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Local Funding Prioritization Decision Tree

BACKGROUND
As part of the Triangle Rail Study co-sponsored by the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) and the Triangle West Transportation Planning Organization (TWTPO), the analysis of candidate projects assessed the potential for projects to align with federal funding programs such as CRISI, BUILD, Federal-State Partnership, and with NCDOT’s SPOT process.
However, there may be times when Triangle communities seek to incrementally invest in the regional rail network separately from those state and federal funding partnerships using local funds.
This memo provides an order in which to proceed that can support incremental investment in a way that pursues “low-hanging fruit” projects opportunistically, while strategically investing in key assets that are much more challenging to fund under state and federal programs. 
CATEGORY 1: GRADE CROSSING ELIMINATIONS
Whether by introducing a new grade separation, or simply closing an existing grade crossing, each closure moves the railroad closer to being a sealed corridor, which improves safety for rail and road stakeholders, while also increasing capacity of rail lines and reliability for freight and passenger services alike.
When there are multiple grade crossings along the same rail line, the at-grade crossings with the greatest car traffic offer the greatest safety benefits when closed, as the daily rail traffic through each at-grade crossing may be identical.
It is worth noting that, when working with freight rail operators to approve a grade crossing separation project, they will often require the closing of two additional grade crossings. This freight railroading practice incentivizes municipalities to combine grade crossing projects. Identifying higher traffic roads where municipalities can close multiple crossings will improve a project’s safety score in NCDOT’s SPOT criteria and increase state funding competitiveness for grade separation projects.
CATEGORY 2: ADVANCING STATION WORK
NCDOT’s SPOT process and criteria offer relatively few paths to funding passenger rail investments. 
Using local dollars to fund station buildings and platforms, and new station tracks are strategies that may advance portions of the system that most galvanize the public to support continued expansion. Example projects could include early engineering and NEPA studies or final design and construction. 
Within NC, precedents for this strategy of investing in stations independent of an introduction of service can be found in the station improvements from Salisbury to Asheville and the current Charlotte Gateway Station platform.
 
CATEGORY 3: PROTECTIVE PURCHASE OF LAND FOR REGIONAL MAINTENANCE FACILITIES AND LAYOVER YARDS
In a comparatively high-value-per-acre real estate market, there are few available properties that could host a future Triangle passenger rail maintenance facility. There may also be strategic end-of-line locations for individual service concepts that need layover yards for train storage overnight. Using local revenues to make protective purchases of such sites may be necessary to deliver the region’s vision.
CATEGORY 4: INTERLOCKINGS AND SIDINGS
Improvements at interlockings/switches may pay higher dividends for freight rail decongestion than sidings, though both are helpful. It may be best to do them together, but municipalities will have to review the merits of each potential project on a case-by-case basis to inform prioritization.
CATEGORY 5: RIDERSHIP STUDIES TO PRIORITIZE SUB-CORRIDOR DEVELOPMENT
The Sanford to Franklinton corridor is long, with the shorter Apex to Wake Forest service concept embedded within the Sanford to Franklinton service concept. When dollars are limited, a ridership study to determine whether extending Apex to Wake Forest to Sanford or Franklinton first may help prioritization. Such studies could also be used to compare the merits of new stations and prioritize their introduction/construction according to ridership potential.
CATEGORY 6: WHEN IN DOUBT, INVEST IN NC-LINE CAPACITY
Discussions within the technical steering group during the project frequently reiterated the importance of the NC-line to the Triangle Region and the state. Three of the four Corridor ID grants that NCDOT Rail received (Charlotte to Washington, DC; Winston-Salem to Raleigh; Wilmington to Raleigh) touch this corridor, and the 8-mile stretch between Boylan (Raleigh) and Fetner (Cary) junction is the one section of track that most of the Service Concepts proposed in this study will use.
Investments that help create a double-track corridor from Mebane to Cary and from Raleigh to Clayton will do a lot to support freight and passenger expansion by increasing service capacity in these areas. As regional rail services are built out, it is possible that triple-tracking some parts of the Cary to Raleigh corridor segment may also make sense in the long term.
Double-tracking sections of single-track rail that lead into Cary and Raleigh may provide greater benefits than triple-tracking Cary to Raleigh as it is likely to yield more benefits within the horizon of CAMPO and TWTPOs next Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP).



GLOBAL CONSIDERATION: 2023 CORRIDOR ID ALIGNMENTS HAVE A HEAD START
In 2023, FRA awarded seven Corridor ID grants to NCDOT for passenger rail corridor development. Four of them touch the Triangle Region:
· Charlotte to Washington, D.C.
· Fayetteville to Raleigh
· Wilmington to Raleigh
· Winston-Salem to Raleigh
By virtue of having been selected in this process, the rail lines within these corridors are at least two years or more ahead of corridors that have not been selected in the Corridor ID process. If there is interest in expanding or improving passenger rail services on an alignment, and that alignment has not been recognized by FRA’s Corridor ID program, a logical next step for Triangle Region stakeholders would be to apply the corridor into the Corridor ID program.GLOBAL CONSIDERATION: OWNERSHIP AND OPERATING COSTS
The railroad environment may have multiple stakeholders and investment partners that participate individually or collaboratively to fund and build capital projects like a new interlocking or grade separation. 
Once built, some entity, usually a freight railroad, will need to accept maintenance responsibility for the capital improvement. Establishing that a project can be maintained after construction and identifying the financial revenue stream to pay for that maintenance - is a critical component of any standalone project being advanced.
GLOBAL CONSIDERATION: DELIVER FULLY EQUIPPED CORRIDORS, DON’T SEPARATE TRACK AND SIGNALLING IMPROVEMENTS IF POSSIBLE
It is inefficient to invest in track improvements or signal improvements as standalone investments over long distances. It's better to invest in a shorter stretch and do BOTH track and signal improvements in a length of track that matches funding capacity. This approach is one of the reasons why the S-Line project is a fully operating railroad from Raleigh to Wake Forest, and not a track-only project from Raleigh to the Virginia state line.
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