






3        INSTALLING HIGH PLATFORMS AT WESTERLY STATION  

 

1.1   Operational Benefits of High Platforms 

 

Minimizing dwell times at stations is key to 
assuring schedule reliability and operational 
efficiency – both of which are necessary if 
Amtrak is to meet growing regional demand for 
more frequent intercity rail service along the 
nation’s busiest rail line, the Northeast Corridor. 

One of the most impactful strategies for 
reducing dwell times is to upgrade low-platform 
stations with high platforms, which enables level 
boarding. Level boarding expedites passenger 
flow by providing step-free access between the 
train and the platform (as stairs are cumbersome 
to navigate for riders with mobility impairments 
or luggage). High-platform stations not only 
move equivalent passenger volumes more 
efficiently than their low-platform peers, but 
also absorb ridership increases more efficiently. 
Framed another way, an equivalent increase in 
ridership at a low-platform station 
disproportionately lengthens dwell times and 
increases the risk of unscheduled delays 
impacting on-time performance. 

This is a particularly important consideration 
between New Haven and Providence, where the 
Northeast Corridor’s two electrified mainline 
tracks host rail services with different speed 
profiles (Northeast Regional, Acela, CTrail Shore 
Line East) and offer limited opportunities for 
overtakes. When a low-platform station is 
located directly on the mainline tracks, 
precluding timed overtakes, the risk of delays 
cascading from one service to another on the 
same corridor is elevated. 

For these reasons, as well as for improving 
accessibility and safety, all but four of the 28 
station stops that Amtrak’s Northeast Regional 
intercity rail service makes along the Northeast 
Corridor’s electrified, Boston-to-Washington 
mainline have been upgraded with at least 
partial-length high platforms. 

 

 

Top: High platform at the Charles A. Gallagher Transit 
Terminal in Lowell, demonstrating the ease of 
boarding and alighting when the platform is level with 
the floor of the train. Photo courtesy of the Lowell Sun.  

Bottom: Northeast Regional train at Westerly Station. 
Note the height difference between the floor of the 
train and the surface of the low platform. Photo 
courtesy of the Westerly Sun. 
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1.2   Intercity Rail at Westerly Station 

 

Of the four exclusively low-platform stations that 
remain – Westerly, RI; Mystic, CT; Newark, DE; 
and Aberdeen, MD – Westerly has enjoyed the 
highest annual ridership figures as well as the 
most consistent year-over-year ridership growth 
for the past decade. 

 

Data courtesy of Rail Passengers Association 

Last year, in 2023, ridership at Westerly Station 
surpassed 50,000 boardings/alightings for the 
first time in the Amtrak era. This figure not only 
constitutes a single-year ridership record, but is 
also nearly on par with the station’s anticipated 
(pre-pandemic) growth trajectory.  

The increased prevalence of remote- and hybrid-
work arrangements since the pandemic has 
strengthened the station’s long-term prospects 
for intercity rail ridership growth above and 
beyond pre-pandemic assumptions. The New 
York metro area has seen the largest 
outmigration of remote workers in the nation, 
and Westerly closely matches the profile of 
communities to which these workers have 
tended to relocate: it is an affordable, small 
urban center with strong quality-of-life 

 
5 Emily Badger, Robert Gebeloff, and Josh Katz, “The Places Most Affected by Remote Workers’ Moves around the 
Country,” The New York Times, June 17, 2023. 
6 Eastern Connecticut Corridor Rail and Transit Feasibility Study (ECRTS) Appendix B: Transit Oriented Development 
(TOD) Corridor Scan (2023) p.25 
7 Vincent Barone, “Rhode Island sending cops, National Guard to find New Yorkers seeking coronavirus refuge,” 
The New York Post, March 28, 2020. 

amenities and a high proportion of seasonal 
homes, which reflects the smaller community’s 
status as a popular vacation spot among 
residents of the larger metro area.5 

Westerly’s shoreline villages, such as Watch Hill, 
originated 150 years ago as summer resorts for 
industrialists from New York and other wealthy 
cities of that era. Down to the present day, these 
villages contain the largest concentrations of 
summer residences in the Norwich-New London-
Westerly area. Approximately one-quarter of the 
town’s seasonal housing stock was built during 
the 2010s,6 and New Yorkers flocked to these 
summer homes in such volumes at the start of 
the pandemic that then-Gov. Gina Raimondo 
ordered the National Guard to meet train 
passengers alighting at Westerly Station to 
inform them of quarantine restrictions.7  

 

National Guard at Westerly Station. Photo courtesy of 
David Collins, The Day. 

Although the precise number of formerly-
seasonal residents who decided to permanently 
relocate is unknown, their presence is likely 
reflected in Westerly Station’s strong post-
pandemic ridership recovery. Westerly’s 
convenient location between New York and 
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Boston (its top two city pairs, respectively)8 
continues to make it an attractive place to 
relocate. 

Although ridership levels at Westerly have never 
been higher, service levels are limited: only half 
of the daily Northeast Regional trips between 
New York and Boston include station stops at 
Westerly, while the other half pass through 
without stopping. Westerly’s low-platform peers 
similarly receive only partial Northeast Regional 
service. 

Westerly’s situation contrasts sharply with that 
of Old Saybrook Station, which features partial-
length high platforms and is served by all but one 
Northeast Regional trip through the corridor. 
Ridership levels at Old Saybrook Station are 
roughly 33% higher than those at Westerly 
Station (67,000 vs. 50,000 in 2023) – even as Old 
Saybrook’s population is less than half that of 
Westerly.9 The positive correlation between 
service frequency and ridership is evident. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 See attached Rail Passengers Association statistics sheet (data current through 2022). For 2023 ridership data, 
see https://www.greatamericanstations.com/stations/westerly-ri-wly/. 
9 https://www.greatamericanstations.com/stations/old-saybrook-ct-osb/. 

With equivalent service frequency, Westerly 
could be expected to surpass Old Saybrook’s 
annual ridership numbers, given its larger size 
and strong growth prospects. Yet the station’s 
low platforms represent an infrastructure 
impediment to providing more frequent service. 
Amtrak must balance growing demand at 
Westerly with growing demand across the 
Northeast Corridor, and as long as the station 
features low platforms, Amtrak cannot satisfy 
demand for more service at Westerly without 
increasing the risk of dwell time-related delays 
adversely impacting service reliability for other 
users. 

By raising Westerly Station’s platforms, Amtrak 
can reduce and regularize dwell times – both as 
compared to current conditions and inclusive of 
ridership growth – enabling increased service 
frequency at Westerly as well as increased 
service reliability systemwide. 
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1.3   Commuter Rail at Westerly Station 

 

Although the Westerly Station SOGR Platform 
Replacement Project has been justified purely as 
an intercity rail project,10 the case for installing 
high platforms is further strengthened by the 
proposed extension of commuter rail service to 
the station. 

The Eastern Connecticut Corridor Rail & Transit 
Feasibility Study, published in December 2023, is 
the most detailed (and second-most recent) of at 
least 18 plans and studies completed during the 
last 25 years which have anticipated the 
extension of commuter rail to Westerly.11 
Westerly Station has long been considered a 
logical terminus for two separate commuter rail 
services – CTrail Shore Line East and a future 
Rhode Island intrastate line – given its strong 
fundamentals, its convenient proximity to the 
state border, and its adjacent rail yard which 
could be repurposed as a joint-use layover 
facility.  

 

 
10 See description in Northeast Corridor Commission FY24-28 Capital Investment Plan web dashboard. 
11 A list of studies is attached. Full packet containing relevant excerpts of listed studies is available upon request. 

While the study did not offer station-specific 
ridership projections, its analysis of 
contemporary demographic, economic, and 
travel data revealed multiple indicators which 
suggest Westerly would be a well-patronized 
commuter rail station, particularly by Shore Line 
East standards. These are summarized and 
discussed below: 

o Transit Ridership Propensity. The urban 
core of Westerly ranked alongside those 
of New London and Groton as containing 
the highest population and employment 
densities, as well as the highest 
proportions of cost-burdened renters, in 
the Study Area. 

o Capacity to Support New, Station-
Adjacent Economic Activity. The portion 
of Census Tract 508.01 that lies south of 
Wilcox Park has one of the highest 
income densities in the Study Area. 
More broadly, Westerly posts the 
highest median home values of any 
municipality in the Study Area. 

   

 

Graphic courtesy of CTDOT. Dashed purple line indicates proposed extension of Shore Line East to Westerly, RI 
via the Northeast Corridor. Solid red line shows the existing eastern terminus; solid purple line represents 
proposed new passenger rail service between New London and Norwich, CT, also studied through the ECRTS. 
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o Trip Generation and Commuting 
Patterns. Westerly is one of the three 
largest overall trip generators in the 
Study Area (behind only the Mohegan 
Sun and Foxwoods casinos) and displays 
the second-smallest weekday/weekend 
trip differential, indicating steady travel 
demand throughout the week. When 
focusing purely on work-specific trips, 
Westerly “exports” about twice as many 
trips to other parts of the Study Area as 
it “imports” from them. This is largely a 
reflection of the scale of major 
employers in Groton and New London. 

o Growth of Major Employers. General 
Dynamics Electric Boat, the single-
largest employer in the Groton—New 
London labor market, has begun hiring 
at a record pace, aiming to onboard 
nearly 20,000 new workers during the 
next decade. Electric Boat relies upon 
the Westerly Education Center (located 
directly adjacent to Westerly Station) as 
an employee training facility.12 

 

 
12 “Electric Boat to add another 5000 jobs this year,” The Day, February 22, 2024.  

High platforms will minimize dwell times and 
improve accessibility for commuter rail 
passengers, just as they will for intercity rail 
passengers. Yet the ECRTS identified another, 
even more fundamental reason as to why high 
platforms are a prerequisite to bringing in 
commuter rail: Shore Line East’s rolling stock 
(Kawasaki M8s) are not equipped with stairs and 
cannot be boarded from low platform height.  

To serve the latent demand for commuter rail in 
Westerly, high platforms must be installed. The 
Westerly Station SOGR Platform Replacement 
project will constitute a direct response to the 
ECRTS’ call for analyzing the feasibility of this 
infrastructure upgrade, but given that the 
project is only just beginning its full project 
lifecycle, the following section of this report is 
intended to support its advancement by 
summarizing the relevant engineering 
challenges and operational implications and 
offering potential design solutions for further 
review.

 

Excerpt of Figure 12 (“Density to Support Transit Ridership and Sustain TOD”), ECRTS Appendix H: Preliminary 
Feasibility Analysis, p.19. Largely obscured by a marker indicating the location of Westerly Station, Census Tract 
508.01, which contains the station, appears in dark blue, signifying its status alongside the urban cores of New 
London and Groton as hosting sufficiently high population and job density levels to support transit service. 










































