A Baltimore-Washington Maglev Train Would Be a Speedy Option
by Luz Lazo
(Unabridged version also covers how research and wildlife might suffer.)
April 2, 2021 – A high-speed train that would take passengers from Washington to Baltimore in 15 minutes, as an alternative to traffic-choked roads, would cut through a swath of public land.
The 40-mile superconducting system for the magnetic-levitation train, or maglev, would travel aboveground for up to 9 of those miles, crossing or touching upon some of the leading federal research facilities in the country.  The path includes the nation’s largest agricultural scientific installation and the only National Wildlife Refuge established to support research.
Proponents have pitched the maglev train as a travel alternative — the 1st step in a broader plan to expand high-speed rail across the Northeast Corridor.  The proposal, which is meandering through a lengthy federal review process, has drawn mixed reactions.  But it could get clearance to proceed as early as this year.
Its 2 proposed alignments — east and west of the Baltimore-Washington Parkway — would cut through woods and permanently alter parks, recreational facilities and wetlands.  As many as 1,000 acres, including up to 328 acres of federal land, would be affected, according to a federal environmental review.
Viaducts and ancillary facilities, such as emergency exits and power substations, are planned on and adjacent to land that belongs to the National Park Service, NASA, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Secret Service, the National Security Administration, and Fort Meade.
Baltimore-Washington Rapid Rail, which is developing the system with sister company Northeast Maglev, said the line is planned as close to the parkway as possible, to minimize bisecting large areas home to sensitive species and habitats.
The company said routes under consideration would have the least effect on homes and other private property, keeping the project economically feasible.  Measures that include the replanting of trees would be established to reduce impacts, the project proponents said.
The plan calls for a 180-acre paved maintenance yard on public land.  Environmentalists and wildlife experts say viaducts and the maintenance yard would mar the land, now a protected green splotch in the middle of the heavily populated Washington-Baltimore corridor.
Trains between D.C. and Baltimore would travel as fast as 311 mph, proponents say.
When the Federal Railroad Administration issued a draft review of the project in January, it laid out economic and environmental effects of the project, planned as the 1st leg of a rail system that would carry passengers between Washington and New York in an hour.
Amid opposition from civic associations and elected officials in the project’s path — and after more than a year of delays — the FRA is nearing completion of a review that could lead to tunneling as early as next year.  The train could begin operating by 2030.
The project would cost between $13.8 billion and $16.8 billion, the federal agency said.  It noted potential disruptions to businesses and property along the route, but also up to $10.6 billion in wages to workers over 7 years of construction.
The maglev train would help cut greenhouse gas emissions, taking about 16 million car trips off the road annually by 2045, according to the FRA.
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