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Norfolk Southern rail ready for key city fixes
Bridge work would permit double-stacked cars
BY ED BLAZINA PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE 

 
Nearly five years after receiving a $20 million state grant, Norfolk Southern Rail Co. is set to move ahead with plans to
modify four Pittsburgh bridges to allow double-stacked train cars to run through the city’s urban neighborhoods.

Former Mayor Bill Peduto’s administration and neighborhood groups on the North Side, where three of the bridges are
located, had challenged the project before the state Public Utility Commission because of concerns about safety, air
pollution and noise pollution.

Those parties and the railroad agreed in late 2019 to submit the dispute to a mediator, whose ruling in December allowed the
railroad to proceed with its plans.

The mediator’s decision will permit Norfolk Southern to raise three bridges to allow a clearance of at least 22 feet to let the
double-stacked cars pass through. Those bridges are West North Avenue (to be raised by 2 feet, 6 inches) and Pennsylvania
Avenue (by 2 feet, 9 inches) on the North Side, as well as South Negley Avenue in Shadyside (by 1 foot, 5 inches).

The railroad will also lower the track bed under the Columbus Avenue Bridge by about 18 inches and replace the Merchant
Street Bridge at the same level. Both of those are on the North Side, too.

As part of the settlement from the mediation — which is pending approval by Pittsburgh City Council — Norfolk Southern
agreed to spend several million dollars to replace a pedestrian bridge in Allegheny Commons that was torn down more than
five years ago.

The railroad will also donate a total of $1.4 million to the Northside Leadership Conference and Manchester Citizens Corp.
That information is part of a nondisclosure agreement in the ruling but was confirmed to the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette by two
people familiar with it.

“After two years of mediation, we, in mid-December, resolved all of the issues,” said Rudy Husband, regional vice president
for Norfolk Southern. “That took two years to do, so now we’re proceeding. Everything is as it was in the grant application.”

The bridge work still has to go through a series of public meetings in the neighborhood so that residents can have input on
the design of the bridge changes and the impact that raising them could have.

But the mediator’s ruling cleared the way for Norfolk Southern to make the bridge modifications and use double-stacked
cars, likely within five years.

For more than 10 years, the railroad has been pushing for higher clearance on the rail line that runs through the North Side.
That line will supplement another line, which carries double-stacked cars through the region on the South Side of the
Monongahela River, above Station Square, on a route that has had frequent disruptions because of landslides or derailments.

“The current route is Norfolk Southern’s Achilles’ heel, as far as the northeast corridor is concerned,” Mr. Husband said.
“What we’re doing is creating another route for redundancy.”

He said the railroad was able to convince the mediator, attorney David Wolf, that running double-stacked cars through the
North Side wouldn’t cause undue safety, air pollution or noise pollution problems.

“We are guided by the science on this,” Mr. Husband said. “There were no red flags raised environmentally. For some
people, this has been an emotional issue, and they choose not to accept that.”



The Peduto administration had expressed concern about the safety of using double-stacked cars on a rail line that runs
through heavily populated neighborhoods, while Port Authority expressed concern about them running next to the heavily
used Martin Luther King Jr. East Busway.

New Mayor Ed Gainey and Port Authority declined to comment for this story, and the neighborhood groups couldn’t be
reached.

“We’re not going to comment on that right now,” Port Authority spokesman Adam Brandolph said.

City Councilman Bobby Wilson, whose district includes the Columbus Avenue Bridge, said he’s “not happy” that Norfolk
Southern will be able to use double-stacked cars.

“I’m in line with the community groups,” Mr. Wilson said. “It’s a big concern.”

Given the situation, the councilman said, he thinks the neighborhood groups got quality benefits out of the decision.

“At first glance, it looks like what they got from the railroad is pretty good,” Mr. Wilson said. “Across the country, you don’t
see the railroad giving much. That was the most important part: They forced the railroad’s hand.”

The mediator’s decision will restore the pedestrian bridge in Allegheny Commons that started near the National Aviary and
crossed above the sunken railroad tracks to the park’s west side. The original neoclassic concrete bridge was built in 1906,
but around the turn of the 21st century, it closed due to deterioration before being removed more than 10 years later.

Mr. Husband said the first project to move forward will be replacement of the Merchant Street Bridge, a railroad bridge that
passes over an underpass near the Clark Building. The design has been finished and a contract will be awarded soon, but Mr.
Husband said he couldn’t accurately predict when it will be finished because of an ongoing steel shortage.

Next would be lowering the track bed under the Columbus span, which should begin in 2023.

Norfolk Southern wants to begin construction on the two bridges that will be raised in 2024, but before work can start there,
it will have to hold community meetings first.

One major concern for residents and businesses near West North and Pennsylvania avenues is what could happen to
sidewalks and access when the bridge is made higher. Residents are also concerned that raising the level too sharply at the
new bridges could make it difficult for emergency vehicles to travel through the area.

Negley, one of 22 city-owned bridges rated in poor condition, is just moving into the design stage. City officials will meet at
6:30 p.m. Thursday with the Shadyside Action Coalition to discuss that project.

When the $20 million grant was awarded in 2017, it was designed to cover about 70% of the $28.6 million project that
would address 14 bridges. Mr. Husband said that due to inflation, the overall cost likely will increase by several million
dollars, but Norfolk Southern won’t seek additional grant money as it moves forward.

“This is our 100% focus on what’s going on in the Pittsburgh area,” he said.
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