Upper Valley Intermodal Facility
October 1, 2009 Public Meeting Notes

I.   Opening remarks “What is an Intermodal Facility?” – Christine Walker

Christine Walker of the Upper Valley Lake Sunapee Regional Planning Commission introduced the project and parties involved and stressed the importance of public feedback during the planning process for the Upper Valley Intermodal Facility.  She announced that the second public meeting will focus on potential sites and be held November 17 at the Bugbee Center in White River Junction.
II.  Presentation on the process – Gabe Zoerheide

Gabe Zoerheide of the Upper Valley Transportation Management Association provided additional background information about the project.  His presentation showed the various transit providers that could be connected at a hub and discussed the needs for the facility.  The presentation showed the project timeline and provided information for giving public feedback.

III.  Questions/discussion 

No questions or discussion followed the presentation on the process.

IV.  Presentation of the screening criteria – Nate Miller

Nate Miller of the Upper Valley Lake Sunapee Regional Planning Commission presented the site selection criteria developed by the Project Advisory Committee.  
V. Discussion

One member of the public asked if the Vermont Agency of Transportation was directly involved in this project, and Miller responded that both New Hampshire’s and Vermont’s transportation agencies helped develop the screening criteria and are engaged in the project.
Another member of the public asked how the benchmarks differ between the two phases of site screening criteria.  Miller responded that Phase I criteria are largely qualitative, while Phase II involve quantitative analysis.

The next question was whether a site’s accessibility to cars, but not bicycles or pedestrians, would impact that site’s acceptability.  Miller responded, “Yes.”  The follow-up question was “Do all four modes of transportation need to be accessible for the site to receive an “Excellent Accessibility” rating.  Miller said all four modes would need to be accessible for a site’s accessibility to be rated excellent.

A member of the public made the comment that this project will likely help local intercity bus providers, but could “drive the nail into the coffin of the airport” because people would take a bus instead of a plane to Boston.  Nate Miller responded that he recognizes “synergies could be there with air and rail transportation depending on where the facility is located.”  He then explained that connection to air travel is part of the screening criteria.  Christine Walker added that Rick Dyment of the Lebanon Airport would probably join the Project Advisory Committee.

The next commentator asked to what extent the Northern Rail Line would be considered as far as future reactivation is concerned.  Walker responded that it needs to be a long-term concern.  She then announced that the Commissioner of the New Hampshire Department of Transportation filed an application to the federal government to examine a rail line from Lowell, Massachusetts, to Concord, New Hampshire; this application indicates that the state’s rail priorities are not in the Upper Valley.  Walker added that although the Boston to Montreal rail line is federally designated as a high-speed rail corridor, the area is an important trail network.  The commentator who asked the rail question remarked that “excluding rail is shortsighted.”  Walker and Miller agreed.  Gabe Zoerheide added that this issue is a “question of which rail it is reasonable to plan for in the next 20-30 years.”
A member of the audience then asked the presenters to define “short-term” and “long-term.”  Walker replied that federal priorities are shifting and state representatives are “up in the air” on this issue.  The public commentator added that understanding long-term plans plays significantly into figuring out the best site for the facility and whether people are really encouraged to use more efficient modes of transportation.
The next participant remarked that he understood the need to work on the I-89 corridor but added that he wants air and rail linked to this facility in a fashion that solves parking problems in White River Junction and possibly at the airport.

Walker responded that the legislation provides connectivity to the I-89 corridor as a starting point.

The next commentator said he hoped the facility is not a 1500-space parking lot used primarily by one company.  He asked the group to consider the possibility of a parking deck to lower environmental impacts, despite the higher capital costs involved in structured parking.  He said that demand for this facility will probably be great enough to warrant a significant parking deck.  Miller remarked that it is important to acknowledge the drawbacks and benefits of a parking deck – and the large-scale footprint of surface parking.  Once one begins to discuss parking decks, Miller concluded, the ultimate question is “who is willing to maintain the parking deck?”

The next commenter pondered whether it is better to have several “collector” lots instead of one large surface parking lot.  She then asked whether the project would go to town boards for endorsement or at least information.  Walker replied that the TMA has done outreach to numerous towns and civic groups and that she and Zoerheide are happy to meet with as many groups as possible.  The commenter then replied that she was wondering if a more “formal” process for towns to approve or deny the project would be possible.  Walker responded that towns have representatives on the Project Advisory Committee, but she would bring the idea before the Committee.  

Gabe Zoerheide asked Christine Walker to verify whether another review process would take place if the Department of Transportation chose a site.  Walker responded, “Absolutely.”  
The next public comment focused on the size of the facility.  The speaker said that the process will be an important and formal regional decision, given the planning commission’s involvement, and the real physical work will come after the recommendation is made to DOT – feasibility studies, land acquisition, etc.  Answers to those questions don’t exist yet.  This process is looking at possible sites.

Following that comment, the next person asked if a baseline size exists for this type of facility and how the parcels would be found.  Walker replied that DOT has indicated that the Upper Valley facility would resemble the Concord Trail Ways facility.  Zoerheide added that an additional challenge is working with a half-sentence from a federal appropriations bill.

After the discussion of possible facility size, a member of the public offered a comment on climate change.  He recalled that the 2007 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report brought much attention to the issue and drew attention to a recent study done at Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center.  That latter study found that 32% of the hospital’s carbon footprint comes from transportation.  The commentator pointed out that the earmark for this project was probably born around 2006-2007, but neither the screening criteria nor the selection of project advisory committee members reflect any concern for climate.  He said that if the earmark were put into a federal budget today, some language about climate might appear.  He suggested that the facility itself might not be a solution and recommended considering climate impacts (negative or positive) resulting from the facility.  Walker welcomed the comment and acknowledged that many opportunities to tackle climate issues exist.  Zoerheide added that a 2005 TMA study found that Advance Transit’s bus lines reduced emissions and he thought the same could be true of this facility – particularly if it increased bus ridership.
A Norwich resident said that a mix of public and private lands will be brought up and asked whether the practicality of acquiring private land is part of the assessment.  Nate Miller said that parcel availability is one of the criteria and that the regional planning commission was starting to receive information about specific sites.
The next commentator asked if a site near I-91 was an option.  Walker said the answer is “to be determined.  Even though I-89 is specifically mentioned in the legislation, it could be possible to recommend an I-91 site.  

The following question asked whether the use of federal dollars requires a NEPA review process.  Walker responded, “Yes,” and Miller agreed.

The next comment was to strongly consider exit 13 at I-91.
VI. Final Comments

Christine Walker concluded by welcoming requests to have representatives speak at upcoming meetings and reminded the audience about the next meeting.
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