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1 Introduction 

The purpose of the study is to prepare a technical update and assessment for the restoration of 

passenger service along the New York, Susquehanna and Western Railway (NYS&W) between 

Hawthorne and Hackensack, with additional analysis addressing potential challenges and 

opportunities to extend service into Hudson County and connect to the Hudson-Bergen Light Rail 

Transit System (HBLRTS). The study builds on previous efforts and considers a range of modal options, 

station locations, and the potential of transit friendly land uses along the corridor.  

1.1 BACKGROUND/HISTORY 

The proposed Passaic-Bergen passenger line was constructed in the early 1870s by the New Jersey 

Midland Railway, as part of a regional freight connection from Paterson to points north and west. 

In 1881, the Midland Railway merged with the NYS&W, and continued to provide freight and 

passenger service in the region. After World War II, passenger service along the NYS&W began 

to decline as increased automobile ownership and new road and highway construction siphoned 

passengers away from the railroad. In 1966, passenger service was terminated as ridership 

declined along the route and the financial loss of providing passenger service could no longer be 

sustained by freight revenues. Today, the line continues to host a modest amount of freight traffic.  

Efforts to study the restoration of passenger rail service along the proposed eight-mile Passaic-

Bergen passenger line from Hawthorne to Sparta were advanced in 1996 when NJ TRANSIT 

completed an environmental assessment. In 2002, NJ TRANSIT initiated an environmental impact 

statement (EIS) and preliminary engineering for restoration of passenger service between 

Hawthorne and Hackensack. Between 2007 and 2012, NJ TRANSIT completed the EIS and final 

design. Since 2012, changes in land uses, increased congestion, and the opportunity for economic 

growth have rekindled discussion about the provision of passenger rail service across Passaic and 

Bergen Counties.  

Recent actions on the municipal and state levels have resulted in resolutions supporting the Passaic-

Bergen passenger project and service. As noted by Congressman Pascrell (NJ9) representing the 

North Jersey Rail Coalition (NJRC), a grassroots organization of elected officials from Passaic, 

Bergen, and Hudson Counties, “These resolutions in support of the project demonstrate a groundswell 

of grassroots support for this important project. The NJRC is going to continue to advocate for 

restored passenger service on the NYS&W because of the proven positive effect it has on economic 

development and job creation.”1  

                                                      
1 Source: Congressman Bill Pascrell, 9th District of NJ,  Press Releases https://pascrell.house.gov/media-
center/press-releases/pascrell-elected-officials-come-together-to-form-north-jersey-rail 

https://pascrell.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/pascrell-elected-officials-come-together-to-form-north-jersey-rail
https://pascrell.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/pascrell-elected-officials-come-together-to-form-north-jersey-rail
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1.2 STUDY AREA 

The study area includes seven municipalities in Passaic and Bergen Counties that are traversed by 

the NYS&W.  In Passaic County, the municipalities include the Borough of Hawthorne and the City 

of Paterson. Bergen County jurisdictions include the Boroughs of Elmwood Park and Maywood, the 

Townships of Saddle Brook and Rochelle Park, and the City of Hackensack. A potential extension to 

connect with HBLRTS would add the Borough of Bogota and Village of Ridgefield Park in Bergen 

County, and the Township of North Bergen in Hudson County (see Figure 1). 

Along the estimated eight-mile Passaic-Bergen passenger line, there are several notable activity 

centers. The St. Joseph’s Regional Medical Center in Paterson and the Hackensack University Medical 

Center in Hackensack, are two of New Jersey’s largest healthcare employers.2 Each of these facilities 

are strategically situated within close proximity to the proposed passenger line. The connection to 

HBLRTS could link communities in Passaic and Bergen Counties with major employment centers in 

Jersey City and Hudson County. Located just north of the corridor in Paramus, The Garden State 

Plaza and The Outlets at Bergen Town Center are two of the premier shopping hubs in Bergen 

County. When it opens in 2019, American Dream mall at the Meadowlands will be a major employer 

and shopping hub.  

                                                      
2 Source: NJBIZ Top Employers List 2017 
http://www.njbiz.com/article/20170821/PRINT/170829958/njbiz-august-21-2017-edition  

http://www.njbiz.com/article/20170821/PRINT/170829958/njbiz-august-21-2017-edition
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Figure 1: Study Area Map 

 
Source:  WSP 
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2 Purpose and Need 

The purpose of this study is to analyze new transit infrastructure options that will allow for the 

sustainable growth of Passaic, Bergen, and Hudson Counties, and provide improved transit service 

to existing residents and businesses. The “Purpose and Need” outlines the challenges and 

opportunities throughout the study area and focuses on the following: 1) Need to improve mobility 

and expand travel options; 2) Need to increase connectivity and promote increased transit access; 

and 3) Need to provide opportunities for stimulating economic activity. Establishing the Purpose and 

Need and subsequent Goals and Objectives (See Section 2.4) are fundamental building blocks in 

the alternative development process. 

2.1 NEED TO IMPROVE MOBILITY AND EXPAND TRAVEL OPTIONS 

The total number of work trips made between Passaic and Bergen Counties and the reverse direction 

in 2013 were approximately 47,700 and 24,000 trips respectively. Just over 90 percent of these 

trips were by auto. Taking a more granular look, trips between downtown business centers such as 

Paterson and Hackensack were between 4,100 and 6,000 a day.3  Locations such as St. Joseph’s 

Hospital in Paterson and Hackensack Medical Center have become magnets of activity and job 

generation within the passenger corridor, making a compelling case for viable and reliable transit 

options.  

According to the North Jersey Transportation Planning Authority (NJTPA), population and 

employment is projected to continue growing in Passaic and Bergen Counties through 2045.4 Today, 

an estimated 46.3 percent of Passaic County’s employed residents work within the County. Another 

45.5 percent work in another New Jersey County, and the remaining 8.2 percent work out of state. 

In Bergen County, an estimated 55.4 percent of employed residents work within the County. Another 

21.3 percent work in another New Jersey County, and the remaining 23.2 percent work out of 

state.5 With population and employment projected to continue growing, it is important that upgrades 

to current transportation infrastructure are put in place to meet the needs of future inter- and intra-

county travel demand.  

Current estimated travel times between origins and destination in the study area vary greatly 

between personal vehicles (automobile) and transit (see Table 1). Existing travel times by transit are 

not competitive with automobile along the corridor, especially during peak periods, which is a 

disincentive for automobile owners to use transit for work trips. Given the lack of direct transit routes, 

especially between Hawthorne-Hackensack and Paterson-Hackensack, it can take up to five times 

                                                      
3 Source: US Census Bureau, 2009-2013 5-Year American Community Survey Commuting Flows 
4 Source: North Jersey Transportation Planning Authority https://www.njtpa.org 
5 Source: US Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 
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as long to travel some distances by transit rather than automobile. While the transit travel times 

shown in Table 1 are not currently competitive with automobile, increasing congestion on Interstate 

80 and the availability of more direct routes may make transit a more attractive option in the future.  

Table 1: Current Estimated Travel Times 

Origin + Destination 

Trip Ends 

Current Travel Time by Auto 

(mins) 

Current Travel Time by Transit 

(mins) 

Distance by Most Direct  

Street Route (miles) 

Hawthorne-Hackensack 15–30 45–90 8.5 

Paterson-Hackensack 15–35 45–75 8.5 

Hackensack-Jersey City 30–60+ 60–75+ 13.5 

Hawthorne-Hoboken Terminal 30–60+ 45–60 20.0 

Source:  Google Maps, NJ TRANSIT 

Historically, access to transit has been limited for many areas in Passaic and Bergen Counties, and 

this contributes to higher levels of auto dependency, unstable development patterns, and economic 

isolation. The rail system is oriented towards north-south trips to New York City, Newark, Hoboken, 

and Jersey City, while bus services providing intra-county mobility are subject to congested roadway 

conditions. Given the current transit options and projected growth, it would be beneficial to seek 

opportunities to improve intra- and inter-county surface public transportation systems. 

2.2 NEED TO INCREASE CONNECTIVITY AND PROMOTE INCREASED TRANSIT 

ACCESS 

As employment and economic activity continue to expand throughout parts of New Jersey, it is 

imperative that linked transit service(s) connect existing and future residents more directly and 

quickly to these economic hubs and provide connections to existing and expanding multi-modal 

transit connections including light rail, commuter rail, and buses. Improved east-west transit service is 

needed to compliment the north-south network of NJ TRANSIT. Transportation improvements along 

the Passaic-Bergen Passenger rail corridor—in coordination with existing rail and bus services—can 

leverage the corridor’s strategic location as a major east-west artery in northern New Jersey by 

linking commuter and light rail branches of NJ TRANSIT and providing enhanced transit service 

between those existing stations and employment and other activity centers. 

2.3 NEED TO PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES FOR STIMULATING ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 

Several cities along the Passaic-Bergen corridor are currently experiencing levels of resurgence and 

economic growth. Since 2007, development in Passaic and Bergen Counties has been focused within 

downtown business sectors. Specifically, downtown Hackensack has seized the opportunity to 

revitalize major sections of its central business district, building on the momentum and growth at the 

Medical Center and county government. Downtown Paterson has also experienced levels of growth 

and investment in commercial, residential, and retail space. Development patterns have grown local 

employment sectors and, in many cases, catered to Millennials and other cohorts who prefer to live 



PASSAIC-BERGEN PASSENGER SERVICE RESTORATION PROJECT CURRENT CONDITIONS STUDY 

 

Task 2: Statement of Purpose and Need – Purpose and Need 

6 January 2019 

closer to their places of employment, resulting in a more condensed built environment. As a result of 

these increased employment opportunities, the desirability of the revitalized downtowns, and limited 

competitive transit options to reach these destinations, road congestion and delays continue to 

increase.  

Improved transit services can stimulate economic activity by connecting established and emerging 

business centers. Increasingly, employers are choosing transit-accessible locations to provide their 

workforce with alternative modes of commuting. For example, in Cleveland, Ohio, a BRT line in the 

midtown district was a catalyst for the creation of a ‘Health Tech Corridor,’ with the aim of connecting 

major health sector employers and institutions with transit. The BRT line was rebranded as the 

HealthLine and has had continued success with streetscape improvements, job creation, and health-

centric, mixed use development along the corridor. 6 

2.4 GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

Goals and objectives developed as part of the 2007 Passaic-Bergen Passenger Service Restoration 

Project served as a starting point for this update.7 This study is guided by five goals and supporting 

objectives to address the Purpose and Need for the restoration of passenger service along the 

NYS&W (See Table 2). The corresponding supporting objectives further define the goals and will 

support criteria that provide specific and measurable means to evaluate study alternatives. 

  

                                                      
6 Source: “The HealthLine’s Impact on Cleveland” https://www.planetizen.com/news/2018/11/101454-
healthlines-impact-cleveland 
7 The 2007 study goals were: (1) Increased mobility and connectivity by improving transit service specifically 
for households with no cars; (2) Promote economic development; (3) Improve air quality by diverting auto trips 
to transit; (4) Connecting emerging and established centers of business and markets; (5) Creating new and 
improved system linkages; and (6) Linking the corridor to large employment centers in Hudson County. 

https://www.planetizen.com/news/2018/11/101454-healthlines-impact-cleveland
https://www.planetizen.com/news/2018/11/101454-healthlines-impact-cleveland
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Table 2: Study Goals and Objectives 

Goal Objective 

1. Improve mobility options 

 Provide frequent, high-quality transit service to employment and 

other activity centers in Passaic, Bergen, and Hudson Counties 

 Provide improved transit accessibility to resident and working 

populations (particularly underserved populations and transit 

dependent) 

 Increase transit ridership 

 Improve travel time and reliability 

 Increase transportation system capacity to accommodate future 

growth and assist in mitigating future increases in traffic congestion 

 

2. Improve transportation 

connectivity  

 Provide intermodal connectivity/interoperability with existing bus 

and rail services (e.g. NJ TRANSIT commuter rail, Hudson-Bergen Light 

Rail, etc.) 

 Improve pedestrian and bicyclist connectivity and safety 

 

3. Support economic growth 

opportunities 

 Stimulate and serve existing, proposed/future development while 

preserving existing community resources 

 Encourage a shift in land use patterns to promote TOD, sustainability, 

and smart growth 

 Support ongoing and planned development projects 

 Advance the goals of local and regional plans 

 

4. Develop a cost-effective project 

 Implement cost-effective transit improvements within a reasonable 

construction timeframe and with capital and operations/maintenance costs 

that are consistent with realistically anticipated available funding 

 Maximize revenue potential 

 Utilize existing transportation infrastructure 

 

5. Enhance quality of life and minimize 

adverse environmental impacts 

 Minimize impacts to sensitive environmental areas 

 Minimize property acquisitions 

 Minimize air quality and noise vibration impacts 

 Minimize visual impacts 

 Maintain historical/cultural character of neighborhoods 

 Implement sustainable transit technologies 

 

 


