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March 1, 2018
Ms. Stephanie Pollack
MassDOT Secretary and CEO
10 Park Plaza – 4th Floor
Boston, MA 02116
RE: Massachusetts State Rail Plan Comments
Dear Ms. Pollack,
The Berkshire Regional Planning Commission appreciates MassDOT’s efforts of updating the
Massachusetts State Rail Plan which outlines state’s priorities and proposed plans for passenger
and freight rail investment over the next 20 years. Within Berkshire County, both passenger rail
and freight rail are of interest to improve mobility and expand economic opportunities. We are
particularly interested in studies to improve the grossly inadequate passenger rail service serving
the region and in upgrading the secondary line rail infrastructure to better serve rail freight
needs. Improvement to both freight and passenger rail will be beneficial to a variety of
businesses, will serve as an impetus to increase business opportunities, and assist in helping to
reverse our five decade long loss of younger workers. After reviewing the draft document and
attending the public meeting, BRPC has substantial concerns regarding a few aspects of the plan
and has several major comments to consider for incorporation in the final version of this
important plan. We also endorse and have attached the comments provided by the Berkshire
County Selectmen’s Association regarding the draft Massachusetts State Rail Plan.
Berkshire Flyer Service
First, the study of Berkshire Flyer Service, at a minimum, should be listed as a Tier 2 project. We
actually believe that strong consideration should be given to move it into a project to be
implemented within the five year immediate action horizon, depending on the study results

which are imminent. As you are aware, pursuant to the 2017 legislative directive, The Berkshire
Flyer Study was undertaken to evaluate the feasibility of initiating seasonal Amtrak passenger rail
service between New York Penn Station and Pittsfield, Massachusetts. This study effort,
championed by Senator Hinds, has been underway since September with the working group
working diligently with support from MassDOT’s Rail and Transit Administrator. This study is on
schedule for completion by the March 1, 2018 legislative deadline. All indications are that this
service is viable and would be beneficial to the Berkshire’s travel and tourism industry. We
strongly disagree with MassDOTs decision to not include a recommendation for a Berkshire Flyer
continuation study as a Tier II project because “current studies (i.e. Berkshire Flyer) cannot be
evaluated for long-term utility until that work is complete” (page 84). It is illogical to drop any
comment on studies or projects which are actively underway and have a gap of four years before
they are mentioned again in a rail plan update. We believe that the State Rail Plan should be
used to foster the continuation of study efforts to establish a permanent service to the Berkshires
and therefore urge that the Tier II recommendations be amended to include such a study. It is
unacceptable to push this study off until the next update of the State Rail Plan in 2023 when we
believe that actual establishment of service may well be viable by FY 2020.
Western Massachusetts Passenger Rail Service
BRPC applauds the Rail Plan’s Tier 2 recommendation of the Western Massachusetts to Boston
Passenger Rail Service Study. In one instance, the plan refers to Springfield/Pittsfield to Boston
Passenger Rail Service (page 84) being considered as a project for the long-term Rail Plan. In
order to avoid any confusion, it is critical that the draft document be modified to reflect that this
study effort is intended to include all of western Massachusetts as well as connections further
west to Albany, NY. The plan should also be amended to reflect a consistent reference to the
proposed study effort. It is our recommendation that this study effort be referred to as the
Western Massachusetts (Pittsfield/Springfield) to Boston Passenger Rail Service Study. Given the
proximity of the Rensselaer, NY, Amtrak station, with its strong passenger rail service southward
to New York City, we believe the study should be a bi-state study in collaboration with New York.
We concur with comments made by others in western Massachusetts that the Commonwealth
needs to evaluate the needs and opportunities of the broader rail network system and, where
appropriate, as in this case, work with adjoining states to strengthen the system, not just the
parts that happen to lie within the boundaries of Massachusetts.
Freight Rail Service and Housatonic Line
Freight rail service also plays an important role in the region’s economy. As indicated on page
17, freight rail on the Housatonic Line directly supports 977 jobs within the region. It is
imperative that the rail network throughout Berkshire County be maintained in a good state of
repair and the track must be upgraded to 286K rail. The Housatonic Line owned by MassDOT
needs substantial improvements to improve safety and reliability of the line, if for no other
reason than the rails date to 1920. As importantly, these track improvements will assist with
continuing efforts of retaining jobs and possibly increasing employment opportunities in our
region.

Constructing these upgrades/improvements will also ready the line for potential future
passenger rail service. We support the recommendation made by the Massachusetts Sierra
Club’s Transportation Committee that MassDOT should make track improvements to the
Housatonic Line to benefit freight and these should be done in a manner to ultimately result in
an FRA Class II as with the Barre branch to better support passenger service in the future. We
also concur with comments made by the Berkshire County Selectmen’s Association and do not
believe that any further consideration of passenger rail service on the Housatonic Line should
be summarily dismissed. We believe continued discussion with Connecticut is needed and
should occur within the next two years and thus we believe that further study of utilizing the
Housatonic Line should be listed as a Tier 2 project. As with east-west passenger rail, multistate railroad system needs require a broader evaluation. With capacity constraints on
significant increases in passenger rail traffic along the Hudson River corridor, improvements in
other existing corridors may be needed for western New England and eastern New York.
Northeast States System-wide Planning Needed
As a critical policy matter, the plan should call for aggressive, comprehensive system-wide
planning for passenger rail service across the northeast. No single state in New England can deal
with its passenger rail “system” without considering the rail assets and issues in adjoining states.
In the case of the Berkshires, our system includes assets and issues in at least both New York and
Connecticut. Our experience thus far with the Berkshire Flyer project required discussions with
New York; those discussions showed some inherent capacity limitations on relying on the Amtrak
system serving the Hudson Valley. Alternatives to help overcome those limitations then rely on
joint planning with Connecticut and New York. The multi-state planning effort for the passenger
rail system should be an explicit policy statement in the plan.
Greenhouse Gas and Air Quality Improvements
It is commonly known that the transportation sector is deficient in meeting emission reduction
goals set forth in the Global Warming Solution Act, despite its contribution of approximately half
of all greenhouse gas emissions in the state. Many of the recommendations contained in the Rail
Plan could potentially reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. However, there is virtually no
discussion on the GHG reductions and air quality improvements associated with any of the
recommended projects. As the underlying intent of this plan is to justify the selection of projects,
it is only logical that this aspect be addressed and included in the plan. In doing so, projects
offering greater GHG reductions and environmental benefit can be prioritized.
Quantifying Economic Benefits/Impacts
If the stated purpose of the State Rail Plan is to “serve as the basis for federal and state rail
investments within Massachusetts,” the plan should contain discussion and information on the
economic benefits\impacts associated with each of the recommended projects. As it currently
stands, this information is not present in the draft document. Consideration should be given to

including this information which can also be utilized to inform MassDOTs annual Capital
Investment Plan.
It would be appreciated if MassDOT would compile and post a summary of all comments which
were received on the draft plan and how each of the comments was addressed. This will work
to strengthen the public participation process and provide greater transparency.
The MassMOVES initiative identified rail transit as the first priority for western Massachusetts as
well as for five other areas of the Commonwealth. The draft Rail Plan is the appropriate
mechanism to further these priorities which will can increase mobility options and compliment
economic development efforts. MassDOTs efforts to prepare the State Rail Plan which furthers
these priorities is a move closer towards actual passenger rail service. BRPC is committed to
working with MassDOT to implement the recommendations of the Massachusetts State Rail Plan
including participating in the Western Massachusetts (Pittsfield/Springfield) to Boston Passenger
Rail Service Study and continuation of the Berkshire Flyer initiative with a realistic goal to
implement service within three years.
Sincerely,

Nathaniel W. Karns, AICP
Executive Director
Attachment: Comments of the Berkshire County Selectmen’s Association on the Draft
Massachusetts State Rail Plan, February 8, 2018
Cc:

The Honorable Adam Hinds, State Senator
The Honorable John Barrett, III, State Representative, 1st Berkshire
The Honorable Paul Mark, State Representative, 2nd Berkshire
The Honorable Tricia Farley-Bouvier, State Representative, 3rd Berkshire
The Honorable Smitty Pignatelli, State Representative, 4th Berkshire
Mr. Michael Case, President, Berkshire County Selectmen’s Association
Mr. Jonathan Butler, President & Chief Executive Officer, 1Berkshire
Ms. Karen Christensen, The Train Campaign
Ms. Sandra Carroll, Chief Executive Officer, Berkshire County Board of Realtors

