
  
MEETING MINUTES 

Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project 
 

Meeting Subject: Meeting #5 of the Regional Citizens’ Liaison Committee (RCLC) 

Date/Place/Time: June 10, 2008 / NJTPA Board Room / 6:00 PM 

Attendees: See attached list  
 

 

On June 10, 2008, NJ TRANSIT and Amtrak hosted the fifth meeting of the Regional Citizens’ 
Liaison Committee (RCLC) for the Portal Bridge Capacity Enhancement Project. This meeting 
took place at the headquarters of the North Jersey Transportation Planning Authority (NJTPA) at 
1 Newark Center, Newark, NJ from 6:00 – 7:45 pm.  The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) 
is the lead agency for the preparation of this Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  This memo 
summarizes the meeting.  

Introduction 

In addition to the project team, a total of 19 RCLC members were in attendance at the meeting.  
A list of attendees is attached to this summary as Appendix A. 

Ron Tindall of the North Jersey Transportation Planning Authority welcomed the group and 
introduced John Wilkins, Project Manager from NJ TRANSIT.  Mr. Wilkins reviewed the content 
of the last RCLC meeting and the DEIS public hearing.  Attendees introduced themselves.   

Presentation 

Robert Conway of AKRF, the lead environmental consultant then made a presentation.  The 
presentation covered the comments received during the DEIS public hearing, updates in the FEIS, 
the rationale for the proposed preferred alternative (DS) under consideration by the FRA, and 
next steps in the process.  A copy of the presentation is attached as Appendix B. 

Questions & Answers 

Joe Clift, representing the Regional Rail Working Group asked for clarification of what portions 
of Alternatives DS and FS fall within the existing Amtrak right-of-way and what would become 
of the existing right-of-way.  The consultant team identified the existing right-of-way area on the 
detailed map available for viewing at the meeting.  A copy of this map is attached as Appendix C. 

Mr. Clift asked what will occur between the present and the projected beginning of construction 
in 2012.  The team responded that preliminary engineering, obtaining the necessary permits, and 
final design would take place during that period. 

Gary Kazin representing the Lackawanna Coalition stated that an increased construction period 
(as would be necessary for Alternatives FE and DE) would also increase the risk of rising costs 
due to inflation. 

Joe Clift asked for clarification of why any wetlands impacts for Alternative DS were justifiable 
when the existing right-of-way would be available.  The team explained the benefits of a shorter 
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construction period and emphasized that by relocating the access road for the southern bridge 
onto the existing NEC embankment, wetlands impacts would be minimized.  Mr. Clift asked for 
further clarification of why Alternative DE which uses the existing right-of-way for its access 
road would have similar wetlands impacts to Alternative DS which would construct an access 
road outside the existing right-of way.  The team added that the proposed access road for 
Alternative DS would not be placed on mapped wetlands, and that constructing an elevated 
roadway would minimize impacts to the land below.  Also, because Alternative DE would require 
a higher embankment and therefore a new access road, its impacts would increase therefore bring 
it closer to those for Alternative DS. 

Mr. Clift asked whether taking down the embankment would result in less wetlands impacts, and 
the team responded that this would be considered during the permitting process. 

Gary Kazin asked how the viaduct would be constructed.  The team responded that a construction 
platform would be built on one end of the viaduct, and that work would take place on every other 
pier. 

Roman Wolchuk, representing Roman Wolchuk Consulting Engineering submitted to NJ 
TRANSIT and made available to meeting attendees a proposal that he described as minimizing 
costs to the project in the range of $500 million.  His proposal would keep the southern bridge 
height at 50’ but would decrease the depth of the steel deck.  In addition, he proposed 
constructing the deck in one continuous span rather than three segments which would contribute 
to the predicted cost savings.  He stated that his judgment is informed by construction experience 
in Europe.  The team responded that these suggestions and other value engineering would be 
considered during the preliminary engineering phase of the project.  They added that the bridge 
design will need to meet both Amtrak and NJ TRANSIT design standards, and that Amtrak is 
requesting a ballasted bridge for the northern bridge. 

Joe Clift asked why projected construction costs for Alternative DS are so much higher in 2015 
than in other years, and questioned whether this projected bulge in spending was realistic or was 
presented this way to show that the Portal Bridge project would be completed ahead of the ARC 
project construction.  The team explained that with the proposed concurrent construction 
schedule, both bridges would be being constructed in 2015 which explains the bulge in projected 
costs.  This large-scale mobilization of resources on site will result in construction efficiencies, 
and shorten the time of disruption to the study area and to railroad operations. 

Jishnu Mukerji asked why both the concurrent and sequential schedules showed the completion 
of Track 6 at the end of the schedule, and why it would take the same amount of time in both 
schedules.  The team responded that Track 6’s close proximity to the corridor necessitates a 
slower, more careful approach to construction regardless of the schedule. 

Joe Clift submitted for the meeting record a chart of Portal Bridge opening requests and required 
clearances provided to him by the consultant team (see attached as Appendix D).  He pointed out 
that only 21 requests had been made in 25 months for vessels higher than 40’.  He added that the 
requested openings were based on a worst case scenario of lightly loaded vessels at high tide.  He 
reiterated his position that based on this low volume of vessel traffic requiring a greater than 40’ 
clearance that the US Coast Guard’s requirement to maintain this height should be changed to 
allow for a 35’ movable bridge.  The team responded that the issue of whether a vessel was or 
was not lightly loaded was not an issue, rather that the tugs themselves required the clearance.  
They also stated that at the outset of the project they met with the US Coast Guard to ask their 
approval on reducing the bridge height, and the US Coast Guard was unwilling to approve a 
bridge that is less than 50’ over mean high water or one that can be raised to that height. 



Roman Wolchuk stated that the replacement for the WittPenn Bridge was being designed for a 
70’ clearance in the closed position so there is a wide range of opinion on this matter. Mr. Clift 
stated that the US Coast Guard was concerned about their constituents, but that uses for the 
waterway under the Portal Bridge have changed and it now serves only barges for sewage and 
Hess Oil.  He stated that there are 40’ fixed bridges downstream of the Portal Bridge.  He added 
that there is no money available for the WittPenn Bridge replacement project.  NJ TRANSIT 
pointed out that the clearance requirements on the lower portion of the Hackensack River were 
greater due to the needs of ocean going vessels that transit this section of the river.  Mr. Wolchuk 
stated that the new WittPenn Bridge will raise the clearance of the bridge. 

Mr. Clift reiterated his request that the team look at routing via Hoboken for the additional Morris 
& Essex Line trains.  This would eliminate wetlands impacts and cost considerably less than $1.6 
billion now projected for the project, the funding for which has not yet been secured.  He stated 
that former NJ TRANSIT Executive Director George Warrington had publicly projected the cost 
of the Portal Bridge project to be $300 million.  He also stated that the Portal Bridge project had 
no independent utility from the ARC project, and that the project was risking potential litigation 
by not considering a full array of alternatives.  NJ TRANSIT responded that over $700 million 
has been earmarked for the project, $655 million of which are state capital funds. Mr. Clift asked 
what the source was for these state funds, and asked for documentation of the earmark.   This 
document is attached as Appendix E. 

Mr. Clift asserted that the Portal Bridge project would need to have a full funding agreement in 
place before the ARC project could go forward.  The team stated that this was not the case as the 
Portal Bridge project was not relying on Federal Transit Administration funding, that state funds 
were allocated for a large portion of the project, and that Amtrak would also be paying for a 
portion of the project. 

Gary Johnson asked whether the funding for the project was coming from the Transportation 
Trust Fund and stated that paying for the project would be difficult without an increase to the 
state gas tax.   

A participant asked about how and when the extension of Track 4 would take place.  The team 
responded that there was no current commitment to undertake that project, but that the Portal 
Bridge project would not preclude that extension.  This was followed up with a question of 
segmentation regarding the possible extension of Track 4. The team responded that the Portal 
Bridge Project did not require the extension of Track 4, but did not want to preclude this possible 
future project. Similarly, a question was raised regarding the extension of Track 1. The team 
responded that unlike Track 4, the extension of Track 1 would have to occur outside the confines 
of the Portal EIS alignment. Therefore, no changes were necessary to accommodate that possible 
future project.  

Enrique Castro representing Tierra Solutions asked what the process was for acquiring properties.  
The team responded that no determination had yet been made as to whether NJ TRANSIT or 
Amtrak would acquire the properties.  It is a complicated process and each entity has different 
acquisition powers.  There are both public and private lands that will need to be acquired.  Some 
of the parcels also have Green Acres encumbrances which makes the process more time 
consuming.  The team expects the process to begin in August of this year. 

A participant asked what would become of the existing Portal Bridge and tracks when the project 
is completed.  The team responded that it would be demolished and that the tracks will be 
removed from the embankment.   



Orrin Getz representing the NJ Association of Railroad Passengers asked whether the 
embankment would be left after the bridge and existing tracks were demolished.  The team 
responded that Amtrak had not yet made that determination. 

Joe Clift asked whether the US Environmental Protection Agency had commented on the 
mitigation proposed in the FEIS.  The team responded that the US EPA has commented and is 
organizing a meeting in June to discuss mitigation for all projects in the Meadowlands including 
Portal Bridge and ARC. 

Enrique Castro emphasized the need to be cautious when boring on the contaminated Diamond 
Shamrock site.   

Conclusion 

John Wilkins thanked the group again for their attendance and adjourned the meeting.   
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Name Organization 
Leroi Armstead NYS Department of Transportation 
Richard Barone Regional Plan Association 
Enrique Castro Tierra Solutions 
Joseph Clift Regional Rail Working Group 
Peggy Darlington MTA - NYC Transit 
Orrin Getz NJ Association of Railroad Passengers 
William Guild PCAC 
Kevin Hussey Intl. Brotherhood of Teamsters 
Gary Johnson Resident 
Gary Kazin Lackawanna Coalition 
Robert Kulak Skanska Koch 
Otto Maatsch ASCE 
Nicole Menendez Skanska Koch 
Jishnu Mukerji Resident 
Robert Olmsted ASCE 
Fernando Rubio Newark Department of Engineering 
Mike Selender East Coast Greenway 
David Widawsky PANYNJ 
Roman Wolchuk Roman Wolchuk Consulting Engineers 

Project Team 
Agency/Firm Name 

NJ TRANSIT` John Wilkins 
 Tom Schulze 
AKRF Robert Conway 
 Leslie Mesnick 
Gannett Fleming Rich Cross 
 Greg Nazarow 
Howard/Stein-Hudson  Maura Fitzpatrick 
 Christie Marcella 
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Presentation Overview

Project overview
DEIS comments
Updates in the FEIS
Preferred alternative
Next steps



DEIS Comments

Alternatives
Relationship to ARC project
Independent utility 
Minimize impacts to wetlands 



DEIS Comments

Open Space/Parklands/Coastal Zone
Need to mitigate and replace Green Acres parkland
Department of the Interior concurred with Section 4(f) 
findings of no feasible alternative to use of Laurel Hill Park
Public access to waterfront 



DEIS Comments

Ecology
Minimize filling wetlands
Will Kane Tract be available for mitigation?
Construction windows for work in water



DEIS Comments

Cultural Resources
Additional mitigation for impacts to Portal Bridge and 
Pennsylvania Railroad Historical District



Updates in the FEIS

Alternative Revisions
Widening of track centers to allow possible extension of 
Track 4 west of Swift Interlocking in the future 
Alternatives DS/FS - service road located on existing 
embankment
Pier locations and sizes estimated for elevated structures 
in wetlands



Updates in the FEIS

Ecology
Wetland impacts 
reduced from 8-13 acres 
to 5-6 acres
Shading impacts 
reduced from 3.6 acres 
to less than 2 acres
Benthic habitats and 
open water impacts 
remain essentially 
unchanged

Total (Acres)

Wetlands 5.72 

Benthic Habitat 0.11

Open Water 0.79

Shading 1.95

Wetlands 5.4 

Benthic Habitat 0.11

Open Water 0.79

Shading 1.51

Wetlands 6.06 

Benthic Habitat 0.12

Open Water 0.79

Shading 1.46

Wetlands 6.43

Benthic Habitat 0.12

Open Water 0.79

Shading 1.9FS

FE

DE

DS



Updates in the FEIS

Construction Cost
DS: $1.344 billion
DE: $1.243 billion
FE: $1.290 billion
FS: $1.356 billion

Cost in 2008 dollars



Updates in the FEIS

Construction Schedule (Sequential – DE/FE)



Updates in the FEIS

Construction Schedule (Concurrent – DS/FS)



Preferred Alternative

Comparison to project goals and objectives
All build alternatives fully satisfy the first 5 goals of 
capacity, reliability, operations, safety, and compatibility.
The differences are construction schedule, construction 
cost, start of revenue service, and environmental impacts



Preferred Alternative

Duck-under vs. Fly-over
Duck-under counterparts cheaper than their respective fly-
over counterparts 
Duck-under counterparts operationally superior 
Duck-under counterparts require less right-of-way



Preferred Alternative

Construction Schedule
Start date estimated late 2011
Alternative DS  – 66 months (5 years, 6 months)
Alternative DE – 94 months (7 years, 10 months)



Preferred Alternative

• Construction Cost
This shorter construction schedule of DS would reduce the 
cost difference between DE and DS from $100 million to $50 
million (inflated dollars)

Total DE Total DS
Year

PE/Final Design $133.06 $151.20

2012 $126.24 $135.68

2013 $131.29 $141.10

2014 $136.54 $293.49

2015 $284.00 $610.47  

2016 $147.68 $158.72

2017 $153.59 $165.07

2018 $159.73

2019 $332.23

Project Total $1,604.36 $1,655.73

Estimated Cash Flow Analysis for Alternate DE  and DS
(All Costs shown in Millions)



Preferred Alternative

• Differences in Environmental Impacts between DE and 
DS

Parkland similar
Cultural Resources similar
Contaminated materials: DS has greater short-term 
disturbance but greater long-term benefits than DE
DS requires filling 0.3 acres of wetlands more than DE
DS results in shading effects on 0.4 acres more than DE



Preferred Alternative

Preferred Alternative – DS 
Cost difference between DE and DS about $52 million
Difference in wetlands 0.3 acres, shading < 0.5 acres
DE would take 28 months longer to construct
DE’s longer construction duration would result in 
additional:

• Disturbance to wetlands and surface waters
• Effects on terrestrial and avian wildlife
• Effects on rail operations and passenger inconvenience 
• Effects on marine navigation
• Delayed revenue service from 2017 to 2019



Next Steps

Next Steps
FEIS
ROD
Preliminary Engineering
Permits and Approvals
Final Design
Construction



Next Steps

Permitting and Regulatory Approvals
Permits/Certifications Responsible Agency Activity

Federal

Section 404 Permit United States Army Corps of 
Engineers

Discharge of dredged or fill material into the 
waters of the U.S.

Section 10 Permit United States Army Corps of 
Engineers

Construction of structures in navigable 
waters

Section 9 Permit United States Coast Guard Construction over navigable waters

Hazards to Navigation Assessment United States Coast Guard Obstructions in navigable waters

State

401 Water Quality Certificate NJDEP Discharges to surface waters

Waterfront Development/ Coastal 
Wetlands Permit

NJDEP Coastal development

Flood Hazard Area Individual Permit NJDEP Construction in riparian zone and Flood 
Hazard Area

Tidelands Conveyance NJDEP Activities that affect tidal wetlands

Diversion/Disposal of Parkland NJDEP Development in parkland

Sanitary Landfill Disruption Permit NJDEP Disturbance of a landfill

NJPDES NJDEP Discharge into Surface Waters

Site Remediation Approval NJDEP Approval of the remediation of brownfield
sites

Soil Erosion and Sediment Control Plan 
Certificate

New Jersey Natural Resources 
Conservation Program

Land disturbance from construction activities

Note: Other permits and approvals from Hudson County and New Jersey Meadowlands Commission may be required.



Questions and Answers



Appendix C:  Alternative DS Schematic 
 



Appendix D:  Portal Bridge Opening Requests 
 



Appendix E.  NJ State Funding Support for Portal Bridge Project 


