
 

 

TREASURE COAST REGIONAL PLANNING COUNCIL 

 

M E M O R A N D U M 

 

 

To: Council Members                                    AGENDA ITEM 11 

 

From: Staff 

 

Date: May 16, 2014 Council Meeting 

 

Subject: All Aboard Florida Update     

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this item is to provide an update regarding activities related to the Florida East 

Coast Industries’ (FECI) proposed All Aboard Florida (AAF) project.  The project is intended to 

provide new high-speed intercity express service between Miami and Orlando on the Florida 

East Coast (FEC) rail corridor.  Pursuant to the company’s application for a Railroad 

Rehabilitation and Improvement Financing (RRIF) loan, the Federal Railroad Administration 

(FRA) is developing a draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), which is anticipated in 

mid-2014.  

 

Background  

 

In 2012, FECI introduced the AAF project, which proposes new intercity express rail service 

between downtown Miami and Orlando, with additional stations in downtown Fort Lauderdale 

and downtown West Palm Beach. The project has been the subject of extensive Council, local 

government, and public discussion since its announcement.  As currently proposed, the project 

would provide sixteen daily round-trip trains, totaling 32 additional trains on the corridor with 

maximum speeds of 79 MPH south of West Palm Beach, 110 MPH between West Palm Beach 

and Cocoa, and 125 MPH from Cocoa to Orlando.  The company has indicated the FEC rail 

corridor will continue to carry freight service, which is projected to increase over time. Although 

the rail corridor is privately owned, it is included in the Florida Department of Transportation 

(FDOT) Strategic Intermodal System, which prioritizes it for statewide transportation funding to 

advance economic competitiveness and quality of life.   

 

Based on Council’s discussion at its April 18, 2014 meeting, Council meeting agendas will 

include an update to the AAF project as the project advances.  Two categories of activities are 

summarized below: 1) Action Items, for which Council action is requested, and 2) General 

Project Updates, which generally summarize relevant activities related to the project.   
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Action Items 

 

Request to FECI Regarding Corporate Structure, Engineering, Financial and Economic 

Details related to the AAF Project 

 

As discussed at the April 18, 2014 Council meeting, recent Indian River County correspondence 

to FECI requests the company provide certain information related to engineering as well as 

corporate structure, financial, and economic details of the AAF project (Exhibit 1).  Indian River 

County has requested Council consider transmitting similar correspondence to FECI.  In Council 

staff’s public outreach activities regarding the AAF project as well as Council discussions, 

similar questions have been raised by local governments and the public.   

 

The County’s engineering questions are focused on quiet zones, track and signal 

communications, and cost estimates.  Regarding the quiet zone questions, FRA staff has 

indicated that additional safety measures necessary for the designation of quiet zones are 

determined on a case-by-case basis (e.g., physical “supplemental safety measures,” 

programmatic “alternative safety measures”).  FRA staff has provided information related to the 

establishment of quiet zones, which is posted on Council’s website along with a link to the 

relevant FRA staff.  FRA staff has also indicated that safety ratings for individual grade 

crossings are established in part by the speed and volume of trains, and higher-speed train service 

can require more extensive safety measures.  Other factors related to safety ratings of grade 

crossings include vehicular volumes and speeds, existing safety equipment, and history of 

accidents.  FRA is the appropriate source for this information, and these questions appear to be 

sufficiently addressed with the data in hand.  However, the County also requested data regarding 

signal warning time and communications on the FEC rail corridor.  Council staff is unaware of 

existing data addressing the County’s questions, and FECI would appear to be the appropriate 

source for this information. 

 

The County also posed questions regarding FECI’s planned grade crossing improvements as well 

as corresponding cost estimates.  Diagnostic field reviews to determine safety improvements 

have been completed from Miami-Dade to St. Lucie counties, and FRA staff has indicated 

reviews in Indian River and Brevard Counties are scheduled to be completed in July 2014.  

Council staff is unaware of any FECI documents released to-date that indicate the company’s 

proposed grade crossing improvements or cost estimates.  The only related document is the On-

Site Engineering Field Report, Part 1, released by the FRA in March 2014, which indicates the 

FRA recommendations for safety infrastructure in the high-speed rail portion of the AAF project 

from West Palm Beach to the St. Lucie County line.  Additional data from FECI regarding 

proposed grade crossing improvements would be helpful to address questions raised by local 

governments and the public. 

 

In addition to engineering issues, the County posed a series of questions related to FECI’s 

corporate structure and financial and market aspects of the proposed AAF project.  Council staff 

is unaware of any existing data that addresses these issues.  Further, Council staff has requested 

copies of any financial documents submitted in support of the AAF RRIF loan application; 

however, FRA staff has indicated documents related to the application are and will remain 

confidential and are therefore not available for public review.  Consequently, direct 
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correspondence with FECI would appear to be the only remaining avenue to acquire this 

additional data to address local government and public questions regarding these matters. 

Council should  send correspondence to FECI requesting data related to corporate structure, 

engineering, financial, and economic details similar to those raised by Indian River County in 

its correspondence dated April 10, 2014.   

 

Request to Local Governments Regarding Extension of Public Comment Period for Draft 

EIS from 45 to 90 Days 

 

Pursuant to Council direction at its March 18, 2014 meeting, Council has transmitted 

correspondence to the FRA requesting an extension of the public comment period for the draft 

EIS from 45 to 90 days. The proposed AAF project is an expansive project, traversing nearly 200 

miles of Florida’s east coast. Council’s correspondence also includes an extensive list of 

potential impacts identified through public outreach along with possible mitigating measures.  

FRA staff has indicated it is reviewing Council’s request for the time extension along with the 

other requests detailed in that correspondence. On May 6, 2014, AAF released a statement 

indicating their willingness to extend the public comment period from 45 to 75 days. Also, AAF 

has agreed to increase the number of previously announced public forums from six to eight to 

allow one public forum in each county traversed by the project.  

 

To further emphasize the need for a longer public comment period, additional requests for the 

time extension could be transmitted by other concerned parties, including all affected local 

governments in the region.  Indian River County and others have also suggested Governor Scott 

be asked to request this public comment time extension as well.  These additional requests for 

the time extension would underscore the strong desire across the region for this additional time 

and potentially encourage the FRA to accommodate this request. Council should send 

correspondence to Governor Scott and local governments in the region requesting they appeal 

to the FRA to extend the public comment period for the draft EIS from 45 to 90 days.   
 

Request FDOT Follow FRA Sealed Corridor Safety Recommendations  

 

The diagnostic field reviews to identify AAF safety improvements have been completed from 

Miami-Dade to St. Lucie counties. Following the completion of these reviews, the FRA’s 

Highway Rail Crossing and Trespasser Program Division published an On-Site Engineering 

Field Report, Part I (Exhibit 2).  This report focuses on the high-speed rail portion of the 

proposed AAF route from West Palm Beach to St. Lucie County.  The FRA report recommends 

the AAF project follow the principles outlined in Highway-Rail Grade Crossing Guidelines for 

High-Speed Passenger Rail published by the FRA in November 2009 (Exhibit 3). The report 

contains recommendations regarding the installation of pedestrian infrastructure at grade 

crossings, vehicle presence detection to improve the railroad’s awareness of vehicles within 

grade crossings, and sealed corridor treatments throughout the corridor. Both FRA and FDOT 

will ultimately determine required safety infrastructure for the project. 

 

Extensive safety concerns have been raised by local governments and the public, especially 

regarding the high-speed service proposed by the AAF project.  The corridor is highly urbanized, 

with clear evidence of pedestrian trespassing, a concern highlighted in the FRA report as well.  
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The FRA’s sealed corridor guidelines for high-speed corridors address grade crossings 

infrastructure, warning systems such as vehicle presence detection, barrier systems, and 

pedestrian and trespass considerations. These guidelines enable consideration of local 

government design preferences to address these factors while maintaining the highest possible 

safety standards for the corridor. 

 

Discussions with FDOT have continued to confirm that safety is the highest priority for the 

Department regarding the introduction of passenger rail service of any speed.  FDOT indicated it 

is currently evaluating the FRA’s guidelines to determine the potential need for state policy 

revisions regarding high-speed rail. Council should send correspondence to FDOT requesting 

implementation of the safety recommendations as described in the FRA On-Site Engineering 

Field Report, Part I (Exhibit 2). 

 

Request Public Workshop with FRA and Federal Agencies Following Publication of Draft 

EIS and Development of Public Comments by Council, Local Governments, and Agencies 

 

It is anticipated the FRA will publish a draft EIS for the AAF project in mid-2014, with the latest 

estimate being in May or June.  The FRA has indicated it will arrange a series of general public 

workshops designed for public review of the draft EIS and the collection of public comments.  

Due to the magnitude of the AAF project, Council has requested the public comment period be 

extended from 45 to 90 days.  Several local governments have requested Council arrange 

additional local government-focused public workshops with FRA and relevant public agencies to 

promote the local/federal dialogue on the project and assist local governments in the drafting of 

public comments. Council should coordinate a regional workshop, following initial local 

government reviews of the draft EIS, with FRA and relevant federal agencies.   
 

Amended Request to FRA Regarding Reduction of Double-Tracking to Reduce Impacts in 

St. Lucie Village  

 

In Council’s April 10, 2014 correspondence to FRA, the agency was requested to consider 

mitigation measures for a series of impacts identified through Council’s outreach activities 

related to the AAF project.  Subsequently, Council became aware of the extensive impacts to the 

Town of St. Lucie Village due to AAF’s proposal to install three tracks through the center of the 

community, apparently for the intermittent storage of trains.  This could cause significant safety 

concerns for residents of the Town, potentially eliminating the ability for ingress/egress when 

trains are stored in those tracks.  To mitigate this impact, the third track could be located either 

north or south of the Town. This possibility should be raised for FRA’s consideration as it 

completes the draft EIS for the project. Council should send correspondence to the FRA as an 

addendum to Council’s previous April 10, 2014 correspondence, highlighting the proposed 

impacts to St. Lucie Village and identifying potential mitigation measures.   

 

General Project Updates 

  

 The Palm Beach and Broward Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) submitted a 

joint Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery grant application on April 

28, 2014 requesting $20,275,000 to fund up to 50 percent of the cost of “crossing safety 
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improvements” in those counties. Additional sponsoring agencies include FDOT and FEC 

Railway. 

 

 The Florida Legislature has included $10 Million in the recommended state budget for the 

creation of an FDOT grant program to fund up to 50 percent of the local cost of quiet zone 

along the AAF project corridor.   

 

 Since the last Council meeting, Council staff has continued to provide project updates as 

requested by local governments and others.  These have included the Indian River County 

Board of County Commissioners, Sebastian City Council, Lake Worth City Commission, 

Palm Beach Gardens homeowners’ associations, Sebastian Chamber of Commerce, Northern 

Palm Beach County Intergovernmental Committee, and a Stuart-based community forum 

focused on potential impacts on the St. Lucie River railroad bridge, which was organized by 

Martin County.  

 

 In April 2014, the Martin MPO, St. Lucie TPO, and Indian River MPO organized a tour of 

the FEC corridor for their legislative delegation through the respective counties.   

 

 Email correspondence from FRA staff indicates the agency is developing a response to 

Council’s requests transmitted on April 10, 2014 related to the consideration of key issues in 

the draft EIS, the extension of the public comment period from 45 to 90 days, and the FRA’s 

participation in a regional workshop to describe the EIS process and role of local 

governments. 

 

 Council’s website now includes a section dedicated to information regarding the AAF 

project. Posted information includes a project summary; overview of the permit process; 

timeline for the EIS process; project history; permits and reports released by public agencies; 

local government and agency comments; Council presentations; and contact information for 

agencies relevant to the EIS process as well as Governor Scott and the Congressional and 

Legislative delegations.  Council staff will continue to update the website as new information 

becomes available. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The proposed AAF service represents a unique opportunity to expand the utilization of a private 

freight corridor for economic benefit and mobility.  However, the project as currently designed 

provides only one station in the region, which is located in the City of West Palm Beach. The 

AAF project does not have stops in the remainder of the region. There is also an increasing level 

of concern being raised by local governments and the public regarding a range of issues.  

Council staff will continue to respond to requests for public information and outreach in an effort 

to expand Council’s and the public’s knowledge of project-related issues and concerns.  
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Recommendation 

 

Council should direct staff to:   

 

1) Prepare correspondence to Florida East Coast Industries requesting data related to 

corporate structure, engineering, financial, and economic details similar to those raised by 

Indian River County in its correspondence dated April 10, 2014; 

2) Prepare correspondence to Governor Scott and local governments in the region 

requesting appeals to the Federal Railroad Administration to extend the public comment 

period for the draft Environmental Impact Statement from 45 to 90 days; 

3) Prepare correspondence to Florida Department of Transportation requesting 

implementation of the safety recommendations as described in the Federal Railroad 

Administration On-Site Engineering Field Report, Part I; 

4) Coordinate a regional workshop, following initial local government reviews of the draft 

Environmental Impact Statement, with the Federal Railroad Administration and relevant 

federal agencies; and  

5) Prepare correspondence to the Federal Railroad Administration as an addendum to 

Council’s previous correspondence, highlighting the proposed impacts to the Town of St. 

Lucie Village and identifying potential mitigation measures.   

 

Attachments 
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Exhibit 1
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