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Meeting Notes 

Subject:   Alaska State Rail Plan Steering Committee/Kick Off Meeting 

Client:   Alaska Department of Transportation & Public Facilities 

Project:   Alaska State Rail Plan Project 
No:   

007072-189702 

Meeting 
Date:   

November 28, 2012 In 
Attendance:   

See attached sign-in sheet 

Notes by:   HDR Team 

 
Steering Committee Members in Attendance: Christopher Aadnesen, President/CEO, Alaska Railroad; 
Susan K. Bell, Commissioner, Department of Commerce, Community and Economic Development; Pat 
Kemp, Acting Commissioner, Department of Transportation and Public Facilities; by teleconference: Eugene 
N. Hretzay, President, White Pass & Yukon Route; Daniel S. Sullivan, Commissioner, Department of Natural 
Resources.  
 
Introduction 

Following welcome, safety moment, and introductions, the group learned more about the purpose of the 
project and the role of the steering committee. 
 
PRIIA, MAP-21 and the State Rail Plan Legal and Legislative Context 

The Alaska State Rail Plan (ASRP) Steering Committee was asked to provide basic direction on how “big” we 
should be thinking and to provide policy direction. The Department of Transportation and Public Facilities 
(DOT&PF) has been charged with preparing the plan, although much of the work will be with the direct 
support of Alaska’s railroads, the Alaska Railroad Corporation (ARRC) and the White Pass & Yukon Route 
(WP&YR). 
 
An approved rail plan will allow the state/railroads to be eligible for certain federal funding as required by the 
Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act of 2008 (PRIIA). While most of PRIIA addressed the 
reauthorization of Amtrak funding, a small section of the act related to states’ roles related to freight and 
passenger rail service, making states eligible for PRIIA funding. The American Association of State Highway 
and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) provided initial guidance in the form of a best practices document.  
 
The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA), the lead agency for approving the plans, on August 14, 2012, 
issued proposed guidance for submitting, reviewing, and approving plans, along with a request for comments. 
The guidance will likely be revised and issued in final form in the future.  The draft guidance envisions state 
plans rolling into regional plans, and the regional plans being combined in an overarching national rail plan. 
Draft plans will be reviewed and approved by the FRA regional administrator. Final plans will be submitted to 
FRA headquarters. In-state approvals would include the ASRP steering committee, and the Governor’s office, 
and included in the state’s long-range transportation plan (LRTP). No state has yet submitted a plan based on 
the 2012 FRA draft guidance, and is unlikely to until the guidance is finalized.  Since Alaska’s work on the 
plan began before the new guidance was issued, the state will not be required to produce a plan compliant 
with the new guidance. 
 
Alaska is unique in that there are only two railroads in the state, the railroads do not connect with each other, 
and the railroads offer different types of services.  While there is interest in preserving existing facilities, 
Alaska is unique in that there may be more opportunity and interest in expanding services than simply 
preserving existing services.  The ARRC is, for the most part, the primary rail operator1 for passenger and 
freight service while the WP&YR is currently operating as a tourist excursion railroad. Another unique feature 

                                                      
1 The ARRC is also an international carrier, with barge service to/from Prince Rupert, BC. 
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is that the ARRC is owned by the State of Alaska.  The ASRP will plan for rail services in Alaska, and will 
consider western Canada and the Northwest United States as geographical context for this plan.. 
 
The ASRP will be written with a 20-year time horizon. It is also intended to take a multi-modal view. 
Interconnectivity is key – examining maritime, transit service, connection points, and other related efforts. 
Steering Committee members generally agreed that the plan should be produced at a relatively high level.  
The final ASRP will create a business case for rail in the State of Alaska, which will allow the state to be 
eligible for federal funding through PRIIA as well as other possible sources. ARRC has not been able to take 
advantage of all funding opportunities to date because the state’s rail plan is not up to date. The lack of 
approved current state rail plan may have an impact on the availability of federal funds after November 2013, 
the five-year planning window following PIIRA’s enactment. 
 
MAP21, (Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century) is the current two-year measure that reauthorizes 
the federal surface transportation program.  MAP21 requires a cost-benefit analysis methodology as part of 
the business case for federal funding. As part of MAP21 and PRIAA, the ASRP must also fit within the state’s 
Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP). 
 
The ASRP does not replace the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process. Rather, it established the 
overall goals and objectives for rail transportation in Alaska and identifies projects to meet those goals. 
Individual projects can advance from the ASRP into the NEPA process.  
 
Visioning and Discussion 

Murray Walsh, DOT&PF project manager, asked the Steering Committee to discuss what Alaska could 
anticipate in the future. Examples may include a gas-line from the North Slope, hydraulic fracking in the 
Brooks Range, or a Yukon Territory mining boom. The role of rail in Alaska is to facilitate economic 
development. 
 
Commissioner Bell: We would like to be involved in the rail plan at the point where cost benefit analyses and 
market analyses come together.  Beyond the railroad, the state owns lots of infrastructure. 
 
In response to questions regarding the connection between the ARRC and the state, Alaska Railroad 
President Chris Aadnesen stated that in some areas the state and the railroad are separate and in some 
areas they are impossible to separate.  Commissioner Bell said that the two are inexorably linked. 
 
Justin Fox: PIIRA has 12 prescriptive points that must be included in the plan. They fall within three main 
categories: Vision, goals, and objectives; rail system inventory and assessment; and planning for the future. 
The ASRP will need to quantify costs and benefits for projects as well as examining livability at a broader 
level.  Currently, the project team anticipates using TIGER process to prioritize projects.  
 
Kevin Keller: Interconnectivity and mobility are key elements of the plan. The plan also has to look at historic 
lines that are not currently in use. Murray Walsh: For example, there was a historic line to the Wishbone Hill 
area that should be studied as part of the current planning effort.  Tom Brooks: In any case it is important to 
preserve unused rail right-of-way.  
 
Aadnesen: Both rail and road should be considered in future transportation corridors.  It is not necessarily the 
case that a new corridor will be developed as a road. 
  
Bell: The state may expect continued growth, especially in the Anchorage (Girdwood) to Matanuska-Susitna 
Borough corridor. This corridor could be expected to need additional interconnectedness and inter-modal 
support. Seasonal employment in Denali Park may also support additional passenger service. Resident and 
visitor demands will likely not support high/higher (125 mph +) speed rail service. 
 
Commuter needs are also addressed through Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) such as 
Anchorage Metropolitan Area Transportation Solutions (AMATS) or Fairbanks Metropolitan Transportation 
System (FMATS). While commuter service is not currently a project in the current AMATS Metropolitan 
Transportation Plan (MTP), the MTP recognizes that commuter rail may be implemented in the future. 
Projects for inclusion in the MTP are regularly re-evaluated. For both passengers and freight, redundancy with 
multiple modes of transportation is important.  
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All of the Steering Committee and the project working group expressed aggressive enthusiasm for rail 
passenger services, both intercity and commuter service, particularly between the Mat-Su and Anchorage.  It 
was acknowledged that Alaska might not have the population growth to warrant substantial increases in 
passenger service and that freight service might have more potential. Alaska will be eligible for Sections 301 
(intercity grant) and 302 (congestion relief) of the Corridor Capital Rail Assistance Program 
 
Regarding freight rail, some ideas have been identified, but other projects or needs will likely be developed as 
part of the planning process. The planning team was encouraged to cast a wide net and to think big and look 
afar. Rail line relocations and new rail extensions should both be considered.  Many of the potential corridors 
have been previously identified and studied so the planning team should build on the existing information as 
much as possible. 
 
Aadnesen: there could be opportunity for development of island railroads – those not connected to other 
railroads - for natural resource development,   
 
Keller: Railroad development for resource development and export is a fertile area for the state.  This will tie 
in to the President’s National Export Initiative and could produce grant funding. Projects supporting jobs, 
exports, and economic growth are eligible. 
 
Possible rail development options that the steering committee would like to see examined include 
realignments, railroads for natural resource development, railroads as pipelines, etc.  Alaska’s location is 
strategic to other countries in the larger region as well.  It was suggested that the project team examine 
Generating for Seven Generations, a proposal advanced by Canadian First Nations to ship Canadian 
products via rail to Alaska ports2. Ultimately, rail will play a large part in effective management and growth of 
natural resource-based industries.  
 
President Hretzay: A clear US vision is to develop the resources of Alaska and ensure that can be shipped to 
the Lower 48 states, contributing to additional US goods manufacturing.  Carmacks in the Yukon is a natural 
part of the connection between Skagway and Fairbanks.  There will be tremendous demand for transport from 
mines in the Yukon.  At present there are 1.5 million tons of magnetite to be extracted in the Yukon and 
shipped through Skagway. It will be difficult to ship via the highway due to impacts on other users.  Rail is 
cleaner and more environmentally friendly. 
 
Commissioner Sullivan: It will be important (during development of the plan) to keep the focus on resource 
development. 
 
Bell: We are working on Arctic development.  The Steering Committee should reconvene when the draft 
market analysis is complete; it will be important to ensure that the information is robust.  It will be much better 
than waiting until the draft final report is out.  There was general agreement with this among Steering 
Committee members. 
 
The project team was asked to review the 1985 vision (developed at the transfer of the ARRC from federal to 
state ownership) and move that forward. Many projects and corridors have already been identified.  The state 
may need to clarify ambiguities generated by other legislative aspects, such as some Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) legislation. 
 
It was agreed that the steering committee will convene for its next meeting following Task 7, when the draft 
market analysis has been completed. 
 
Afternoon Session  

Following a lunch break, the group, without the Steering Committee, reconvened. 
 
The ASRP will establish and articulate a vision for rail in the state, providing a framework for pursuing 
strategic investments. A successful rail plan must include a good faith effort to involve the public—identifying 
what projects are desired based on the stated vision. The general sense was that the vision developed in the 
                                                      
2 http://unfnrailco.com/ESW/Files/UNRailCo_Update_Nov-14-2012.pdf 

http://unfnrailco.com/ESW/Files/UNRailCo_Update_Nov-14-2012.pdf
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plan will be broad, including passenger rail interests, freight shippers, resource developers and others with an 
interest in a vibrant Alaska rail system. 
 
The plan will list a program of improvements: immediate projects (0-5 years in the future) and long-range (6-
15 years). Generally immediate projects should already have been identified. As a general rule in practice, 
only federally-funded transit funded rail projects have been included in the State Transportation Improvement 
Program (STIP). Long-range projects can be “fiscally unconstrained” during this process, but they are still 
prioritized based on public benefit and other factors. Whatever is identified, short, or long-range, should mesh 
with the LRTP. 
 
In coming years, it appears that federal funding will more likely be distributed through nationally competitive 
programs. The better the business case, the more likely the opportunity to receive funding. The plan should 
be developed in a way that positions Alaska to apply for grants.  
 
PRIIA does not require a formal state rail office, however, it does require that a state have an institutional rail 
structure in place and have authority for financing. DOT&PF may have this authority already but that needs to 
be confirmed as part of the project. DOT&PF is doing the rail planning for Alaska per state authorization prior 
to the ARRC’s purchase by the state. This is good in that the DOT&PF is a multi-modal agency.   
 
The group reviewed the work plan and schedule. The schedule will be revised to allow for additional review 
time for products. 
 
The group reviewed and discussed the stakeholder engagement plan and provided minor changes, including 
creating a project logo, supporting small group meetings, and proposing an additional in-person public 
meeting in Nome. The general sense of the group was to support broad outreach for the plan, and to ensure 
that we involve the FRA and FTA.  The group was encouraged to send contact information for individuals and 
organizations who might be interested in the plan to julie.jessen@hdrinc.com for inclusion in the project 
(electronic) contact list. 
 
The meeting adjourned at 3:40. 

mailto:julie.jessen@hdrinc.com
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