Introduction and Summary

There is a great deal of interest in the future of the former Adirondack Division of the New York Central System.  Some people have called for it to be preserved and restored as a railroad; others, with great passion, have called for it to be converted to a trail.  

I will admit to a certain amount of prejudice up front; I’m a rail enthusiast, a rail promoter, and I also think the day is coming when we will not be the automobile nation we have been for the last 80 years or so.  But I can’t make such a blanket statement; that would merely be an opinion.  Such an opinion should be based on facts, both those supporting my position and those supporting an opposing view.

As it turns out, even accounting for the opposing view, the facts still suggest a safe, conservative case can be made for the restoration of the railroad.  Summarized, these conclusions are:

1.  The restoration of the railroad will cost a good deal less than conversion to a trail, and its maintenance and upkeep are about the same as for a trail.

2.  The economic impacts of either heritage railroads or rail trails seem to be marginal and mixed.  Neither one can be considered a miracle worker or economic “silver bullet.”  In addition to this, one segment of trail users—snowmobile operators—seems to be in a serious state of decline.

3.  There appears to be a demographic or generational shift away from automobiles and to other forms of transportation.  That includes bicycling and walking—and railroads and transit.  In addition to this, there is the question of energy security and the future availability of motor fuel.  It is possible we may not be able to continue driving as we have, even if we wanted to.  This may well be the most important reason for keeping the railroad as an option.

4.  The railroad would have minimal environmental impact compared with any alternatives, other than complete abandonment and reversion to wilderness.

These points and others are explored in greater detail in the sections that follow.

Why should a rail enthusiast from West Virginia care about this line in New York?  Part of it is alluded to above; he thinks the day is coming when we won’t be driving like we do now.  He thinks we have taken up too much track already, and that the day of reckoning is going to be bad enough as it is.  

He has also been impressed by the spirit of the railroad’s people, though.  It’s not uncommon for a volunteer rail line like this to get supporters from well outside the area, people who do all sorts of “grunt” work—painting bridges, clearing ditches, fixing track.  How much would it cost to replace those people who volunteer to work, even pay dues to work?  Is it a good idea to chase them away?


I don’t think so.

David P. Lubic

Inwood, West Virginia






Section 1

Costs

Advocates of converting the Adirondack Scenic Railroad to a trail have made quite a number of claims about how it would be cheaper to create this trail than to restore it as a railroad. Let's look at what some actual numbers might be.

Interestingly, we get some of the best numbers from a report by a trail consulting company, Camoin Associates. This report, originally commissioned by ADK Action and currently available through The Adirondack Recreational Trail Advocates (ARTA), has estimates from 2010 for the cost of converting or rebuilding the segment between Tupper Lake and Lake Placid, a distance of 34 route-miles. This report has a great deal of information, including the following numbers in regard to the cost of trail conversion, here broken down to a per-mile figure:

Railroad Rehabilitation:$320,000 per mile
Permanent Trail Conversion: $440,000 per mile
Temporary Trail Conversion: : $550,000 per mile

The principle difference in the temporary vs. permanent trail conversion is an estimate of the cost of storing the track material for 10 years. It does not include the cost of reinstalling this material.

It is notable that the cost of the permanent trail conversion does include a credit for the salvage or resale of track material. This reduces the cost of the trail conversion by about $41,000 per mile, making the actual cost about $481,000 per mile.

Speaking of rail salvage brings up the clams made by some trail advocates that "the salvage of the rail will pay for the trail." As we can see above, that's not quite true, at least as allowed by Camoin.

But let's not be satisfied with that. Let's see what we do have.

First, let's figure out the tonnage in steel we have for this 34-mile stretch of track. We have the rails, obviously, and I happen to know that it's a combination of of sections weighing 105 pounds per yard and 90 pounds per yard, but I don't know the proportion, so we'll be generous and assume it is all 105 pound section.

34 miles, times 2 (2 rails), times 1,760 (yards per mile), times 105--12,566,400 pounds, which would be 6,283 American (short)tons. . .

Then there are about 3,200 ties per mile, each with two tie plates weighing about 30 pounds each, plus eight spikes weighing about three-quarters of a pound each--more fiddling there comes to 7,180,800 pounds, that's another 3,590 short tons. . .

There are probably multiple tracks in here at some locations, plus the weights of the joint bars and their bolts, we'll just fudge that with another 10%, let's round the whole thing up to 11,000 short tons.

What's all that worth? Those 11,000 US (short) tons work out to a rounded 9,980 metric tonnes, and as of a month ago, that would have brought $394 per tonne, or about $3,932,000. That's a bit less than $116,000 per mile, and well over Camoin's estimate of $41,000 per mile, but it still is only 24% of the cost of the trail.

And, I might add, based on the large spread between these figures here and Camoin's estimate, suggests the price I had to work with was with this rail delivered to a scrap mill. The last time I looked, rail was inanimate; it's not going to get up and walk there on its own. Figure a scrap man will want at least half of this to get the rail delivered and make a profit, and then you are looking at a measly 12% of your trail cost (which comes in line with what Camoin allowed). 

Of course, the cost of conversion isn't the only thing to keep in mind. This trail, or the railroad, will require maintenance. The Camoin study uses a low but fairly realistic estimate of $1,500 per mile to do the things you need to keep the trail open. This is a bit higher than the averaged $1,324 per mile the railroad has received for the entire 119-mile long corridor. Both numbers are, in my opinion, pretty realistic, although it might be argued that the railroad has not been adequately reimbursed for its track maintenance (which is the arrangement it currently operates under). These numbers are in the range for the maintenance of a secondary road, which brings up an important point--much of what you have to pay for for infrastructure like this is the supporting structure--drainage ditches, bridge painting and repair, culvert clearing, tunnel maintenance where you have those, and in the Adirondacks, dealing with beavers. The cost of maintaining what I call the superstructure or running surface--track for the railroad, whatever is the paving surface of road or trail--is relatively minor, and certainly is the same in any given location for a similar structure. 

All of this suggests that, financially at least, the trail and the railroad are at best a wash, with an actual capital advantage going to the railroad.

Now, that's not the only metric we might want to use, and the trail people will rightly claim that we might want to look at what benefits, including economic growth we might get from the trail; a discussion of that is in the next section.

References:

Adirondack Rail Corridor Economic Impact Study (Camoin & Associates), pages 8-16, accessed April 3, 2014

http://www.thearta.org/Camoin%20Rail-Corridor-Report.pdf
International Scrap Register, No. 1 HMS (heavy melting steel), East Coast, prices dated March 4, 2014, accessed April 3, 2014:

http://www.scrapregister.com/scrap-prices/united-states/260





Section 2

Economic Benefits

There are conflicting claims of the viability of the Adirondack Scenic Railroad and the trail that is proposed to replace it.

I have to admit, predicting the future looks like something of a dark art to me.  This is strongest when attempting to estimate what the future performance of something might be when that something doesn’t exist yet.

Still, we have some ways of knowing things, and that includes taking a look at the performance of similar facilities, projects and so on.

Speaking for myself, the real measure of economic performance of a project or enterprise is whether it promotes job growth, which in turn might be measured by population growth.

Based on some research, I have to say tourist railroads don’t seem to do very well.  And truthfully, neither do trails.  Some examples that will help illustrate the point:

Cass, W.Va., the main terminal of the Cass Scenic Railroad, had a population of 52 people in the census of 2010.  Pocahontas County, where Cass is located, has a population of 8,692 (2012 estimate, down from 8,876 in 1970); its peak population of 15,002 was back in 1920!

Other towns in Pocahontas County include Marlinton (county seat, population 1,051), and Durbin (population 290).  There are no incorporated towns along the Greenbriar Trail proper in its namesake county.

Pocahontas County is one of two counties connected by the Greenbriar Trail.  Greenbrier County has a 2012 estimated population of 35,820 (up from 32,090 in 1970).  Its peak population of 39,295 was in 1950.  It is one county that has had its population run up and down in that time.  There are no incorporated towns along the trail in Greenbrier County.

The Virginia Creeper Rail Trail runs from Abingdon, Va., in Washington County, through Grayson County, Va., to West Jefferson in Ashe County, N.C.  The populations of the three counties and principle towns in 1970 (unless noted otherwise), 2012 (estimated, or unless otherwise noted), and peak years, were:

Washington—40,835 to 51,995, peak 51,995 in 2012

…..Abington—4,376 to 8,191 (2010), peak 8,191 in 2010

…..Damascus—918 (1990) to 814 (2010, peak 981 (2000)

Grayson—15,439 to 15,183, peak 21,916 in 1940

…..Independence—947 (2010)

Ashe—19,571 to 27,097, peak 21,097 in 2012

…..West Jefferson—1,299 (2010)

While it might look like the trail is helping, the story isn’t quite so clear when you look a little closer.  Abingdon, Va., has a population of 8,191, but West Jefferson, at the other end of the trail, has only 1,299.  Both are metropolises when compared to Damascus, which has 814—and Damascus is at the junction of FOUR trails.  These are the Virginia Creeper, the Iron Mountain (also a rail trail) U.S. Bicycle Route 26, and the grand-daddy of them all, the Appalachian Trail.  As to Grayson County, it has no towns of any significance along the Virginia Creeper; its largest town, Independence (county seat), has a population of 947.

What about some other places that are well known as tourist spots, even legendary?  Well, the locations I’m thinking of aren’t trail destinations as such (they are too far away to walk to), but they do have railroads in connection with them.

The spectacular Cumbres & Toltec Scenic Railroad runs for 64 miles between Antonito, Conejos County, Co. and Chama, N.M.  It has been owned by the states of Colorado and New Mexico since 1970, and operates with a third party under contract, an arrangement similar to that of several railroads in New York and elsewhere.  

There aren’t too many people on this line—again, for 1970, 2012(estimated or unless otherwise noted), and peak:

Conejos County, Co.—7,846 to 8,277; 11,648 (1940)

…..Antonito—873 (2010)

Rio Arriba County, N.M.—25,170; 40,318; 40,318 (2012)

…..Chama,—1,199 (2000)

The privately owned and profitable Durango & Silverton runs between its namesake towns in La Plata and San Juan Counties, Co.  San Juan County is particularly interesting for having only 692 residents, of whom 638 live in Silverton (1970, 2012 estimated unless otherwise noted, and peak):

La Plata County—19,199 to 53,284, 53,284 (2012 Estimated)

…..Durango—10,333 to 17,216, 17,216 (2012 Estimated)

San Juan County—831 to 692, 3,063 (1910)

…..Silverton—638 (2010)

The privately owned and profitable Grand Canyon Scenic runs between Williams, Az. and Grand Canyon Village in Coconino County, Az.  Again, it can be said this railroad, although profitable may not be helping out in terms of population growth and attendant opportunities—and neither is the Grand Canyon.  Grand Canyon Village has a population of only 2,004, and it’s on the edge of the famous gorge cut by the Colorado River! (again, 1970, 2012 estimated or otherwise noted, peak)

Coconino County—48,326 to 136,539; 136,539 (2012 Estimated)

…..Williams—2,386 to 3,023 (2010); 3,559 (1960)

…..Grand Canyon Village—2,004 (2010)

All right, let’s come a little closer to home—the counties the Adirondack Scenic runs through or is otherwise associated with.  We’ll keep the same format we’ve been using for the county and town data (1970, 2012 estimated or otherwise noted, and peak).

Franklin County—43,931 to 51,795, 51,599 (2010)

…..Saranac Lake—5,041 (2000)

…..Tupper Lake (Town)—5,971 (2010)

Essex County—34,631 to 38,961, 38,961 (2012 Estimated)

…..Lake Placid—2,521 (2010)

Hamilton County—4,714 to 3,778, 5,379 (2000)

St. Lawrence County—111,991 to 112,232, 119,254 (1980)

Herkimer County—67,663 to 64,508, 67,663 (1970)

Oneida County—273,037 to 233,556, 273,037 (1970)

…..Utica—91,611 to 61,822 (101,740, in 1930)

What stands out about all of this is not that a railroad or a trail is a better tourist attraction, but rather that tourism is a rather limited market to build an economy on, and is not a “substitute” for a “real” economy, such as agriculture and manufacturing.  

Does this mean tourism is not something worth pursuing?  The answer is a resounding “No!”  If that were the case, there would be no B&B’s, no parks, no preserved houses, no cruise ships, no pleasure boat marinas, no miniature golf courses, no trails, and no tourist trains.

Tourism still has a number of advantages to contribute to an economy.  It’s normally “sustainable,” in the sense that it doesn’t depend on extraction of a resource that can run out, like oil or coal.  It brings in money from outside the locality (Keep the Adirondacks green, leave your money here—bad joke, I know).  It can be a most interesting and enjoyable field to be in, particularly if you are very much into people interaction (such as a tour guide might be, or the owners of a bed-and-breakfast would be).  And, if you’re good at running such an enterprise, and are lucky, you can even make a bit of money at it.

It may also in some cases be the only game available, in which case it can keep a place alive that might otherwise die--take note of Cass, W.Va., Damascus, Va., Chama, N.M., and Silverton and Antonito, Co., in the examples cited above, and for that matter, a number of towns in your locality.

However, one must be honest about what you can actually do, and what results you might actually see, in looking at the potential for a tourism economy, or perhaps a tourism economy component.  An important part of that honesty includes casting aside prejudices, or at least being aware of them.

All reference links below accessed between July 2 and July 6, 2014)

Pocahontas and Greenbrier Counties, W.Va. (Cass Scenic Railroad, Greenbrier River Trail)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pocahontas_County,_West_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Durbin,_West_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cass,_West_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marlinton,_West_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenbrier_County,_West_Virginia
Washington and Grayson Counties, Va., and Ashe County, N.C. (Virginia Creeper Rail Trail)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_County,_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abingdon,_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damascus,_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grayson_County,_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independence,_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashe_County,_North_Carolina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Jefferson,_North_Carolina
Conejos County, Co. and Rio Arriba County, N.M. (Cumbres & Toltec Scenic Railroad)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conejos_County,_Colorado
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonito,_Colorado
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rio_Arriba_County,_New_Mexico
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chama,_New_Mexico
La Plata and San Juan Counties, Co. (Durango & Silverton Railroad):

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Plata_County,_Colorado
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Durango,_Colorado
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Juan_County,_Colorado
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silverton,_Colorado
Coconino County, N.M. (Grand Canyon Scenic Railroad):

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coconino_County,_Arizona
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Williams,_Arizona
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Canyon_Village,_Arizona
Franklin, Essex, Hamilton, St. Lawrence, Oneida, & Herkimer, N.Y (Adirondack Scenic Railroad and various trails):

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franklin_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saranac_Lake,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tupper_Lake_(town),_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Essex_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Placid,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamilton_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Lawrence_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herkimer_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oneida_County,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utica,_New_York
Whew!!





Section 3

Generational Trends

To some, the debate about whether to turn the Adirondack Scenic Railroad into a trail or restore it to full operation may seem a fight in a sandbox.  I argue it’s actually a fight between generations and their opposing visions of the future.

To a certain extent the trail advocates have made this case, claiming the people fighting for the railroad are living in the past, and in some cases are even elderly.  And yet, ironically, the opposite may be true.

This might be demonstrated in the decline in driving, car ownership, and even licensing among younger people.  This has been going on some years now, and has been documented in several studies.  There are various reasons suggested for this.  Some have argued that the kids are lazy and don’t want to work for a car; others have said kids don’t need a car to have sex in the back seat with Mom and Dad both working.  Others have said young people are broke, but I don’t think that’s a root cause; the decline in driving started before the recession, and there are other factors suggesting money isn’t the only reason.  Several have commented that modern cars are boring; one fellow taking this tack revealed his age when he said young people needed a red convertible with fins and a V-8.  Some have argued that driving is no longer fun (and I have to agree with that).  Perhaps the most controversial was that kids are using various electronic gizmos to be connected rather than driving around a la “American Graffiti.”  I was skeptical of that myself, until I spoke with kids who told me that was so.  I guess it makes sense when you combine it with the chore that driving is these days.  

Whatever the reason or combination of reasons, younger people are not as enamored of cars as their predecessors were.  

There is also evidence that younger people prefer travel by train.  That makes sense when combined with some other things, particularly driving no longer being enjoyable and the desire to be connected while traveling, something that’s not advisable while driving.

I can speak personally about this being generational.  Just over 20 years ago, I was promoting a local trolley or light rail line as an alternative to a proposed four-lane highway.  My arguments revolved around how a large city nearby—Washington, DC—had roads with 12 lanes and still had some of the worst traffic in the country.  My “case” included a paper on the relative costs of the highway and the trolley line, with the surprising result (to me at the time) that the trolley line would cost less to build, run and maintain than the highway, that the initial cost savings in construction alone would pay to run the system for free for ten years.

What did I get for that work?  I was told I was trying to take away everyone’s cars, I was told I was trying to bring back the horse and buggy, and I was told I was a Communist!  Whooee!!

Even then, the generational breaks stood out.  Those who liked the idea were either under 40 or over 70.  Those who hated it were between 40 and 70.

What I was seeing were the differences in eras when people grew up, when people “come of age.”  If you talk to a psychiatrist, he’ll tell you that’s typically around 20 or so.  In his terms, “coming of age” refers to when your views of yourself and the world crystallize; it’s when you realize who you are, what your world is like, how you fit into it, and what the future might be like.

In my case, the people over 70 then—and over 90 now—would have been born before 1930, and would have grown up prior to the late 1940s.  They would have come from an America that predated the auto country it has become, they would have grown up in an America where trains and local rail transit, such as streetcars, were almost as common as tap water.  

The younger crowd—under 40 then, under (gasp!) 60 or 62 now, would have been born after about 1953, and would have been in their late teens or perhaps early 20s at the time of the first OPEC oil embargo in 1973.  They have grown up in a world of regular oil shocks, and tensions from oil supplies, including multiple oil wars.  This group, particularly those under 30, are the ones who see the troubles with cars and car ownership.

The group in the middle would have been born between 1930 and 1953, and would have come of age between about 1950 and that first oil embargo in 1973.  Coming of age in that time would have coincided with when the future was supposed to look something like “The Jetsons,” or perhaps the New York World’s Fair of 1964.  Then, cars and aircraft were very ascendant, and trains were obsolete, and were supposed to fade away.  

I believe that’s what we’re seeing here.  The trail crowd, including the snowmobile crowd, is actually the older contingent.  Check the ages of the principle people involved; one is a very successful businessman, and is probably in his mid-70s, based on when he started his firm.  Another, a noted environmentalist, looks even older from the photos I’ve seen of him.  

What about the railroad?  It’s not a scientific approach, but the photos I see of those working on it suggest a relatively younger crowd.  That makes sense—the physical work required to run and maintain a railroad requires bodies and minds in good condition.  More importantly, the passengers have to be younger, too.  After all, how could any heritage railroad, especially those running steam, stay in business if its customers were only people who remembered trains in their glory days?

And then there’s what the future might hold—but that’s for the next section.

A sampling of stories and other material on the decline in driving, and Amtrak ridership trends and statistics, all accessed on September 1, 2014:

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/energy/2013/12/131217-four-theories-why-teens-drive-less-today/
http://www.care2.com/causes/why-fewer-american-teenagers-are-driving.html
http://publictransport.about.com/od/Transit_As_Life/a/The-Effect-That-Young-People-Not-Receiving-Their-Driver-Licenses-Will-Have.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/11/crash-the-decline-of-us-driving-in-6-charts/281528/
http://www.uspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Moving_Off_the_Road_USPIRG.pdf
http://www.citylab.com/politics/2012/10/why-amtrak-keeps-breaking-ridership-records-and-will-continue/3643/
http://www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2013/10/amtrak_ridership_sets_record_for_tenth_time_in_11_years.html
http://www.narprail.org/uploads/3/0/4/0/30401991/trains.pdf
http://www.narprail.org/uploads/3/0/4/0/30401991/states.pdf
http://www.narprail.org/uploads/3/0/4/0/30401991/long_distance.pdf
http://www.narprail.org/uploads/3/0/4/0/30401991/medium_distance.pdf
Adirondack Scenic Ridership:

2007-2011:

http://www.uticaod.com/x358785267/Adirondack-Scenic-Railroad-ridership
2012 (page 2):

http://www.adirondackrr.com/january2013Newsletter.pdf





Section 4

Snowmobile Trends

“It’s tough to make predictions, especially about the future.”

Sports legend Yogi Berra is widely given credit for that quote; he could have added that it’s tougher when the future ain’t what it used to be!

This is most apparent, and perhaps most entertaining, when you look at what might also be called “yesterday’s tomorrows” in back issues of publications like Popular Science.  Flying cars, houses you cleaned with a hose, all sorts of things that are futuristic, yet, being imagined in the time they were, with a wonderful retro look.  Some have even come to pass, such as cell phones reminiscent of communicators from “Star Trek,” home computers, microwave cooking, flat televisions, and jet flight.  Others, well, still need a bit of work, like flying cars.  

Other things have changed in ways that were not anticipated or weren’t pleasant.  Right now it seems amazing that gasoline just a few miles from my house is down to $2.49 per gallon.  It’s a relief after years of it being over $3 per gallon—but I’m old enough to remember when it was only 35 cents per gallon!  

Changes take place in society, too.  We honor Martin Luther King for what he did to change this country—and in doing so, also recall how we did not treat some people very well just because their skin was a bit different.  

One change that is coming is that younger people are not into cars as much as their predecessors were.  I’ve made the comment in the past that this has at least some of their elders flummoxed; cars are “Freedom” after all.  But the view changes, and cars are often a hassle, and so many are willing to reconsider trains.  This could have some serious ramifications—fewer drivers, fewer cars sold, fewer jobs building cars, less need for road construction—all things that could have negative consequences for some people in those trades.

Another area of change is the snowmobile trade.  I’ve checked some numbers from that business, and I have to admit, they’re not at all what I expected.  Take note of sales:
1996—168,509

2004—109,750

2006----91,670

2007----79,815

2009----61,593

2011----51,796

2012----48,689

2013----48,536

2014----54,028

US Snowmobile Sales—Courtesy of International Snowmobile Congress, 2015
[image: image1.jpg]US New Sled Sales

*2014-54,028
* 2013 - 48,536
012 - 48,689

51,796

£4 £
1,59




Anyone taking an honest look at these numbers should be shocked at the decline that’s represented.  The sales figure for snowmobiles, while improved in 2014, is but half of what it was in 2004, and only a third of what it was in 1996!

New York snowmobile registrations are also down considerably.  This decline is not quite as bad as overall snowmobile sales, but it is still significant, with the last available figure being only 67% of what it was at the peak in 2002-2003.  It’s notable that registrations still declined slightly in 2013-2014 in spite of a decent snowmobile season and increased overall sales.

New York Snowmobile Registrations—New York State Office of Parks, Recreation & Historic Preservation

1991-1992----49,436

1993-1994----61,477

1994-1995----80,286

1995-1996----94,607

1996-1997—101,933

1997-1998—108,463

1998-1999—117,823

1999-2000—126,041

2000-2001—146,662

2001-2002—151,287

2002-2003—172,184

2003-2004—163,635

2004-2005—155,000

2005-2006—149,610

2006-2007—130,502

2007-2008—128,283

2008-2009—136,471

2009-2010—131,664

2010-2011—134,442

2011-2012----90,433

2012-2013—116,740

2013-2014—115,982

It’s very likely the economic impact of snowmobile activity has dropped as well.  Snowmobiling’s economic impact was estimated at $868 million, based on a survey by SUNY Potsdam Institute for Applied Research (commissioned by the New York State Snowmobile Association), and about a quarter of that was in the Adirondacks.  But that was in 2010-2011; registrations are down 13% since then, and presumably the economic impact is down that amount, too.

All of this seems to shred the claims of some trail advocates that snowmobiling is a growing activity in the State of New York.

What does this mean?  Well, if I were in the snowmobile trade or in a business connected with it, I would wonder what was behind the drop.  Is it generational based, as a big part of the decline in driving seems to be?  Is it a shrinking middle class that can’t afford what are, admittedly, fairly expensive toys?  Or are snowmobiles largely being replaced by ATVs and UTVs, which have the important advantage of being usable for the whole year?  Is it a combination of all these things?

I would also be concerned about how long this drop has been going on.  Both sales and registrations have been declining for well over a decade, suggesting this is a trend.

At the same time, rail and transit ridership has been increasing over the same time period, again suggesting a trend.  

None of this is to suggest snowmobiles are going to go away—but I think it would be very wise to keep the Adirondack Scenic a railroad around.  Gasoline might be cheaper now, but we know that’s only a temporary relief.  Besides, as we Baby Boomers get older, and our eyes get dimmer, and our necks and knees get stiffer, the idea of going places without driving is looking better and better!

And finally, it can be argued that trains are easy on the environment—an important consideration these days, and one of greater importance to the people in the Adirondack park than to many others.

“New Sled Sales”—Photo from International Snowmobile Congress, 2015 (Facebook Page):

https://www.facebook.com/Isc2015/photos/a.511188769010708.1073741830.316872141775706/511189225677329/?type=3&theater
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, & Historic Preservation’s Snowmobile Unit’s 2013-2014 Season Report (see page 12)

http://nysparks.com/recreation/snowmobiles/documents/SnowmobileSeasonReport.pdf
2011 Snowmobile Owners’ Survey (Executive Summary--Economic Impact, 2010-2011)

http://www.nysnowmobiler.com/images/pdf/2012/NYSSA-Economic-Study-Executive-Summary-And-Discussion-9-13-12.pdf





Section 5

Environmental Impacts

Anything man does has an environmental impact, and some of these things can be strongly negative.  

In terms of this railroad or a trail conversion, the impacts can, in my opinion, be reduced to four areas—water pollution, air pollution, noise pollution, and, for lack of better terms, aesthetics—how pretty something is or how pleasant it sounds.

Water Pollution

There would be two principle components of water pollution in regard to the railroad.  One would be runoff, from leaking fuel tanks or something similar, and the other would be creosote leaching from ties.

Photographs of the railroad’s right-of-way reveal some pretty clean looking track, suggesting few if any fluid leaks from locomotives.  The photographs that are available of the Adirondack’s equipment suggest older machines that are lovingly cared for, which reinforces the impression that this would not be a serious issue.

A potentially more serious issue is the question of creosote leaching from the ties.  Creosote is considered hazardous enough that most uses of it have been banned in New York State, including the use of old ties for gardening purposes, and the use of creosote as a preservative for various deckings.  The disposal of creosote treated products is also regulated.  Indeed, it is not even permitted to manufacture creosote in New York, nor is it permitted to manufacture anything containing creosote except for use outside of New York in conformance with regulations in other states, or to exempted uses in New York State.  The two exempted uses are for railroads (ties and perhaps bridge timbers in wooden bridges), and utility poles, either those used by a public utility or by an individual on private property to support wires for utility services, such as power and telephone lines.
What this set of restrictions and exemptions tells me is that creosote treated lumber in the field is not considered a serious health issue by the State of New York; rather, an industrial facility that makes creosote, or one that produces creosote products, is a serious threat because of the larger quantity of the chemical in a relatively small area.  It’s also considered important to keep creosote away from people in potential casual and frequent contact with it, including their vegetable and flower gardens.  People in those situations, and at boating marinas, are much more likely to be in contact with creosote treated lumber than they are with the ties of a railroad or the poles of a utility company.  People could ingest creosote from vegetables and fruits in proximity to borders in a garden—but they are not likely to be growing their vegetables between the rails of a railroad.
Air Pollution

Burning anything creates air pollution.  The questions in relation to a railroad or a trail essentially become differences of degree.

Diesel locomotives burn mid-range distillates, which are essentially close to kerosene; other such distillates include home heating oil and jet fuel.  

For purposes of simplicity and brevity, we’ll limit the discussion to carbon dioxide, which has gotten much attention in recent years as a potential “greenhouse gas.”  Buring a gallon of diesel fuel (without added ethanol) produces about 22.38 pounds of CO2; a similar quantity of gasoline produces 19.64 pounds of CO2.  Despite gasoline’s lower CO2 output on a unit basis, the huge number of automobiles in use in the United States results in gasoline producing over 2 ½ times the CO2 as the use of diesel fuel in all forms of ground transportation—420 million tons for diesel fuel vs. 1,087 million tons for gasoline.
The figures for distillate fuel consumption include both trucking and railroads, however.  For comparison, we need to break this down further.  We do find that railroads in 2012 burned an estimated 3,188,150,000 gallons of diesel fuel in 24,707 locomotives in Class I railroad service in 2012, averaging 129,038 gallons per locomotive per year, with the average locomotive traveling 60,100 miles, a figure which would include yard and switching locomotives with low mileage.  That works out to an average fuel consumption of 2.14 gallons per mile.  
For comparison, the trucking industry burned over ten times as much fuel oil--36,343.072,000 gallons.  The best trucks in Class 8—large heavy-haul tractor trailers—could get up to 7.5 miles per gallon.  However, hauling single trailers on rubber tires resulted in a fuel consumption of 6.5 gallons per thousand ton miles, vs. an average of 2.1 gallons per thousand ton-miles for railroads hauling long trains on steel rails.  Alternately, this works out to one ton moving 476 miles on one gallon of fuel by rail, vs. about 154 miles by truck.
OK, what does this work out to for the Adirondack Scenic?  It’s about 141 miles long, and the locomotives, though well maintained, are older and have higher fuel consumption, probably about 3 miles per gallon.  Assuming one locomotive per train, we would be looking at 846 gallons of fuel for a round trip.  That round trip could have a train of about 5 cars (perhaps more), with a seating capacity of about 350.  That works out to something like 117 miles per gallon per seat.  Modern automobiles come pretty close to this—94 miles per gallon per seat—but that assumes four people in an automobile, and that’s for the newest fuel averages for cars sold in 2013; the average auto in the United States is now over 10 years old.  A more realistic average of two people per automobile at 22 miles per gallon works out to 175 automobiles using 2,241 gallons of fuel.  Comparable CO2 emissions would be 18,933 pounds for the train vs.44,013 for 175 automobiles.

All of this is essentially speaking in terms of visitors coming from outside the area.  Not addressed is the prospect of eventually replacing some local road traffic as well, should driving become pricey enough that it becomes relatively uncommon compared with how it is today.

Noise Pollution.

There’s no denying it, railroads can be noisy.  A locomotive at full power can produce over 90 decibels at 100 feet away, and the horns can be at 110 decibels at the same distance.  For comparison, diesel trucks can also be at about 90 decibels, but at only half the distance, which means the truck is quieter than the locomotive.
Against this we must consider the frequency of the sound in terms of how often it comes around.  The railroad might run two to four trains per day, but a highway with any level of traffic roars most of the 24 hours in the day.  In that respect, the railroad is quieter than a highway.  The choice of which is less objectionable—occasional noise from a train vs. nearly continuous noise from a road—is up to the listener.
This brings us up to the final category of environmental impact:

Aesthetics

I like to say a railroad treads lightly on the land.  That sounds counterintuitive to most people, what with large, heavy, often loud locomotives.

But look at a railroad from the air, or in a satellite photo.  Very often the railroad is hard to see compared to the wide swaths of rivers and the broad ribbons of highways.  It is not unusual to have to look for a railroad indirectly, looking instead for the rows of trees on each side of it, in a line that doesn’t quite look natural.  One person has told me that he and a pilot, following this railroad from the air, had “lost” it, and had to circle around until they found it again.  Even major bridges across rivers or deep ravines are understated, thin and dark, compared with the wider and lighter colored bridges of highways.  
I noted above how a railroad can be quiet compared with a road.  It’s also worth noting that the sound is different in its “timbre.”  That’s a musical term, defined as “the quality of a tone distinctive of a particular singing voice or musical instrument”—in other words, what makes a guitar sound like a guitar, a violin like a violin, a trumpet a trumpet—or what makes a train or car or truck sound the way they do.  Most of us just ignore traffic noise, but trains for many of us don’t sound bad at all.
Perhaps the best way to illustrate this is to recall a story a man told me about his son, who was about five years old at the time.  He had taken this boy alternately to a drag race and to the Strasburg Rail Road in Lancaster County, Pa.  The boy didn’t like the drag race at all; he asked his father, “Daddy, why are those cars so angry?”  The visit to the steam-powered Strasburg Rail Road was a different matter.  From his description, the locomotive was No. 90, the largest engine the Strasburg owns.  The father said his boy was not afraid of this large, black, loud, and hot machine, going up to it and touching it.  His father said this massive, tall, machine, of steel and steam and coal and fire, had the character of “a large, friendly horse.”  
There is a good reason we called steam locomotives “iron horses.”

I am not the only one to say a railroad treads lightly upon the land.  The railroad writer and former editor of Trans magazine, the late David P. Morgan, once wrote:

“Deface the land? Rubbish!  To assert that a railroad mars the pastoral scene is to question the entire influence of man upon nature.  A barn, a plowed field, a crossroads, a fence?  Are all these versus beauty, too?  A railroad is, considering the work it accomplishes, quite economical of space.  Moreover, it is built and maintained with a wholesome respect for nature for both employ a balanced approach.  Finally, as a railroad ages, so does it tend to blend with its surroundings.  

“Shall we prove the point?

“There are hundreds of vistas in America which are unthinkable without the railroad.  Harpers Ferry minus Baltimore & Ohio would be like American history without old John Brown.  And what is Southern Pacific across the Sierra Nevada but happy evidence that the nation is unified, that the invention of man has overcome the natural handicaps that the defeated the Donner party in the same mountain pass through which the railroad runs?  Pittsburgh without rails becomes just another bend in the river; the New River Gorge returns to an inaccessible, unexploited passage of potential commerce; the Dakotas and Oklahoma and the unending Southwest revert to the Indian.  

“Oh no; rails do not crease, they bind.”  

What more can we add, what more can we say?
Creosote:
http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/42394.html\

http://www.ehow.com/list_5808985_dangers-treated-railroad-ties_.html
http://waterquality.montana.edu/docs/wqfaqarchives/wq_faq_3.shtml
http://www2.epa.gov/ingredients-used-pesticide-products/creosote
http://www.rta.org/assets/docs/ResearchPapersArticles/Miscellaneous/final%20creo%20ties%20lca-jtts-apr2013.pdf
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/PHS/PHS.asp?id=64&tid=18
https://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=1006042525122
Runoff in general


http://www.nrdc.org/water/pollution/storm/chap2.asp
Highway runoff

http://www.ewgateway.org/pdffiles/library/aq/wqhwywords.pdf
http://www.wsdot.gov/Environment/WaterQuality/Runoff/Effects.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/BA4454DF-7FD3-4EE0-A071-F357C559FA5A/0/BA_EffectsOnFish.pdf
Air pollution from cars

http://auto.howstuffworks.com/air-pollution-from-cars.htm
http://auto.howstuffworks.com/percentage-of-air-pollution-due-to-cars.htm
http://evsroll.com/Car_pollution_facts.html
Per gallon of fuel:

http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=307&t=11
Sources of carbon dioxide by source

http://www.eia.gov/totalenergy/data/monthly/pdf/sec12_8.pdf
Fuel consumption by sector:

http://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/pet_cons_821dst_dcu_nus_a.htm
Railroad fuel consumption:

http://www.rita.dot.gov/bts/sites/rita.dot.gov.bts/files/publications/national_transportation_statistics/html/table_04_17.html
EMD Fuel Consumption Chart:

http://www.alkrug.vcn.com/rrfacts/fueluse.htm
Trucks in the United States:

http://cta.ornl.gov/vtmarketreport/pdf/chapter3_heavy_trucks.pdf
Registrations by county in New York

http://dmv.ny.gov/statistic/2013reginforce.pdf
Efficient automobiles—provided they are new:

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2013/12/13/cars-in-the-u-s-are-more-fuel-efficient-than-ever-heres-how-it-happened/
Diesel vs. gas auto comparison:

http://blog.ucsusa.org/diesel-vs-hybrid-cost-benefits-410
Noise Pollution:

http://www.hanson-inc.com/images/Vision/pdfs/Is-Train-Horn-Noise-a-Problem7-09.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roadway_noise
