Lakes Region
rail service
‘may get funding

By Ben Bragdon
bbragdon@keeprmecurrent.com
' . Sen. Bill Diamond, D-Wind- ) .
While the return of rail ser- ham, said hehas been assured viable, and most of the busi-

vice to the Mountain Divi-
sion line may still be a ways

down the track, Gov. John-

Baldacci may seek federal
funding for the project later
this year, state officials said,

Dan Cashman, a spokes-
man  for  the Governor's
Office, said last month that
it iz “highly likely” that a
reguest for $20 million in
improvements to the Moun-
raivy Division Hine, a 50-mile
stretch  from Portland  to
North Conway, N.H., will be
part of the state’s application
for transportation money
from the se-called stimulus
hill. The deadline for appli-
cations for the $1.5 billion
in competitive granfs is Nowv.
17, and long-term improve-
ments to the transportation
system and job creation are
the top two criteria, Cash-
man said.

The state purchased the
5.2-mile portion of the line
from Westbrook to South
Windham last year for
805,000 from Panfm Rail-
ways using a voter-approved
band. The Windham-to-
Fryeburg section was bought
for $1 million in 1997,

“Tmprovernents  to  the
Mountain = Division line
woild  greatly  enhance
freight rail opportunities
in western Maine, as well
as open that region up for
excursion  passenger  ser-
vice,” Cashman said.

According to the Maine
Department of Transporta-
tion, around $20 million is
needed to make the Moun-
tain Division line, with all but
the Portland-to-Westbrook
section out of service since
1884, suitable for freight and
excursion  service. Another
%22 million would be needed
before the rail could handie
the speed and comfort nec-
assary for commter seyvice,

by Transportation Commis-
sioner David Cole that the
project will be included in the
Governor’s reguest,

“Is good 1o see the gov-
emor has this on his radarn”
said Diamond. ¥ the appli-
cation for the grant is sue-
eessinl, work could start newt
vear, he said “It's going w
take a while, but we like what
we are seeing so fax”

New rail service would ke
ly start with the shinping of
freight, then expand later 1o
sxcursions, Diamond said.

The reintroduction of rail
service betwsen Fryebuwrg
and Portland, via Windham
and the Lakes Region, could

. be a boon to business, said
Standish Town Manager Gor-
don Bilington.,

“That would be a magnifi-
cent thing to happen io the
economics of the area, right
up to Fryeburg” he said
“What it could open up there
is spectacular”

Businesses ‘along the Hne
are excited to see how rail
service may lower the cost
of shipping and receiving
goods, Billington said. There
are opportunities for local
companies to ship material
like aggregate soil to larger
markets, like Boston, he said.
Cruise ship companies have
also shown fnterest in anp
excursicn rail to bring pas-
sengers from Portland to
western  Maine, Billington
said.

Rail service slong the
Mountain Division line does
face some challenges.

According io a Depart-
ment of Transportation study
released last vear, one or
two large-scale users of the
tme would have to sign on
in order for the service in be

nesses identified along the
route do not ship in sufficient
arpounts.

But supporters of the rail
service, including Stephen
Hstes, 2 gquairy owner in
Baldwin and a local econom-
i development leader, said
entrepreneurs will come for-
ward and take advantage of
the new infrastruchure once it
isinplace

“We can go and try o find
markets and see ¥ we can
make them work"” he said
last year.



