
President Biden’s infrastructure plan could get more of NC rolling on rails 
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Business leaders considering moving their companies to North Carolina sometimes look over the commuting options for their 
employees and ask: Where’s the train? 

Apart from Charlotte’s breakthrough with light rail, commuting by rail is still an exotic concept in North Carolina. This is an 
automobile-centric state that proudly calls itself “The good roads state.” And the roads are good, but rails are needed, too. 

Now in President Joe Biden’s $2 trillion infrastructure proposal, North Carolina can, like the Johnny Cash song, “Hear the train a 
comin’.” The president, who as a senator was a regular Amtrak commuter between Delaware and Washington, D.C., is proposing 
spending $80 billion to upgrade and expand Amtrak lines. If Biden’s plan is approved, some of that rail money will likely come to 
North Carolina. 

The most significant impact on the state would be money to pay for a key part of a corridor that would provide a faster route from 
Raleigh to Richmond. Amtrak said it could also use the new funding to add passenger service to Wilmington and Asheville and new 
service from Charlotte to Greenville, S.C. 

Jason T. Orthner, director of NCDOT’s Rail Division, said he is waiting for Amtrak’s plans to come into sharper focus. “We’re 
obviously watching the proposal and looking for more detail,” he said. “The information from Amtrak looks interesting for North 
Carolina.” 

Republicans and Democrats at the federal and state levels have supported commuter rail in North Carolina, but the state may now 
be especially well-positioned with Rep. David Price (D-4th) serving as chairman of the House Appropriations Committee 
subcommittee that oversees transportation spending. 

“I have long advocated for more funding to expand intercity passenger rail service. President Joe Biden’s American Jobs Plan would 
deliver for North Carolina,” Price said in a statement. 

The rush of federal spending on regional rail service could also boost support for local commuter rail projects. 

Sig Hutchinson, a Wake County commissioner and advocate for commuter rail, said the state could be returning to a time when 
travel by rail tied cities and towns together. 

“This is back to the future,” he said. “All communities were once connected by rail, then Henry Ford came along and we got the 
Model-T and we decided we don’t want to do that any more.” 

Plans for commuter rail are advancing so quickly that seven Triangle towns and cities could be connected by rail within 10 years. 
“This is a transformation,” Hutchinson said. 

The renewed push for passenger rail comes after much frustration. Rail plans in the Triangle fell apart more than a decade ago. In 
2019, plans for a light-rail system in Orange and Durham counties also unraveled after the regional transportation agency, 
GoTriangle, had spent about $130 million on planning, engineering and other costs. 

The pandemic has added an element of uncertainty to previous estimates of rail passenger traffic. Some business observers think 
many workers will continue to work from home after the pandemic passes, a change that could reduce traffic for all commuting 
modes. 

A recent GAO report to Congress on commuter rail prospects said, “Long-term shifts in commuting patterns and increased 
teleworking among former riders could affect commuter rail funding long after the immediate effects of the pandemic are over.” 

Orthner doesn’t think that will be a problem. Amtrak train runs in North Carolina that were canceled during the pandemic have been 
restored and are filling up. “We’re certainly seeing that ridership bounce back,” he said. “A things continue to open up. They’re really 
going to be looking at rail as a travel option.” 

It has been a tough year for traveling and a tough many years for passenger rail. But as life comes back to normal, trains may be 
coming back, too. 

In the near future, visitors to North Carolina may stop asking: Where’s the train? Instead they may be riding on one. 

Barnett: 919-829-4512, nbarnett@ newsobserver.com 
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Chapel Hill mall owner plans major update. Council wants to hear what public 
thinks. 

BY TAMMY GRUBB 
APRIL 06, 2021 04:33 PM,  
UPDATED APRIL 06, 2021 06:31 PM 
 
Residents can weigh in Wednesday on plans to give new life to an aging Chapel Hill shopping mall with taller buildings, more 
businesses and several hundred apartments. 
 
The Chapel Hill Town Council will open a public hearing into the project Wednesday. 
 
University Place is a 1970s-era mall on roughly 43 acres surrounded by a mix of homes, affordable apartments, medical offices and 
small businesses lining Fordham Boulevard, Estes Drive and Willow Drive. 
 
Ram Realty Advisors bought the 302,237-square-foot mall and its outlying buildings in 2019. A plan submitted last year asks the 
town to modify an existing special-use permit and split the site into “pods,” allocating a specific square footage to different uses, 
 
Plans call for up to 300 apartments, 150 hotel rooms, 150,000 square feet of offices and 300,000 to 450,000 square feet of 
commercial space. 
 
The mall and tenants with long-term leases, such as Harris Teeter and Chapel Hill Tire, are not facing redevelopment yet. However, 
Ram Realty will continue turning interior-facing storefronts inside out until there is no interior mall space left, company officials said. 
The town’s Transportation and Connectivity Board and its Environmental Stewardship Advisory Board have recommended 
approving the redevelopment plan with conditions. The Community Design Commission and Stormwater Utility Advisory Board have 
set their reviews for April 27. 
 
The Town Council is expected to continue Wednesday’s public hearing to May 5. More information about how to watch 
Wednesday’s online meeting and comment on the project can be found at tinyurl.com/fbh6fetc. 
 
(Continued) 
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A block plan submitted to the town would create “pods,” each of which would include a specific amount of green space, along 
with commercial and residential construction. Ram Realty Advisors CONTRIBUTED 

SHOPPING, OFFICES, AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

Besides new buildings, Ram Realty officials want to add sidewalks and greenways, landscaping and outdoor amenity spaces, 
including a “Main Street” and green plaza east of the existing mall, which could be a permanent home for the Chapel Hill Farmer’s 
Market and other town events. 

Three-story buildings — up to 45 feet tall — are possible along Estes Drive, with five to seven stories — up to 90 feet tall — on 
Fordham Boulevard and Willow Drive. The maximum now is 60 feet tall, although the mall and most surrounding buildings are three 
stories or less. 

Roughly 15% of the apartments could be priced for 30 years at a rate that’s affordable to people earning up to 80% of the area 
median income. That’s someone earning up to $50,900 a year or a family of four earning up to $72,700 a year. 

The proposal would set a minimum size for the affordable apartments. 

Detailed plans for each pod would be approved in phases, with construction taking several years. The developer has submitted draft 
design guidelines for buildings, streetscapes and other spaces that give the community a clearer picture of what could be built, while 
giving Ram Realty the flexibility to meet changing market demands. 

Ram Realty also is seeking several exceptions to the town’s development rules: 
 
(Continued) 
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▪ Taller buildings closer to the street with less landscaping and tree cover than the town requires 

▪ Less impervious surface, such as driveways and rooftops, helping to reduce stormwater runoff. Roughly 78% of the site is now 
covered with impervious surfaces. The proposal would reduce that to 75%, adding at least another acre of landscaping to the site. 

▪ Less parking than now required by creating shared parking for multiple tenants and improving the connections for pedestrians, 
cyclists and bus riders 

▪ One additional, larger commercial sign on Fordham Boulevard. The current sign plan allows three commercial center signs and 
five signs for the outparcels, including Harris Teeter, the BP gas station and the former K&W. 

▪ Building in the town’s Resource Conservation District, which covers the entire property, except for Harris Teeter and the vacant 
K&W restaurant. 

BUILDING IN AN AREA THAT FLOODS 

Stormwater runoff and flooding is a major concern for the mall and surrounding neighborhoods, because most of the site was built in 
a floodplain before modern stormwater rules. It also lies in the town’s Resource Conservation District, which preserves a natural 
buffer around streams and creeks. 

Over time, mall owners have reduced flooding during heavy rains, but it remains a serious risk along Estes Drive and at the Camelot 
Village complex across the street. Camelot Village sits between two floodplains and funnels stormwater from a large swath of 
northern Chapel Hill into Bolin Creek and Jordan Lake. 

Although the developer wants to have more impervious surfaces than the town allows, it would be 3% less than what exists today 
because about an acre of landscaping would be added to absorb and filter the runoff. Permeable pavers also are possible, 
according to the plan. 

New construction would have to meet Federal Emergency Management Agency rules and the town’s flood damage prevention 
ordinance. Some buildings could have parking underneath, pushing them above the flood level, while new buildings would have 
flood barriers. The developer would have to submit studies that show building plans won’t add to the flooding risk. 

THOUSANDS OF CARS EXPECTED 

The other big concern is that the project could add several thousand more cars to surrounding roads, which back up almost a half-
mile on South Estes Drive during the evening commute. 

The developer would work with the N.C. Department of Transportation to plan improvements as the project is built, including more 
turn lanes at key intersections and allowing only right-in, right-out turns at some driveways. 

A March traffic study found that, by 2028, the redevelopment project could add 2,726 more trips on surrounding roads during the 
morning commute. Over 8,000 more cars could be added to those roads in the evening, it said. 

Multi-use paths could be built along Estes Drive and Fordham Boulevard for pedestrians and cyclists. Sidewalks and bike lanes are 
planned for Willow Drive, and additional transportation connections are planned throughout the mall site. 
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