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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Houston Belt & Ter mi n a l Wast Belt Subdd/iian is an approximately
9-mile double-track rail line, which runs in between East Downtown Houston and the
Greater East End with an average of between 65 and 75 trains daily, depending
upon location.

This study was conducted with the goal of identifying improvements to eliminate all
at-grade crossings on the West Belt Subdivision between Cullen Boulevard and
railroad Tower 26 near Lyons Avenue just north of 1-10 in order to create a sealed
corridor on one of the busiest rail lines in Houston. The 12 existing at-grade
crossings within the study area are listed in the table below.

e Daily Traffic

Street Name Classification Cougllt (2010)
West Local Street 180
Lyons Major Thoroughfare 3,489
Nance Local Street 4,622
Runnels Local Street 5,187
Commerce Local Street 1,372
Hutchins Local Street 1,592
Sampson Major Thoroughfare 2,824
York Major Thoroughfare 2,396
McKinney Major Collector 1,630
Milby Local Street 2,467
Leeland Major Collector 4,342
Cullen Major Collector 7,116

The creation of a sealed freight rail corridor along the West Belt would allow for the
creation of an approximate 5-mile-long quiet zone that would remove train horn
noise for nearly 15,000 households located along the West Belt.

The construction of roadway/rail grade separations or the closure of at-grade
crossings along the West Belt would eliminate vehicle delays, engine idling, and
grade crossing accidents that are caused when trains block the crossings.
Additional related benefits would be reduced fuel consumption, noise, and
emissions.

The process that was used to identify feasible improvements at each of the 12 at-
grade crossings within the study area is outlined as follows:
1. Identify existing conditions, planned projects, and issues impacting potential
improvements within the study area
a. Obtain City of Houston 2010 traffic counts
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b. Perform background review of ongoing or completed area studies and
plans
c. Coordinate with advisory committee comprised of representatives from
the City of Houston, Harris County, H-GAC, TxDOT, the Houston Fire
and Police Departments, Houston METRO, and the railroads (UP,
BNSF, and HB&T)
2. Develop and evaluate preliminary assessments
a. Create evaluation matrix to determine the feasibility of the least
expensive alternative based on mobility and safety, integration with
existing and planned infrastructure, community impacts, and route
reliability
b. Perform traffic impact analysis modeling for potential crossing closures
c. Coordinate with advisory committee
3. Develop Feasible Improvements
a. Complete conceptual designs and cost estimates
b. Coordinate with advisory committee
c. Perform public outreach

The alternatives identified as feasible improvements along the West Belt in this
study along with associated estimated costs are shown in the following table and are
mapped in the following figure.

Street Name | Recommended Improvement | Estimated Total Cost PE + NEPA
West Closure $46,000 $11,000
Lyons Grade Separation - Underpass $13,660,000 $900,000

Closure (future grade separation
Nance alternative identified not included $140,000 $24,000
in cost)
Runnels Grade Separation - Underpass $12,540,000 $860,000
Navigation & |~ - 1o Separation - Underpass $22,480,000 $1,220,000
Commerce
Hutchins Closure Cost Included with Commerce & Navigation
;S(grfpso” & | Grade Separation - Underpass $30,720,000 $1,860,000
McKinney Closure Cost Included with Sampson & York
Milby Closure $30,000 $11,000
Grade Separation (Cost for
Leeland & .
overpass option shown though $28,090,000 $1,175,000
Cullen . -
underpass option also feasible)
Total $107,706,000 $6,061,000

Note: Closure costs shown in the PE + NEPA column are total design costs.
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WEST BELT GRADE CROSSING IMPROVEMENTS

Introduction

TheHouston Belt & T®&esmBeh Subdiviiianiislan apprakinately
9-mile double-track rail line, which runs in between East Downtown Houston and the
Greater East End with an average of between 65 and 75 trains daily, depending
upon location. There are numerous sidings, industrial tracks, and yards along this
rail line.

This study was conducted with the goal of identifying improvements to eliminate all
at-grade crossings on the West Belt Subdivision between Cullen Boulevard and
railroad Tower 26 near Lyons Avenue just north of 1-10 in order to create a sealed
corridor on one of the busiest rail lines in Houston.

The implementation of a sealed freight rail corridor as envisioned with this project
has been done before in the late 1980s. The construction of the Hardy Toll Road
represented the first grade-separated corridor in Texas and created an efficient
mobility corridor for trucks and vehicles, while also providing benefits to the freight
railroads by creating a 21-mile sealed rail corridor.

The creation of a sealed freight rail corridor along the West Belt would allow for the
creation of an approximate 5-mile-long quiet zone that would remove train horn
noise for nearly 15,000 households located along the West Belt. A quiet zone would
permit trains to pass through the area without the use of train horns. The
construction of roadway/rail grade separations or the closure of at-grade crossings
along the West Belt would eliminate vehicle delays, engine idling, and grade
crossing accidents that are caused when trains block the crossings. Additional
related benefits would be reduced fuel consumption, noise, and emissions.

Additionally, the elimination of at-grade crossings would provide benefits to the
operating railroads by allowing trains to be stopped along the tracks where such
movements are currently prohibited on the West Belt. Railroad operating benefits
associated with a sealed West Belt corridor include operating trains on the West Belt
in lieu of the East Belt line, which would reduce congestion on the East Belt, as well
as providing the railroad additional locations as potential crew change points within
the network. The implementation of a sealed West Belt freight rail corridor may also
result in making Houston more competitive for shippers and companies relying on
freight deliveries, as a corridor without grade crossings will reduce delays and
improve freight mobility efficiency through the region.
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The limits of the study area are shown in Figure 1, and each of the at-grade
crossings included within the study limits are listed below in Table 1 with 2010
average daily traffic counts from the City of Houston.

e Daily Traffic

Street Name Classification Cour):t (2010)
West Local Street 180
Lyons Major Thoroughfare 3,489
Nance Local Street 4,622
Runnels Local Street 5,187
Commerce Local Street 1,372
Hutchins Local Street 1,592
Sampson Major Thoroughfare 2,824
York Major Thoroughfare 2,396
McKinney Major Collector 1,630
Milby Local Street 2,467
Leeland Major Collector 4,342
Cullen Major Collector 7,116

Table 1: At-Grade Crossings within Study Limits
(note: McKinney traffic count is based on H-GAC modeling)

The analysis completed in this study included the following tasks:

1 Obtain and review previous studies completed for the West Belt corridor and
for any of the streets crossing the corridor

1 Analyze traffic impacts associated with the potential crossing improvements

1 Develop a matrix to evaluate the potential improvements

1 Perform preliminary engineering and determine order-of-magnitude estimated
costs for the grade crossing improvements

1 Perform public outreach services to inform the community about the study
and the potential improvements at the crossings

This report describes the regional background relating to this study, the evaluation
methodology utilized, results of the analysis conducted for the crossing
improvements, and estimated costs for the recommended improvements.
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Figure 1. West Belt Improvement Project Study Area

Regional Background

The HB&T West Belt Subdivision runs through the center of Houston and serves as
a dividing line between downtown and the East End. The majority of residents along
the West Belt are either Hispanic (55%) or African American (31%), while Non-
Hispanic whites account for 11.3% of the area population. The West Belt area is
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characterized as a low and lower-middle income area, with nearly 32% of the area
households below the poverty level in 1999. More than 43% of the West Belt area
households had 1999 incomes under $20,000 as reported in the 2007 Houston
Region Freight Study. Additionally, approximately 17% of the area households
(approximately 2,500 households) were considered to be linguistically isolated
(primarily Spanish speaking) in 1999.

Within the project limits of this study, the West Belt runs along the boundaries of the
Downtown and Second Ward super neighborhoods and through the Greater
Eastwood super neighborhood. The West Belt also crosses through the Fifth Ward
Redevelopment Corporation, the northeastern corner of the Downtown Management
District and runs along the boundary between the East Downtown and East End
Management Districts. Several of these super neighborhoods and management
districts, in addition to the City of Houston (COH), have developed visions and plans
for development of the area. The project limits also overlap project limits for the
Harris County Toll Road Authority (HCTRA) Hardy Toll Road Extension project as
well as the METRO East End and Southeast light rail line plans.

In order to maintain consistency with the various plans for the region, the plans and
studies listed below were reviewed to determine potential impacts on this study.

Hardy Toll Road Extension

Houston Belt and Terminal (HB&T) Railroad Relocation
H-GAC Livable Centers Program for the Greater East End Management
District and the East Downtown Management District

City of Houston Bikeway Program Network

City of Houston Planned Quiet Zones

Fifth Ward Pedestrian and Bicyclist Special District Study
Galveston - Houston Commuter Rail Study

METRO Vision

Greater East End Management District Plans and Studies
East Downtown Management District Plans and Studies
TxDOT Houston Region Freight Study

Gulf Coast Rail District Analysis of Rail Improvements
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Hardy Toll Road Extension

The proposed Harris County Toll Road Authority (HCTRA) Hardy Toll Road
Downtown Connector project, which is currently in the final stages of design, is
proposed to extend the Hardy Toll Road a distance of 3.6 miles from its current
terminus at Loop 610 to downtown Houston and will consist of four toll lanes (two in
each direction). This project is intended to alleviate congestion at Loop 610, 1-45,
and US 59. The alignment of the Hardy Toll Road extension generally parallels the
West Belt Subdivision on the west side of the rail line north of I-10 and railroad
Tower 26. The proposed HCTRA project includes several grade separations and
crossing closures along the West Belt Subdivision as listed in Table 2 and also
requires the completion of the HB&T Railroad Relocation since the extension will

4
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use a portion of the existing HB&T right of way. Figure 2 shows the approximate

location of the Hardy Toll Road extension alongt hi s

studyos

project

e . Daily Traffic

Street Name Classification Planned Improvement Count (2010)
Collingsworth Major Collector Planned Grade Separation 5,460
Quitman Major Thoroughfare Planned Grade Separation 5,480
Lee Local Street Planned Closure 380
Lorraine Major Collector Planned Grade Separation 2,800
Semmes Local Street Planned Closure 260
Harrington Local Street Planned Closure 670
Brooks Local Street Planned Closure 600

Table 2: Hardy Toll Road Extension Planned At-Grade Crossing Improvements



Gulf Coast Rail District West Belt Improvements Study

Figure 2: Planned Hardy Toll Road Extension and West Belt
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