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Summary 
 
The Southern Rail Commission is requesting 
$950,000 in FRA corridor planning funding for a 
$250,000 planning project – the Gulf Coast 
Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project – to 
assess the feasibility of, infrastructure and 
intermodal needs for restoring suspended 
intercity passenger rail operations along the Gulf 
Coast.  In the alternative, the Commission is 
interested in participating in the Federal Railroad 
Administration-led planning process for multi-
state passenger rail networks. However, this 
application will address the criteria requested for 
corridor planning grants. 
 
This study will analyze bringing daily service to the region, including considering the appropriate corridor 
length, the number of trains per day, the number of stops, and possible express service.  It will also consider 
infrastructure improvements that improve on time performance and safety, such as station relocations, rail 
grade crossing improvements and intermodal connections.  And to ensure the service is high quality, this grant 
will be used to study equipment needed, station rehabilitation, and platform improvements to meet ADA 
requirements.  
 
Finally, it is important to the Commissioners that this study is used to identify ways to support the operating 
costs of the service.  Recognizing that the region cannot rely on Amtrak, Congress or the States to fully fund 
continuing operations; and, that many of the towns along the line have limited ability or authority to raise 
funding locally, a critical portion of the study will focus on opportunities to employ value capture around 
stations served by the service. 
 

Context 
 
On August 29th, 2005 Hurricane Katrina severed all transportation connections across the Gulf Coast. 
Highway, rail, and transit destruction left a gap from New Orleans well into Florida, disconnecting people from 
jobs, health care, education and families. Missing transportation options hampered both evacuation as well as 
the delivery of relief. Today, all modes of transportation crossing the northern gulf coast between New Orleans 
and Jacksonville have been reestablished except for passenger rail.  
 
Passenger rail service could greatly benefit the Gulf Coast corridor by threading together the important 
anchors of education, economy, healthcare, and employment.  It would serve as critical life safety needs 
during future natural disasters. In large part, the Gulf Coast has recovered economically from the devastating 
events of Hurricane Katrina and the BP Oil Spill. However, there are growing economic centers across the 
coastal region, which should be better linked, particularly to communities that need access to healthcare, 
education, and jobs. 
 
There is clear Congressional support for re-establishing service in the region, evidenced by the recently 
introduced Passenger Rail Reform and Investment Act of 2014.  Introduced by Representatives Bill Shuster 
(R-PA), Nick Jo Rahall (D-WV), Jeff Denham (R-CA) and Corrine Brown (D-FL), PRRIA 2014 proposed the 
establishment of a Gulf Coast Rail Service Working Group that would “evaluate the restoration of intercity rail 

 

Tallahassee, Florida 
 



 4 

passenger service in the Gulf Coast region between New Orleans, Louisiana, and Orlando, Florida.”  It would 
be made up of FRA, Amtrak, the States along the proposed route, the regional planning organizations and 
communities along the route, the Southern Rail Commission and any freight railroad carriers whose tracks 
might be used by the service.   
 
Commissioners of the Southern Rail Commission – an 
interstate rail compact formed during the 97th Congress 
by P. L. 97-213 – who were appointed by the governors 
of Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi have taken on the 
challenge to see that passenger rail is restored to the Gulf 
Coast. The Commission has developed an alliance of 
local elected officials, business leaders, and civic leaders 
across the Gulf States that support the return of 
passenger rail service. Resolutions supporting the return 
of daily rail service along the Gulf Coast have been 
adopted by planning organizations, including the 
Okaloosa-Walton Transportation Planning Organization, West Florida Regional Planning Council, Florida-
Alabama Transportation Planning Organization, Northwest Florida Regional Transportation Planning Orga-
nization, Bay County Transportation Planning Organization and South Alabama Regional Planning 
Commission. Following a summit of locally elected officials from communities across the Gulf Coast, in April 
2013, twenty-two (22) mayors across the region joined in a letter calling on Congress to restore passenger rail 
service, including the mayors of New Orleans, LA; Slidell, LA; Gautier, MS; Bay St. Louis, MS; Ocean Springs, 
MS; Gulfport, MS; Pascagoula, MS; Biloxi, MS; Bay Minette, AL; City of Mt Vernon, AL; Atmore, AL; Mobile, 
AL; Pensacola, FL; Crestview, FL; Milton, FL; Chipley, FL; DeFuniak, FL; Tallahassee, FL; Madison, FL; Lake 
City, FL; Live Oak, FL; and Jacksonville, FL. 
 
This alliance has spurred cities along the Gulf to address their own intermodal and transit connections 
preparing their communities to better integrate into the rail system. In particular due to the hurricane damage 
of 2004 and 2005 and the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill disaster, once disconnected communities are now 
thinking and planning as a region. They see themselves as a linear economic center of the South along a spine 
of freight and passenger rail vitality. The leaders of the communities realize that the best future for all 
metropolitan areas along the Gulf Coast is to continue combining their economic strengths into a regional 
center for business and in-migration. Rail is a key component of that vision. 
 
This is one of several projects across the region currently being studied to strengthen passenger rail service. 
The Baton Rouge Area Foundation, the New Orleans Regional Planning Commission and the Capitol Region 
Planning Commission recently hired HNTB consulting to study initiating passenger rail service between Baton 
Rouge and New Orleans. This study found that service could support 2 northbound and 2 southbound trains a 
day moving over 200,000 riders annually for an operating subsidy of $6 million per year. This study has 
jumpstarted productive conversations with Kansas City Southern, whose tracks would be utilized should that 
service begin. Additionally the states of Texas, Louisiana and Mississippi are studying service to connect the 
population centers of Dallas/Fort Worth, TX; Shreveport/Bossier City, LA; Monroe, LA; Vicksburg, MS; 
Jackson, MS; and Meridian, MS.  This route would also connect to the Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport 
and Jackson-Evers International Airport in a region rapidly losing air service in smaller communities. Linking 
this region by rail will also connect with Amtrak’s Texas Eagle, City of New Orleans and Crescent trains. 
 
This grant will provide an opportunity for local leaders and businesses to organize and support this important 
service.  It will also support an important part of the Southern Rail Commission’s vision: to create a strong, 
multi-modal transportation network throughout the Gulf South. The effort and commitment by locally elected 
leaders and regional planners across state lines and municipal jurisdictions is seldom seen. An FRA corridor 

“The benefits of restoring 
passenger rail service in the 
region will extend beyond 
the Gulf States.”  

- Corrine Brown  
   Member of Congress  

   Florida 5th District 
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planning grant will provide vital resources to help support these efforts in a region of the country that is 
reinventing itself for the 21st century economy.  
 

Detailed Project Description 
 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project would assess the feasibility of and intermodal 
needs for restoring suspended intercity passenger rail operations along the Gulf Coast.  
 
Prior to Hurricane Katrina, the Sunset Limited served communities between New Orleans, LA and Orlando, FL, 
but the service was not restored after the storm. The communities east of New Orleans that were serviced by 
the Sunset Limited – including Pascagoula, MS; Biloxi, MS; Mobile, AL; Pensacola, FL; Tallahassee, FL; 
Jacksonville, FL; and Orlando, FL – need not just passenger rail service, but improved service than what was 
offered under the Sunset Limited.  
 
Today, this corridor contains growing population centers and tourist destinations supporting diverse jobs, 
health care, higher education, beaches, casinos and multiple military bases. More than 2 million people reside 
in the suspended service area between New Orleans and Jacksonville. As recently as August 2014, Amtrak 
has demonstrated their belief in the region’s demand for better intercity connections by announcing an 
expanded partnership with two bus carriers to take passengers to and from the Gulf Coast of Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Alabama and Amtrak 
trains in Jackson, Tuscaloosa and New 
Orleans.  Operations will include daily 
service from New Orleans to Mobile to 
Montgomery. 
 
However even with this service, to access 
the only currently operating passenger rail 
services (Amtrak’s Silver Service, 
Crescent and City of New Orleans trains), 
residents must travel long distances by 
car or bus. And none of these services 
fully connect the Gulf Coast communities 
with each other.  
 
An FRA corridor planning grant will be used to fund a corridor planning, including station area analysis along 
the line to determine appropriate stops and frequency of reestablished service and to identify the operating 
subsidy needs. In 2002, this Commission evaluated a New Orleans to Mobile corridor using FRA Next 
Generation High Speed Rail funds and diagnosed infrastructure investment needs to support frequent service. 
In 2009, Amtrak conducted a preliminary analysis of restarting passenger rail from New Orleans to Florida as 
part of the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act. While Amtrak’s analysis showed daily service to 
have higher operating losses than simply restoring the Sunset Limited’s pre-Katrina level service (three-times 
per week), their study looked at keeping all 19 stops between New Orleans and Orlando on every trip, 
maintaining the old stations without improvement and purchasing new train sets just for this service. Some of 
these elements may not be necessary. The work funded by a corridor planning grant will would build on those 
past studies but look at additional service options and current infrastructure conditions.  
 
Additionally, the Commission believes that Amtrak’s 2009 ridership estimates were low due to historic 
ridership numbers, which were a result of service reliability problems. Since the Sunset Limited was 
suspended, CSX has made significant progress in reliability on their other lines and there is no reason to 
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believe that would not happen along the Gulf Coast. Further, the law required Amtrak’s analysis to include the 
cost of restoring a “non-Auto Train” station at Sanford, even though Amtrak’s New York-Florida trains no 
longer serve Sanford, FL. Finally, their analysis did not involve outreach to the communities, chambers of 
commerce or major employers in the corridor, nor did it consider any economic drivers, already undertaken or 
planned.  
 
To be clear, the project sponsors are not interested in studying how to restart the Sunset Limited service, 
which was anemic and unreliable. Rather than recreating the poor service that once existed, this study would 
analyze how to bring daily service to the region, including issues from the appropriate corridor length to 
number of trains per day to the number of stops and possible express service as well as conditions of the rail 
and infrastructure enhancements that could improve on time performance, including dangerous rail crossings 
that need improvements. In the end, there should be strong, reliable passenger rail service to the Gulf Coast 
region.  
 
FRA funds would also be used to examine the rail and station conditions as well as development and value 
capture opportunities along the corridor, the elements of which would include:  
  

• Service Options. FRA corridor planning funds would first and foremost be used to analyze options for a 
minimum of daily service from New Orleans to Orlando.  This would include the option of greater frequency 
and additional express service between larger markets, including service schedule options, ticket prices 
and operating cost. 

• Identify capital needs. A FRA corridor planning grant will also be used to assess capital investments 
needed, including sidings, upgraded signals, equipment, station rehabilitation or construction, and 
platform improvements to meet ADA requirements.  

• Station area planning. FRA funds will allow the SRC to conduct station area planning in approximately 
six communities based on the local potential, match and staff provided. SRC will also catalogue all the 
stations along the Gulf Coast corridor, including their locations, ownership and development potential. 
Some stations were inadequate before service was suspended and will need improvements to support 
service when it returns. Other stations are in historic locations that may no longer be appropriate 
considering the development patterns of the communities. Especially if the stations are in poor condition, 
an FRA grant will be used to determine whether it makes more sense to move stations closer to 
population centers, rather than upgrade a poorly situated station. Several stations have been repurposed 
or demolished since passenger rail service was suspended and may need additional improvements or 
reconstruction to effectively handle restored service.   

• Examine transportation gaps and linkages. FRA funding will support a study of intermodal connectivity 
gaps and needs, including links to local transit and bike/ped infrastructure, which could boost access, 
safety and ridership in the area. The study will particularly focus on access to employment centers, health 
care providers, educational institutions, retail, and government services.  

• Identify potential sources of funds and analyze opportunities for value capture. With a particularly 
focus on about six communities – chosen based on development opportunity as well as local commitment 
to the project – the study will include an analysis of funding sources for operating subsidies, including city 
and state governments, private industry and philanthropy. It would further assess regional economic 
development opportunities at stations and surrounding areas, including present and planned investments 
in station areas that could support value capture strategies.  

• Conduct community outreach. In each task, an FRA grant will support strong stakeholder involvement. 
This work will include community outreach to determine preferences in terms of station area planning, 
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coordination between the communities, and outreach to businesses in the corridor, such as military bases, 
shipbuilding and port operations, tourism venues such as casinos and hotels, professional and collegiate 
sports, and other major employers.  

• Service Development Plan. The results of the above work will be compiled into a plan with 
recommendations for investments, a timeline for those investments and the resources needed to carry 
them out help policy makers in the region move forward in restoring passenger rail service east of New 
Orleans. The SDP will include a description of the transportation challenges and opportunities along the 
Gulf Coast, a service justification and explanation of methodology, the identification of alternatives 
considered, operations modeling, station access and intermodal analysis, demand and revenue forecasts, 
financial projections, a description of the capital and equipment needs and a benefit-cost analysis. 

 

Program Criteria  
 
Alignment with the DOT 
Strategic Goals and Priorities 
Economic Competitiveness: The 
economy of the Gulf Coast is growing. 
Across the states, industries such as oil and 
gas, petrochemical, aerospace, and shipping 
have all seen significant growth in the past 
decade. This growth is projected to 
continue. As the map below shows, the job 
growth across the Gulf corridor between 
2010-2020 will be some of the fastest in the 
nation. 
 
Passenger rail service could provide important support to this growth. There are currently 8.3 million jobs in 
the Gulf Coast Region and more are coming. 
For example, Airbus is currently building its 
first A320 assembly line on U.S. soil at the 
Mobile Aeroplex. The facility will open in the 
summer of 2015 and employ 1,000 people 
when it reaches full annual production by 
2018. In New Orleans East is NASA’s 
Michoud Assembly Facility, a world-class 
manufacturing center providing vital support 
to NASA exploration and discovery missions 
that employs 2000 people. Additionally, major 
shipbuilding facilities in Mississippi and 
Alabama employ thousands who commute 
across state borders daily.  
 
In addition, there are multiple military 
installations across the region that support 
communities by providing jobs for military and 
civilians alike and attract support industry. Eglin Air Force Base, located 60 miles east of Pensacola, FL, 
employs more than 8,500 military and approximately 4500 civilians, with an additional 2200 jobs due to move 

Airbus facility like one being built in Mobile, Alabama 
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to Eglin under the 2005 BRAC. Also, Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, MS, whose mission is to maintain 
medical readiness for worldwide contingencies, operates medical facilities that provide care for more than 
27,000 enrollees, mostly veterans but also including almost 7,500 active-duty members. In addition, the 
Medical Group commander oversees the Gulf Coast Multi-Service Market, which includes five military medical 
treatment facilities from Mobile, Ala., to New Orleans, coordinating care for 80,000 eligible beneficiaries along 
the Gulf Coast. 
 
As the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project assesses the best locations for stations and 
examines transportation gaps and linkages, particular attention will be paid to how rail service could support 
and serve this job growth.  It will include outreach and consultation with major employers – such as Airbus, 
military installations, shipbuilding and casinos – as well as small businesses along the corridor to determine 
what service would best support their needs. The goal is to better connect industry and talent across the Gulf 
Coast and support the developing regional economy. 
 
The states along the Gulf Coast are growing and adding jobs faster than other areas of the country, with 
Florida rated 5th for job growth and a rate of 2.34 percent. Mississippi, Louisiana and Alabama follow close 
behind with job growth rates of (1.66, 1.59 and 1.54 percent, respectively).  This growth is expected to 
continue, providing opportunities for generational change in some of the nation’s poorest communities. 
Building a strong transportation network, including rail, will play a pivotal role in determining whether that 
potential is realized or the opportunity is missed. 
 
This job growth will only be sustained if the industries along the Gulf Coast can attract talent. Transportation 
options are increasingly important to people as they make decisions regarding relocation. This is especially 
true for younger workers, or Millennials, who are attracted to areas with alternative transportation modes – 
including walking, biking, and rail service.  
 
In 1985, adults age 21-34 bought 34 percent of all cars in the United States. But as of 2010, they accounted 
for only 27 percent according to a 2012 report by The Atlantic. Cars are often viewed as a hassle by Millenials 
because of the high cost of gas, parking, and maintenance. They also prefer to spend their discretionary cash 
on technology. According to a 2011 survey by Zipcar, a plurality of Millenials (35 percent) identified their 
computer as the thing they couldn’t live without. Every other generation chose a car. However, that same 
survey found that a greater portion of each younger generation has tried to drive less in recent years than the 
generation before it. Finally, 77 percent of Millennials want to live in an urban core according to a 2012 study 
by RCLCO, a land-use economics firm in Washington, DC. 
 
These indicators mean that, for the Gulf Coast region to remain economically competitive and attract talent 
and jobs, it will have to invest in alternative forms of transportation, like regional passenger rail, transit, walking 
and biking. The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project will not only identify the requirements 
for restoring rail connections in the region, it will also analyze improvements to station-area connections with 
local transit, bicycle facilities, and pedestrian pathways—the kinds of services most likely to attract young 
talent to our region. 
 
Additionally, rail service attracts investment and increases property values, often as soon as the service is 
announced and before it is begun.  We have seen major development follow investments in passenger rail and 
rail stations, including: 
 

• In Meridian, Mississippi, the City’s investment of $1 million in its historic train station leveraged $5 
million in federal, state, and private sector dollars, which resulted in $135 million in nearby economic 
development. 

• Using a combination of federal funding, local taxes, and tax-increment financing, the Town of Normal, 
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Illinois built a multimodal transportation center to replace an aging train station, which has generated 
$220 million of economic development in the Uptown Normal district, including two new hotels. 

 
To optimize that development opportunity and ensure the benefits accrue to all area residents, communities 
need to start the planning early to choose the best location for each rail station; enhance the accessibility of 
the station to drivers, transit users, bicyclists and pedestrians; and consider the most appropriate 

development around the station to enhance the 
investment. 
 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration 
Planning Project will also consider how rail service 
and station development can best support 
economic development in the communities this 
project would touch, while identifying steps that 
communities can take to ensure that residents of 
all ages and incomes will reap the benefits of that 
development.   
 
Finally, the Gulf Coast region has long been a 
tourist destination. In 2012, New Orleans alone 
welcomed 9.01 million visitors, the largest number 
in 10 years, who spent $6 billion in the city. New 
Orleans is a top-flight destination for leisure, 

conventions and business. The city has internationally known events—including Mardi Gras and the Jazz and 
Heritage Festival—and regularly hosts major sporting events, including the Sugar Bowl, Bayou Classic, the 
Super Bowl and the Final Four. 
 
On the other end of the potential rail line is Orlando, 
a leading tourist destination. With its world-famous 
theme parks and attractions and one of the largest 
convention facilities in the nation, Orlando attracts 
over 50 million visitors each year, with nearly 17 
million to Disney World’s Magic Kingdom alone. 
Visitors to Orlando come from all over the Gulf 
Coast, the United States and across the world. 
 
Between New Orleans and Orlando are some of the 
most beautiful white sand beaches in the nation. 
From Pensacola, FL to Gulf Shores, AL to Biloxi, 
MS, people flock from all over the country to the 
region’s beaches and the towns that serve those 
beaches starting in April for spring break, through 
the summer and into the early fall. 
 
While tourism in southern Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi, was greatly affected by Hurricane Katrina in 
2005 and the BP oil spill in 2010, it has rebounded. In fact the number of tourists visiting New Orleans is back 
to pre-Katrina numbers and vacancy rates at the Mississippi casino hotels are very low. Today, more than 5 
million people annually visit the beaches of southern Alabama, alone, with similar numbers visiting the beaches 
of northwest Florida and southern Mississippi. 
 

Beau Rivage, Biloxi, Mississippi 

Gulf Shores, Alabama 
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In fact, the Alabama Gulf Coast broke its tourism record for the third consecutive year in 2013. Data from 
international market analyst Smith Travel Research Inc. showed that occupancy in hotels within 10 miles of the 
Gulf Coast was 11 percent higher in the first quarter of 2012 as compared with the same quarter in 2010, 
immediately before the oil spill.  
 
Tourism is critical to the region’s economy, generating 2.6 million jobs. In coastal counties and parishes, 
tourism jobs can account for 20-36 percent of all private sector employment. And over the past five years, 
tourism has been increasing with revenue per available room growing by 27.1 percent in the Florida 
Panhandle, 20.2 percent on the Alabama Gulf Coast, 9.5 percent along the Mississippi Gulf Coast and 51.3 
percent in Orleans Parish. 
 
As these numbers show, there is significant momentum in the region, but without rail service, the region’s 
transportation system will end up choking on its own success. I-10, the major interstate that spans the 
corridor, will become increasingly congested, making travel to the area less desirable for tourists. In addition, 
many any of the tourists to both resorts and casinos are seniors. To make trips to these facilities, many senior 
residential communities or even the resorts themselves charter buses. Reliable passenger rail to these facilities 
could open up more affordable travel opportunities for seniors and further improve the tourism economy in 
these communities. 
 
Finally, as Essential Air Service and intercity bus service is reduced in the region, people on the Gulf Coast are 
more and more reliant on regional airports for travel. This usually means Louis Armstrong New Orleans 
International Airport, which is slated for expansion, or the Orlando International Airport. In fact, the Greater 
Orlando Aviation Authority recently requested $213 million to be used towards an Intermodal Transportation 
Hub at their airport as part of All Aboard Florida, which will eventually take passengers from Orlando to Miami 
via train. An FRA grant would allow SRC to study connecting the Gulf Coast to that investment as well. 
Dependable passenger rail service will provide Gulf Coast residents with better access to better and cheaper 
air travel.  
 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project will identify the optimal rail service to further 
bolster the tourism industry, including access for workers, appropriate frequencies, express or local services, 
and convenient station-area linkages to beaches and airports. 
 
Quality of Life: Over 2 million people live in the service region with limited access to transportation 
alternatives. While larger communities also have access to some local bus service, there is not significant 
service between communities in the area meaning that more than 95 percent of the total travel through this 
corridor is by private automobile. According to the tourism agencies of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and 
Florida, the majority of this traffic has its origin and destination within this corridor.  
 
Restored passenger rail service along the Gulf Coast will also create access to education, job opportunities 
and services for those that cannot afford a car. Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi have some of the highest 
poverty rates in the country (by household income it is 16.7, 18.3 and 20.1 respectively) with Florida at 11.1 
percent. Rail service used to be a lifeline for many low-income residents in the region and would be again, 
providing access to opportunity and an evacuation route in times of emergency. 
 



 11 

This lack of accessibility is 
particularly problematic for 
senior citizens—a growing 
demographic in the region. To 
enjoy a full quality of life seniors 
need more non-auto 
connections to recreation, 
health care and other 
necessities. The chart shows 
how the region’s elderly 
population will be increasing 
over the next 25 years. 
 
Providing greater accessibility is 
also important as the region 
works to attract more young 
people insisting on 
transportation alternatives and 
as the population of seniors 
grows and needs non-driving 
options. A key component of 
the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail 
Restoration Planning Project is 
to determine how passenger 
rail service can provide better 
accessibility to residents of and 
visitors to the Gulf corridor to 
jobs, education and essential 
services.  
 
Additionally, Gulf Coast 
communities need to better 
connect their residents with 
employment and educational 
opportunities. Other than the 
growing number of job 
opportunities in the region, 
there are an array of 
educational institutions along 
the Gulf Coast, including Florida 
State University, Florida Gulf 
Coast University, Florida A&M 
University, Spring Hill College, University of South Alabama, Bishop State Community College, University of 
Mobile, William Carey University, University of Southern Mississippi, the University of New Orleans, Xavier 
University of Louisiana and Tulane. Along with the many community colleges in the region, these academic 
institutions serve well over 100,000 students.  
 
This access is especially important to lower-income populations. As the map shows, the proposed rail corridor 
will serve communities with very high poverty rates.  
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 Especially in smaller communities, residents are often commuting long distances to jobs and education in 
larger metropolitan areas. The cost of this commuting—the cost of gasoline and car ownership and 
maintenance—can be high and particularly burdensome to lower-income residents. As the map below from 
the Center on Neighborhood Technology shows, in many communities along the corridor the cost of housing 
combined with the cost of transportation requires more 45 percent of a household’s income. 
 
According to the Location Affordability Portal created by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development along with the U.S. Department of Transportation, transportation costs along the coast are 
extremely high. Transportation costs are usually the second highest expense in American households, 
averaging about 19 percent of household expenses. But along the Gulf Coast, you find areas where 
transportation costs alone are often 25 percent and as high as 32 percent of household costs. 
 
In a landmark new study by Harvard’s Raj Chetty, areas with greater mobility tend to have five characteristics: 
less segregation, less income inequality, better schools, greater social capital, and more stable families. The 
map below shows the average percentile rank of children who grow up in below-median income families 
across areas of the U.S. Lighter colors represent areas where children from low-income families are more likely 
to move up in the income distribution. Large expanses of the area being studied by the Gulf Coast Passenger 
Rail Restoration Planning Project have the darkest color, meaning low-income families in the study region are 
less likely to be able to access a ladder of opportunity.  
 
The Southern Rail Commission and its partners believe that restarting passenger rail in the region is an 
important step to providing better ladders of opportunity to all residents of the Gulf Coast, but particularly for 
low-income populations. Creating those ladders is not just beneficial to the people benefitting directly but to 
the overall competitiveness of the region.   
 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project will explore how passenger rail can provide 
linkages between the many job centers and the area’s workforce. The station-area analysis will also identify 
the linkages, such as local transit, that will be necessary to connect rail riders with their destinations. Because 
the cost of commuting can be high, the project will pay particular attention to how low income communities 
with high unemployment could be served.  
 
State of Repair: One of the primary purposes of the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project 
will be to identify sustainable sources of 
revenue to support passenger rail 
operations and maintenance —and 
eventually improvements. These 
improvements to the rail infrastructure in 
the corridor can further serve to improve 
speeds, accommodate more trains and 
attract riders.  
 
Looking for joint development and value 
capture opportunities along the corridor 
can certainly help with operating 
subsidies in the near term, but over the 
longer term can also contribute to the 
maintenance of rail cars, track and 
stations along the corridor.  
 
Further, the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail 
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Restoration Planning Project will 
analyze the conditions of stations 
along the corridor to determine state 
of repair needs. Many of these 
stations will need improvements to 
support high quality rail service, 
including the Tallahassee station, 
which is one of the older railroad 
buildings in Florida (built in 1958); 
the Bay St. Louis station, which was 
built in 1929 but has been closed to 
the public; and the Biloxi stop, which 
has only a covered platform.   
 
Finally, passenger rail will serve as a 
contribution to the overall state of 
the transportation network, 
increasing capacity through this vital 
corridor. 
 
Safety: The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project will consider the best location for stations, 
needed station improvements including ADA accessibility, and all modal connections to those stations. The 
benefits of this work will certainly include higher ridership, improved quality of life and economic 
competitiveness. But the greatest outcome will be improvements to safety for those trying to access the 
service. Those safety benefits will accrue to those who eventually ride the restarted Gulf Coast rail service as 
well as those who use the improved transportation system in the area. 
 
This project will consider infrastructure investments needed to improve safety, including longer sidings, 
upgraded signals, enhanced grade crossings and positive train control needed to rail support better 
passenger rail service and improve safety along the corridor or access to train stations. As there have been 
about 270 deaths a year at public and private grade crossings across the country, addressing those grade 
crossings for enhanced service and access will also have a positive impact on safety.  
 
Environmental Sustainability: Of the options that would be available in the Gulf Coast region, rail travel is 
the least polluting. It uses less fuel and puts fewer pollutants into the air than automobiles or planes. A trip 
from New Orleans to Fort Walton Beach, FL (about 240 miles) would produce about 157 pounds of carbon 
dioxide if traveled by automobile. A similar trip by regional jet would produce 133.7 pounds of carbon dioxide 
per passenger, while that trip by high speed rail would produce only 32.1 pounds per passenger. 
 
Additionally, restored rail service on the Gulf Coast would improve resilience by providing a critical evacuation 
route, especially for those that do not own cars, including many students and low income people. USDOT has 
recognized the importance of utilizing multiple modes of transportation for evacuation in emergencies in a 
2006 report to Congress called “Report to Congress on Catastrophic Hurricane Evacuation Plan Evaluation.” 
In this report, USDOT stated, “Even in urban areas where more modes are available, few plans recognize the 
potential role for intercity buses, trains, airplanes, and boats. These modes may be particularly important for 
persons who cannot evacuate in personal vehicles including persons with various disabilities, the elderly who 
cannot or prefer not to drive, low-income households that do not own automobiles, and those who are 
incarcerated or are in other institutions such as nursing homes or hospitals.” 
 

Train Station, Orlando, Florida 
 



 14 

Project Delivery Performance 
The Southern Rail Commission was created by interstate rail compact formed during the 97th Congress by P. 
L. 97-213 and is made up of 15 commissioners appointed by the governors of Alabama, Louisiana, and 
Mississippi.  Over its history, the Southern Rail Commission has worked with FRA, Amtrak and CSX to 
establish rail service in the region.  The first partnership led to the Gulf Coast Limited service, which operated 
during the 1984 World's Fair in New Orleans and carried hundreds of passengers a day during the 8-month 
long exhibition. The line ran between New Orleans, Louisiana and Mobile, Alabama. It was funded by 
Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana and stopped in January 1985.  
 
In 1993, the Southern Rail Commission successfully negotiated the extension of the historic Sunset Limited 
Amtrak line to from Los Angeles, California to Jacksonville, Florida via New Orleans, which was eventually 
extended to Orlando and continued until Hurricane Katrina damaged the tracks. The demand for rail service 
along this corridor was demonstrated. According to the National Association of Railroad Passengers, in FY 
2004, passengers using the New Orleans-Orlando segment generated 41% of the route’s revenue, while 
being only 28% of the Sunset Limited’s total miles. This was true in spite of the fact that the service provided 
by the Sunset Limited was inconvenient and infrequent, providing only three trains a week and often serving 
stations in the middle of the night. 
 
The leaders of the communities of the Gulf Coast realize that their best future is to continue combining their 
economic strengths into a regional center for business and in-migration. Rail is a key component of that vision. 
For example, the Baton Rouge Area Foundation, the New Orleans Regional Planning Commission and the 
Capitol Region Planning Commission recently hired HNTB consulting to study initiating passenger rail service 
between Baton Rouge and New Orleans. This study found that service could support 2 northbound and 2 
southbound trains a day moving over 200,000 riders annually for an operating subsidy of $6 million per year. 
This study has jumpstarted productive conversations with Kansas City Southern, whose tracks would be 
utilized should that service begin.  
 
Additionally the states of Texas, Louisiana and Mississippi are studying service that would connect the 
population centers of Dallas/Fort Worth, TX; Shreveport/Bossier City, LA; Monroe, LA; Vicksburg, MS; 
Jackson, MS; and Meridian, MS.  This route would also connect to the Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport 
and Jackson-Evers International Airport in a region rapidly losing air service in smaller communities. Linking 
this region by rail will also connect with Amtrak’s Texas Eagle, City of New Orleans and Crescent trains. 
 
A $1 million FRA corridor-planning grant will support an important part of the Southern Rail Commission’s 
vision: to create a strong, multi-modal transportation network throughout the Gulf South. The effort and 
commitment by locally elected leaders and regional planners across state lines and municipal jurisdictions is 
strong and growing.  Our recent work has been self-funded.  Bringing the Federal government into the 
partnership will add powerful momentum to the effort.  
 
In terms of control over the asset being studied, this is a study to restart Amtrak service that has been part of 
the Amtrak system.  We have the cooperation and partnership of all of the communities and businesses along 
the line and from Amtrak, who has stated that they would run the service if provided the operating subsidy. 
 
Region/Location 
The Gulf Coast is the only coastal community in the country not served by intercity passenger rail.  Before 
Hurricane Katrina hit, the region had some service, but it was not daily and it was not reliable.   
 
Passenger rail service will greatly benefit the Gulf Coast corridor by threading together the important anchors 
of education, economy, healthcare, and employment; and serving as critical life safety needs during future 



 15 

natural disasters. There are currently 8.3 million jobs in the Gulf Coast Region and more are coming. In 
addition, there are multiple military installations across the region that support communities by providing jobs 
for military and civilians alike and attract support industry.  
 
Further, the states along the Gulf Coast are growing and adding jobs faster than other areas of the country, 
with Florida rated 5th for job growth and a rate of 2.34 percent. Mississippi, Louisiana and Alabama follow 
close behind with job growth rates of (1.66, 1.59 and 1.54 percent, respectively).  This growth is expected to 
continue, providing opportunities for generational change in some of the nation’s poorest communities. 
Building a strong transportation network, including rail, will play a pivotal role in determining whether that 
potential is realized or the opportunity is missed. 
 
This is a region that has not been able to take advantage of previous FRA grant competitions.  This current 
round is a real opportunity for the Federal government to collaborate with the leaders from communities 
across the Gulf Coast to create a strong, viable passenger rail service to support our continued economic 
growth.  It would also connect to the existing service (Crescent, City of New Orleans, Silver Service and 
others) to create a more complete and comprehensive national system. 
 
Innovation/Resource Development 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project is not just a feasibility study for rail service. It is 
also a corridor-wide economic development study focused on capitalizing on public facilities along the corridor 
and identifying ways to capture the value of existing and new development to support passenger rail service.  
 
All of the communities once served by the Sunset Limited see this project as a way to jump-start development 
around the stations that passenger rail would again serve. Identifying sustainable sources to ensure that 
passenger rail service will continue to service the region is a priority. With proper planning—the kind 
envisioned by this Project—both goals can be accomplished simultaneously and create a best practice in 
value capture for intercity rail that could be replicated across the 
country. 
 
Partnerships 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project is 
an unprecedented collaboration for this region. Every community 
along this line would like to see passenger rail service restored 
and elected officials, transportation agencies, chambers of 
commerce and businesses from across the corridor supported 
restoration of passenger rail service and efforts to fund the 
necessary planning. Attached are examples of letters of support 
and resolutions provided for recent grant and legislative efforts 
 
The Southern Rail Commission itself was created to foster partnership in support of passenger rail between 
the states of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama. And in the last couple of years, a rejuvenated commission 
has brought new focus to the possibility of passenger rail connections all across the region.  The Commission 
along with the states of Texas, Louisiana and Mississippi are studying service that would connect Dallas, TX 
through Shreveport and Monroe, LA to Vicksburg, Jackson and Meridian, MS.   
 
The Commission’s regional partners—the Baton Rouge Area Foundation, the New Orleans Regional Planning 
Commission and the Capitol Region Planning Commission—hired HNTB consulting to study starting 
passenger rail service fort he first time since the late 1960s between Baton Rouge and New Orleans. This 
study led to productive conversations with Kansas City Southern, whose tracks would be utilized should that 

“It’s	  time	  to	  restore	  our	  
passenger	  rail	  service	  and	  
give	  better	  transportation	  
choices	  across	  the	  Gulf	  
Coast	  states.”	  	  

-‐	  John	  R.	  Marks,	  III,	  Mayor	  	  
Tallahassee,	  Florida 
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service begin.   
 
This application is yet another sign of a region that is hungry for better transportation services and is 
committed to working together to develop a transportation system to support a strong regional economy.  
 
The project itself will be collaboration with the civic, elected and business leaders across the region and will 
seek to engage the people who have been impacted by the lack of service and who will recognize quality of 
life improvements through service restoration.   
 

Corridor Planning Criteria  
 
Potential Transportation and Other Public Benefits 
The demand for rail service along this corridor was demonstrated when the service existed prior to Hurricane 
Katrina. According to the National Association of Railroad Passengers, in FY 2004, passengers using the New 
Orleans-Orlando segment generated 41% of the route’s revenue, while being only 28% of the Sunset 
Limited’s total miles. This was true in spite of the fact that the service provided by the Sunset Limited was 
inconvenient and infrequent, providing only three trains a week and often serving stations in the middle of the 
night. 
 
As recent as August, the demand for better 
intercity connections in the region was 
demonstrated by Amtrak’s announcement 
of an expanded partnership with two bus 
carriers to take passengers to and from the 
Gulf Coast of Louisiana, Mississippi and 
Alabama and Amtrak trains in Jackson, 
Tuscaloosa and New Orleans.  Service will 
include daily service from New Orleans to 
Mobile to Montgomery. 
 
This service will also connect growing 
population centers, jobs, health care, 
higher education, beaches, casinos, 
multiple military bases and currently 
operating passenger rail services (Amtrak’s 
Silver Service, Crescent and City of New 
Orleans trains).  More than 2 million people 
reside in the suspended service area between New Orleans and Orlando.  
 
The states along the Gulf Coast are growing and adding jobs faster than other areas of the country, with 
Florida rated 5th for job growth and a rate of 2.34 percent. Across the states, industries such as oil and gas, 
petrochemical, aerospace, and shipping have all seen significant growth in the past decade. And this growth 
is projected to continue. There are currently 8.3 million jobs in the Gulf Coast Region and more are coming, 
including the Airbus A320 assembly line in Mobile, which will employ 1,000 people when it reaches full 
production. There are also major shipbuilding facilities in Mississippi and Alabama employ thousands who 
commute across state borders daily. Additionally, there are multiple military installations across the region, 
including Eglin Air Force Base near Pensacola, FL, and Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, MS.  
 
This growth is expected to continue, providing opportunities for generational change in some of the nation’s 

Union Pacific Terminal, New Orleans, Louisiana 
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poorest communities. Building a strong transportation network, including rail, will play a pivotal role in 
determining whether that potential is realized or the opportunity is missed. 
 
Many of the cities included in the route have made investments that would feed into and support intercity rail 
service, while strengthening economic growth and job creation throughout the region.  Some of these 
investments include:  
 

• New Orleans, in coordination with the USDOT, recently completed construction of the new Loyola 
Avenue-Union Pacific Terminal Streetcar line that connects the Amtrak station with the Louisiana 
Superdome, City Hall and Canal Street. This new streetcar line cost more than $50 million, but has 
stimulated more than $550 million in development, including two hotels, mixed-use development, and 
an office-sport-entertainment complex. This new line will provide passengers of the restored Gulf 
Coast passenger rail service efficient intermodal connectivity to the city.  
 

• Biloxi is currently constructing a new baseball stadium/concert venue with an estimated cost of $36 
million mere blocks from the passenger rail station. This new development is planned as a destination 
district in Biloxi’s downtown core, and is expected to provide more than $30 million in future spending 
at existing gambling, retail and restaurant establishments. 
 

• Orlando, in the coming years will be a leader in 
passenger rail connecting passengers on the newly 
opened SunRail route intercity rail service in central 
Florida to Orlando, and the soon to be privately 
constructed and operated All Aboard Florida high-
speed passenger rail line connecting Miami to 
Orlando. These projects will invest more than $2.5 
billion into Florida’s economy, and aside from the 
improved quality of life afforded by the new 
passenger rail service, these lines are estimated to 
jointly provide more than $10 billion to Florida’s 
economy over the coming years. The Gulf Coast 
passenger rail service would further expand 
transportation options and connectivity for the 
Orlando region, and also provide economic 
stimulus for the region.  

 
A restored passenger rail service along the Gulf Coast will benefit from the current economic develop 
occurring in these cities and in return provide additional development once the line is constructed. The first 
step, of course, is completion of the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project. 
	  

Future Program Viability and Sustainability  
This project has strong support from the businesses and mayors of the cities and towns along the planned 
service.  Attached to this application are examples of letters of support from dozens of them and this support 
will turn into partnership in the implementation of this project. 
 
Many elected, business and civic leaders are already investing in the areas around the train stations that were 
once served by the Sunset Limited, including: 

• The new streetcar connection to the Union Pacific Terminal in New Orleans;  
• The new baseball venue and concert venue being built within a few blocks of the Biloxi station;  

Train Station, Tallahassee, Florida 
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• The hundreds of millions that casinos are investing in upgraded hotels, walkable greenspace and 
beach amenities around the Biloxi station;  

• New development around Tallahassee’s Railroad Square Art Park, which has over 50 shops, studios 
and galleries; a rock-climbing gym, a community theatre and a cafe uniquely housed in a real railroad 
caboose; and  

• A proposed complete re-development of the station and surrounding area in Crestview, FL, with new 
retail and commercial buildout, improved infrastructure and public spaces.  

 
Amtrak has operated service along the corridor in the past – though not as robust a service as the region is 
currently seeking – and has expressed support for doing so again if the operating costs are provided, either 
through Congress or the States and communities served.  The demand in the region is well-recognized, 
demonstrated by Amtrak’s recent announcement of an expanded partnership with two bus carriers to take 
passengers to and from the Gulf Coast of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama and Amtrak trains in Jackson, 
Tuscaloosa and New Orleans. 
 
And a very important portion of the planning that the Southern Rail Commission hopes to conduct is a study 
of value capture and public-private partnership opportunities to supply at least some of the operating support 
for the corridor in the case that Congress and the States are unable to come up with all of the needed the 
funds. 
 
Criteria Conclusion 
The opportunity in the Gulf Coast is immense. This is a region with tourism, industry, oil, academia, military 
instillations and new economic development. All of this would be greatly enhanced by strong passenger rail 
service.  Local leaders and businesses across the region strong support an effort to restart passenger rail 
service, and there is growing momentum behind the idea. The Southern Rail Commission can play the part of 
convener, coordinator and even leader. But what would truly catalyze this effort is the partnership of the 
Federal Railroad Administration. 
 
Pres. Obama announced early and he's administration that his goal was to ensure that 80 percent of 
Americans have access to strong passenger rail service. The people of the Gulf Coast want to be a part of 
that 80 percent. With FRA partnership, that is within reach in the very near future. 
 

Discussion of Benefits and Costs  
 
The benefits of planning are hard to quantify.  The expectation is that this planning will make the reintroduction 
of rail service in the region more likely in the near future by identifying the most cost-beneficial option and 
consider the value capture opportunity to make it easier to support operating subsidies.  However, without the 
plan, the costs and benefits of the service are not knowable.  A once a day train that stops at every station 
from New Orleans to Orlando is going to have different costs, ridership and benefits than one local train and 
one express train daily. 
 
The point of this corridor planning is to get a better handle on the benefits and costs of various options.  
Whatever option is chosen, the cost of the planning is modest while the benefits described throughout this 
application are quite significant. 
 

Implementation Plan 
 
The Commission has discussed the analysis of passenger rail service options (such as schedule, operating 
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costs and ridership projects) and infrastructure needs to support those options with Amtrak, who has done 
earlier studies on this corridor. Amtrak has experience working with CSX in this and other corridors, has run 
service along the Gulf Coast before, and would be expected to run the rebooted service if funding were 
secured to support the operations.  
 
While the Southern Rail Commission board will manage this project, if funding is awarded, the Commission 
has hired (through a open, competitive process) Transportation for America to assist in overall strategy and 
planning and, as such, would manage the day-to-day work on the project. They will also identify when 
additional expertise is needed, at which point it would be procured through a federally approved process. 
 
Transportation for America, along with its parent organization Smart Growth America, has invested in 
accounting software with robust reporting capabilities, allowing project managers to review up-to-date 
performance as often as every two weeks. In addition to these reports, they have multiple redundant systems 
to review budgeted and actual expenditures and implement mid-course corrections as needed to ensure that 
project performance and spending meet the milestones to which they have agreed. Their in-house accountant 
is available to support project managers to ensure accuracy in Federal Financial Reporting and that 
drawdowns of federal funds are conducted monthly.  
 
Transportation for America and Smart Growth America, have a proven a track record of managing Federal 
funds, including the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s National Sustainable Communities Learning 
Network, the technical assistance program for sustainable communities, and the Governors’ Institute on 
Community Design (GICD). They have successfully administered these grants by managing a complex set of 
tasks; ensuring that all activities are conducted within budget and that only allowable activities are charged to 
the grant; meeting deliverable and reporting deadlines; and staying in close communication with federal grant 
officers. 
 
Additionally, the Southern Rail Commission has contracted with the Center for Planning Excellence (CPEX) to 
maintain its website and conduct some outreach. CPEX is located in Louisiana and works with communities to 
connect them to available resources for planning and economic development and to ensure significant public 
participation in planning efforts. Therefore, the Commission would use a portion of CPEX’s time for this 
project, particularly the community outreach portion. 
 
All work conducted under an FRA grant will be managed and approved by the executive boards of the 
Southern Rail Commission.  The Commission has 15 governor-appointed commissioners from Alabama, 
Louisiana and Mississippi and one from each state serves on the executive board.  At the current time those 
leaders are Greg White for Alabama, Mayor Knox Ross (chairman) for Mississippi, and John Spain for 
Louisiana.  This executive board will make all final decisions with regard to the work-plan, approve all change 
orders and maintain full oversight of work conducted. 
 
Transportation for America reports regularly to the Southern Rail Commission, including monthly reports to the 
board in writing and participation on monthly calls as well as in quarterly in-person meetings. 
 
The Transportation for America staff assigned to work on this project are: 
 
John Robert Smith, Chairman, Transportation for America 
A strong advocate of affordable and seamless transportation coupled with urban and rural growth, John 
Robert Smith is co-chair of Transportation for America and policy advisor for Smart Growth America. He 
served for 16 years as mayor of Meridian, Mississippi, whose Union Station, his signature project, is 
recognized as one of the best multi-modal transportation centers in the country. Having served as a mayor of 
a city with a wealth of late 19th century buildings, he worked with developers to restore those buildings, and is 
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a strong advocate for historic preservation, believing that each community must respect its past and play to its 
strengths in order to develop and maintain a strong community identity. 
 
He helped define Meridian’s role as a cultural center with the restoration of the Grand Opera House of 
Mississippi, the creation of the Riley Education and Performing Arts Center, and the selection of Meridian as 
the site for the Mississippi Arts and Entertainment Center. Additionally, he secured $17 million in HUD HOPE 
VI funding to develop low- and middle-income housing. 
 
Beth Osborne, Senior Policy Advisor 
Beth Osborne joined Transportation for America as the senior policy advisor and to direct a newly created 
mission-driven consulting service. Beth came to Transportation for America from the U.S. Department of 
Transportation where she served as the Acting Assistant Secretary for Transportation Policy and the Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for Transportation Policy since 2009. At DOT, Beth managed the TIGER Discretionary 
Grant program, the Secretary’s livability initiative, and the development of the Administration’s surface 
transportation authorization proposal. Before joining USDOT, Beth worked for Sen. Tom Carper (DE) as the 
legislative assistant for transportation, trade and labor policy, as the policy director for Smart Growth America 
and as legislative director for environmental policy at the Southern Governors’ Association.  She began her 
career in Washington, DC, in the House of Representatives working as a legislative assistant for Rep. Ron 
Klink (PA-04) and as legislative director for Rep. Brian Baird (WA-03).   
 
Roger Millar, PE, AICP, Vice President of Smart Growth America 
Roger serves as director of the Smart Growth America’s Leadership Institute, which provides technical 
assistance programs for state and local government, and Director of the National Complete Streets Coalition. 
He has held leadership positions in the public and private sectors, most recently as Director of the Missoula, 
Montana Office of Planning and Grants. Projects in which Roger played a leadership role, particularly the 
development of Portland, Oregon’s Pearl District and the Portland Streetcar, are seen as national models. He 
has also managed or participated in signature projects for rural, resort and gateway communities throughout 
the American West. Roger is a Fellow of the American Society of Civil Engineers, a member of the American 
Institute of Certified Planners and a Certified Floodplain Manager. He is a member of the ASCE Committee for 
America’s Infrastructure, which produces the Report Card for America’s Infrastructure. He is also Past 
President of the Oregon Section of ASCE and of the Montana Association of Planners. He graduated from the 
University of Virginia in 1982. 
 
This planning effort will also benefit from advisors and experts at the National Association of Rail Passengers 
and staff from the City of Tallahassee for the station-area analysis.  As other stations are identified for focused 
planning, we expect those communities will also contribute staff time and resources to the project, 
 

Environmental and Historic Impacts 
 
This application is requesting funding for planning for the restoration of recently available service.  Previous 
studies of service along this line did not indicate that any NEPA or historic preservation reviews would be 
required.  However, the planning process may identify station, rail grade crossing or other improvements that 
could lead to better service for the region.  If any of that work will require NEPA of historic preservation 
reviews, it will be included in the final plan so that the appropriate next steps can be considered. 
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Statement of Work 
 
Objective 
 
The objective of the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project is to produce a PRCIP consisting 
of a Service Development Program.  However, as this is the re-introduction of previously available service, the 
Commission and Amtrak do not expect an Environmental Impact Statement or an Environmental Assessment 
to be necessary.  All work under an FRA corridor planning grant would be conducted in compliance with 
FRA’s Procedures for Considering Environmental Impacts (64 Federal Register 28545 (May 26, 1999) and the 
Council on Environmental Quality’s (CEQ) NEPA implementing regulation (40 CFR Part 1500 et seq.). 
 
Project Location 
The Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project 
PRCIP is a study of service to be located between the New 
Orleans, Louisiana, and Orlando, Florida, a distance of 
approximately 650 miles. The track that was used to support this service in the past is owned by CSX and 
operated by Amtrak, and presumably would be the same under any restarted service. To ensure that planning 
considers the interrelationships of the broader intercity passenger rail network, the following routes beyond the 
Gulf Coast Corridor will be considered to the degree necessary to fully inform service development planning 
and Service NEPA Environmental work for the Gulf Coast Corridor:  

1. Sunset Limited (New Orleans, Louisiana, to Los Angeles, California); 
2. City of New Orleans (New Orleans, Louisiana, to Chicago, Illinois); 
3. Crescent (New Orleans, Louisiana, to New York, New York); and  
4. The Silver Service/Palmetto (Miami, Florida, to New York, New York). 

 
Description of Work 
Project Scope. There will not be enough 
funding to do in depth planning at all 19 
stations serviced by the former eastern 
portion of the Sunset Limited, nor is it clear 
that future service will serve all of those 
stations.  Therefore, the work will begin with 
the service analysis and only move into 
station-area planning once some preliminary 
information is known of the service options. 
While this analysis is beginning, the 
Commission will reach out to the 
communities along the proposed route to 
discuss the project in greater detail.  These 
discussions will seek to better understand 
the local transportation and development work occurring in these areas relevant to and supportive of eventual 
passenger rail service. With the information from the service analysis and the discussions with local 
governments and businesses, between 8 and 10 cites will be selected for station-area planning.  At the very 
least, they will include the two end points – New Orleans and Orlando – as well as Tallahassee, which has 
indicated a deep commitment to their station, is already engaged in a great deal of development around the 
station and is a partner in this application. 
 
The Southern Rail Commission will perform all tasks under the grant in close coordination with FRA, and it is 

Mobile, Alabama 
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understood that all approvals by FRA must be in writing.  The elements of the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail 
Restoration Planning Project will include: 
• Service Options. FRA corridor planning funds would first and foremost be used to analyze options for a 

minimum of daily service from New Orleans to Orlando.  This would include the option of greater frequency 
and additional express service between larger markets, including service schedule options, ticket prices 
and operating cost. 

• Identify capital needs. A FRA corridor planning grant will also be used to assess capital investments 
needed, including sidings, upgraded signals, equipment, station rehabilitation or construction, and 
platform improvements to meet ADA requirements.  

• Station area planning. FRA funds will allow the SRC to conduct station area planning in approximately six 
communities based on the local potential, match and staff provided. SRC will also catalogue all the 
stations along the Gulf Coast corridor, including their locations, ownership and development potential. 
Some stations were inadequate before service was suspended and will need improvements to support 
service when it returns. Other stations are in historic locations that may no longer be appropriate 
considering the development patterns of the communities. Especially if the stations are in poor condition, 
an FRA grant will be used to determine whether it makes more sense to move stations closer to 
population centers, rather than upgrade a poorly situated station. Several stations have been repurposed 
or demolished since passenger rail service was suspended and may need additional improvements or 
reconstruction to effectively handle restored service.   

• Examine transportation gaps and linkages. FRA funding will support a study of intermodal connectivity 
gaps and needs, including links to local transit and bike/ped infrastructure, which could boost access, 
safety and ridership in the area. The study will particularly focus on access to employment centers, health 
care providers, educational institutions, retail, and government services.  

• Identify potential sources of funds and analyze opportunities for value capture. With a particularly focus 
on about six communities – chosen based on development opportunity as well as local commitment to the 
project – the study will include an analysis of funding sources for operating subsidies, including city and 
state governments, private industry and philanthropy. It would further assess regional economic 
development opportunities at stations and surrounding areas, including present and planned investments 
in station areas that could support value capture strategies.  

• Conduct community outreach. In each task, an FRA grant will support strong stakeholder involvement. 
This work will include community outreach to determine preferences in terms of station area planning, 
coordination between the communities, and outreach to businesses in the corridor, such as military bases, 
shipbuilding and port operations, tourism venues such as casinos and hotels, professional and collegiate 
sports, and other major employers.  

• Service Development Plan. The results of the above work will be compiled into a plan with 
recommendations for investments, a timeline for those investments and the resources needed to carry 
them out help policy makers in the region move forward in restoring passenger rail service east of New 
Orleans. The SDP will include a description of the transportation challenges and opportunities along the 
Gulf Coast, a service justification and explanation of methodology, the identification of alternatives 
considered, operations modeling, station access and intermodal analysis, demand and revenue forecasts, 
financial projections, a description of the capital and equipment needs and a benefit-cost analysis. 

Passenger rail service was provided along this corridor before Hurricane Katrina.  Even at higher frequencies, 
this work is not expected to require an EIS or EA.  However, the SDP may identify possibilities for future 
service improvements or additional corridors, all of which will be included in the SDP along with explanations 
of capital needs and any necessary NEPA work. 
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Project Schedule and Deliverables 
 

 
 
Project Estimate/Budget 
 

Project	  Task	   Total	  project	  
costs	  

A.	  Work	  Plan	  Budget	  and	  Schedule	   $10,000	  

B.	  Preliminary	  Service	  Planning	  
and	  Alternatives	   $350,000	  

C.	  Station	  Area	  Planning,	  Outreach	   $800,000	  

D.	  Service	  Development	  Plan	   $40,000	  

TOTAL	   $1,200,000	  
 
 
Funding	  Source	   Project	  

Contribution	  
Percentage	  

FRA	  Grant	   $950,000	   79.1%	  
Southern	  Rail	  Commission	   $173,000	   14.4%	  
National	  Association	  of	  Rail	  
Passengers	  

$50,000	   4.2%	  

City	  of	  Tallahassee	   $27,000	   2.3%	  
Total	   $1,200,000	   100.0%	  

 
The Southern Rail Commission will provide $100,000 in cash match and dedicate approximately half of its 
staff’s time (through contracts with both Transportation for America and the Center for Planning Excellence) to 
this project, worth $73,000 over two years.  Additionally, the National Association of Rail Passengers (NARP) 
will provide $50,000 in in-kind match in the form of staff support.  Also, the City of Tallahassee has agreed to 
provide $27,000 in in-kind match or cash, if the in-kind match is found to be ineligible by FRA. Finally, the cit-
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ies of Mobile and Biloxi are considering additional, likely in-kind match. However an exact commitment was 
not available at the time of the application. Further resources will likely be contributed from cities identified for 
restarted service and station-area analysis.  So if obtained, it will be added to the project as over-match and to 
expand the scope of work. 
 
Project Coordination 
The Southern Rail Commission shall perform all tasks required for the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration 
Planning Project through a coordinated process, which will involve affected railroad owners, operators, and 
funding partners, including: 

• Amtrak; 
• CSX; 
• NARP; 
• City of Tallahassee, Florida; 
• All 19 communities that were previously served by the eastern portion of the Sunset Limited, with 

particular focus on cities that provide funding or staff resources to support the planning work; and 
• FRA. 

 
Project Management 
The Southern Rail Commission is responsible for facilitating the coordination of all activities necessary for 
implementation of the Gulf Coast Passenger Rail Restoration Planning Project. Upon award of the Project, the 
Southern Rail Commission will monitor and evaluate the Project’s progress through regular progress meetings 
scheduled throughout the Project’s duration. The Southern Rail Commission will: 

• Participate in a project kickoff meeting with FRA; 
• Complete necessary steps to approve partnership with Amtrak and existing contractors as well as hire 

(if needed) of additional qualified consultants/contractors to perform required Project work; 
• Hold regularly scheduled Project meetings with FRA and partner communities along the Gulf Coast; 
• Inspect and approve planning work as it is completed; 
• Review and approve invoices as appropriate for completed work; 
• Perform Project close-out audit to ensure contractual compliance and issue close-out report; 
• Submit to FRA all required Project deliverables and documentation on-time and according to schedule, 

including periodic receipts and invoices; 
• Comply with all FRA Project reporting requirements, including, but not limited to status of project by 

task breakdown and percent complete; changes and reason for changes in project’s scope, schedule 
and/or budget; description of unanticipated problems and any resolution since the immediately 
proceeding report; and summary of work scheduled for the next progress period; and 

• Updated Project schedule. 


