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DIRECTOR’S REPORT
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M. DURWOOD STEPHENSON, DIRECTOR


Welcome to January and a brand New Year.  We have finished year-end and new beginnings celebrations and are ready to “get after the New Year.”  A New Year brings a time of reflection to look back on the year that’s just past while looking forward to the year ahead.  And, as we do each year at this time, we pause to reflect upon the past year and plan forward into the New Year.

As with every year and every cause, 2015 witnessed some wins and some setbacks.  Undoubtedly the passage of HR 22 by Congress finalized by the President’s signature on December 4, 2015 is a major win.  The legislation titled “Fixing America’s Surface Transportation (FAST) Act” designates the following highways in Eastern North Carolina as high priority corridors and future Interstates:

· Raleigh – Norfolk corridor from Raleigh, Through Rocky Mount, Williamston and Elizabeth City to Norfolk Virginia

· US Highway 70 from its intersection at I-40 in Garner to the Port at Morehead City

· U.S. Highway 117/Interstate 795 from U.S. 70 in Goldsboro to I-40 West of Faison

The designation of these highways as Interstates is in concert with NCDOT and the Governor’s Strategic Transportation Corridor and 25-Year Vision, to provide North Carolina with a network of high priority corridors that will become a part of America’s Interstate System once they are completed and upgraded to Interstate standards.

The Interstate designations will benefit our military interconnectivity, aid in economic development, create jobs and stimulate growth in travel and tourism.

This legislation also increases funding for North Carolina by approximately $  490+ million.  These additional Federal dollars and the funding increases by the 2015 General Assembly represents a banner year for transportation advocates.  

After years of persistent urging and strong support from NCDOT leadership, the Governor’s office and our Congressional delegation, we will soon be installing Future Interstate signs along U.S. 70 and 795 corridors.
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Although we have 25 years to upgrade the Corridors to Interstate standards, it is absolutely imperative that we commence the process and plan for the future Interstates now.  We have together made excellent progress during the past 5+ years:  the Clayton Bypass, current “W” safety projects at Wilson’s Mills and Pine Level, the Goldsboro Bypass, current negotiations at Havelock, James City and current Feasibility Studies in Johnston County, Lenoir County, Craven County and Carteret County are all part of our vision and our agenda to fulfill the Interstate dream.
In the interim, firm resolve by elected officials coupled with visionary planning by planning officials will be a must.  Continuing success and achievement requires smart growth strategies and much finesse with firm adherence to long range plans.

The primary objective of an Interstate along the 135-mile U.S. 70 Corridor is to maximize economic opportunities in Eastern N.C.  In order to assure commerce is enhanced and is not an impediment to economic activity will require a balance between mobility and accessibility.  In lieu of normal practices of the past favoring access to the major transportation system via single-use driveways onto U.S. 70, innovative ideas must emerge providing alternative routes for local traffic including frontage roads with an expanded collector street system parallel to U.S. 70; parallel service roads and/or rear entry road system and new ideas beyond the scope of my thinking.  Adding traffic signals and direct driveways escalates “fix” costs and lengthens the pathway to Interstate Standards.

Adhering to these strategies will require a concerted effort between state and local governmental agencies to couple better transportation and land use decisions to establish infrastructure that invites smart growth and new development.

On January 14, 2016, Governor McCrory announced a major transportation Rail Hub project to be developed through a public-private partnership between CSX Rail and North Carolina Department of Transportation.  The project called the Carolina Connector (CCX) will be funded through the State’s Strategic Transportation Investments (STI) law which provides funds for new infrastructure and approximately $  150 million from CSX.  NC Transportation Secretary Nick Tennyson lauded the project as a major factor in promoting our ports and rail systems.  The proposed CCX Rail Intermodal Hub will serve Eastern and Central North Carolina, connecting the regions to markets across the U.S.  The facility will correlate trucking, rail and shipping industries to help move goods more efficiently.

According to logistics experts, cascading benefits throughout our state and expanded job opportunities in Eastern North Carolina will re-energize a region strived for renewed economic prospects.  Some have labeled CCX as the possible savior of our ports.

In a recent presentation, Charles Edwards, Executive Director of North Carolina Center for Global Logistics emphatically offered strong support for the CCX facility and its impact on jobs creation.  Supply-chain jobs cannot be outsourced outside our borders and are the future of trucking, rail and ports; industries that can be expanded in our region.

Unfortunately, an attack on the proposed CCX project driven by social media and a small number of dissident landowners has placed the project in serious jeopardy.  It is incumbent upon all of us to make every effort to convince CSX that Eastern North Carolina is the right place for the logistic Hub.  Although a Freeway/Interstate Corridor along U.S. 70 is our purpose; our primary agenda is the revitalizing of the economic future of Eastern North Carolina.  A future with jobs, commerce, better quality of life for our citizens and opportunities for our children – a reason to stay in Eastern North Carolina.
JOBS

Data recently compiled by NCSU reflecting a global study on Economic Development, Employment and Jobs reports that North Carolina faces ‘at least’ 70% loss of jobs; not surprising, the greatest losses are predicted for rural North Carolina.  A projection by the World Economic Forum predicts disruptive labor market changes and the rise of artificial intelligence will result in a net loss of 5.1 million jobs over the next five years.  SCARY!  
Economist Robert J. Gordon, professor at Northwestern University has just written a book titled THE RISE AND FALL OF AMERICAN GROWTH.  The premise of the book is that the Golden Age of growth and economic prosperity is behind us.  In his frightening and controversial work, Gordon states that new IT developments affect only a narrow range of activities – entertainment, communication and information technology.  It is his assertion there is a wealth of entertainment in new technology, but little of real economic value.  He cites a 2014 study that suggests the total dollar value of new technology comprised only 7 percent of the U.S. gross domestic product.  MIT economist Robert Solow wrote in the mid 1980’s, “We can see the computer age everywhere except in the productivity statistics.”

Certainly I do not profess to have the expertise to discredit nor confirm the accuracy of the conclusions suggested by this book or the other studies noted, but common sense and observation of manufacturing processes and procedures evidences workers are being displaced by technology.

Like most of America, the North Carolina economy, particularly in rural regions has become a services economy.  Employment in the services industry now comprises approximately 86 percent of the American workforce, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  The realities of the services work force is low wage, minimal employee benefits.

In a presentation to Corridor Commission in December, Patrick Woodie, Rural Center President, reminded us of the inequities of earnings and jobs availabilities in rural North Carolina:

· 26 Rural Counties had net job losses during past 5 years

· Average wage and salary difference between rural and urban is $  20,000.00+

· Average income urban $  43,470.00 annually

· Average income rural $  21,484.00 annually 

The prospect of high wage ($60,000 annual range) jobs with benefits possible with the CCX Hub demands that we expend great effort and support to encourage CSX and our elected officials to further consider development opportunities in Eastern North Carolina.

We should continue the message we have been promoting to citizens, Towns, Counties and our State for the past 5+ years in promoting Regional Connectivity: “It’s not about me, it’s about us.”

The jobs opportunities suggested by CSX and its potential logistic partners are possibly the most significant and impactful jobs created for our region in decades.

On January 21, the U.S. 70 Corridor Commission met in Wayne County.  Vice-Chairman Tom Mark presided in a session that established new priorities for the Commission (copy attached).  The Directors also joined James Salmons and the Upper Coastal Plain RPO in passing a Resolution of Support for Carolina Connector Intermodal Rail Terminal (CCX).  Copies attached.

On Friday, January 29, we joined an august gathering to honor and lament the departure of long-time supporter and activist of U.S. 70 Corridor Commission Bobby Lewis.  We are grateful for his service to North Carolina and his special guidance of our group and agenda.  According to Division 4 Engineer, Tim Little, we will be riding on the Goldsboro Bypass by June 1, 2016.  This is a major achievement of our agenda that was escalated by Bobby’s innovative thinking by more than 30 years.  Thanks Bobby!

In late January, WRAL News Reporter, Brian Shrader began conversations and requested an on-camera interview regarding the U.S. 70 Corridor agenda and progress.  I was unable to schedule a convenient one-on-one interview, but did provide some info and responded to his telephone inquiries.  I also referred him to our website.  On February 1, Reporter Shrader interviewed NCDOT’s Rob Hanson and Kim Gillespie.  In that interview the focus was on the safety improvements (STIP Project W-5600) planned at Wilson’s Mills.  The generally positive story aired on the evening of February 1.  Mr. Shrader also inquired about the status and future of CCX project.  I offered no comment on the project except to advise of the Corridor Commission’s Resolution of Support.

On February 4, the Board of Transportation Work Group met in Raleigh.  Rob Hanson provided a status report for all current active U.S. 70 agenda projects.  For those unable to attend, Rob’s report is posted on our website.  Charles Edwards, Executive Director, North Carolina Center For Global Logistics gave us special insights on the Supply Chain Industry; more than 275,000 North Carolinians are now employed in supply chain occupations.  He also offered some observations related to the U.S. 70 Corridor:

· Too many traffic signals

Travel efficiency is paramount in logistics

· Under-utilized rail line 

Despite 2 major rail carriers, too few rail customers

· Ports – Morehead City vs. Wilmington 

· CCX Facility

Stressed importance to ports & Eastern N.C.

· GTP

Lacking infrastructure


A copy of the presentation is also posted on our website, but his off-the-cuff remarks gave excellent assessments.

· NC Logistics Infrastructure 10-20 years behind most states in Southeast 

· 1.2 million people employed in logistics in NC

· Logistics salaries above average with benefits

· CXS Intermodal Rail facility would put Eastern N.C. on World Map 

I attended The Joint Legislative Transportation Oversight Committee on February 5 at Legislative Building.  NCDOT Chief Engineer, Mike Holder had several presentations with the major focus on Powell Bill Funds.  Paul Worley, Director, Rail Division gave an update on rail projects, specifically the Mecklenburg rail project.  The CSX project was not on the agenda and was not mentioned.

On February 17, NC DOT Secretary Nick Tennyson was the guest speaker at Wayne County Chamber of Commerce.  Prior to his formal/lunch remarks, Secretary Tennyson led a round table discussion of current Transportation issues with a small group of interested parties.

U.S. Transportation Secretary Fox announced $  500 million in eighth round of TIGER funding on February 23.  Applications are due April 29, 2016.

The FAST ACT (HR 22) contains a provision (FAST LANE GRANTS) for funding of up to $  4.5 billion authorized through FY 2020; $  800 million for FY 2016.
· 25 percent for rural projects

· 10 percent for small projects

FAST LANE Grant funds may also be utilized for freight rail, ports or intermodal projects.


Minimum FAST LANE Grants

· $  25 million for large projects

· $  5 million for small projects

There are, as usual, with a new Federal programs many caveats and details that impose a narrow window for these grant projects.  I have begun discussions with our Congressional delegation about changes in eligibility requirements that will make the grant funds easier to facilitate and less bureaucratic.  Cost share is also an issue that must be considered:

· Up to 60 percent FAST LANE Grants
· Up to 80 percent total Federal funds

We will continue the dialogue and hopefully get a more workable program in future years.

Applications are due April 14, 2016.  A group of Eastern North Carolina transportation advocates are planning to meet on Thursday, March 10, 2016 to explore possible eligible projects for a FAST LANE Grant Application.  Our best bet may be for future years, but is definitely a funding source not to be ignored.

My reports, the Super 70 Corridor website and many of our conversations have continued to express hope and optimism on proposed future Interstates in Eastern North Carolina.  During the past two years, I have been receiving many calls and emails with suggestions for the best number for the future U.S. 70 Interstate.  Kevin Lacy is currently exploring numbers that may be available.  A professor from Chapel Hill has recommended I-50; another I-36.  If you have a suggestion with a good cause for the numbers, please pass it on to us.  I understand it must be between 42 and 60 and it must be an even number.  More from Kevin later.

It is our plan to install the first Future Interstate sign along the U.S. 70 Corridor on March 30 at a specific location to be determined this week.  Will keep you posted.

I am excited about recent events in Transportation, but even more excited about the next 25 years as we attempt to satisfy time requirements to meet Interstate Standards to achieve full Interstate status for U.S. 70 and 795.  Obviously I will not be present to witness the final unveiling of the shield for the entire Corridor, but hopefully together we have planted a shade tree to provide shade and safe travel for our children and grandchildren.  

Thank you for being where we are with this agenda! 
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