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Commuter-rail line on tap for '09
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Gov. Jeb Bush rode a sleek train car into Orlando on Wednesday to
announce a deal that will put Central Florida commuters on a railway by
2009.

The rail car is the same kind that could whisk 200 passengers at a time
through Volusia, Seminole, Orange and Osceola counties at 45 mph.

After stepping off the double-decker car, Bush announced details of a $491
million deal between the state and CSX Transportation that includes the
purchase of 61 miles of tracks from the freight company for the long-
awaited commuter trains.

The deal is a major victory for proponents of mass transit but also will be a
relief for frustrated motorists stuck in rush-hour traffic jams caused by slow-

moving freight trains in downtown Orlando, Winter Park and other places.

The rail plan calls for prohibiting freight trains on the commuter line from 5
a.m. to 10 a.m. and from 3 p.m. to 10 p.m.

CSX will get exclusive use of the tracks for freight from midnight to 5 a.m.
Both passenger cars and freight cars will be allowed during the other seven
hours.

That schedule will start when the first railway leg, from DeBary to Orlando,
opens in late 2009. The second phase, from Orlando to Poinciana, is

expected for late 2013.

"This is a win-win-win for citizens of Central Florida, for businesses of Central Florida and, of course,
for the people that serve both of them in public life," Bush said.

In addition to $150 million for purchasing the tracks for commuter rail, the deal also includes more than
$300 million for improving tracks for CSX around the state.

That will allow the company to reroute trains from the Orlando area and expand its operations by
transporting more freight to meet the needs of a growing state.

"Every rail car we put on the tracks can potentially take three trucks off the road," Bush said.

Bush assured truckers they are unlikely to lose business, saying it will take both trucks and rail to keep
Florida supplied.

Historic day

U.S. Rep. John Mica, R-Winter Park, who has pushed for commuter rail for more than a decade, called
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the agreement "historic."

It has taken decades for Central Florida's politicians to agree that a rail system is needed and pledge
money to build it.

In addition to the $491 million for the tracks, construction of the system, including at least 16 stops, will
amount to about $475 million. The federal government will chip in half, the state will provide 25
percent, and local county and city governments will put up the other 25 percent. The state also will pay
operating costs through 2015.

"This is the most significant transportation initiative since it was decided to run the interstate through
Central Florida," Mica said.

Both he and U.S. Rep. Corrine Brown, D-Jacksonville, serve on the House's Committee on
Transportation and Infrastructure.

Brown called the commuter-rail system a relief from the crowded interstate.

"Every day it takes commuters longer and longer to travel to and from work, and in my estimation,
adding more highway lanes is not the answer to this problem."

The Florida Department of Transportation, which will oversee construction and the first years of
operation, said that the commuter line should relieve as much congestion as would adding another lane
to Interstate 4.

The final deal for the rail system may not be signed and sealed for 18 to 24 months because the state
must secure federal funding and CSX and the state must hash out liability for any environmental

contamination near the tracks.

In addition, CSX must secure approvals for a new, larger operations center in Winter Haven to take the
place of the current Taft yard.

But officials believe those hurdles can be overcome.
"The plan announced today is good for commuters, good for freight customers and compatible with the
long-term goals of CSX Transportation," said Michael Ward, chairman and chief executive officer of

CSX Corp.

Eventually, the region will have to figure out who will oversee and maintain the system for the long
term.

Response across region

Supporters of commuter rail say the new system will begin to relieve Central Florida's roadways, whose
congestion has been ranked ninth-worst in the nation.

Pressure has been building to develop mass-transit options in a region whose population is expected to
double to more than 7 million people by 2050.

Orange County Commissioner Homer Hartage said commuter rail "is going to be good for working
families and will bring our transportation system into the 21st century."

In Deltona, Central Florida's second-largest city, Vice Mayor David Santiago said commuter rail is a
step in the right direction.

But he cautioned that the north-south line may have limited appeal.
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"The majority of the working population of Deltona commutes west, but I think people who work in
Orlando will use it, and the people who work in Lake Mary or Altamonte Springs probably won't,"
Santiago said.

Initial studies predict about 9,000 people a day will ride the train, expected to cost from $2.50 to $5.50
per ride depending on the length of the trip.

But the ridership number is based on conservative federal formulas and local officials hope the numbers
will be higher, said Roger Neiswender, Orlando's transportation director.

Kissimmee Vice Mayor Wendell McKinnon said many people may try commuter rail out of curiosity
and then get hooked.

McKinnon, who also chairs MetroPlan Orlando, the transportation planning agency for Orange,
Seminole and Osceola counties, put it like this:

"It's just like going to an ice cream shop and you see a new flavor and you try it and you like it and then
you will buy it again."
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