
Appendix G     Northeast Ohio Commuter and Intercity Rail Studies 
 
 
Using funds primarily made available from the State and Federal government, modern 
longer-distance passenger rail service for the State of Ohio and its various regions has been 
studied for many years.  These trains would in part restore the rail connections that once 
linked Ohioans with important places across the state.  Rail networks similar to the intercity 
and interurban passenger trains that pre-dated the now extensive highway and air service 
network, may one day provide a viable travel alternative for trips in the 30 to 300 mile range, 
via commuter rail, conventional intercity rail, and high speed rail, including maglev. 
 
Appendix G presents a brief summary and commentary on four ongoing or recently 
completed rail studies relative to Northeast Ohio.  Research for RTA's 1998 long-range plan, 
several of these studies, and research sponsored by the Ohio Association of Railroad 
Passengers, document substantial public interest in pursuing commuter and passenger rail.  
To distinguish between the various types of passenger rail services, the following definitions 
are provided from the American Public Transportation Association's glossary of transit terms.  
 
Passenger Rail Terminology  
 
Commuter Rail--A transit mode that is an electric or diesel propelled railway for urban passenger train 
service consisting of local short distance travel operating between a central city and adjacent suburbs. 
Service must be operated on a regular basis by or under contract with a transit operator for the 
purpose of transporting passengers within urbanized areas, or between urbanized areas and outlying 
areas. Such rail service, using either locomotive hauled or self propelled railroad passenger cars, is 
generally characterized by multi-trip tickets, specific station to station fares, railroad employment 
practices and usually only one or two stations in the central business district.  Average passenger trips 
taken on the 20 different U.S. commuter rail operations are 22.8 miles long, and average train speeds 
are 28.5 mph.  
 
Heavy Rail--A transit mode that is an electric railway with the capacity for a heavy volume of traffic. It 
is characterized by high speed and rapid acceleration passenger rail cars operating singly or in multi-
car trains on fixed rails; separate rights-of-way from which all other vehicular and foot traffic are 
excluded; sophisticated signaling, and high platform loading. Average passenger trips taken on the 14 
U.S. heavy rail systems are 5.3 miles long, and average train speeds are about 20.5 mph.  RTA's 
Airport to Windermere Red Line is heavy rail. 
 
Light Rail--Lightweight passenger rail cars operating singly (or in short, usually two-car, trains) on 
fixed rails in right-of-way that is not separated from other traffic for much of the way. Light rail vehicles 
are driven electrically with power being drawn from an overhead electric line via a trolley or a 
pantograph. Average passenger trips are 4.2 miles long, and average train speeds are about 15.3 
mph on the 25 U.S. light rail properties.  (By comparison, average passenger trips for the 35 largest 
U.S. bus systems are 3.7 miles long, and average bus speeds are 12.8 mph.)  RTA's Blue, Green and 
Waterfront Lines are light rail. 
 
Intercity Rail--Passenger cars hauled by locomotives between major cities.  Amtrak provides long-
distance intercity rail as well as state-subsidized intercity and commuter rail service.  A group of 
midwestern states, including Ohio, are studying a high-speed rail network under the Midwest High 
Speed Regional Rail Initiative. 
 
Rapid Rail--Another name for "Heavy Rail." 
Rapid Transit--Rail or bus transit service operating completely separate from all modes of 
transportation on an exclusive right-of-way. 
Regional Rail--Another name for "Commuter Rail." 
Suburban Rail--Another name for "Commuter Rail." 



The four studies are: 
 
1. GCRTA 1998 Intermodal Hub Study (completed) - purpose, need and design options for 

a downtown Cleveland multimodal transportation center.  
 
2. NOACA  2001 Northeast Ohio Commuter Rail Feasibility Study (completed) - purpose 

and feasibility determination for a 9-county commuter rail network. 
 
3. Metro RTA/Summit County 2002 Canton-Akron-Cleveland Inter-regional Travel Corridor 

Major Investment Study (completed) - analysis of transit and highway alternatives 
needed to alleviate congestion and improve mobility in this travel corridor. 

 
4. Ohio Rail Development Commission 2002 Ohio and Lake Erie Regional Rail Cleveland 

Hub Study (ongoing) - analysis to determine the feasibility of intercity trains linking 
Ohio's major cities and linking Ohio with neighboring states. 

 
Additional detailed study would be needed in each of these area if Northeast Ohio and the 
State of Ohio determine that they should be pursued further. 
 
 



 
1.  GCRTA 1998 Intermodal Hub Study - North Coast Transportation Center (NCTC) 
and West 3rd Street Waterfront Line Station - by Parsons Brinckerhoff, Ohio for GCRTA 
 
Description: 
 
The North Coast Transportation Center would create a multimodal passenger facility for 
downtown Cleveland.  It would combine access to RTA's local light rail service, current and 
proposed Amtrak inter-city service, and future commuter rail and high speed rail.   Taxis, 
autos, Greyhound, RTA and inter-county buses would also use the NCTC.   
 
Details/Assumptions: 
 
In 1992, other locations were studied for the NCTC including Tower City, Lakefront/East 12th 
Street, West 150th Street, and Cleveland Hopkins Airport.  A new Waterfront Line station 
serving Cleveland Browns Stadium was also a part of this study. Because of Cleveland's 
commitment to revitalizing its downtown through many major investments there, RTA 
determined that the intermodal hub should be located in close proximity to the Lakefront.  
This study examined three Lakefront sites in an area bounded by West 9th Street, North 
Coast Harbor, East 9th Street, and Lakeside Avenue.   
 
Based on available space and connections to an expanded Cleveland Convention Center, 
the preferred NCTC site was determined to be an area below Mall C between City Hall and 
the Cuyahoga County Courthouse.  Central to key Lakefront attractions, this site has 
sufficient space for passenger facilities, parking, rail trackage and connections to major 
roads. 
 
Order of magnitude costs for the NCTC were in the range of $50 million to $75 million (1998 
$s).  This excludes construction of any train storage yards, maintenance, or intermodal (rail-
to-road) freight transfer/package handling facilities.  Capital funding was proposed to come 
from a combination of sources:  FTA Sec. 5309, State of Ohio and the Ohio Rail 
Development Commission (bonding).  This study also noted that the Ohio Legislature could 
provide funding for the NCTC within other funding packages, such as expanded intercity rail 
or new commuter rail service. 
 
Order of magnitude use was projected in excess of 6.5 million annual trips at full build-out 
(year 2010) for the following modes using the NCTC: 
 
Service   Est. Annual Trips
 
Commuter Rail  3.8 million   (Serving Canton/Akron, Painesville/Ashtabula, Solon/Aurora, Lorain, 

Strongsville/Medina) 
Intercity Rail      1.012 million  (Existing plus new service to Columbus & South, Toledo  & West, 

Buffalo & Pittsburgh) 
Intercity Bus   784,000 (Greyhound) 
RTA Local/Loop Bus 360,000 
RTA Waterfront Line  300,000 (With South Harbor terminus) 
Intercounty  
     Commuter Bus 125,000  (E.g. Metro, Laketran) 
Special Events  199,000 (Estimate for commuter bus and commuter rail only) 
 
Total    6.58 million trips 
 



Joint development from approximately 3,100 square feet of ancillary retail within the NCTC 
(small vending carts/kiosks, coffee & newstands) was projected to generate over $920,000 in 
sales, with lease revenues generating an additional $50,000 to $100,000 per year.  
 
Comments:   
 
Present supporters of a new Cleveland Convention Center are proposing two alternate sites, 
one near Public Square and the other at the existing location near the lakefront.  The NCTC 
project could be advanced after a determination is made on the center's location, and after a 
commitment is made to pursue expanded intercity rail and or/commuter rail service.  Without 
the added track capacity proposed for the NCTC and an appropriate-sized rail yard, 
substantial new conventional intercity, high speed, or commuter rail service for Cleveland 
would be very difficult to implement. 
 
If a Public Square convention center site is selected, the vast majority of all RTA bus and rail 
lines would provide direct access to special events there.  The NCTC would also be linked 
via to Tower City via the Waterfront Line.  One indication of how successful RTA special 
event rail service can be was the July 2001 Huntington Bank Harborfest Tall Ships event.  
RTA's rapid lines carried over 26,000 additional rides during two days of that weekend event.  
By comparison, average weekday ridership for all rapid lines is about 35,000 trips.      











2.   2001 Northeast Ohio Commuter Rail Feasibility Study (NEORail) - by Parsons 
Brinckerhoff, Ohio for NOACA 
 
Description: 
 
This study was initiated in 1996 to identify the operational, institutional, financial, and political 
feasibility of a Northeast Ohio commuter rail system.  The following nine counties comprised 
the study area: Ashtabula, Cuyahoga, Geauga, Lake, Lorain, Medina, Portage, Stark and 
Summit. 
 
Initial study goals were to: 
 
I. Provide a cost-effective transportation option 
II. Reduce congestion on the region's highways 
III. Improve the region's environment 
IV. Reduce future demand for new highway investment 
V. Advance regional policies on growth and development 
VI. Increase access to jobs by workers and the transit-dependent 
 
Details/Assumptions: 
 
The network identified by this study assumed a downtown rail terminus near the existing 
Amtrak station on Cleveland's lakefront, consistent with RTA's North Coast Transportation 
Center.  Over 15 alternative alignments were initially studied.  After substantial analysis, it 
was determined that the network that would best achieve the region's development and 
mobility goals in a cost-effective manner was comprised of four routes within existing freight 
railroad corridors: 
 
1. Lake West corridor to Lorain (via Norfolk Southern right of way) 
2. Lake East corridor to Painesville and Ashtabula County (CSX) 
3. Southeast corridor to Aurora and Mantua (Norfolk Southern), and 
4. South corridor to Akron and Canton via Hudson (Norfolk Southern) 
 
Based upon study findings, the study technical oversight committee recommended 
implementing the network in phases with coordinated through-service, i.e. not all trains 
terminating in downtown Cleveland (all costs are in 2000 $s):   
 
Tier 1 Near-Term - Lake West and Southeast corridors  
(6,600 daily trips, $296 million capital cost, $10.5 million annual operating cost & $7.1 million 
annual operating subsidy) 
 
Tier 2 Mid-Term - Lake East and South corridors  
(7,000 daily trips, $547 million capital cost, $21.1 million annual operating cost & $16.5 
annual operating subsidy) 
 
Tier 3 Long-Term  - Elyria to Cleveland, Medina to Cleveland, Canton to Akron, and 
Kent to Cleveland ( 6,000 daily trips, $800 million capital cost, $31.6 million annual 
operating cost, and $23.6 million annual operating subsidy). 
(Tier 3 would also include service frequency upgrades on selected Tier I and II lines.) 
 
Capital cost estimates covered all rolling stock, stations/park & ride lots, and right-of-way 
improvements, including new railroad capacity for the safe and efficient operation of freight 



and passenger trains sharing the same trackage/corridor.  Operating costs covered all rail 
and feeder bus service, facility maintenance, and liability insurance costs. 
 
A number of system funding options were explored, relying heavily upon federal and state 
grants at 50% and 25% shares, respectively.  Local funding strategies included increasing 
sales and property taxes across 7 counties for Tier 1 & 2 lines, general obligation bonds, and 
joint development revenues.  Based upon assumptions for Tier 1 and Tier 2 service start-up 
by 2010 and 2013, respectively, the study prepared a detailed cash flow analysis.   
 
The financial plan determined that an annual funding stream of about $30 million could meet 
the capital cost and operating subsidy requirements of the Near-Term and Mid-Term system.  
This revenue, it found, could be generated through an uniform 0.09% increase in the sales 
tax, or a uniform 0.7 mill increase in the property tax across the seven counties gaining the 
new service. 
 
Governance options regarding what entity would administer/own/operate the service were 
discussed but no recommendation was made by the study.   
 
Comments: 
 
The study concluded in 2001 with a number of unresolved issues.  These included opposition 
to the Tier 1 Lorain line by Congressman Kucinich, and no interest by NOACA staff or 
officials to follow the study oversight committee's recommendations for further study and 
public discussion of the alternatives. 



























 
3. 2002 Canton-Akron-Cleveland Inter-Regional Travel Corridor Major Investment 

Study - by Parsons Brinckerhoff, Ohio for Metro Regional Transit Authority of Summit 
County 

 
Description (Study Purpose and Need Statement): 
 
The purpose of the Canton-Akron-Cleveland Inter-Regional Travel Corridor Major Investment 
Study (CAC ITC MIS) was to produce a tecnically sound and publicly supported decsion ona 
transportation strategy to address growing traffic congestion in the corridor and to meet 
Federal requirements for investments that may utilize Federal funding.   
 
The need for the study resulted from the growing congestion and safety problems along 
segments of the existing transportation system, which have led to inter- and intra-regional 
travel problems in the CAC corridor.  It also results from a desire to consider alternative 
travel options and address the following goals: 
 
• Improve inter-regional mobility 
• Enhance economic development 
• Preserve and protect the natural and social environment 
• Develop a cost-effective investment strategy 
• Reach consensus on an investment strategy 
 
Details/Assumptions: 
 
Over a dozen alternative travel options were analyzed and narrowed down to a set of 
practical concepts, including park & ride lots, express buses, highway segment widening and 
interchange ramp improvements, and commuter rail.  
 
Comments 
 
A locally-preferred alternative (LPA) with the following elements was recommened by the 
study team in 2002.  However, because a key LPA element was not acceptable to the 
NOACA region, i.e. the widening of I-77 north of I-480 in Cuyahoga County from three to four 
lanes, the LPA was not adopted by NOACA.  Similarly, because a key LPA element was not 
acceptable to the AMATS region, commuter rail between Akron and Cleveland, the LPA was 
not adopted by AMATS.  
 
 



 
4. 2002 Ohio and Lake Erie Regional Rail Cleveland Hub Study - by Transportation 

Management and Economic Systems (TEMS) for the Ohio Rail Development 
Commission (ORDC) 

 
Description 
 
This study, still underway, explores the market for a major new intercity passenger rail hub in 
Cleveland at the heart of a proposed Ohio and Lake Erie rail network.  This study is updating 
the passenger rail element of the State’s Long Range Transportation Plan by providing the 
data necessary to apply for federal high-speed rail corridor designations for the following: 
 
1) Toledo-Detroit Corridor 
2) Cleveland-Pittsburgh Corridor, and 
3) Cleveland - Buffalo Corridor 
 
Details/Assumptions: 
 
This study is assessing the travel market for, and determining the feasibility of, developing 
the Detroit-Pittsburgh corridor in conjunction with the Cincinnati-Toronto corridor as a total 
network serving the Ohio and Lake Erie region.    Another objective is to identify the ridership 
and rail operating synergies associated with providing connections to the Chicago-based 
Midwest Regional Rail System, the 3-C corridor, the Empire corridor in New York, the 
Keystone corridor in Pennsylvania, and the Toronto-Montreal corridor in Canada.  
 
When these lines, along with the 3-C corridor are connected, a densely populated interstate 
system is created with Cleveland as a key hub.  These two primary rail corridors, which 
essentially cross and create a hub in Cleveland, would include the corridor extending from 
Detroit to Pittsburgh and the corridor from Cincinnati to Buffalo.  An extension of this line to 
Toronto would create an another important passenger rail service destination.  In total, the 
cities along these two corridors create a travel market population of more than 22 million.  
Total rail mileage is estimated at about 875 miles.   
 
Key study objectives include: 
 
• Developing a Cleveland terminal as the operational hub for the Ohio & Lake Erie 

regional rail network; 
• Evaluating the Ohio & Lake Erie regional rail network as an appropriate expansion of 

erally designated high-speed rail network. the fedS  
• Evaluating existing infrastructure, railroad operations; identifying railroad 

impediments, and determining optimal future train speeds (90 mph or 110 mph); 
• Estimating right-of-way and equipment capital costs based on optimal train speeds 

and required freight rail system capacity enhancements; 
• Projecting ridership, revenue, and operating expenses based on optimized 

schedules, train frequencies, travel times, and ticket pricing; 
• Quantifying project benefits. 
 
This study helps meet a key ORDC objective:  to ensure that sufficient long term planning 
has prepared the State to participate in the potential federal or regional high-speed rail 
initiatives or programs.  Ohio has already received Federal Railroad Administration high 
speed rail corridor designations for the Chicago - Toledo - Cleveland, Chicago - Indianapolis 
- Cincinnati corridor, and the Cleveland - Columbus - Dayton - Cincinnati (3-C) corridors.  



These three Ohio corridors are now eligible to receive federal funds for high speed rail 
development.  
 
By 2025, this study projects a total of 58 daily trains through Cleveland: 16 daily trains (8 
each way) on each of the Detroit-Toledo-Cleveland, Pittsburgh-Alliance-Cleveland, and 
Cincinnati-Columbus-Cleveland corridors, and 10 daily trains (5 each way) on the Cleveland-
Buffalo-Toronto corridor.   At 110 mile per hour speeds, total ridership would approach 4.1 
million annual trips with total system annual revenue of $118.7 million (fares set 30% above 
comparable service Amtrak fares).  Demand estimates reflect the following:  80% of 
passengers diverted from autos, 8% diverted from buses, 3% diverted from air travel, and 
about 9% would be new/induced trips.  Capital costs are yet to be determined. 
 
Comments:   
 
ORDC and the Ohio Department of Transportation have participated in the development of 
the 3,000 mile Midwest Regional Rail System serving nine Midwestern states with Chicago 
as the hub of a high speed rail (110 mph) network.  The number of trains using the Cleveland 
Hub as part of this system has not yet been determined. 
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