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By The Editorial Board

Most talk about economic development concerns complicated tax schemes that encourage businesses to
move to places that they would otherwise avoid. But there are few economic development tools that have
proven to be as effective as direct investment in transportation infrastructure.

Improved roads, rails, airports and docking facilities not only create good construction jobs in the short
term, but also pay for off for decades to come by promoting economic activity that would not have been
possible otherwise.

A proposal to expand Downeaster service between Maine’s biggest population centers would not only
create good construction jobs in the near future, but also pay off for decades to come in housing, shopping
opportunities and other services near train stations. 2013 File Photo/Gordon Chibroski
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Interstate highways have put Maine products in reach of major markets for the last half-century, while
making remote parts of the state accessible to visitors.

The Maine Legislature has a chance to make another transportation investment that could have the same
kind of long-term payoff – extending passenger rail from Portland to Lewiston-Auburn. Three bills are
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before the Legislature this year that would complete this missing link.

L.D. 247, which will have a public hearing Tuesday, would raise a $25 million bond to expand Downeaster
service between Maine’s biggest population centers. Lawmakers should jump aboard this opportunity and
send this bond issue to the voters.

About 500,000 people currently ride the Amtrak Downeaster in its five daily round trips between Boston
and Portland and two between Boston and Brunswick. As a business, the rail service is not very profitable,
but its economic impact goes much further.

The presence of the service has resulted in millions of dollars in private investment from business that
develop housing, shopping opportunities and other services near the stations in places like Biddeford,
Freeport and Brunswick. That expansion shows up in local property tax rolls and business profits, not on
the Amtrak balance sheet.

Expanding rail service to Lewiston-Auburn would be the next link in Boston-to-Montreal rail service, which,
if completed, could bring visitors from both cities to Maine’s mountains and seacoast.

Once Montreal service is complete, Maine won’t be the end of the line any- more, but an attractive spot in
the middle of the route.

Two related bills are also moving through the Legislature. L.D. 438 would create a mechanism for towns to
partner with business to finance development near station stops, and L.D. 323 would fund a transportation
study of the rail expansion.

Being fiscally responsible means knowing when to spend as well as save. This is an opportunity to put
money to work now in a way that will keep benefits coming for a long time.

Lawmakers should not miss this opportunity. Extending rail service is a proven economic development tool
that should be used.
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