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Super_visor’s Report

Reviewing Railroad Matters Amid Recession
(The Real Deal About Trains & Newspapers)

2010 marks the final contract year for operation of the County owned rail line by the Upper
Hudson River Railroad. The conclusion of the contract causes a review not just of the formal, le-
aal status of the Ccunhg‘s rail operation, but also of the train’s existence and future against the
back drop of difficalt economic times.

For some, the train has become the poster child of bad govemment; careless spending run
amuck for a project that government should not Leinvolvedin.

For others, the train is a highly valued countywide infrastructure that has had decent success on
the north end of the line and whose futuxe is virtually limitless.

Regardless of where any one citizen stands on the train issue, it is critical that accurate informa-
tion about the status of the project be disseminated. It is also important for citizens to understand
precisely where the Johnsburg Supervisor stands on the matter and what the future holds.

To review briefly, the line came into existence about a dozen years ago after a series of federal
and state grant awards made a renevred operation viable. Separately and prior to that time a
not-for-profit group had alread\; successhully saved and in turn restored the North Creck Train

- Station where Teddy Roosevelt learmed he had become President of the United States.

After alegal selection process, award for operations of the line went to the Upper Hudson River

" Railroad, whose President is John Riegel. A tourist excursion began on the line while efforts were
' being made to not only complete the line south from Riparius through Warren County, but also
' from the county borders through Corinth and connect with the main CP Rail Station in Saratoga

; Springs.

Owver the 1y ears the tourist line has proved moderately successful, drawing in some years more

" than 24,000 tourists to North Creek and employing more than a dozen workers, Track renova-
. tions have been c]:.a.llenging and have taken longer than anticipated.

Warren County acquired the 40 mile line in 1997 at a cost of $I01L72D. and since that time

. has spent about $600,000 in line improvements, station work and infrastracture. Total state and
. federal grant funds equal just over $10 million. The County does not subsidize the operation but
} rather receives a payment back of $1 for each ticket sold to be placed in a segregated fund for

infrastructure repair. [n fact, the County does not anticipate spending any money on the opera~

P
; tion.

The operation became highly controversial as a result of several event ocourring simultane~
ushy. First and foremost, the current economic crisis overtook fixst the private then the public

sector. As that crisis moved to the state level, New York State continued to mandate various
* county programs but refused to fund them. A prior county surplus kad been previously depleted
" and the county s financial situation became precarious with an 8+ million dollar shortfall in the
- 200Qbudget.

As the financial crisis was untolding and hitting home, gubernatorial administration changed

- An anticipated Pataki administration commitment of $2 million was eliminated
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(Railroad, continued)
by the Spitzer Administration leaving Warren County to decide how to build a sta~
tion in Thurman and Hadley/Luzerne that those dollars were slated for. If the county
elected to build the two stations it didn't have enongh funding to complete the two as
designed. If the county built just one to spec then it would be in breach of the grant
contract and forced to refund the federal dollars,

The compromise proposal agreed on was controversial but in reality the only vi-
able option. Warren County agreed to build two functional platforms which could
later be expanded. This saved us from having to repay grant funds and kept us mov-
ing forward in a less than perfect fashion.

Because federal dollars were used on the plat[orm, prevailing wagde requirements
together with some cost overruns made the projects appear grossly under built and
over paid.

In the midst of all this, the Post Star's editorial board called for climination of the
entire project. The editorial board's frustration was both understandable and irre-
sponsible. Elimination of the project would likely recruire an immediate $7 million
refund to the federal government, lose the tourist train, lay waste to infrastructure
and improvements and perpetuate the economic decline of so many small town's on
the line looking for help.

In the summer of 2000 the Post Star carried repeated stories about a track wash
out south of Riparius, causing $150,000 worth of damage. Various stories about the
washout and expense of the rail way ultimately linked in many people‘s minds a
looming budget crisis and the railroad. When the county found a way to fix the wash
out in house for about $8000.00 the story was never covered.

Over the last several months an experienced reporter for the daily paper has come
to cover county meetings. His articles are more detailed and rovted in a fundamental
understanding of how government functions and how sometimes, it doesn't.

At a recent series of meetings | have explained to supervisors that the rail opera~
tion is an important economic factor for Jobnshurg and for tourism generally. At one
meeting | even went so far as to suggest that the Town's interests are so significant
that it might look to take steps on its own to perpetuate operations. The next thing |
knew | received a half dozen calls, comments and letters from people upset by my
comments. Unfortunately, the balance of my thoughts were not printed. | have al-
ways maintained that there might be a way for a municipality to facilitate operations
of the train without it costing the municipalities a cent. Simply put, award a contract
that permits the operator to retain all profits but passes all track and infrastructure
liability to the contractor and away from the municipality.

Sowhere are we today?

As | have often said, it is dangerous to look at complicated issnes like the county
rail line in absolutes or black and white terms. There is a lot more gray out there than
the Post Stay cares to investigate. The current operation brings tourists, creates jobs
and could no doubt be improved. The history of the line has been one of starts and
stops coupled with non-chjective press coverage and government rules that make
t}u'nas even messier.

Long torm, big picture ideas from rail professionals are only just coming to the
forefront. Freight coupled with passenger service may render the operation profit-
able and changing industrial pressures may make it actuslly sought after. Successful
analogous operations are now occurring in other markets. The model could work
here.

All in all, the jury is still out on the precise future of the train line but facts are al-
wanys more helpful tojurors than opinions not based in reality.

Animal Control Officer

The Towm Board recently re-appointed the
current animal control officer with new require—
ments for reporting to the Town Board and record
keoping requirements to detail calls received,

time of response and action taken. Responses are
to be made within 24 hours.

Consider Camping

Several citizens have asked the Town to recon-
sider its approach to camping, including the pro-
hibition of camping at Ski Bowl Park during
White Water Der]::q weekend. More info to fol-

low.

The Right Track?
On Jan. 28 a number of citizens attended a pub-

lic information session sponsored ]:ng a group inter~
ested in converting train rails in North River,
Hamtlton and Essex Counties to a bike trail sys~
tem. In discussions after the presentation, some
residents in North River expr concern over
the effect of the project on their homes while oth-
ers expressed great support. Various options for
the proposal were discussed and mesotings will be

continuing.

County Structure

In upcoming weeks, Warren County Supervisors
will begin consideration of a restructuring of the
top of county government. Presently the County
functions with a Clerk of the Board only after the
recent elimination of the Commissioner of Ad-
ministrative Services position. The County has
left the commissioner position unfilled and will
begin to discuss movement to a county adminis-
trator position which has heen nsed mceessfully in

other counties.

North Creek Art Walk

On May 20 the first North Cresk At Walk will
commence at D pm. Over a dazen businesses exywesed
intorest in participating in a monthly art wallc which will
oocur every third Thusday from 5 to 7 pm through Sept.
Each participating establishment will host a diffevent artist
and dfer a zmall recephion tovisttos.

Michelle San Antonio, Director of the Dapot Misern
has spesshsadad this project after participating in other
towns.art walls This isa great event to encourage people
to meet up with frends and family after wodk and walk
sure to the artists ¥ you would ke more indo on how to
pearticipate as an artist or business, call Michelle at 21-
842



