Stafford and Prince William will be vulnerable to sea level rise. To the extent that 

significant elevation of the tracks and bridging is called for, this may call for a page from the 

VDOT highway bridge playbook in sizing the structures to support additional track in the future. 

 

 A focus on efficient boarding should be a core part of your analysis, with level boarding from 

raised platforms and all door entry/egress during station stops.  This will require off-board ticket 

screening like that used in NY and Washington.  Baggage handling for seniors and the disabled 

should be adequate to further minimize delays. Bypass tracks at the stations to separate the freight 

from the passenger boarding areas will be critical.  At the same time, you will need to be attentive 

to historic preservation issues in Alexandria, Fredericksburg, Ashland and Richmond in the 

addition of tracks and elevated platforms. 

 



 

Finally, we recommend that you communicate to the Mayor and Council of the City of Richmond the 

potential for rail service expansion at Main Street Station, the potential benefits of that expansion, and 

your physical and operational needs, such that ongoing redevelopment planning by the city does not 

foreclose expansion of rail service to Main Street Station. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Stewart Schwartz 

Executive Director 


