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Recommended Future Studies 

BACKGROUND
In 2025, Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) and the Triangle West Transportation Planning Organization (TWTPO) commissioned HDR to complete the Triangle Rail study to develop a strategic approach to an incremental expansion of Intercity Passenger Rail within the greater metropolitan area of the Research Triangle Region in North Carolina.
This project serves as a high-level strategic framework; however, the following studies can serve as foundational next steps to advancing the Triangle Rail network. .
TRIANGLE RAIL PROJECT MATRIX AND DECISION TREE: WHEN TO UPDATE
At the completion of this study in the middle of 2025, we have seen several significant changes in focus in transportation policy under the new administration, but it is not yet clear how federal grant criteria may be affected. The Triangle Rail Project Matrix and Decision Tree strategic approach are both based on the existing policy programs as of late 2024 and early 2025 under the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA).
Since it cannot be predicted if or when federal policy may change, in the first decade of using this strategic framework, it seems appropriate to assume that there will be benefits to updating the Project Matrix and Decision Tree every two years AFTER the most recent NCDOT SPOT scores have been released in the latest round of prioritization. 
The MPOs can monitor how much the Project Matrix and Decision Tree change, and if policy changes are less frequent, the MPOs may elect to updating the Project Matrix and Decision Tree once every four years, with the time for the study being driven by the most recent NCDOT SPOT prioritization and when inputs would be useful for the Metropolitan Transportation Plans (MTPs) of both MPOs.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: CAMPO & TWTPO
SERVICE DEVELOPMENT PLANS & CORRIDOR ID MERGER STUDIES
To the extent that the Triangle region seeks to expand Intercity Passenger Rail with the Federal Government as a partner for any of the competitive grant programs offered by the FRA, there will need to be a Service Development Plan that supports a defined Service Concept like the ones used in this study.
Among the potential Service Concepts considered in this study, the project team believes that the Mebane to Clayton Service Concept is most likely to be competitive for Federal Funds.
The Mebane to Clayton Service Concept overlaps with two Corridor ID grants that NCDOT has secured which consider potential Service Concepts from:
· Winston-Salem to Raleigh
· Raleigh to Wilmington
Any Service Concept prioritized by the region should look for opportunities to harmonize or even merge with Corridor ID studies that cover the same corridors and rail alignments. Continuous dialogue with NCDOT Rail will help identify the best opportunities for these kinds of partnerships.
One potential study upstream from the region’s first Service Development Plan could be a jointly sponsored study between the MPOs and NCDOT Rail to discern the benefits and challenges of merging any of the proposed Service Concepts in the Triangle Rail study with one or more of the Corridor ID grant projects that NCDOT is planning.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail, CAMPO & TWTPO
PASSENGER STATION RIDERSHIP ANALYSES
The Project Matrix contains several proposed new stations that will need station buildings, support facilities, station tracks and trackwork to become fully operational.  
It is possible that FRA’s focus on Intercity travel will lead the region to Service Development Plans that have stations spaced more widely than regional stakeholders may desire. Prior FRA initiatives have considered station spacing of 16 miles or more as a best practice. 
This may mean that a Service Development Plan would have to choose to include some but not all of the proposed stations along a given Service Concept to match FRA criteria, with a need to add all the stations the region desires over time.
Both to maximize benefits to the region, and to help the region plan for capital funding of any stations that are unable to be included in a larger Service Development Plan, a study of the ridership potential of all proposed new stations could help the region take a data-driven approach to which stations would be included in a Federally-funded project, perhaps for a BUILD grant.
The study would also develop capital costs so that local or state funding could be used to fund station improvements at the additional stations to be added in the future.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail, CAMPO & TWTPO
REGIONAL MAINTENANCE FACILITY SITE SEARCH
One of the most mission critical facilities for a future Triangle Rail network will be a maintenance facility for trains that serve the region. The requirements for such a site are complex and sites suitable for a maintenance facility are limited. In an expensive real estate market like the Triangle, there is significant competition with other land uses for suitable sites. Completing a search that builds on the Greater Triangle Commuter Rail Study but takes a broader look at sites in the region is crucial to support a potential protective land purchase for a future rail maintenance facility.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail, GoTriangle, CAMPO & TWTPO
NETWORK RAIL OPERATIONS STUDY
Planning for a Triangle Rail network will continue at the same time that NCDOT Rail plans for rail expansion across North Carolina and into other states such as Virginia with the Southeast High Speed Rail project. As the region and state create Service Development Plans, an effort to model both freight and passenger train operations both within and beyond the area of the Service Development Plan can help identify future bottlenecks and strategies for addressing those bottlenecks. For example, the Network Rail Operations study could undertake an analysis of how to increase train throughput between Cary and Raleigh. As part of the study, strategies to consider may include adding one or more sidings, a third mainline track, or a shorter passenger train crossover, like the Franconia Bypass project by VPRA. These types of comparisons of potential approaches could inform the updating of the Project Matrix by the MPOs.
The public sector may wish to engage freight partners directly in this kind of study.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail
STATION SITE PRE-NEPA PLANNING STUDIES
Station site development helps maximize the benefits of the region in its rail network. Conducting these studies, as have been completed in Hillsborough in recent years, helps confirm the sites for future stations and aligns capital plans in municipalities and partner agencies to make investments that support a future station site.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail, Municipality, and Municipality’s MPO
“SLOW SERVICE” BENEFIT: COST ANALYSIS STUDY
One unusual idea that emerged during the study was a proposal to try to open a very low-cost, low-performance service in the region that was not competitive with driving travel times. The reason for doing this would be that some of the ability to leverage funding, particularly NCDOT SPOT funding, can be much easier when upgrading an existing service as compared to starting a new service for the first time.
The project team discussed this in a Technical Steering Committee (TSC) and there was recognition that a service between two cities that was much slower than driving would not be as well-received by the public than a higher-cost and higher-performance service, and that the timetable from when a “Slow Service” could be upgraded to one that runs like the Amtrak Piedmont service was not clear.
A study to compare the benefits and costs of this approach could be useful to determine if this unconventional approach has any merit as an implementation strategy in the region.
Recommended Study Lead Agency or Agencies: NCDOT Rail, CAMPO & TWTPO
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