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	  THE RAIL-GRID COLLABORATIVE



SPECIAL BRIEFING 
October 31, 2026 

This RGC briefing covers two developments affecting railroads and electric transmission 
· Federal legislation on permitting and siting infrastructure 
· RGC’s message to ASLRRA on transmission co-location 

Federal permitting and siting legislation: Bipartisan American Affordability and Jobs Act (BAAJA)

The Senate infrastructure permitting bill, recently released by two lead Senate committees, is expected to receive a cloture vote on November 9, when Congress returns. While the bill incorporates elements of House proposals, the House has not passed its own version. 
BAAJA proposes to reform broadly applicable but largely uncoordinated federal approval processes, such as those found in, for example, the Clean Water Act and the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969. Experts argue these processes delay or derail energy and transportation projects and make infrastructure requiring federal approval too costly and complicated to pursue. Despite its bipartisan sponsorship, the bill's passage in a lame-duck session is not a foregone conclusion; significant groups and members of Congress have lingering disagreements with aspects of the bill. 
Advocates believe BAAJA would make it easier to build cost-effective, long-distance, high-voltage projects through interregional planning standards and siting options considered during planning. Federal efforts to simplify and coordinate approvals have often proved difficult to sustain. BAAJA takes a fresh look at the regulatory framework that has slowed grid expansion and the transition to a modern electric system. As discussed in the takeaways below, however, the bill does not address how siting considerations are incorporated into planning.  
Congress hopes to close the gap between today’s grid and what is needed to meet rapidly growing electricity demand, deliver low-cost energy, and strengthen critical infrastructure. Some estimates put the investment needed to address existing congestion and interregional capacity shortfalls at $600 billion or more. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM OUR REVIEW
· Broad policy reform RGC supports the bill’s recognition that significant public-policy changes are needed to ensure the stability and long-term health of the nation’s electric economy. 
· Existing Rights of Way BAAJA recognizes that using existing ROW can accelerate transmission capacity expansion by qualifying projects for reduced NEPA review, including categorical exclusions. The bill overlooks the benefits of co-locating transmission along railroad and highway corridors—an approach advanced by USDOT through “America’s Great Corridors of Commerce” and demonstrated by the Champlain Hudson Power Express and SOO Green HVDC Link projects. 
· Interregional planning and resilience The legislation supports interregional planning and the integration of major new electric loads, helping the expanding grid withstand extreme weather. 
· Better use of existing infrastructure Alongside transmission expansion, BAAJA calls for advanced transmission technologies, improved interconnection-queue management, and more systematic data use and interoperability. 
· A long-term planning framework with a gap BAAJA endorses the approach established in FERC Order Nos. 1000 and 1920, including a 20-year planning horizon. The bill does not require planners to incorporate siting considerations or state siting laws into those procedures, as RGC has previously suggested. 


Dispatch from the 2026 American Short Line and Regional Railroad Association (ASLRRA) meeting in St. Louis

﻿RGC Executive Director Jim Hoecker headed to Saint Louis for a panel discussion on railroads and electric power. Fellow panelists Karin Stamy and Trish Haver discussed, respectively, legal considerations and the role of electric power in economic development and site selection.
Hoecker’s presentation, excerpted below, discussed opportunities for short line and regional railroads to use their real estate holdings to generate new revenue.  

***

RAILROAD RIGHTS OF WAY: AN OPPORTUNITY
Good morning. The more than 600 short line and regional railroads in the United States each have a distinct customer base and culture. Together, they connect local communities and businesses to regional, national, and international markets. 
As landowners, these railroads can support local economic development, strengthen their bottom lines, and help address the nation’s electric infrastructure needs. Leasing or licensing rights of way (ROWs) for electric infrastructure—particularly transmission—may offer a significant, time-sensitive business opportunity. 
 
THE GRID NEEDS MORE TRANSMISSION
After years of negligible growth, U.S. electricity demand is rising rapidly. Key drivers include: 
· AI and data centers 
· Industrial electrification 
· Electric space heating 
· Electric vehicles 
An electric system under strain Rising demand and extreme weather are testing aging infrastructure designed for a different operating environment. Although the United States has abundant energy resources, new transmission is needed to move power from generation sites to population centers. Resource inadequacy has significant implications for national security, reliability, and economic competitiveness. 
The investment challenge Since 2020, China has built 8,200 miles of high-voltage direct-current transmission to integrate its national power markets, compared with only 300 miles in the United States. The United States must also add 120 GW of generation by 2030 and expand that base by 2% annually thereafter. Closing the infrastructure gap may require roughly $600 billion. 

WHAT MAKES TRANSMISSION DIFFICULT TO DEVELOP 
Siting and approval Grid expansion depends primarily on new transmission lines, yet towers, substations, and power plants often face public opposition. Federal and state approval processes remain complex and poorly coordinated. Greenfield development—building on previously undisturbed land—is especially difficult. 
Time and cost Planning, approving, and constructing a transmission line typically takes about a decade and sometimes twice as long. Projects require major commitments of time and capital and often involve litigation. 
Cross-boundary coordination Integrating the grid across state, regional, and market boundaries adds complexity to an already demanding process. 

CO-LOCATING TRANSMISSION AND RAIL CORRIDORS 
Building on experience Railroad property can create value for railroads and other network industries. Fiber-optic cables have shared rail rights of way for roughly 30 years, offering lessons from both successful and difficult co-location efforts. Railroads’ long, continuous corridors are also well suited to electric transmission. 
Examples from major projects Two projects illustrate the potential for transmission along rail corridors: 
· Champlain Hudson Power Express: Includes more than 100 miles of 500-kV HVDC transmission alongside CSX rights of way in New York.  
· SOO Green HVDC Link: Is designed to follow more than 300 miles of rail corridors in Iowa and Illinois.
Together, these projects demonstrate the potential for high-voltage transmission and rail operations to be compatible economically and environmentally. 

GOVERNMENT SUPPORT
A public-private framework This year, the U.S. Department of Transportation’s Build America Bureau launched “America’s Great Corridors of Commerce” (AGCC). The initiative proposes a broad public-private partnership to develop transmission and other infrastructure along existing rights of way, including those owned by railroads of every class. Coordinated public and private investment is intended to create commercial value and broader public benefits. 
Roles to be defined The AGCC process must clarify the responsibilities of right-of-way owners, project managers, third-party contractors, and USDOT’s “concierge” services. Those services are intended to support business development, facility design, construction financing, operations, and maintenance. 
Voluntary participation USDOT has assured prospective participants that the program is voluntary. Even so, concerns about bringing third parties into grid or rail operations, or onto railroad property, will require outreach to owners and other stakeholders. 

TECHNOLOGY: A PRACTICAL PATH FORWARD
Advantages of HVDC High-voltage direct-current (HVDC) technology can transmit more power with lower losses and narrower rights of way. It can also be installed underground and avoids electromagnetic-field concerns for nearby industrial operations. 
An opportunity for railroads Rail rights of way can serve as important grid corridors with relatively little operational risk. As property owners, railroads can negotiate license revenue through contracts, whereas transmission along highways may face greater state and federal regulation. 

LONG-TERM VALUE, WITH SAFETY AT THE CORE
A strategic opportunity AGCC offers an important strategy for expanding the grid and an opportunity for railroads to generate long-term revenue from underused assets while retaining control of their rights   of way. 
Safety must remain paramount Comments submitted by ASLRRA and the Association of American Railroads underscore the industry’s commitment to protecting railroad safety as electrical infrastructure development along rail rights of way moves forward. 

###  
 
The Rail-Grid Collaborative is a nonprofit organization explores the potential for commercial innovation, environmental sustainability, and public benefit based on the sharing of ideas and information about the future of the rail and power networks.
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