
  
MEETING MINUTES 

Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project 
 

Meeting Subject: Meeting #2 of the Regional Citizens’ Liaison Committee (RCLC) 

Date/Place/Time: April 26, 2007 / NJ TRANSIT Headquarters / 6:00 PM 

Attendees: See attached list  
 

 

On April 26, 2007, NJ TRANSIT and Amtrak hosted the second meeting of the Regional 
Citizens’ Liaison Committee (RCLC) for the Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project.  This 
memo summarizes the meeting. It should be noted that this summary is not intended to be a 
transcript of all that was said at the meeting but rather a summary of the technical discussion that 
took place.  Thus, names are not attached to comments except for Mr. Joe Clift, who requested at 
the meeting that his comments be attributed in the meeting minutes.  If attendees wish to have a 
formal statement appended to the minutes, please feel free to e-mail Christie Marcella at 
cmarcella@hshassoc.com or fax to 917-339-1068. 

Introduction 

A total of 13 people (not including the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) project team 
consultants or the project sponsors, Amtrak and NJ TRANSIT) attended the meeting.  A list of 
attendees is attached to this summary as Appendix A. 

John Wilkins, Project Manager for NJ TRANSIT welcomed the group to the meeting and thanked 
everyone for their attendance.  He said that based on the last RCLC meeting, this meeting would 
be focused more on operational issues.  He concluded by saying that the Draft Environmental 
Impact Statement (DEIS) for the Access to the Region’s Core (ARC) project was published since 
the last meeting and that the public comment period for that DEIS ended in early April.  Based on 
the numerous comments received during the comment period, Mr. Wilkins said there may be 
some subsequent changes to the Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project once all the ARC 
DEIS comments had been received and recorded. 

Mr. Wilkins concluded his introduction by reminding the group that he is available to answer any 
questions throughout the course of the project. 

Presentation 

Following introductions by attendees, Robert Conway of AKRF, the lead consultant for the EIS 
preparation presented an update of the project’s status.  Mr. Conway covered the project 
elements, reviewed the groups of alternatives and screening methodology, and presented the 
initial results of the alternatives screening.  During this portion of the presentation, a number of 
attendees asked questions for clarification. 
 
Comment 1: Is the project limit Dock Interlocking? 
Response: Not in terms of the construction, but it is included in the overall study area, and in 
terms of environmental considerations for the EIS.   
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Comment 1a:  Dock is an important element and the area between Swift and Dock needs to be 
addressed. 
Response: Additional tracks will be looked at in that area but not in the Portal Bridge project.  It 
will be part of another NJ TRANSIT project. 
 
Comment 2:  Is there a report that we can review resulting from the Coast Guard (USCG) 
analysis of a 40 ft. moveable vs. a 50 ft. fixed bridge? 
Response:  No. This decision was made by the USCG based on governing heights of other 
upstream bridges across the Hackensack River and the types of traffic on the river.  Most traffic 
today would fit under a 40 ft. bridge. 

Joe Clift:  What about a 35 ft. bridge? 
Response: Based on discussions with the USCG a fixed bridge lower than 50 ft.would not be 
approveable. 

 
Comment 3: Is there a mechanism that the project team can use to challenge the USCG? 
Response: The bridge permit from the USCG is a discretionary action without any formal appeals 
process. 
 
Comment 4: Is there a way for us to review the data that was presented to the USCG, including 
information on bridge openings? 
Response: Bridge opening data will be provided. 
 
Comment 5:  When will the fatigue analysis be done and can the results of that analysis be made 
available to us for review? 
Response:  Studies of the bridge including bridge fatigue are being conducted.  The RCLC will  
be kept apprised of these studies. 
 
Joe Clift: When will the Scoping meeting comments be made available?   
Response:  They will be posted on the project website shortly. 
 
Joe Clift:  If this is a planning study and we are looking at alternatives, we need to look at other 
clearances and other impacts and make changes. The planning process shouldn’t eliminate 
alternatives with environmental benefits.    The project should look at 35 ft. and 40 ft. clearances 
in terms of financial and environmental impacts.   Higher bridge heights add to embankment 
impacts.  This information might help change the regulations. 
Response:  Under NEPA, alternatives need to reasonable as well as feasible to be considered. 
Based on our conversations with USCG it would not be reasonable to assume a permit would be 
granted for a 35 ft. fixed bridge. However, a 40-ft. moveable bridge is part of the alternatives 
analysis such that the differences between 40 and 50 feet on the approaches could be determined.  
Furthermore, within this project, an alternative requiring changes to USCG regulations is 
considered fatally flawed within the timeframe of the project.  The summary of the scoping 
comments explains this in more detail. 
 
Greg Nazarow of Gannett Fleming then presented information on some of the operational issues 
being looked at by the project team, specifically regarding the number of tracks necessary to meet 
future needs. 
 
Comment 6: Do the failure event and inspection graphs indicate when the bridge failed to open? 
Also, how many of the failure or inspection incidents recorded caused delays in service? 
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Response:  The failure graph does not show failures in bridge openings, but rather instances 
when repair or maintenance was necessary.  Most of the instances charted on the failure and 
inspection graphs caused delays. 
 
After Greg Nazarow’s presentation on operational issues, Robert Conway presented information 
on the Section 106 process and next steps for the project.  A copy of the presentation is attached 
as Appendix B. 
 

Comment 7: Are dual-mode vehicles being considered for use on the Raritan Valley Line?  
Response: Yes. 
 
Comment 8: Will the historical considerations of the Portal Bridge delay the schedule to 
complete the project?   We need to balance preserving the bridge with peoples’ need to commute. 
Response: The bridge is listed as an historic structure and therefore, under current federal law it 
is afforded special consideration and protection.  However, the historic and archaeological 
processes should not hold up the Record of Decision for the Final EIS. Under Section 4(f) of the 
United States Department of Transportation (USDOT) Act and Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act, any historical considerations will be evaluated parallel to the EIS 
process.  If the bridge is to be removed it must be demonstrated that there is no prudent and 
feasible alternative that allows the bridge to remain. 
 
Comment 9: What is the length of the bridge over the river?  
Response: 1100 ft., and the swing component is 296 ft. 
 
Joe Clift: Would it be possible to list the RCLC comments by commenter name in the next 
meeting minutes?  
Response: The project team prefers not to put names down because this isn’t a personal 
discussion.  Rather, comments are recorded for their technical and discussion value.  It is also 
difficult to capture everything a person says without a stenographer. 
 
Joe Clift:  Would raising the existing bridge affect its historical value? 
Response:  It may.  For instance, some historians think that moving a bridge could change its 
context and therefore diminish its historical value.  Furthermore, seismic and other engineering 
issues are of concern if the bridge were to be raised. 
 
Comment 10:  What about if the bridge is raised for something other than rail? 
Response: If the bridge remains where it is and is not used for rail, the USCG would likely say it 
is a hazard to navigation.   
 
Joe Clift:  Can we get something in writing regarding 35 and 40 ft. existing bridges and their 
openings?  The Portal Bridge opens every 8 days and there are rules to protect it during peak 
hours, right? 
Response:  There are effectively three different rules governing the opening of the bridge.  There 
are times when no openings are allowed, when an advance notice is required and the least 
restrictive when it is opened on signal.  
 
Joe Clift: Can the RCLC be provided with a rationale on the project’s choice of heights for the 
bridge? 
Response: Generally, the choice of the fixed bridge followed USCG guidance pertaining to the 
other fixed structures on the river. The height for a moveable bridge was determined based on 
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reducing the openings to a small number such that 90 to 95% of the maritime traffic would not 
require an opening.  
 
Joe Clift: A 49-50 ft. fixed adds a lot of expense just for the benefit of users needing the bridge to 
open every 8 days.  This is primarily sludge and fuel oil.  The money for the project isn’t yet 
appropriated. 
Response: NJ TRANSIT has committed funds for the Portal Bridge Project and Amtrak is 
expected to commit additional funds as well.  
 
Joe Clift:  I want a year’s worth of openings on the Portal Bridge and other 35 and 40 ft. bridges 
over the Hackensack River. 
Response:  The project team did not look at bridge opening or marine traffic data on other bridge 
crossings.  Bridge opening data for Portal will be made available.  
 
Joe Clift: If we run trains to Penn Station NY (PSNY), and half go to Sunnyside, the reverse peak 
traffic doesn’t need a 4th track.  The 4th track isn’t required. 
Response: This project has to build capacity to support ARC’s full Build operations plan.  That 
means about 49 trains during the 2 peak hours in the reverse-peak direction (25 trains per hour).  
Without the 4th track, there is no margin for error.  The present peak scheduled volume of trains 
per hour (TPH) into PSNY is in excess of the practical capacity of the existing High Line. This 
can be seen in the delays on the High Line due to trains queuing up behind other trains as they 
platform at Secaucus/NYPS or merge onto other tracks.  
 
Comment 11: If the project is building something new, why are the alternatives being fiscally 
constrained? The project should build for 2025 now. 
Response:  Comment noted. 
 
Comment 12: Which is why we need to look at Dock Interlocking. 
Response:  The project is examining operations for the year 2025/2030.  That is why the project 
team is considering the need for additional tracks. 
 
Comment 13: There has never been a comprehensive plan for tri-state navigation/bridges, and 
the Portal Bridge project should take the lead on this effort.  Calling the bridge a “100-year-old” 
bridge gives a false impression that it is the only old bridge, which is not the case.  There are 
other older bridges in the area.  No one is looking at the issue comprehensively.  See Appendix C 
for written submittal accompanying this statement. 
Response:  Amtrak has information on all of their bridges on the Northeast Corridor (NEC) 
online and they show the status and plan for each bridge.   
 
Comment 14: Is it possible to temporarily fix the bridge for construction purposes and minimize 
substantial impacts on wetlands by bringing the second bridge’s alignment closer to the existing 
bridge?  
Response: The project is looking at this and will discuss it in the DEIS.  It could take about a few 
weeks of keeping the existing bridge shut in order to bring in and connect another span.  
However, one issue with building close to the existing bridge is that if you build too close, there 
could end up being problems with settling once the existing bridge is removed.  The project team 
is working with the USCG to work out these details and make sure they will accept the proposed 
bridge.  
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Joe Clift: But if you look regionally, I don’t know the conditions but there are lots of structures 
in the Meadowlands.  It seems premature not to look at 35 ft. and 45 ft. clearances.  The ability to 
have a lower bridge affects the performance and that saves money that can be used somewhere 
else.  Given the frequency of its opening, if you have numbers, you may be able to work it out.  
The request is to keep 35 ft and 40 ft. in the analysis.  There are solutions to settling that can be 
used based on other projects. 
 
Joe Clift: The point is to look at the issue regionally so the solution is best for the region.  The 
USCG is making a knee-jerk reaction.  A closer ROW would protect more wetlands. 
Response: Measures to minimize impacts and reduce costs are part of the analysis. However, any 
alternative with a fixed bridge less than 50 ft. above mean high water (MHW) would be a non-
starter. 
 
Comment 16: The project team should look at the height of the Witt-Penn Bridge Replacement 
Project.  That is one project where the replacement bridge was higher than the existing bridge. 
Response: Comment noted. 

 
Comment 17: The USCG has downgraded the number of bridges that must provide clearance for 
navigation and the project should look into this. There are no sailing ships any more.  Immovable 
bridges should be built so there are no delays to commuters. 
 

Comment 18: A 40 ft. fixed bridge would be ideal. 
Response:  From the perspective of the USCG, the maritime interests and interstate commerce   
are just as important in the planning process as rail transit and the service it provides. In many 
instances the USCG must keep an open mind to what clearances may be required in the future 
even if the current marine characteristics suggest a lower height.   
 
Comment 19:  Is a CO2 analysis included in the EIS? 
Response:  It has not been determined yet. It is expected that along with the regional air quality 
benefits, it is likely the build alternatives would lead to a long-term reduction in greenhouse 
gases.  
 
Comment 20: How much extra grade is needed for a 5 ft. difference in bridge height? 
Response: To increase the height of the bridge 5 ft., there is about a 10% difference in grade.  
The risk is that if the project team challenges the USCG, the only thing that we can be certain of 
is that it will cost time and money.  There is no certainty that the outcome would be any different. 
 

Comment 22a:  Can the USCG come to address this committee? 
Response:  The USCG is a cooperating agency for the DEIS and is on the Technical Advisory 
Committee for the project.  
 
Comment 23: Can the project team and/or NJ TRANSIT talk to Bergen County about increasing 
the capacity of the Bergen County Sewage Facility?  Isn’t their sludge the main traffic under the 
bridge? 
Response:  Sludge is one of the two current commodities that are being transported along the 
river. However, that is only one issue with respect to future users and possible bridge permits. It 
is highly unlikely that the sewage facility would expand their capacity for this project. 
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Furthermore, there is no guarantee that if all sludge movement ceased that a lower bridge height 
would be granted.  
 
Joe Clift: The USCG wants to maintain future potential. 
Response:  Agreed 
 
Joe Clift: I’m still not clear on alternative 1.  Is it a 2-track fixed bridge and then a rehabilitation 
of the current bridge? 
Response: Yes.  One of the reasons for fatigue analysis is to find out if rehabilitation of the 
existing bridge is feasible.  However, in addition to fatigue, there are profile issues affected by 
structure heights if the existing bridge were to be rehabilitated. 
 
Comment 24: What kind of bridge are you looking to construct? 
Response:  We don’t know that yet and our bridge engineering team is not at that level of detail 
yet. 
 
Joe Clift:  Is the project looking at ballasted or direct-fixation bridges?  
Response:  We have discussed both but have not reached any decision as of yet.  It is also a 
decision which will be affected by Amtrak’s input. 
 
Joe Clift: The current bridge isn’t ballasted. 
Response: A fixed bridge would likely be ballasted-deck. 
 
Comment 25: How many tracks will be constructed between Newark and Swift Interlocking? 
Response: The Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project ends at Swift but in terms of tracks 
needed west of Swift to Newark, the team is looking into what is necessary to make sure 
bottlenecking doesn’t occur in that area. 
 
Joe Clift: What is the design capacity west of Swift Interlocking? Even with the analysis, there 
isn’t going to be 3-4 tracks into Newark. 
Response: As part of a separate effort NJ TRANSIT will be examining the capacity needs 
between Dock and Swift. 

 
Comment 26: What about Swift to Newark Broad Street? 
Response: The Portal Bridge project has no plans west of Kearny Junction. There will at least be 
the existing infrastructure between Broad Street and the project limit. 
 
Joe Clift:  What assumptions are in the ARC DEIS regarding operations? ARC says Portal is a 
precursor and allows ARC to avoid calculating the cost of other projects. 
Response:  Both projects are assuming a 48-train per hour into NYC future operating plan.  
Joe Clift:  But ARC only looks from Secaucus to New York and that project is 3 years older so 
we are 3 years behind. 
Response:  Due to its much smaller scale and scope, even though it started later than ARC, this 
project can be constructed before ARC begins operations.  
 
Joe Clift: The FTA says Portal is required for ARC to work but they don’t answer our requests 
for their assumptions.  I testified that this project shouldn’t be separated from ARC. 
 
Response:  The projects have independent utility in that they can both be constructed and 
operated to improve transit service in the corridor. To achieve it’s maximum potential ARC 
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requires additional capacity over the Hackensack River. The ARC DEIS assumes this additional 
capacity. In the Portal Bridge EIS the additional capacity of ARC is assumed for operational 
purposes. For example, when determining the number of future tracks across the Hackensack 
River we are assuming the conditions with ARC in place, not the current operations. Therefore, 
our track analysis is looking at 48 trains as opposed to 23 trains in a peak hour.  
 
Comment 27: New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) uses trains to haul 
dewatered sludge from Brooklyn.  The New Jersey Department of Transportation (NJDOT) 
should be able to project what is needed for transporting dewatered sludge.  The Bergen County 
Sewage Authority should look into this. 
Response: Comment noted. 

 
Joe Clift:  That’s why you need to look at 35 ft. and 40 ft. openings to say it is worth going to 
Bergen County. 
Response: Most NYC sludge is still transported by barges due to the poor rail freight connections 
across the Hudson River. While Bergen County may or may not be examining alternatives to 
reduce their reliance of the barging of sludge, the USCG was clear about their intentions 
regarding protecting the interests of the future maritime users along the Hackensack River. 
 
Comment 28: There needs to be a comprehensive discussion going on and a coherent planning 
process involving users of transit.  Transit advocates need to be involved early on, but that 
dialogue is not happening. 
Response:  There is coordination going on, especially between ARC and the Portal Bridge 
project.  The operations analysis for ARC and the Portal Bridge project go from Newark to New 
York.  The infrastructure west of Swift will be looked at as part of the overall infrastructure. 
 
Joe Clift: NJ TRANSIT is doing the simulation to feed into both projects? 
Response:  There is one future operations plan that is undergoing simulation which will be used 
for both Portal Bridge and ARC. 
 
Joe Clift: This project should look at routing trains via Hoboken.  Is this outside the scope of 
work for the project?  Can you confirm that in writing for the record? 
Response:  All of that is answered in the scoping summary which will be made available to the 
public but yes, a Hoboken connection is outside the scope for this project.  
 
Joe Clift: I am asking to see the cost of the connection to Kearny Yard and an itemized cost 
budget for the project elements. 
Response: This will be included in the DEIS. 
 
Comment 30: Is the yard grade being accounted for in the planning of this project?  
Response:  Yes, we are coordinating with the yard designers for ARC. 

Conclusion 

John Wilkins thanked the group again for their attendance and adjourned the meeting.



Appendix A: List of Attendees 
 

Agency Name 
Auto Free New York George Haikalis 
East Coast Greenway Mike Selender 
Hardesty & Hanover William Nyman 
Jacobs Engineering Satish Patel 
Lackawanna Coalition David Anderson 
Lackawanna Coalition Gary Kazin 
Newark Department of Engineering Fernando Rubio 
NJARP William Wright 
RRWG Joe Clift 
  

Project Team 
Agency Name 

NJ TRANSIT` John Wilkins 
 James Richardson 
AKRF Robert Conway 
 Colin Foley 
 Leslie Mesnick 
Gannett Fleming Rich Cross 
 Greg Nazarow 
Howard/Stein-Hudson  Maura Fitzpatrick 
 Christie Marcella 
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Project Elements

Construction of 1 or 2 new bridges

Additional tracks between Swift and Secaucus 
depending on alignment

Connection to new Kearny Yard

Other track elements to connect to ARC

Evaluation Methodology

First Step: Fatal Flaw Screening

Logical Termini

Constructability Requirements

Navigability Requirements

Track Requirements 
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Evaluation Methodology

Evaluation Methodology

Second Step: Detailed Screening

Engineering Considerations

Practical Capacity

Environmental Impacts and Property 
Acquisitions
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Results of Alternatives Screening 
Analysis

?
X
?

Operational Issues

How does the existing century-old bridge 
affect operations ?

Maintenance & repairs
Openings for marine traffic
Failures

Photo by NJ TRANSIT
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Operational Issues

How many tracks are needed ?

Photo by Victor Hand 

Operational Issues

Would the approaches to a fixed bridge be too 
steep ?

How can a moveable (vs. fixed) bridge affect  
the capacity of the railroad ?

Photo by Michael Blaszak
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How Does The Existing Bridge Affect 
Today’s Train Operations?

Failures have increased from every 47 days 
on average to every 13 days on average.  
Amtrak now expends the equivalent of 64 
minutes a day on unscheduled repairs.

Jan. 96 thru Dec. 00 77 47 9
Oct. 01 thru Sept. 06 106 13 64

Portal Bridge Failures, 5 yrs. from 1/96 to 12/00 and 10/01 to 9/06

Avg Failure Event 
Duration (mins)

Avg Days 
Between Failures

Avg Minutes 
Repairs per Day5-Year Time Period

How Does The Existing Bridge Affect 
Today’s Train Operations?

Time between 
failures is 

approaching 
zero days.
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How Many Tracks Are Needed?

In 1970, Penn Central recommended to NJDOT 
a third main line track.
A third track would allow two tracks to be 
operated in the peak direction and one in the 
reverse-peak direction, like this:

AM Peak to NY

AM Reverse-Peak

This recommendation was never implemented.

How Many Tracks Are Needed?

Capacity is measured in Trains per Hour 
(TPH).
The maximum practical capacity of an existing 
NEC track is between 23-25 TPH 
The projected AM Peak eastbound volume 
(37 TPH) would require at least 2 tracks to 
accommodate all the trains.
The projected AM westbound (reverse-peak) 
volume  of 49 Trains 7-9AM (or 24-25 TPH) 
would saturate the remaining available track. 
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How Many Tracks Are Needed?

Track 3 (Existing)

Track 2 (Existing)

Track 1 (Proposed)

Track 4 (Proposed)

Conclusion:  By comparing proposed traffic 
circa 2025 to known track capacity, a three-
track river crossing will not be sufficient.     
A 4th track is needed.

How Many Tracks Are Needed?

While not yet proven to be strictly essential, a 
fifth track could offer the following benefits:

Enhanced ability to support non-revenue train 
operations (equipment positioning).
Enhanced ability to support rail operations during 
construction of a second bridge.
Enhanced ability to perform track, signal and 
bridge maintenance during daytime hours.
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How Many Tracks Are Needed? Summary

3 Track Crossing ~ Not recommended

4 Track Crossing ~ Adequate

5 Track Crossing ~ Ideal, especially if any tracks 
will be on moveable bridges

Would the approaches to a fixed (50 ft.) 
bridge be too steep?

Amtrak’s longest train, the Cardinal (13 cars), 
slightly loses speed climbing the west 
approach to a ballasted-deck bridge 50 ft above 
MHW:

Newark New York
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Would the approaches to a fixed (50 ft.) 
bridge be too steep?

Amtrak’s longest train can re-start itself from an 
unplanned stop with the train on the steepest 
part of the grade:

Newark New York

Would the approaches to a fixed (50 ft.) 
bridge be too steep?

Amtrak’s 10-car Florida trains will require 11,000’ to 12,000’
to stop safely from 90 mph (including safety margin).  
Preliminary analysis indicates that this is unlikely to 
present more restrictive capacity constraints, even with 
additional crossovers at Swift Interlocking.

New York Newark
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How could a moveable bridge affect the 
capacity of the railroad?

The graph below shows that Portal Bridge has 
been opening for marine traffic more often.

How could a moveable bridge affect the 
capacity of the railroad?

Currently the bridge opens about once every 8 days, on 
average for 15 minutes per opening. 

Occasionally, normal openings have exceeded the 15 
minute average by 4 to 6 times (i.e., 60 to 90 minutes).

A 15 minute delay would be unrecoverable during AM 
and PM peak and “shoulder-peak” periods.  Longer 
delays would be devastating.

A lift bridge would be faster to open and close than a 
moveable bridge. 
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How could a moveable bridge affect the 
capacity of the railroad?

Analyses were conducted to determine a bridge 
height above MHW at which openings could be 
reduced to a bare minimum and thus have 
minimal and manageable impact to NJT and 
Amtrak on-time-performance.  It appears this 
height is approximately 40 feet.

Section 106

Project team has initiated Section 106 process 
with NJ State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO)

List of consulting parties has been compiled

Meeting with consulting parties is planned for May 
2007

Section 106 will be part of ongoing public outreach 
events including TAC meetings
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Next Steps

2nd Issue of The Portal Bridge Link Newsletter 
expected in May 2007

Section 106 process will continue 

Next round of TAC and RCLC meetings planned 
for August or September 2007

DEIS for public review September 2007 with public 
hearing October 2007

Questions?
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How Many Tracks - Summary

4 Tracks:  Two tracks would be available to support train 
operations in each direction.   This would provide 48 to 50 TPH 
capacity in each direction, which meets or exceeds ARC 2025 
requirements.

5 Tracks:   If available, a fifth track could support the operation 
of deadhead (empty) trains returning to New York in the 
afternoon and provide an alternate route to allow maintenance 
activities to be carried out on one track at any time, instead of 
being restricted to nights and weekends.

3 Tracks:  Just one track would need to carry all eastbound 
trains during the evening peak period, when the peak direction 
is westbound.  This is similar to existing situation.  Not 
recommended.



Appendix C: Comments Submitted to Project Team  
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