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Fill the Bakersfield Gap First
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Opinion by James R. Mills
and Richard F. Tolmach
Federal pressure to get California’s
High Speed Rail Authority (HSRA) to scale
down its 800-mile fantasy rail project into
a buildable first piece may have been
useful, but the Borden to Corcoran piece
selected by HSRA (see p. 4) is a catastrophic choice that has already exposed
the agency to ridicule from Bakersfield to
Washington.
The proposed $4.15 billion line has a
higher cost per mile than most European
high speed routes, but provides no nearterm benefits. It also duplicates existing
BNSF trackage where positive train control equipment currently being installed
between Bakersfield and the Bay Area
will allow 90 mph Amtrak service by the
end of next year.
California has better potential uses for
the funding. The same funds could speed
up trains much sooner and serve markets
30 times the size of Fresno.
For example, a new line to close the
gap in California’s rail network over Tejon
Pass would slash travel time for most
California north-south trips and eliminate
the universally-hated double transfer to
and from the Bakersfield-Los Angeles
Amtrak bus. This would go a long way
toward making rail a feasible alternative
to interregional auto travel.
An 80-mile segment built between
Lamont (near Bakersfield) and Sylmar

in the San Fernando Valley, along with
minor upgrades to existing track could
immediately demonstrate the California
market for fast trains. It also has genuine
independent utility, even if a statewide
high-speed rail network is never built, by
speeding Bakersfield–Los Angeles travel,
cutting hours from current schedules.
At present, it takes an average of 3-1/2
hours from arrival at Los Angeles Union
Station on a Pacific Surfliner to departure
from Bakersfield. A direct train could
reduce that to a 1 hour trip, saving 2-1/2
hours each direction.
A direct train would also save rail
passengers the current long Union Station
walk to an uncomfortable bus connection and likely attract 200 new riders per
departure, most of them going far past
Bakersfield.
The strength of Southern California
traffic to the north is currently crippled by
the interminable transfers, bad-smelling
buses and an un-airconditioned wait on
the spartan Bakersfield platform.
Converting the segment from bus to
rail would turn the 12 daily San Joaquin
trains from money-losers into cash cows.
If San Joaquin trains ran through Los
Angeles to San Bernardino and/or San
Diego, it is likely that a 16 to 20 daily
train service would be self-supporting.
Unlike the wandering 130-mile route
selected by HSRA to link Bakersfield and
Sylmar, the 80-mile route studied by the
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California rail passengers would be
best served by completing a modern
north-south line. An 80 mile segment
from near Bakersfield to Sylmar could
unite the California rail network, and
produce a flood of new passengers.
Map © 2010 by Richard Tolmach
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HSR: close THE N–S RAIL GAP
(continued from Page 1)
Australian firm Quantm is cost-effective.
High speed rail experts believe it could
be built uniting California’s passenger rail
network for the same $4.3 billion HSRA
wants to spend on the gold-plated viaducts of the Fresno to Corcoran snippet.
It is understandable that San Joaquin
legislators want rail improvements for their
cities first, but the fastest way to improve
service for their cities is to first link
Bakersfield to Los Angeles.
What San Joaquin rail passengers
most frequently complain about is not
the current 58 mph average between
Bakersfield and Fresno, but the 30 mph
average achieved between most Southern
California cities and Bakersfield.
Replacing buses with trains to the Los
Angeles Basin would solve this problem
and materially improve the aggravating
and time-consuming trip.

Providing direct Los Angeles trains in
the first stage is a more attractive project
with far broader public support than the
HSRA’s ill-fated Borden-Corcoran idea.
Voters in Southern California and the Bay
Area have little affection for public works
in the Central Valley, but they understand
projects which could finally bridge the rail
gap between the two regions.
Stubborn insistence by the HSRA on a
wasteful project that doesn't have a nearterm benefit could take down the whole
California high speed rail enterprise. This
would be a needless tragedy, and set back
the cause of rail for decades.
On the other hand, quick action to
redirect the funds for a link between the
Central Valley and Los Angeles has workable economics and statewide political
appeal. It may take hard work, a new
reform-minded Governor and increased
participation by private capital to turn
HSRA’s lemon into a workable plan, but
we believe the effort is well worth it.

LOSSAN: Breaking down walls
vs. constructing new Barriers
By Paul Dyson

I have written over the years about the
mess at Oceanside, and how three different
passenger rail agencies manage to confuse
and misinform passengers about train service from that station. Now the situation is
about to go from bad to worse.
In spite of a bid from Metrolink that
would have saved about $2.5 million over
10 years (the two agencies are still arguing
about the sums involved) the North County
Transit District, operator of the Coaster
and Sprinter passenger rail services in San
Diego County, has opted to set up its own
dispatching center for its two lines.
Among other implications, this arrangement will mean that an Amtrak train from
Los Angeles to San Diego will now have yet
another hand off between dispatch offices,
(Metrolink – BNSF – Metrolink – NCTD)
with further loss of reliability. No doubt
the NCTD dispatch will take care of “its”
trains, often to the detriment of the intercity
service and reactive delays all along the
line. NCTD seems to be of the opinion that
since we already have hand offs with BNSF
another one won’t matter!
That the NCTD Board should opt to
spend more money during these times
where all public transit agencies are struggling to fund service is nothing short of
reprehensible. That the NCTD has so little
regard for its responsibility to Amtrak pas-

sengers and the wider regional rail network
is a sad reflection of their parochialism. This
has all the appearance of being an empire
building gambit by the NCTD staff.
In a rational world we would not divide
up passenger rail service provision in
the country’s second busiest rail corridor
between so many agencies.
The LOSSAN Board recently engaged
consultants HNTB and Gene Skoropowski
to try and make sense of this situation and
recommend ways for the agencies to work
together to make improvements. NCTD
has decided to march to a different drummer. Seemingly based on the premise that
the most important part of the corridor lies
within the borders of San Diego County,
NCTD has opted for the parochial approach,
in spite of having at least a moral obligation
to passengers traveling across the county
boundary.
Was NCTD motivated to rush this decision through before Skoropowski could
report and most likely highlight the failings
of the current arrangement and recommend
regional rather than county-level control?
In the opinion of this writer, the NCTD
has no business running passenger trains
at all and their organization should be dissolved, with responsibility handed over to
an expanded SCRRA organization. We need
regional, not county, solutions to regional
mobility needs.

Dyson and Ames
Join TRAC Board
Two experienced professionals, Paul
Dyson and Lewis Ames, each with decades
of rail industry experience, have joined the
TRAC Board.
Dyson grew up in Surrey, southwest
of London, in sight of a steam-operated
cross country route of British Railways. He
joined BR in 1968 and graduated from the
Studentship Training scheme and City of
London College.
This was followed by various management positions in the operating department of
BR in south and west London. He served on
committees handling the impact of the introduction of the diesel High Speed Train service
on the Western Region upon freight.
Dyson came to the US in 1980 and has
had a varied career in the warehouse, trucking and intermodal businesses including owning his own trucking company. He worked
for Southern Pacific railroad until 1995, GATX
leasing, and Wabash RoadRailer, and for the
past 8 years as an independent consultant.
Dyson has also been President of
RailPAC since 2006. He resides in Burbank
and is chairman of the City of Burbank
Transportation Commission.
Lewis Ames was President of San Jose’s
Modern Transit Society for 10 years, was the
dinner speaker at TRAC's 2nd annual conference and was active in promoting auto
alternatives including bicycling, carpooling, and use of intercity rail. He started his
career working on implementation of the first
San Jose light rail line as the Senior Transit
Analyst for Supervisor Rod Diridon. Ames
played an active role in successful federal,
state and regional grants initiatives. consultants and skilled craftsmen in a $5 million
restoration of six vintage streetcars.
He subsequently worked for Metro North
Railroad leading the capital planning, site
planning and environmental clearances on its
first new extension as well as leading integration of business planning with its operating
budget of a $600 million. Ames practiced as a
consultant with Systra and Korve Engineering
including work on the start up of the Capitol
Corridor Joint Powers Board integrated program where all of the recommendations for
the start up were fully implemented. His work
also included Project Manager of the first
Joint Caltrain PCJPB and Amtrak System
Safety Program Plan that was fully implemented.
He has authored papers for the TRB on
the history and reasons for success of light
rail start ups, is a member of the TRB Light
Rail Committee and is an expert on shared
use and on track safety.
Ames is currently the New Starts /
Financial Manager of the Central Subway
project for the San Francisco Municipal
Transportation Agency. He lives in San
Francisco.
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To help TRAC regain paid fulltime staff, I am enclosing a special
donation of $
__________________
Enclosed is a donation to TRAC’s
Legislative Action Fund in the
amount of $
__________________
I want to support the Rail News.
Enclosed is a tax-deductible
donation to the California Rail
Foundation in
the amount of $
__________________
You may also join by going to the
TRAC website (trainriders.org)
and clicking on the PayPal tab.

Metrolink Debuts Its Coast
Guardian Car Fleet Observations
On December 6 at Los Angeles Union
Station, Metrolink Board Chairman Keith
Milhouse pulled the cork on a “champagne”
bottle of confetti to christen the first cab of
a new safer fleet of commuter cars.
Metrolink, the Southland's commuter
rail provider, unveiled its new state-of-theart cab and passenger cars equipped with
collision-absorption technology at a series
of stops as part of a Whistle Stop Tour
across Metrolink's five-county service area.
Scheduled stops included: LA Union Station,
Glendale, Moorpark, San Bernardino,
Downtown Riverside, Irvine and Santa Ana.
The events were attended by Metrolink
board and staff leadership, members of the
public, media and regional dignitaries.

Downstairs seating; seats have higher
backs for extra comfort and better
back support.
The new cars dubbed the Guardian fleet
by Metrolink and manufactured by Hyundai
Rotem include energy-absorbing retractable couplers, a crumple zone and tables
designed to minimize passengers injuries if
an incident were to occur. Additionally, the
cab cars have an elevated train engineer
compartment, providing enhanced visibility
and safety for the engineer; both cab and
passenger rail cars have higher seat backs
providing extra comfort and back support
for passengers.
"We are excited to present the safest
rail cars in America. Our new Guardian
Fleet cars are a major component of our
plan to be the safest passenger railroad in
the nation. These safety-enhanced cars will
save lives in the event of a collision. These
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Cab car has energy absorbing retractable couplers, and a crumple zone to
maximize crash safety. Photos by Chris

Guenzler © 2010 courtesy of trainweb.org
cars were developed in collaboration with
the world's leading safety experts. We are
pleased our passengers will be the first to
enjoy the peace of mind knowing they are
riding in these industry-first rail cars," said
Millhouse.
The cab cars stand 15 feet 11 inches
high, 85 feet long and weigh almost one
hundred fifty thousand pounds. With a
stainless steel exterior, the new Guardian
cars do not need to be painted.
"Here at Metrolink, we wake up in the
morning and go to sleep at night with safety on our mind. We are honored to provide
our employees, customers and the region
some of the safest rail cars in existence,"
said Metrolink CEO John Fenton. "Our
board's commitment to safety is evident in
their recent decision to purchase 20 more
Guardian cars."

An initial group of cars has been put
into service across the Metrolink System.
As more cars are assembled, tested and
approved for service, they will be used to
augment Metrolink's current fleet. All 137
cars are expected to be in service by late
2012.
In accordance with "Buy America" program, Metrolink Guardian Fleet cars are
being assembled and tested at the agency's
Eastern Maintenance Facility in the City of
Colton. Over 100 jobs have been created for
Southern Californians. Over the past several
months, Metrolink employees and contractor
crews have been trained to operate the new
equipment including the train's controls and
new safety features.

Whistle Stop Tour nears trainweb.org
headquarters in Fullerton Photos by

Signed articles represent the views of their
authors, not necessarily those of the above
organizations.
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MAJOR PROGRESS ON LOS ANGELES'
"30/10" transit expansion including 20 miles of new rail still seems
solid despite Republican calls to
void out major financial commitments to transit. L.A. Mayor Antonio
Villaraigosa has key support from
Obama officials for his initiative.
Sen. Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.), who
chairs the Senate committee which
will write the next omnibus transit
bill, survived a tough electoral challenge. According to the L.A.Times,
John Mica (R-FL), the incoming chair
of the House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee, likes the
mayor's proposal because it involves
innovative finance that commits
the city to making the project a
success… ACCESS TO THE DAVIS
AMTRAK station may be impaired
by a West Bank-style impenetrable
security wall on the south perimeter of the station, if plans by Union
Pacific go ahead. Davis community
leaders are trying to broker a deal
which will improve safety without walling off low income Slater’s
Court and the other Olive Drive
residents from the station and central Davis… THE REGIONAL JOINT
POWERS AGENCY known as LOSSAN
is currently preparing a Strategic
Implementation Plan, part of which
involves creating a business case for
service in the San Luis Obispo-Los
Angeles-San Diego corridor. LOSSAN
projects as many as 232 passenger
trains daily from and to points south
of Los Angeles by 2025, compared
to 102 trains at present. For points
north of L.A., the agency projects an
increase from the current 85 trains
to 134 trains… THE ExPO LINE
CONSTRUCTION AUTHORITY voted
to replace its part-time ethics officer
with the Metro Inspector General,
who would have the power to audit
and investigate the Authority. The
project was set to cost $640 million when it broke ground in 2006.
However, a new overpass at Venice
Blvd., additional stations at USC
and Farmdale and unforeseen utility relocation challenges adjusted
the price to $895 million. Authority
Boardmember Mark Ridley-Thomas
requested the change… BOB HOPE
AIRPORT inaugurated a 3-month
trial shuttle service to and from the
North Hollywood Red Line station.
The authority in charge of operating
the airport will offer the free service to those who call SuperShuttle,
without the need of making a shuttle
reservation. The airport is served by
Metrolink and Amtrak and already
offers a similar service from the
Downtown Burbank Metrolink station… AMTRAK RESTORED STOPS
by the Coast Starlight and the
California Zephyr at the Richmond
Intermodal terminal served by
BART starting November 8. Kudos
to Amtrak for putting service back
at one of California's most productive stations… CAPITOL CORRIDOR
AND SAN JOAQUIN trains set ridership records in November, 142,961 for
the Caps and 85,736 for the Valley.
The San Joaquins are at their historic
high: 981,504 for the past 12 months.
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54-mile starter has more viaduct than 1000 Miles of TGV

$3 billion elevated
segments balloon
cost of valley line

California’s High Speed Rail Authority board voted on
December 2 to apply for Federal funding for a highly politicized project through the Central Valley. The line includes
abnormal amounts of elevated structure never seen in
European systems on level ground.
Revealed in a press release before Thanksgiving,
the 54-mile California line sparked controversy from the
moment it was proposed. Valley congressmen Devin Nunes
(R-Wasco) and Dennis Cardoza (D-Merced) both called the
proposed starter line a political backroom deal.
“If they proceed along this path, they'll have a very
strenuous opposition from me,” Cardoza, whose district is
north of the proposed route, said the same day. “We'll look
at every crack and crevice in how they can justify this proposal that ... was done in a secretive and deceptive way.”
Cardoza asserted the proposed route violates federal
and state requirements that a segment must be useable,
and called for an investigation. “For them to pick this
hybrid route at the 11th hour and 55th minute before the
holiday is misleading to the public and highly offensive.”
The majority of miles and all major cost items are within the district of Jim Costa (D-Fresno), who barely kept his
congressional seat despite the October 25 announcement
of the grant by the Federal Railroad Administration.
The $4.15 billion price tag for the initial segment
includes obtaining right-of-way, viaduct construction, grading, site work, two stations, rail bridge construction, road
realignments and relocation costs. It does not include costs
of signalling, electrification, power substations, vehicles, or
maintenance facilities. Even without these basics, the cost
is $78 million per mile, more than double the cost per mile
of fully-equipped Florida HSR, due to excessive elevated
structure near Fresno, Hanford and Corcoran.
“The Authority seems to be proving exactly what conservative critics feared, that political design will make the
project cost several times the $42 billion price voters were
told,” said Jim Mills of the California Rail Foundation. “The
reason advanced for starting in the Valley was supposed to
be lower costs, but you don't achieve those if you put the
line on stilts for more than a third of the route,” said Mills.
The other reason offered for building in the Central
Valley first was the supposed unanimity and support
among Valley interests. However, except for a regimented
Fresno contingent, there was widespread dissent at the
December 2 board meeting, some of it spawned by the
Authority's lack of transparency in airing alternatives.
The High Speed Rail Authority board sat through two
hours of testimony before rubber stamping the staff proposal. Agricultural interests hurt by potential division of
properties on new rights of way through Kings County
were vocal in their opposition to the routing and the lack of
environmental review of the alternatives.
North Valley representatives ranging from Sacramento
to Madera raised concerns that the adopted alternative had
never been disclosed to the public and had not been environmentally reviewed. With defections from the congressional delegation and officials raising concerns about the
secretive process, the press had a field day as shown by
these extracts of coverage:

Plan Shows Signs of Pork Barrel
Dan Walters, Fresno Bee, 11/29/2010

A few days before this month's election, the federal
government announced that California would receive an
additional $715 million for its high-speed rail project, contingent on the money being spent quickly on a segment in
the San Joaquin Valley.
Why? You'd have to be terminally naive not to believe
that the splashy announcement, made personally by an
Obama administration official in Fresno, was to help an
embattled local congressman, Democrat Jim Costa, stave
off a very stiff Republican challenge.
Costa, a longtime bullet train advocate, did, in fact, eke
out a narrow re-election win. And last week, the California
High-Speed Rail Authority (HSRA) announced plans to
spend that money and some other federal and state funds,
$4.3 billion in all, to build a 54-mile segment from Madera
to Corcoran.
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High Speed
Rail Route

Length of
Line (mi.)

Elevated Structure
(mi.) (Percent)

LGV Sudest
264
2.0
LGV Atlantique
140
1.8
LGV Nord
207
3.5
LGV Paris/Lyon Detours
85
1.5
LGV Mediterranée
151
6.8
LGV Est Européen I
184
3.6
Total
1031
19.2
			
HSRA Fresno-Corcoran
54
23.0

0.8%
1.3%
1.7%
1.8%
4.5%
2.0%
1.9%
42.6%

(as documented by Page 19 of HSRA Backup Maps and Data)		
It was instructive on two fronts. It illustrated the pork
barrel aspects of the scheme, with financing, routes and
station sites dependent more on political pull than objective criteria. It also underscored the eagerness of bullet
train boosters to turn dirt, thereby creating a moral commitment to complete the project despite its deficiencies.

Tone-Deaf High Speed Rail
Authority Must Tinker with Plan
SJ Mercury News Editorial 12/02/2010

California's High Speed Rail Authority is at least consistent. Given any opportunity to score a success, the
tone-deaf management finds a way to make people mad.
The latest example is the choice of the first segment
of the line to be built: 65 miles of track linking, um, two
small Central Valley towns you've never heard of, instead
of going to major population centers such as Merced
or Bakersfield. This has infuriated some of the project's strongest supporters, including Merced's U.S. Rep.
Dennis Cardoza. It could derail federal funding. […]
Board member Rod Diridon of San Jose hopes to stem
the bleeding from the Authority's self-inflicted wound at
today's meeting. He wants to clarify the next segments to
be built, reassure Merced of an early connection and make
sure the "Chowchilla Y," the start of the branch toward San
Jose, is a priority
We hope that's enough to get critical allies back on
board. If the project can't go smoothly in the Central Valley,
where it's immensely popular, it will never be completed.

Longest Structure
on Route 			

Viaduc de la Digoine
Viaduc de la Loire
Viaduc de la Haute Colme
Viaduc de Chalifert
Viaduc de Ventabren
Viaduc de la Moselle
Fresno Viaduct

16.0

Subsidy Trains to Nowhere

Wall Street Journal Editorial 12/02/2010

The Authority has presented plenty of forecasts, one
shakier than the next. It now projects that ridership will
reach 39 million passengers a year by its 10th year, down
from that projection two years ago of 94 million. The experience of other high-speed rail systems suggests they'll be
lucky if they get a quarter of that, and five million riders is
more likely.…
The Authority also predicted 450,000 permanent jobs;
that's twice the size of the state government's active work
force. Did they hire Joe Biden as their stimulus consultant?
Stanford economist Alain Enthoven, former World
Bank analyst William Grindley and financial consultant
William Warren document all of this in a study that's been
reviewed and endorsed by more than 70 business leaders.
Their conclusion: Unless the federal government provides $19 billion in seed money, the railway will never
achieve a positive cash flow. State taxpayers will end up
subsidizing a fantastic boondoggle, even though the authorizing legislation prohibits subsidies.
A realistic concern is that the state will have to terminate the project after completing the first segment because
the feds and private investors won't pay to finish it.

By C. Kenneth Orski, Editor/Publisher [Orski was the
UMTA Administrator under Presidents Nixon and Ford.]
Innovation News Briefs 12/04/2010
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EUROPEANS typically
have built less than 4
percent of high-speed
TRACKs on structure;
Fresno-corcoran is to
have over 40 percent

$4.3 Billion for Isolated Track

On December 2, the California High Speed Rail
Authority approved a staff recommendation to begin construction of California's 500-mile high-speed line with a
65-mile segment of track in Central Valley, from Borden in
Madera County (pop. 57,000) [Ed. Note: Borden itself is too
small for US census estimate it but is less than 500 residents], through Fresno to Corcoran (pop. 14,500) north of
Bakersfield. Roelof van Ark, the Authority's CEO said this
segment would make "the best use of the $4.3 billion currently available construction funds." But the Board's decision unleashed a storm of criticism and controversy.
Congressman Dennis Cardoza, representing the congressional district in which the project is to be located,
strongly condemned the decision as wasteful and seriously
flawed. "It defies logic and common sense to have the train
start and stop in remote areas that have no hope of attaining the ridership needed to justify the cost of the project,"
he stated in a letter to U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray
LaHood and Federal Railroad Administrator Joseph Szabo.
Board member Lynn Schenk confessed she was concerned that the project "does not make common sense."
And State Sen. Alan Lowenthal who chairs the Senate
committee that oversees the high-speed rail project,
accused the Authority's board of acting prematurely, "in a
panic mode," to meet a federal deadline.
And indeed, the Authority was under a deadline to
pick a route and enter into a funding agreement with the
Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) by the end of the
year. FRA further specified that all federal funding awarded to the project must be dedicated to a single operable
line segment in the Central Valley.
By choosing a relatively isolated area for the first
stretch of track, FRA hoped the project could avoid the
kind of community resistance and delay that the project

(mi.)

had encountered in the more densely settled San Francisco
Bay and Los Angeles areas.
But the decision to spend $4.3 billion on an isolated
65-mile stretch of track in the sparsely populated Central
Valley, far removed from any large population concentration, could instead become a huge embarassment both for
the State of California and to the Obama Administration.
If Congress fails to authorize further funds to extend
the line—a highly likely possibility in a Republicancontrolled House of Representatives—the project will end
up truly as “a high-speed Train to Nowhere.” What is
more, the initial section will not even carry trains—there
is not enough money in the initial funding to erect the catenary nor to purchase rolling stock or build maintenance
facilities.
Like Alaska's “Bridge to Nowhere,” the Central Valley
rail line will become an object of derision, a target of jokes
and ridicule and a symbol of wasteful government spending. It will strengthen the congressional critics' contention
that the U.S. DOT cannot be trusted with wisely managing
its discretionary spending authority and does not deserve
to retain its power to make “executive earmarks.” And
the Obama Administration, by enabling “the Train to
Nowhere” with a $715 million grant, will have cast doubt
on the soundness of the entire federal high-speed rail program and its decision-making process.

Build Rail Line In Logical Area —
Or Not At All
Modesto Bee Editorial 12/02/2010

GRAY TONE
INDICATES
DISTRICT 20
WHITE LINE
INDICATES
STRUCTURES

The proposal to build the first segment of California's
high-speed rail line between two small valley communities
— in or near one place that doesn't even want it — leads us
to say this: Stop the madness.
We've had serious reservations about the high-speed
rail project for years. But since voters overwhelmingly supported Proposition 1A in 2008, we have tried to get on
board with the plan.
When the federal government earmarked millions for
the project and said it must be spent in the San Joaquin
Valley, we championed that prospect, especially given the
promise of much-needed jobs.
A little-known condition of that commitment of federal
funds is that whatever segment is built first has to be able
to be used immediately, to improve existing rail service.
That could be accomplished with an initial Mercedto-Fresno segment — which we would prefer for obvious
reasons — or with a Fresno-to-Bakersfield segment. In
either case, the high-speed line would connect two cities of
significant size.
Instead, however, the staff of the California HighSpeed Rail Authority has recommended building the first
segment between Borden and Corcoran — two places few
Californians have ever heard of, let alone visited. […]
Many people have been poking fun — and asking legitimate questions — about the viability of the high-speed
rail project. If the rail authority approves this Borden-toCorcoran segment at its meeting today, we're convinced
that the high-speed rail project will forever wear the label
of “boondoggle.” And it will have been well earned.

Central Valley Route Selection
and Violations of AB 3034
Kathy Hamilton, Examiner.com 12/08/2010

As expected, December 3rd, the High Speed Rail
Authority voted to begin the HSR project on the hybrid
selection, labeled option 1, between Borden and Corcoran
using federal and state matching funds amounting to
$4.33 billion dollars. It straddles two sections, Fresno to
Bakersfield-labeled option 2 and Fresno to Merced was
option 3. The selection certainly represents low ridership
cities. Corcoran is known for one thing, the prison that
holds Charles Manson and neither he nor the rest of the
inmates will be riding the rail system anytime soon.
But there are clear problems with the selection especially as it pertains to the California State law Assembly
Bill 3034. The board did not vote on a "corridor or usable
segment thereof" as defined in the law, they had a new
definition.
According to State Attorney George Spanos, who was
not asked to determine the legality of the staff recommendation prior to the board meeting, he admitted “the segment being offered was not a usable segment within the
meaning of Prop 1A.” He suggested it was a “subset of a
usable segment,” which would later be defined when the
Authority went to the legislature for funding.
During the meeting Rod Diridon said, “Let me stress
then in the motion which I am going to offer that I'm using
the words ‘starter construction project’ and not anything
else. So you can use those words then into building the
first usable segment as you would like to with the staff
when we communicate with the legislature. This is a
starter construction project. This does not relate to usable
section, operable section.”
Spanos adds, “It's a subset of what will eventually be a
usable section.”
Diridon: “Yes, this is just where starting construction,
it doesn't relate to those legal words in the law relating to
operable segments.”
But the fact is AB3034 does not allow for a smaller segment to be built, no mention of a sub-section, starter construction project or the beginning of construction. It says,
“Construction of the corridor or usable segment thereof.”
Another area of state law which appears to be a violation is the section that says “the corridor or usable segment thereof would be suitable and ready for high speed
train operation.”
According to Californians Advocating Responsible Rail
Design (CARRD), the high speed rail legislation includes
serious safeguards to make sure state money only pays for
tracks that lead to self-supporting high speed rail service.
“To actually run the trains, you need electrification, high
speed rail system elements and a maintenance facility,
none of which are included in the current proposal. The
Authority's stance is that they just need to have a vision
for where the additional money to pay for these items will
come from, akin to the current funding plans in the business plan.”
AB 3034 is crystal clear on funding and revenue.
(C) The estimated full cost of constructing the corridor
or usable segment thereof, including an estimate of cost
escalation during construction and appropriate reserves for
contingencies.
(E) The projected ridership and operating revenue estimate based on projected high speed passenger train operations on the corridor or usable segment.
The reference to ridership and revenue is an indication
when the bill was written the lawmakers thought each
segment would be able to be up and running after each
one was constructed. This is not so because of the need of
Positive Train Control to link all segments together in order
to operate.
And as far as the parameters of the ARRA funds, the
Feds definition of independent utility is, “if, upon implementation, it will provide tangible and measurable benefits, even if no additional investments in the same service
are made.” It is not so clear this selection will make the cut
here either.
The price tag of 4.14 billion is also up almost $1 billion
from August, without any explanation.
In the end, board voted and unanimously accepted the
staff recommendation despite reservations expressed from
board members Crane, Schenk and Florez. This selection
is highly questionable as it pertains to California state law
and very well may fail Federal tests for independent utility.
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SMART VS. A SMARTER PLAN
By David Schonbrunn
When the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail
Transit agency named itself, it raised the
bar for public expectations on the wisdom
of its project management. The original
idea was a smart one.
Trains linking the Larkspur Ferry with
San Rafael, Novato, and all major Sonoma
County centers, fed by convenient timed
bus connections would finally make transit
a feasible option for North Bay residents.
Rail advocates won a great victory
in 2008 when 70 percent of Marin and
Sonoma County voters backed a quartercent sales tax to fund the line, but SMART
now risks losing the support the public
gave them. Financial conditions have
worsened but the agency is not reacting in
a way befitting its adopted name.
Before the election, SMART told voters
that rail construction and equipment costs
would total $450 million, along with a $91
million parallel bikeway. Recent estimates
of the cost are now $154 million higher.
Meanwhile, SMART sales tax receipts
plummeted as the economic downturn
took hold. Over the next 20 years, SMART
will receive $140 million less in sales tax
revenue than initially projected.
SMART now is $350 million short of
the funds required to finish the project
as approved by the voters. California’s
state treasury is $25 billion in deficit and
is hardly a credible source of funds. And
with Republican gains in Congress, to
expect Federal bucks to fill the financial
gap would be unreasonable.
The recent decisions to phase the project and press ahead with procurement of
expensive new cars in the face of financial
constraints has raised concerns and even
opposition from early supporters of the network, who believe the project needs to be
rethought.
Columnist Dick Spotswood of Marin's
Independent-Journal opines that with the
decision to cut the proposed 70-mile line
“to a virtually useless 34-mile segment
between Santa Rosa’s Railroad Square and
Marin’s Civic Center [north of San Rafael],
the question is whether SMART can ever
deliver its bright promise.” Spotswood
notes, “while two-thirds super-majorities
are needed to pass taxes, a simple majority can axe them.”

THE ALTERNATIVE VIEW

CRN welcomes alternative viewpoints by transit leaders. Such pieces do not represent official
positions of TRAC or CRF but serve to present a range of options facing transit professionals.

SMART decisions slashing back the
Larkspur Ferry-to-Civic Center segment,
stopping short of the central San Rafael
transit center remove much of the rationale
for the project and saps Marin political
support for the project. Spotswood says,
“SMART needs a fresh approach. Its staff
initially developed the ideal commuter
train and then asked how much it cost. It
got it backwards. SMART now needs to
ask what’s the best Downtown San RafaelNorthern Sonoma rail system that the
available $350 million can buy.”
RailPAC President Paul Dyson also
weighed in with a concurring opinion.
“The plan as it stands is highly specified, with brand new equipment, high
level platforms requiring bypass tracks for
freight, and many other features which are
no doubt desirable but not obligatory.”
The high platforms are the result of the
Americans with Disabilities Act, which
requires new projects to offer level boarding from platform to vehicle. Complicating
this ungainly situation are the CPUC rules
which protect brakemen hanging off the
side of a boxcar from hitting the platform.
A 34” gap is required between platform and train, which must be filled by a
bridge plate, as was used on the Sprinter,
or a gauntlet track, which moves freight
trains away from the platform by the
required amount. The CPUC is determined
to preserve this 1948 rule, whether it still
protects working brakemen or not.
Dyson cited the 1994 expansion of
Metrolink following the Northridge earthquake as an example of rapidly expanded
rail service using low-cost stations and
leased rolling stock from other operators.
“The SMART Board and its consultants should similarly adopt a businesslike
approach and work out how to make the
best use of the limited funds available. It's
a waste of money to build only half of the
high cost project and hope that ‘something
will turn up’ to fund the rest. The result
will be an underused service that will do
little to achieve the objective of reduced

congestion,” said Dyson.
Dyson and others have suggested leasing instead of buying rail equipment to
conserve capital and allow earlier implementation. With Metrolink taking delivery
of new equipment, it will have a surplus
of commuter equipment. Other West Coast
operators such as Sounder and ACE, as
well as private firms, may also have railcars and locomotives that can be leased.
Dyson also points out that significant
savings compared to building a maintenance facility may be obtained by doing
heavy repairs at existing shops off line.
Alstom may be interested in doing such
work in its Mare Island facility.
He asks whether using cheaper, low
level platforms would have a significant
impact on station dwell time, and would
the slightly increased journey times have
a negative impact on ridership? If so, the
question is: is the trade-off tolerable?
Dyson believes the citizens of Sonoma
and Marin Counties could still have the
system they voted for, slightly more frugally packaged. He is disappointed that the
Board is not looking at alternatives.
Citizens frustrated about the SMART
Board's lack of receptiveness toward alternate concepts or open discussion of issues
have seized upon the flaws in the process
by which the Board reached decisions on
construction phasing. A Brown Act lawsuit
may be in the offing. SMART has made
itself a target for anti-tax campaigners
and those who do not share the vision of a
robust North Bay transit alternative to the
automobile. A taxpayer challenge could be
fatal to the project.
SMART needed a thorough deliberate
process to enable it to move forward with
community support, but chose instead
to rush through the decision to purchase
new Nippon Sharyo DMU vehicles without a completed financial plan. The recent
decision to delay bond issuance several
months leaves time for the careful consideration of remaining options, if SMART is
smart enough to do so.

SuPPOrtiNg rAiL refOrm iS tAx-deductiBLe
The California Rail Foundation was founded
in 1987 to promote modern rail and bus technology, including high-speed rail. Since that
time we have produced California Rail News
and co-sponsored an annual conference that
educates on rail, Cal Rail 2020.
We never believed it would be easy to build
California high-speed rail, but we underestimated just how much fraud megaprojects
apparently attract. The project now has a
broken budget because of tens of billions of
pork including 200 miles of wasted route and
unneeded viaducts in the Central Valley.
It appears to be the same model used on
Peninsula and Los Angeles County segments.
Taxpayers are being offered only overly expensive choices by HSRA that wreck cities the
same way that elevated highways would.
It does no good to just complain about
fraud, we have to organize and fight it in court.

6

In July 2008, CRF filed suit along with the
Planning and Conservation League, TRANSDEF,
the Town of Atherton and the City of Menlo
Park to overturn adoption of the Pacheco
Alternative which would have destroyed many
Peninsula cities. We won the case in October
2009. Last December, HSRA was forced to
rescind its selection of Pacheco and redo its
environmental work. A brief opportunity earlier
this year allowed us to submit new comments
into the record for the next phase of the battle,
to be heard in February 2011.
We retained a leading model expert, Norm
Marshall of Smart Mobility, who found major
flaws in HSRA's ridership figures.
We also retained the leading European HSR
route design firm, Setec Ferroviaire, to help us
define and present a faster and better way for
trains to link S.F., Sacramento and Los Angeles,
through the East Bay, not San Jose.

You can see Setec's work at the CRF site:
calrailfoundation.org
Setec's route saves so much time that it
would allow Caltrain segments to run at current speeds. Setec also examined Highway
101 between Redwood City and SFO, a route
Setec believes is a feasible alternative.
CRF is actively providing leadership on
reforming the project, and promoting cost
savings available by involving private capital.
Your generous contribution today to CRF
will help us stop the bad plan and launch an
environmentally superior alternative.
We are a tax-deductible 501(c)[3] nonprofit, and operate without paid officers or permanent employees, so all financial resources
are directed to our mission of cost-effective
modern rail service. Take a tax deduction by
using the Page 2 form to send a check to CRF
or using the PayPal link on our web page.
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HSR Peer Review Group Summary Comments
These summary peer review group
comments on HSRA's 2009 Report to
the Legislature, were transmitted by
Chairman Will Kempton this month:
Authority Staffing
Though not an explicit part of the 2009
Business Plan, we are concerned after
discussions with the Authority that the
staff level now permitted is totally inadequate to oversee a project of this magnitude, no matter what business model is
ultimately chosen. One of the dangers in
public sector management of major projects is that staffing levels and compensation are not always related to the needs
of the job at hand because of bureaucratic restrictions. The existing massive
imbalance between the numbers of
Authority staff and consultants has been
the source of continuing criticism; the
problem will be much exacerbated as the
project moves into implementation. We
urge the Authority, the Governor and the
Legislature to ensure that the Authority
has access to the staff numbers and compensation needed for managing the project; anything less will ensure major problems of budget control, accountability and
schedule. In addition, we suggest that
the Authority and legislature consider
other organizational approaches, such as
public corporations, that would improve
the ability of management to secure adequate staff and reliable funding.
Business Model
The Authority should focus immediately on selection of an appropriate “business model.” “Business plans,” “strategic
plans” and “business models” are not
synonymous. The business model must
be a clear statement by the Authority
of the roles to be played by all involved
parties concerning the project’s ownership, construction, financing and general management. As the project moves
toward implementation, the selection of
an appropriate business model, though a
complex task, will have great bearing on
the project’s implementation and success.
There appear to be five general business
models that might be used in California,
though there are many variations due
to local conditions. (l) Fully public mass
transit model: [BART as an example]…
(2) Management contracting, or “gross
cost” franchising/concessioning: the
Authority would plan, finance and build
the project according to the Authority’s
demand estimates, but contract with a
private entity… (3) Long term “net cost”
concessioning: the Authority would
plan and construct the system, and concessionaires would then compete… (4)
Separated infrastructure: the Authority
would design, finance and construct the
system and permit one or more operators to provide rolling stock and operate
various services… (5) Essentially private
approach: the Authority would acquire
right-of-way (ROW), establish a broad
system of specifications and award an
exclusive concession to a private consortium to design, build, finance, operate and maintain the system based on a
long term contract. As the project moves
toward implementation, the model chosen by the Authority should be based on
available project finances, private and
public costs and benefits, and risk sharing.
Management of Risk and Uncertainty
All “mega projects” such as High
Speed Rail (HSR) carry significant risk

and uncertainty. Community opposition to the project’s proposed alignment
between San Francisco and San Jose, as
well as the early stage of the system’s
overall design status (among many other
issues) will cause the cost of the project
to fluctuate. Further contributing to the
project’s uncertainty will be the expected
change in the estimated cost variability
in each of the project’s components. The
Authority should make the necessary
adjustments in these areas based on the
project’s stage of development. By doing
so, the Authority will provide the public
a better understanding of the reliability
and variability of the engineer’s estimate. Applying traditional mechanisms
to the engineer’s cost estimate, such as
percentage contingencies, etc., will not
engender continued confidence in the
project. In addition, we encourage the
Authority to conduct more detailed and
transparent sensitivity analyses of the
impact on expected outcomes of variations in demand, revenues, investment
costs, operating costs and project timing. The transfer and allocation of risk is
another issue which the Authority needs
to assess. In the context of the business
model, the Authority should investigate
project risks and determine who will bear
them along with a justification of why
a particular risk allocation model was
selected.
The Financial Gap between Currently
Available Resources and Total Project
Cost
There is now considerable uncertainty
and unreliability of federal funding combined with the state’s structural deficit,
over-reliance on federal funding and
budget unpredictability. In light of the
public concern over excessive government
spending, how will the Authority close
the gap between any funding resources
and the project’s total estimated cost?
What will the Authority’s course of
action be if the funding gap cannot be
closed? The group suggests that if the
project experiences a shortage of funding
resources, it should: (1) concentrate the
funds available on completing operable
segments; and (2) reassess the business
model, given the ability and willingness
of the involved parties to raise money.
The group has two added concerns
related to the operable segment issue and
the absence of a credible financial plan.
The Authority apparently must now focus
federal resources on a single segment,
requiring a choice between demonstrating HSR in the short run and independent
utility if the project is not completed.
The lack of a clear financial plan is a
critical concern. The group fully realizes
that developing a credible financial plan
is difficult depending, as it does, on a
large number of decisions not yet made
and on factors far beyond the control of
the Authority. In a deteriorating budget
climate in which even large and highly
beneficial projects are abruptly canceled
because of shortage of funds, and in
which the likelihood of new large federal
funding programs appears small, there
is an air of unreality about a plan that
includes $17 to $19 billion in “free” federal funding from programs that do not yet
exist. The same can be said of the expectation for large local or state funding for
stations and area development, when
local governments are highly stressed
and when the finances of the state are

sufficiently weak that a sale of $9 billion in state General Obligation bonds
might only be possible (if at all) at unusually high interest rates. This limits the
project’s credibility with private investors. The demonstration of firm Public
Sector financial commitments will be an
absolute necessity, prior to approaching
sources of private capital. In our discussion with Roelof van Ark, it is clear that
the Authority recognizes the “chicken
and egg” nature of the conundrum: the
Authority cannot get private investment
without a solid prospect that the project
will be completed and it cannot complete
the project without private investment
that would make the project successful.
Demand Modeling and Estimating
The Authority has come under increasing criticism regarding the project’s
demand and revenue estimates. The
issues identified by the Institute for
Transportation Studies at the University
of California at Berkeley, the Legislative
Analyst’s Office and the State Auditor’s
office have raised sufficient concerns with
the demand model so as to call into question the project’s fundamental basis for
going forward. The group recommends
that the Authority work with UC Berkeley,
the legislative Analyst’s Office and the
State Auditor to complete an analysis of
any issues regarding the demand models
so that a mutually agreed estimate can
be reached along with ranges of uncertainty. Failure to arrive at such an agreement will put the project’s forward progress in jeopardy.
Need for a Revenue or Demand
Guarantee
According to the Proposition lA bond
measure, any public “operating subsidy”
is prohibited, making demand or revenue guarantees legally questionable.
However, discussion of a revenue or
demand guarantee for the private sector in order to attract private investment
must be seen in the context of the business model adopted by the Authority.
For example, if a private concession
were offered to an operator whereby
the operator was required to design,
build, finance, and operate the system
as well as buy rolling stock, much of the
demand risk might have to be assumed
by the Authority through a revenue
guarantee unless the demand estimates
were pegged so high that the profitability of the system was beyond a doubt.
Conversely, if the system were designed
and built by the Authority, with the
Authority buying and leasing the rolling
stock and not charging the operator for
the use of the system, with operator’s revenues applied to covering only the operation and maintenance costs, the need for
a demand guarantee and subsidy might
well not arise. Obtaining an agreed definition of the term “operating subsidy”
has become critical. A recent report, ‘’The
Financial Risks of California’s Proposed
High-Speed Rail Project,” has argued
that interest payments on State bonds
should be considered as a part of operating costs, whereas the Authority has
excluded State bond interest (and most
other capital costs) from funds to be
repaid by the Authority. The Authority
should seek clarification on the costs
and revenues to be included within the
term “operating subsidy.” This could sig-
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Peer Review
(continued from Page 7)
nificantly affect the legal viability of the
project and the choice of business model.
The “Financial Risks” study highlights
the confusion between financial analysis,
the basis for private involvement, and
economic analysis, the basis for public
involvement. The study makes a series of
critical comments on the 2009 Business
Plan and deserves careful attention and
response from the Authority, as we share
many of the same concerns. The study
is, however, limited to financial analysis,
while leaving aside all of the reasons—
consumer surplus, reduction of congestion
on rural and urban highways, airports
and airways, reduction of pollution and
carbon emissions, and reduction of accident costs, among others—that would
be included in an economic analysis to
evaluate public involvement in the project. The treatment of public benefits was
much more detailed in the 2008 Business
Plan than in the 2009 Business Plan.
Given the importance of the issue in the
overall evaluation of the project, and the
close interrelation of public benefits with
demand forecasts, we strongly encourage
the Authority to include a thorough and
updated treatment of public benefits and
costs in the 2010 Business Plan and to
link these results with the agreed definition of “operating subsidy.”
ROW and Alignment Availability
While different types of service can
run on the same right of way, the Review
Group agrees that freight and high speed
rail should not operate on the same track.
There remains significant uncertainty
in the cost and the availability of ROW
as well as alignment issues. While we
understand that the level of cooperation
has improved, any lack of cooperation, or
resistance by Class I Railroads regarding the joint use of urban rail segments
as well as the project’s need for long and
straight alignments, will be problematic.
The Authority should recognize the risks
involved and the impacts they will have
on budgets and project schedules. The
Authority must be prepared to finalize an
alignment as well as develop an approach
which acknowledges the potential of any
alignment changes and the risks involved
in order to minimize their impact on the
project.
Technical, Safety and Seismic Issues
There has been limited information
from the Authority regarding such issues
as what proportion of the project will
be at-grade, in tunnel and/or elevated.
These decisions will have significant cost
implications. For example, analysis of
the cost of the high speed rail project in
China revealed that the cost of elevated
track was approximately double the cost
for at-grade track and the cost of tunnels was double the cost of an elevated
configuration. Any decisions made by the
Authority in this area will have significant financial implications for the project.
The same can be said of train speeds and
seismic-related issues. Specifically, train
speeds in China, due to safety reasons,
mandated that the track be grade separated, either in tunnel or elevated. Also,
given the seismic issues in California,
larger foundations will be needed, resulting in higher system costs, perhaps by
as much as 60 percent. The Authority
needs to make a clear statement on these
issues.

8

I-5 PLAN: WHY NOT
ADD COAST TRAINS?
By Michael E. McGinley P.E.
San Diego Associated Governments
(SANDAG) and Caltrans District 11 are
seeking public comment on a plan to
spend $3 to $4 billion to widen a 27 mile
stretch of Interstate 5 along the coast
between Oceanside and Del Mar (a few
miles north of San Diego). Highway traffic is congested during commute hours on
this 8-lane highway now and is likely to
get worse in the future. This route parallels the Pacifc Surfliner and Coaster rail
passenger services.
“Immediately investing about 30%
($1.2 billion) of this amount in the rail corridor,” points out TRAC Board Member
Mike McGinley, “would increase capacity equal to two new freeway lanes
and reduce train travel time; this is the
alternative that should be constructed
first. Building the rail corridor to a higher
capacity will provide mitigation for the
congestion due to the freeway construction and will offer citizens alternatives to
automobile travel.”
Pacific Surfliner train service between
San Diego, Los Angeles and Goleta (with
some trains extending northward to San
Luis Obispo) is the nation’s second busiest corridor, with 12 round trips daily and
7,100 daily riders. Coaster is a commuter
rail service between Oceanside and San
Diego that was created by voter-passed
bond measures 108 and 116 in 1990. It
operates 10 daily round trips and carries
4,300 daily riders.
All these trains operate on the
LOSSAN (Los Angeles-San Diego-San Luis
Obispo) corridor, a mostly single-track railroad. Service is constrained by the lack of
double track to let trains in both directions
operate freely and by speed restrictions
caused by winding track and unstable
soils on the Miramar grade.
While SANDAG has studied various
rail improvements in the past: completion
of double track in the County, replacement
of obsolete wooden bridges, and alternatives to cut the Miramar grade (including
a tunnel that would shorten and straighten the line making it time-competitive
with the freeway). These improvements
have not made it into the current study,
which is a throwback to the era of freeway planning without viable alternatives
considered.
Under California environmental law, it
is no longer permissible to plan highway
expansions without studying feasible
alternatives. While added highway capacity may be desirable, it cannot be the only
choice offered by SANDAG to citizens,
especially given the significant negative
impacts to all the coastal communities.
Below is a preliminary budget example
of how about 30% of the $4 billion fore-

seen could be invested in a project that
would add four trains per hour (capable of
carrying at least 500 passengers each) in
each direction on the corridor, the functional equivalent of adding an express lane
in each direction not just to Del Mar, but
all the way to San Diego.
Some of the projects proposed are
in the planning and funding stream for
SANDAG and Caltrans, however a much
bolder program is needed to firmly establish this corridor as an efficient, safe, environmentally-friendly alternative to simply
adding more lanes to an 8-lane freeway.
Building more freeway lanes makes
a multi-decade commitment that citizens
will always have access to cheap petroleum fuel, cheap parking places, and are
willing to spend hours of their lives every
day driving. Offering the rail alternative
will give all citizens the opportunity to
travel in a mode that uses less energy,
reduced our dependence on imported oil,
and allows people to use their travel time
to read, compute or even nap.
To make this plan work, the “last
mile” problem needs to be addressed.
Two aspects of this suggestion are first, to
expand parking at the stations in the north
part of the line and second, to enhance
connections with the various transit lines
throughout the corridor. One example
of a better connection is the proposed
San Diego Trolley station and transfer to
Lindberg Field (San Diego airport).
The highway project claims “no
increase in energy” for a project that facilitates a huge increase in highway travel.
This is a questionable assumption. The
rail alternative can truly offer energy savings because every rail passenger who
chooses to leave the automobile behind
does reduce motor fuel use.
The highway project is described as
needing “some taking” of land to add the
additional lanes, which will draw some
objections from affected communities. The
rail option will also require some taking of
land in the Miramar hill area, with manageable environmental impacts.
Perhaps the most serious challenge
to adding a second track to this line will
come from the communities of Del Mar
(where the tracks run along an ocean
bluff that has been co-opted as a hiking
trail) and Carlsbad (where the tracks pass
through the downtown area). Both of these
local communities are sheltered from the
freeway impacts and would see infrastructure investment in their neighborhood
as a negative. Political leadership will be
needed to bring these communities into
the larger regional community that needs
better transportation and needs alternatives to more freeway lanes.

A RAIL OPTION FOR S.D. I-5 CORRIDOR
Purchase 12 train sets @ $24 million
Maintenance Yard at Oceanside
Parking garages at 5 stations @ $30m
Miramar Hill second track
Double Track 5 other segments @ $70m
Local transit interface improvements

Rail Option Estimate
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$288 million
100
150
260
350
52

$1,200 million

