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Elections & Rail Funding
While there is a new Administration coming in January 2025…

• The MPO’s currently adopted Metropolitan Transportation Plans (MTP) will 
span nine Presidential administrations

• The next ten years will span three Presidential administrations

• A good plan helps well-prepared regions make progress even as points of 
emphasis in policy and priorities change with each administration



Rail Terminology Review
Acronyms
• FRA – Federal Railroad Administration

• FTA – Federal Transit Administration

• SPOT – Strategic Prioritization Of Transportation (NCDOT Process)

• CRISI – Consolidated Rail Infrastructure and Safety Improvements program

• BIL – Bipartisan Infrastructure Law

• NEC – Northeast Corridor (Amtrak Acela/Northeast Regional/Carolinian)



Rail Terminology Review: Service Concepts

Light Rail

High-frequency urban service
Runs on street or in its own ROW
Incompatible with Freight Trains

Built under FTA Oversight

Not appropriate for this study

Commuter Rail

Downtown-focused peak service
Stations every 2 to 5 miles

Compatible with Freight Trains
Built under FTA Oversight

Not appropriate for this study

Passenger Rail

Intercity service 
Stations every 7 to 20 miles
Compatible with Shared Use

Built under FRA Oversight (Title 49)

The focus of this study



Overview and History: FRA Funding for Rail
Subhead

o FRA is a relative newcomer to discretionary grant funding for railroad development
o Pre-2008/ARRA, FRA administered annual appropriation to support Amtrak, primarily on the NEC, 

and in support of long-distance services.  
o PRIIA (2008), reauthorized Amtrak, established state-supported service expectations, and created a 

Capital Assistance program to states
o ARRA (2009) and FRA’s HSR program, focused on state supported services and establishing HSR.
o Fed State Partnership for Intercity Passenger Rail: Created by the FAST Act (2015); provided 

dedicated competitive funding for intercity passenger rail (primarily Amtrak) but limited only to 
investment in publicly owned assets. Continued through passage of BIL.

o BIL (2021): Revamped/rewrote Federal State Partnership significantly, provided billions in funding 
over five years for expansion of intercity passenger rail. Eliminated requirement for publicly owned 
asset.

o Several other programs routinely fund projects that benefit IPR: CRISI, RCE, RAISE/INFRA, etc. 



Federal-State Rail Partnership Program In Detail
Broadly expanded eligibility and funding
• Started as a FAST Act Program to assist Amtrak/NEC 

• Focused on the ‘publicly’ (Amtrak) owned NEC due to public ownership 
requirement

• BIL expanded project eligibility

• Now the ‘signature’ program for Intercity Passenger Rail investments

• Broke out separate programs for NEC and non-NEC national network

• Provided billions in funding, created FTA-like tools for PFAs and LOIs

• Shows a continuing investment in intercity passenger rail with less 
Amtrak/NEC focus



Federal-State Rail Partnership Program In Detail, cont’d
Broadly expanded eligibility and funding
• Fed State-Partnership has spanned/survived multiple administrations

• Two years of advance appropriations under BIL remain

• CRISI funds passenger rail

• Additional targeted funding programs for discrete improvements



FRA Capital Planning Guidance

• Describes principles of project development, is not tied any specific 
competitive grant programs

• Established definitions and expectations of FRA’s Project Development 
Lifecycle:
• Planning
• Project Development (PE/NEPA)
• Final Design
• Construction
• Operation

• Established to structure project development under any funding program—
focuses on substantive/technical project delivery from a disciplinary (not 
political) perspective. 



FRA Capital Planning Guidance, cont’d

• Political Considerations:
• An equity prism under Democrats
• An economic development prism under Republicans
 VS. 

• Technical Considerations:
• Planning that includes sufficient public outreach
• Preliminary engineering agreed upon by all stakeholders
• Cost estimate methodology validated
• Utility ROW coordination

• This is the same Guidance we will use to meet FRA’s development 
expectations and maintain eligibility for federal funding



Service Development Plans
The Technical Intercity Passenger Rail Planning Standard

• Have existed in some capacity since pre-HSR era; planning document 
used to define a passenger rail service 

• SDPs are the foundational Deliverable items associated with corridors 
selected for the FRA Corridor ID Program

• Planning document used for FRA rail jurisdiction (intercity) vs FTA rail 
jurisdiction (commuter, even when it runs on heavy rail)

Core elements: 9 core elements
 The document that establishes the operational details
 Purpose & Need
 Consideration of Alternatives
 Establishes speed/frequency/station locations. Which towns are served. 
 Where it connects to other transit and Amtrak services



Service Development Plans, cont’d
The Technical Intercity Passenger Rail Planning Standard

Core elements: 9 core elements
 The document that establishes the operational details
 Purpose & Need
 Consideration of Alternatives
 Establishes speed/frequency/station locations. Which towns are served. 
 Where it connects to other transit and Amtrak services
 Service Operator
 Capital Cost 
 Operating Cost
 How governed? State supported service?



Service Development Plans
Key Elements of a Good Service Development Plan

• Comprehensive Purpose and Need Statement

• Service Plan Based on Meeting Market Needs

• Strong Stakeholder and Public Engagement Process

• Governance and Local Funding Plan in Place

• Presents a Long-Range Vision
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Example Network: 
Compass Rail
Administered by Massachusetts 
DOT in partnership with Amtrak, 
CSX, CT/NY/VT, and others

Creates a vision for east-west 
and north-south intercity 
passenger trains with the state 
capital of Springfield as a hub

Shorter state-supported routes 
overlaid with longer state-
supported trains and other 
Amtrak services

Combines existing routes and 
two new corridors in the CID 
Program



What Makes a Good Project Great?
Elements of a Competitive Project

• A strong application will:

oHighlight an understanding of administrative priorities (economic development vs equity vs climate 

resiliency, etc.)

oUnderscore a well-documented and collaborative planning process

oShowcase freight benefits and how it improves the movement of people and goods

oMake a compelling argument for the necessity of the project



VISIONING
DISCUSSION
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Example Project: 
S-Line Raleigh to 
Richmond Project
• Designated as part of the 

Southeast high-speed rail 
corridor by the federal 
government since the 
1990s

• Marketed as the “missing 
link” within the larger vision 
for passenger rail service in 
the Southeast

• Partnerships between 
NCDOT and the Virginia 
Passenger Rail Authority 
have led to the award of 
discretionary federal 
funding



What is your definition of “success” for 
passenger rail in the Triangle region?



For our visioning work today - what parts of 
the educational content from this morning 

seemed particularly important to you?
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Current Amtrak 
Stations

Raleigh (RGH)
Cary (CYN)
Durham (DNC)
Stations in progress: 
Hillsborough, Wake Forest

Under consideration: RTP
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Current Amtrak
Service in the 
Triangle

Graphic courtesy of RTA:
Triangle-regional-train-service-
rev-Jul-10-2023.pdf

https://letsgetmoving.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Triangle-regional-train-service-rev-Jul-10-2023.pdf
https://letsgetmoving.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Triangle-regional-train-service-rev-Jul-10-2023.pdf


How far should the geography of our vision 
extend? 

Which rail lines should be included or 
excluded, and why?



How should we prioritize introducing new 
services vs. improving the quality of existing 

services?

Is one of these more important than the 
other?



Sometimes the key to unlocking service in one county is a 
capital investment in a different county.

 
How should a region whose transit investments are built 
on county-level financial plans consider investments like 

this? 

How should this work when two counties BOTH have a ½-
cent transit sales tax? 

When only 1 of 2 counties has a ½-cent transit sales tax?



NEXT STEPS
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