Board sees opportunity in Exeter train station expansion
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EXETER -- The Planning Board is behind a grant request to purchase the Exeter train station's former baggage building with an eye towards constructing a transportation center.

The application for funding through the state Department of Transportation's Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality program is due April 1. Members of the Exeter Train Committee approached the Planning Board on Thursday, March 25, with their grant proposal. The board approved the request.

“One of the reasons I moved to Exeter was because of the train,” said Planning Board member Carol Sideris. “What's most appealing to me is that you are talking about a long-term plan to develop this area.

“It's a selling point for the community, and it's good for business,” Sideris said. “I think it's an excellent opportunity.”

If the grant is approved, the town would purchase the former baggage building, located between the station platform and Gerry's Variety, and renovate it to house rest rooms, ticket machines and shelter for riders. The building, which is about the size of a garage, is currently being used as an apartment and is hooked up to town water and sewer.

The committee estimates the building could accommodate 20 to 25 people.

“It would be a welcoming area really,” said Bob Hall of the Exeter Train Committee, adding it could be a place to advertise local events, businesses and other things happening in Exeter. “We would be able to move forward and have a (place) in town” where people could get information.

In addition to serving the Amtrak Downeaster, travellers on COAST or C&J buses — which offer one round-trip daily from Dover to Boston with a stop in Exeter — also use the Exeter station.

The total cost of the project to renovate the baggage building is $403,200. Seventy percent of that total — or approximately $282,240 — would be paid for by the grant. Of the remaining 30 percent, 20 percent ($80,640) would be paid by the town and 10 percent ($40,320) by in-kind donations.

The cost of purchasing the building – $250,000 – is included in the project cost.

It's been estimated that $49,000 could be saved by using donated services, such as the restoration being done by building trades students at the Seacoast School of Technology.

There is no indication as of yet how the town would come up with its share, i.e. the general budget or capital reserve account. There is currently $1,000 in a capital reserve fund for the train station.

The station's current platform offers no indoor shelter for travelers, rest rooms, or the ability to purchase tickets. Tickets are currently sold next door in Gerry's Variety.

“We would like, in Exeter, to be able to accommodate our own needs,” Hall said. “There is no other place in Exeter that 250 people go on a daily basis.”

While the baggage building would solve one of the station's issues by providing shelter and services for riders, it does not solve the need for more parking. There are 68 parking spaces at the current station, with the lot filling quickly each morning, with parking overflowing onto Lincoln Street.

The Exeter station is one of three railroad stations (Dover and Durham are the others) in the state and is the busiest of all three. Forty percent of riders of the Downeaster come from outside Exeter, said Hall.

“There are more passengers in and out of Exeter than Miami, Fla., and that's hard to believe,” Hall said. “It's a regional station. It's not just Exeter, it's the Exeter area.”

Purchasing the baggage building would only be the first step in plans to create an intermodal transportation center in town.

The committee is keeping a close eye on abutting property that could be purchased in the future to expand parking. One such lot is the former site of Citizens Bank, located across from the train station on Lincoln Street. The site could accommodate approximately 60 parking spaces.

Thus far, the committee has not found a location that was financially feasible or funding to purchase it. However, Hall said members are pursuing all funding options.

“We are looking for all avenues of funding. There are many people and agencies who take serious looks at railroad opportunities,” he said. “If there is money out there, we are going to find it and present it in Exeter.”

Another possibility, many years down the road, is reinstating what is now Gerry's Variety as the Exeter Train Station.

“If you look at it from Lincoln Street, it's a business,” Hall said. “If you walk behind, it's a beautiful old railroad station.”

Planning Board Chairman Langdon Plumer said Lincoln Street and the station create a “gateway” into Exeter and it should be encouraged to flourish.

“With the concept of the changes involved, it's part of the original station and the platform architecture is tied to the (baggage building),” Plumber said. “I see it as a nice link, if you will.”

“We have an asset here,” Hall said. “This is Exeter's history, and we should use it.”
