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Norfolk Southern currently is involved in two separate processes with respect to the railroad’s vertical 
clearance projects on Pittsburgh’s North Side to accommodate double-stack intermodal trains. Each 
process has a different purpose – one for Public Utility Commission (PUC) approval and one for PennDOT 
funding. 
 
PUC APPROVAL PROCESS 
 
The PUC reviews bridge work from the perspective of safety.  

 
o PUC approval is required for bridge reconstruction or substantive bridge alterations at the 

crossing of a railroad with a public highway or the crossing of a railroad with the tracks of a 
different railroad.  As such, NS is seeking approval to modify or replace bridges that fall under 
PUC jurisdiction and are part of the vertical clearance projects. 

 
o At this time, NS has applications pending before the PUC in two different proceedings for 

authorization to repair or replace bridges in Pittsburgh – one for North Avenue, a vehicular 
bridge over NS tracks, and one for Merchant Street, an NS railroad bridge over a city street. The 
Merchant Street bridge is a replacement in kind with no vertical clearance adjustment.   
 

o When sufficient design work is completed, NS plans to submit applications for PUC approval for 
three additional bridges that are vertical clearance projects. These are vehicular bridges over the 
tracks on Columbus Avenue, Pennsylvania Avenue, and Washington Avenue.  
 

PENNDOT FUNDING PROCESS 
 
PennDOT funding entails an analysis of alternatives and a review of environmental and historic 
resources impacts. These reviews are being done in accordance with requirements under Act 120, a 
Pennsylvania law that applies to transportation projects funded through PennDOT. 
 

o These Act 120 analyses are underway now, including data analyses for noise, air quality, and 
vibrations. These analyses take time, and we expect completion sometime this summer.  

 
o With the exception of the Merchant Street bridge, which is a replacement in kind, NS has not 

presupposed any particular alternative in its projects. NS is evaluating options as part of Act 120 
reviews. 
 



o Once completed, a public review and comment opportunity on the Act 120 document will occur 
consistent with PennDOT requirements and Act 120. 
 

 
MERCHANT STREET BRIDGE   
   

o The Merchant Street bridge currently is structurally sound and safe. As part of ongoing 
investment to ensure safe and efficient operations, NS has determined that the bridge needs to 
be replaced within a few years to continue to accommodate rail traffic and to avoid significant 
maintenance costs. In mid-February, NS Engineering Department personnel inspecting track 
discovered that a small amount of ballast stone on the deck of the bridge’s superstructure had 
fallen through a narrow gap between two spans. Railroad personnel took appropriate action, 
promptly sealing the gap using concrete and replacing the ballast.   

 
NORFOLK SOUTHERN OPERATES ITS RAILROAD SAFELY 
 
NS’ top priority is safety – it is good business and our commitment as a responsible corporate citizen. 

o NS has a rigorous track and bridge inspection program that fully complies with Federal Railroad 
Administration requirements. 

o Double-stack trains transport intermodal containers with a wide range of consumer goods found 
in retail stores in communities everywhere, including electronics, appliances, food, and clothing. 
These trains do not move bulk hazardous material commodities such as crude oil or ethanol. 

 
o There is no evidence that double-stack rail transportation is less safe than single-stack traffic.  In 

fact, double-stacking generates public safety and environmental benefits by allowing up to 
double the freight capacity on one train. This significantly reduces truck vehicle miles traveled, 
which increases highway safety and lowers greenhouse gas emissions. 

 
o NS’ Pittsburgh Line through the North Side currently has the capacity to handle more than 70 

trains per day without being modified at all. NS now operates an average of 34 trains daily 
through the North Side. After the line is cleared for double-stack trains, NS anticipates that 
about 25 additional intermodal trains would use the route daily.  
 

o As it stands today, NS’ Pittsburgh Line carries hazardous materials, including crude oil, through 
the city. The vertical clearance projects will not change anything relating to hazmat 
transportation on that line. Transporting hazmat by rail is safe – FRA records show that 99.99 
percent of hazmat shipments nationwide arrive at destination without incident. 

 
 


