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New State Rail Plan: A Step Forward? 
Comments Due December 11th, 2017

By Michael D. Setty
Editor, California Rail News

On October 11, 2017, the California 
Department of Transportation 
(Caltrans) released a public review 
draft of the 2018 California State Rail 
Plan. The draft Rail Plan outlines 
the state’s vision for passenger and 
freight rail from present through the 
early 2040s. Caltrans’ key principles 
guiding the plan were:

A Vision for Moving People

Passenger rail will open the door to 
California for travelers to:

more trains, more often;

clean and comfortable trains;

able trains and express buses in 
dedicated lanes;

timed transfers at hub stations with 
minimal wait times;

trip, even on different trains, using a 
single ticket.

A Vision for Moving Goods

Freight rail investments enhance the 
movement of goods by:

existing corridors more productively;

terminals, and access for businesses;

California’s ports and intermodal.

In TRAC’s view, the draft Rail Plan 

In particular, we applaud the fact 
that state rail planners are beginning 
to understand the importance of 
integrating fares, connections and 
service between different systems, 
whether intercity rail, regional and 
urban rail, buses, paratransit as well 
as private ridesharing services such 
as Uber and Lyft. We also applaud 
the attention that Rail Plan proposals 
bring to needed improvements in 
both commuter/regional rail and 
conventional intercity rail service.

TRAC is developing detailed 
responses to the Rail Plan as this 
issue goes to press. The following are 
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some of our preliminary comments.

The State Rail Plan website at 
www.dot.ca.gov/californiarail/ is 
open to receive comments from the 
public until Monday, December 11.

HSR, HSR, HSR!

As expected, the centerpiece of 
the draft Rail Plan is high-speed rail. 
Out of the $85 billion in proposed rail 
capital spending in the Plan, the lion’s 
share goes to HSR. As TRAC has re-
peatedly stated, there is little to no 
prospect of raising the additional 
tens of billions needed to complete 
the current HSR platform either pub-
lic or private sources. The Federal 
government is an especially unlikely 
source.

Page 111 of the draft State Rail 
Plan boldly encourages private 
sector involvement in passenger rail. 
However, since the Plan takes the 
current California High-Speed Rail 
Authority (CHSRA) strategy as a 
given, TRAC still sees no prospect of 

any private sector funding of HSR. To 
attract realistic prospects of private 

made in the April-July 2016 CRN.  
(See box above.)

We also point out that other rail 

HSR principles, particularly the need 
for a statewide coordinating agency, 
e.g., a California Rail Commission. 
The only statewide agency contem-
plated by the draft State Rail Plan is 
CHSRA, which TRAC believes has 
proven itself to be a failure in its 
current efforts to construct HSR. 

CHSRA, with its narrow vision, 
needs to be replaced by a statewide 
California Rail Commission that 
appreciates the importance of all 

ing a CRC is also the central institut-
ional reform needed for actually 
achieving the statewide service and 
fare integration showcased in the 
draft State Rail Plan.

While the draft Plan discusses coor-
dination among the three rail corridor 
agencies, the private freight railroads, 
regional rail providers, Amtrak and 
CHSRA, the plan provides few details 
about how this will be accomplished. 

TRAC believes a fundamental 
reform such as a CRC is needed.

Beyond HSR, TRAC generally 
supports the long list of proposed rail 

Plan. The draft Plan is comprehensive 

discussion of operations, but in some 
areas there are omissions.

What’s Missing

Curiously, there is only one men-
tion in the entire draft Plan regarding 
the potential uses of Diesel Multiple 
Units (DMUs) and similar technology. 
DMUs offer vast prospects not only for 
reducing capital and operating costs, 
but also for making expansion into 
new rail markets feasible and in some 

to DMUs may be the key to attracting 
new private sector investment.

There is also no mention of recent 
technological breakthroughs, such 
as the hydrogen fuel cell-powered 
passenger trains that have been 
ordered in Germany, entering service 
in 2019. This is a very important 
development, because it would eli-
minate rail carbon emissions, make 

in many cases, and also lower energy 
expenses.

fails to discuss rolling stock strategies 

problematic, since Caltrans’ recent 
decision to purchase 49 new single-
level cars for the Capitol and San 
Joaquin Corridors raises potentially 
severe operating and accessibility 
problems. This fleet would replace 
an aborted plan to purchase a new 
double-deck fleet to supplement 
current intercity rolling stock.

There are numerous other issues 
in the draft State Rail Plan not dis-
cussed here. However, TRAC’s de-
tailed comments will be available 
soon on TRAC’s website at www.
calrailnews.org.

Michael D. Setty is CRN Editor and a long-
time transportation planner. 

TRAC's Principles for 
High-Speed Rail Success

(1) Invite proposals from private HSR 

operate a route of their choosing. The 
winning proposer would:

(a) Develop a plan that will actually 
provide travel times of under 3 hours, 
to be competitive with flying. 

its ongoing operating expenses and 
generate a surplus.

(2) The State would contribute 
Proposition 1A bonds and Cap & 
Trade funding.
(3) Abolish the CHSRA and roll its duties 
into those of a new statewide California 
Rail Commission (CRC) that would have 
responsibilities for coordinating and 
helping fund regional and intercity rail 
passenger services statewide, including 
high speed rail.
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SMART RAIL SERVICE BETWEEN SANTA 
ROSA AND SAN RAFAEL began August 
28, 2017. Ridership has been strong at 
around 2,800-3,000 daily, despite schedule 
gaps during the morning peak and in the 
afternoon & early evening peak period, 
and lack of weekday midday service...  
SMART RIDERSHIP should be much 
stronger once these shortcomings are 
resolved...  IN THE WAKE OF SMART’S 
SUCCESSFUL STARTUP, the agency 
submitted a grant proposal to study 
expanding its empire to east-west 
service, connecting its new line with 
the Suisun-Fairfield Capitol Corridor 
station... CONTRARY TO NATIONAL 
TRENDS, SEATTLE’S SOUND TRANSIT has 
been experiencing ridership increases 
on its light rail transit (LRT) system, 
up 26% in the last year. This reflects 
expanded service to the University 
of Washington that began in 2016, as 
well as strong overall growth...  SAN 
FRANCISCO MUNI INTRODUCED NEW 
LRT CARS before Thanksgiving, in the 
first of a new fleet that will replace the 
increasingly unreliable Breda LRT fleet...   
IN CONTRAST, BART’S NEW FLEET OF 
RAILCARS is still suffering teething 
problems, missing the Thanksgiving 
deadline that BART imposed on itself for 
placing the first full 10-car train of new 
cars into service...  IN WHAT MAY BE THE 
START OF A POSITIVE TREND and the 
crossing of a significant cultural threshold 
for the U.S., the National Park Service 
will begin requiring reservations to 
park at Muir Woods National Monument 
in Marin County. Muir Woods is served 
by a bus on weekends and holidays. It 
will be interesting to see how transit 
fits in at numerous other U.S. national 
parks... RECENTLY, ONE JAPANESE 
RAIL COMPANY APOLOGIZED TO ITS 
CUSTOMERS for a train that left 20 
seconds early. If only U.S. rail operators 
took customer relations as seriously as 
the Japanese...  AFTER NEARLY 20 YEARS 
OF GESTATION, A NEW STATION SERVING 
FAIRFIELD & VACAVILLE opened in early 
November. The Capitol Corridor believes 
it can reduce the stopping times at other 
stations, to add this stop without any 
additional running time...  ON TOP OF 
MANY PREVIOUS DELAYS, CALIFORNIA 
HIGH SPEED RAIL has suffered yet 
another. This time environmental studies 
supposed to be completed by 2017 have 
been delayed at least three years...  IN 
ANOTHER CULTURAL SHIFT, PORTLAND’S 
STREETCAR will receive dedicated 
lanes in certain areas. Like Muir Woods’ 
parking reservations, this may also be 
the start of a positive U.S. cultural trend...  
SPEAKING OF STREETCARS, GLENDALE 
wants a streetcar between its downtown 
and Burbank’s Bob Hope Airport. 
Hopefully the potential investment of 
hundreds of millions will be reinforced 
by extensive dedicated lanes for the 
proposed streetcars...  CALIFORNIA’S 
INTERCITY RAIL ROUTES RECEIVED 
CHARGER LOCOMOTIVES CAPABLE OF 
125 MPH in October, but can’t run them 
over 79 mph in most of the state (up to 90 
mph on Surfliners). Perhaps their better 
acceleration will offset longer boarding & 
alighting times for lower capacity high-
floor cars recently ordered by Caltrans...

By Michael D. Setty
Editor, California Rail News

In 2012, Caltrans and Illinois entered 
into a $551 million agreement with 
Sumitomo and Nippon Sharyo to pur-
chase 137 double-deck rail passenger 
cars. The idea was to build a next 
generation of cars similar to the “Cali-
fornia Car” design originated by Cal-
trans in 1996, and Amtrak’s similar 

Illinois would have received 88 cars, 
and 49 were allocated to California for 
the Capitol Corridor, San Joaquins and 
Surfliners. These cars would have been 
compatible with California’s existing 
intercity fleet, as well as Amtrak’s large 
fleet of Superliners, making easy access 
for passengers consistent in both the 
Midwest and West.

Unfortunately, in 2015 a prototype 
car failed mandatory safety tests, 

October 2017 Caltrans and Illinois 
canceled the contract. After the 
states allowed design standards to be 
lowered, the double-deck order was 
replaced by a new order for the same 
number of single-deck cars with lower 
capacity, to be built at the Siemens 
plant in Sacramento. 

Seemingly overlooked in the cele-
bratory press release is a serious prob-
lem: a single-floor car has 25% to 30% 
less seating capacity than a double-
decker, thereby locking in higher oper-
ating costs by design.

Wrong Design, Wrong Corridors

Introducing new trains with 51-inch 
high floors (serving 48” platforms) 
creates many problems. These include 
greatly diminished ease of access. 
The existing fleet of more than 400 
California Cars, Surfliners, and the 
Bombardier and Rotem double-deck 
cars operated by ACE, Caltrain, 
San Diego’s Coaster, and Southern 
California’s Metrolink uniformly 
have 17”to 18” floor heights (as does 
Amtrak’s Superliner fleet). Most 
California passenger stations have 8” 
platforms “above the rail,” requiring 
only a single step to enter/exit a 
train. One-step access has become 
mainstream in California and Europe.

For fully ambulatory people, the Sie-
mens cars take a big step backwards in 
access provisions, and require climbing 

complicate loading and unloading of 
bicycles with their narrow doors. For 
many seniors and other persons with 
disabilities, getting on or off the train 
will become a big hassle compared to 
the easy access of the California cars. 

Wheelchair users will be further 
inconvenienced since lifts will be 
needed, adding 5-10 minutes to stat-
ion dwell times–as suggested by 
the inferior performance on the San 
Joaquins and Surfliner schedules 
operated with refurbished single-level, 
high-floor Comet cars from New Jersey 
Transit. The San Joaquin and Surfliner 
schedules became unreliable once the 

Comets were assigned.

Ironically, the Capitol Corridor be-

minutes needed to serve the new 

dwell times at other stations to one to 
two minutes. Trains operating with 
Siemens single-deck, high-floor rolling 
stock beginning in 2019 are likely to 
require more time in their schedules–
getting on and off will take longer  
compared to the current bilevel fleet.

There is an Alternative

A better solution for both California 
and the Midwest corridors radiating 
from Chicago is to assign the Siemens 
car order to Amtrak for use in the 
Northeast Corridor, where high station 
platforms are the norm. This should be 
possible since the Federal government 
is providing most of the funding.

Instead, the agencies managing the 
Capitol Corridor, San Joaquins and 

cars which match the accessibility 
features and capacity of their double 
deck fleets. 

If alternative cars are to be consider-
ed, they should at least have modern 
features like low-level boarding, super-
ior acceleration, and modular design, 
like modern diesel multiple unit (DMU) 
sets. With DMUs, operating costs 
could be greatly reduced and train 
capacities more precisely matched to 
demonstrated demand. 

For example, the Capitol Corridor 
averages a load factor of about 28% to 
37% of capacity, depending on whether 

Modern DMU trainsets such as those 
ordered by TEXRail in Fort Worth meet 
modernized Federal safety rules, and 
have 24” floor heights. As each car is 
self-powered, DMUs make possible the 
right-sizing of train length, avoiding 
unnecessary operating costs.

DMUs generally have half the weight 
per seat as locomotive-hauled trains, 
requring much smaller engines, thus 
reducing capital and maintenance 
expenses. For the same passenger load, 
DMUs are generally about three times 

The current contract with Siemens 
is a dramatic step backward from the 
great progress acheived by intercity 
rail since the 1990’s. The potential 
for a great expansion in ridership will 

board and alight, also undermining the 
draft California State Rail Plan’s key 

would make it possible to upgrade all 
platforms in the state to an eventual 
high platform standard. 

The choice is simple: Should Califor-
nia use its limited rail funding to 
buy more trains or to buy concrete 
for higher platforms? The answer is 
obvious... Instead of heading down that 
road to failure, TRAC strongly opposes 
the procurement of high-floor single-
level cars for California.

Caltrans’ Choice of Unsuitable 
Car Design Will Hamper Rail
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By Michael D. Setty
Editor, California Rail News

In addition to ideas for improving the 
Altamont Commuter Express (ACE) and 
San Joaquins proposed by TRAC in the 
previous California Rail News, passage of 
the SB-1 transportation funding measure 
opens up many options for improving 
and expanding rail passenger service 
throughout California.

SB-1 raised gas taxes and registration 
fees for improved highway and street 
maintenance, as well as more funding for 
transit capital and operations, intercity 

With SMART service beginning in 
August 2017 between San Rafael and 
Santa Rosa, this is an opportune time to 
examine potential future improvements 
in the North Bay. 

The Sacramento Area Council of 
Governments (SACOG) also recently 
began a study of proposed light rail 
transit (LRT) parallel to I-80 between 
Sacramento and Davis at the behest of 
Yolo County interests. With the proposed 
increase of San Joaquin service to the 
Sacramento region, looking at additional 
improvements in the Sacramento region 
is also warranted. 

Upgrading & Extending SMART

Now that SMART service has suc-
cessfully launched, its startup exper-
ience can be evaluated and viable 

SMART’s current shortcomings include 
the following:

its peak hour service, harming both its 
usefulness and its ridership.

10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. or evening 
service. The unexpected weekend 
ridership success with only four round 
trips demonstrates a strong market 
for midday, evening and additional 
weekend service.

schedules demonstrate the need for 
obtaining full 3-car trains within a few 
years. However, even with 4 additional 
cars, the total fleet of 18 cars will 
quickly limit capacity and ridership 
within a few years.

of connections between SMART and 
existing bus services. For example, 
Golden Gate Transit buses leave San 
Rafael Transit Center too soon to allow 
convenient connections from arriving 
SMART trains. Similarly, while the 
SMART station platform is only a block 
from the Petaluma Transit Center, a 
3-block walk around a large fenced 
area is required to make bus–train 
connections.

SMART should commit to the following 
short term service goals:

service every 30 minutes in each 
direction between 5:00 a.m. and 9:00 
a.m., and 3:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m.

A VISION FOR PASSENGER RAIL IN THE NORTH BAY & SACRAMENTO REGION

morning, midday, evenings after 
8:00 p.m. and hourly frequencies on 
weekends and holidays.

make timed transfers between SMART 
trains and buses to San Francisco and 
the East Bay in San Rafael work better. 

sistent 60-minute all-day service (every 
30 minutes during weekday peaks) 
seven days per week, redundant GGT 
transit service can be reduced or 

and Healdsburg using the existing 

diminished ride quality and possibly 
lowered speeds for this section of track 
are an acceptable tradeoff for getting 
this service into operation as soon as 
possible. TRAC believes that attracting 
drivers to rail is far more important 
than eliminating the clickety-clack. 
Welded rail can be installed later.

As ridership grows, SMART should 
start planning for peak period service 
every 15 minutes, and midday service 
every 30 minutes Monday-Friday.

expenditures for an expanded fleet and 
double track or new sidings in key areas. 
Study should begin on extending SMART 
to a location closer to the GGT ferries in 
Larkspur, including the possibility of a 
cross-platform transfer.

Other 101 Corridor Rail Services

While the original SMART plan 
included a 15-mile extension beyond 
Healdsburg to Cloverdale, this proposal 
is not cost-effective for less than 500 

cost approach could make it feasible to 
extend passenger service to Cloverdale, 
Ukiah and Willits. For the anticipated 
volumes, upgrading existing tracks to 
60 mph standards and adding modern 
signals would cost less than $150 million 
(excluding rolling stock).

The volume of Mendocino County 
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robust weekend and holiday service 
from the Bay Area, possibly via a public-
private partnership. While weekday 
ridership potential is modest, it appears 
5-6 daily round trips can be supported. 
This should be operated by modern 
lightweight Diesel Multiple Units (DMUs) 
that meet the latest Federal safety 
standards. These trains would make a 
cross-platform timed transfer to SMART’s 
heavy DMUs at Healdsburg.

North Bay–Sacramento Rail Corridor

Typically, upgrading existing tracks 
to 60 mph standards costs less than $1 
million/mile, and less than $2 million per 
mile including PTC. Contrary to recent 
Highway 37 studies, initial hourly rail 
service between Novato and the Suisun-

cost substantially less than $100 million, 

track to 60 mph standards, PTC, more 
sidings simple stations with 17”-18” 
high platforms and allowances for bridge 
repairs. For another $200 million, new 
railroad bridges over the Petaluma and 

Napa Rivers could be included since 
their replacement is ultimately required.

Novato-Suisun service should also 
be extended to downtown Sacramento 
along the existing Capitol Corridor, to 
provide regional service covering the 
local stops not served by the Capitol 
Corridor, including East Vacaville 
(Elmira), Dixon, East Davis, and West 
Sacramento. Service could be further 
extended to Yuba City and Marysville, 
because light DMUs are cheap to run.

Davis to Sacramento light rail (LRT) 

Light DMUs get 2 mpg for 160 seats, vs. 1 mpg for SMART trains, and can operate 
“in street’ over 1-2 miles.  Wikipedia. By Michlaovic - Own work, Public Domain

is currently being 
studied, as noted 
above. This would 
require new tracks 
across the Yolo 
Bypass, because 
standard LRT 
cars cannot share 
mainline freight 
tracks as can the 
Capitol Corridor and 
DMU trains. In our 
view, there is not 
enough potential 

of LRT between Davis and downtown 
Sacramento. However, the Davis-

Novato-Suisun service, and potentially 
provide some of the funding.

If additional Solano County rail 
capacity is needed to support this 
service, a 3rd exclusive passenger 
track–from the west end of the existing 
Yolo Bypass rail bridge to the Suisun/

(UP) freight trains and Capitol Corridor 
intercity trains. With careful scheduling, 
the Yolo Bypass railroad bridge has a 
capacity of more than 100 trains day, vs.  
20-25 freight and 34 passenger trains 

be relatively cheap to build since few 
structures are needed. In the longer run, 
an exclusive passenger track across the 
Bypass is desirable but it will not be 
cost-effective in the next decade or so.

As demonstrated by Austin’s Metro-
rail, light DMUs can operate “in-
street” over short distances. On-street 
operations from West Sacramento over 
the Tower Bridge, and along the L Street 
corridor connecting to proposed service 
along the UP Sacramento Subdivision 
through Midtown should be explored.  

Light DMUs could also connect 
downtown Sacramento with Placer 
County along the 3rd Capitol Corridor 
track proposed to Roseville (with 4th 
track/passing sidings). This track could 
also be extended to Auburn, allowing 
frequent all-day regional rail service 
independent of UP freights along the I-80 
corridor northeast of Sacramento. This 
plan would not preclude UP’s usage of 
the 3rd track at night as a freight lead to 
its Roseville Yard.

Vallejo-Napa (Wine Train) Corridor

A large fraction of Napa Valley tourists 
also visit San Francisco in their Bay Area 
stays. While it is doubtful that ridership 

residents would cover operating costs, 
potentially large volumes of visitors 
accessing the Napa Valley via the San 

assuming the low operating costs of 

tantalizing real estate opportunities that 
could offset rail capital costs. Timed 
transfers at an American Canyon station 
connecting the Napa Valley and the 
North Bay to Sacramento routes could 
generate heavy ridership and revenues. 
These are exciting possibilities for 
private investment.
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The Potential of Freight Rail Electrification in Southern CA
By Brian Yanity

Editor’s Note: To encourage the discussion 
of electrification, TRAC is publishing this 
opinion piece by the electrical engineer that 
founded Californians for Electric Rail, www.
calelectricrail.org. Because of the extraordinary 
cost, TRAC is skeptical of electrification by 
catenary. For heavy freight, we see shifting 
truck traffic to rail as being a higher priority 
for air quality improvement. The emergence 
of a new electrification technology, hydrogen-
powered on-board fuel cells, appears to offer a 
far less expensive alternative to catenary. With 
the German transport authority LNVG recently 
ordering 14 multiple units powered by fuel cells, 
this technology is now a practical reality for 
passenger service. The optimal path to zero-
emission heavy freight locomotives is less clear, 
however...

The only proven zero-emissions 
freight railroad technology is a fully 
electric locomotive. Electric trains are 

freight on land, moving a ton with as 
little as one-tenth the energy used 

of freight rail in California would 
reduce the public health impacts to 
local communities affected by diesel-
powered freight transportation, and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
of freight movement. Electric loco-
motives also improve the speed of 
travel with better acceleration, are 
quieter, and are twice as energy 

ary wire has been used for over a 
century for freight rail, and is used 
today on about one quarter of all 
railroad tracks in the world. Outside 
of North America, electric freight 
trains are very common. Globally, 
electricity’s share of moving trains is 
increasing, from 17% in 1990 to 36% 
in 2012. Nations from India to South 
Africa, China to those of Western 

of heavy freight and passenger lines. 
A large pool of manufacturers and 
engineering expertise exists around 
the world for this technology.

ongoing and proposed railroad 
capacity and safety improvement 

grade separations, additional main 
line and siding tracks, improved 
signal systems and Positive Train 

existing heavy rail lines is coming 
to California thanks to Caltrain’s 

San Francisco and San Jose. The 

California needs to be explored. 

Electrification Works for Freight 
Rail

An electric locomotive can be 
designed to match or exceed the 

by U.S. line-haul freight trains. In 
fact, the world’s most powerful 
locomotives are all-electric. In China, 

a single HXD1 two-section, all-electric 
19,000 horsepower locomotive set 
pulls entire 20,000-ton coal trains 
under a 25 kilovolt (kV) catenary. 
Transnet Freight Rail of South Africa 
uses a 50 kV catenary system for 
hauling iron ore trains in excess of 
40,000 tons. More than double the 
weight of the heaviest U.S. line-haul 
freight train, these trains are pulled 
by up to nine all-electric Mitsui 
Class 15E locomotives in distributed 

has been all-electric since 2002. At 
5,772 miles the longest rail line in the 
world, it carries freight train weights 
similar to U.S. line-haul trains. An 

on-dock and near-dock rail serves 
Rotterdam, a port similar in size to the 
San Pedro Bay complex.

effective at high train frequencies, 
and southern California has some 
of the busiest railroad corridors in 
the U.S. For example, the BNSF San 
Bernardino Subdivision between Los 
Angeles and Fullerton sees about 
50 passenger trains and 40 freight 
trains per day, and 60 daily freight 
and 40 passenger trains between 
West Riverside and Colton. The BNSF 

sees nearly 100 freight trains daily. 

is expected to increase in the years 
ahead, making the zero-emissions 

important for trackside communities.

Electric Freight Rail In California

In the past three decades, a 
number of studies have been commis-
sioned by state and local government 
agencies on low- and zero-emissions 
freight rail in southern California. 
These publicly funded efforts were 
primarily due to interest in reducing 
air pollution in the South Coast 
Air Basin region, particularly for 
those living and working near rail 
yards. The most recent were two 
reports evaluating clean freight rail 
technology released by the California 
Air Resources Board in the spring of 
2016. The last time that a regional, 

task force existed was for the 1992 
Southern California Accelerated Rail 

regional task force should be created 
again, with committees for planning, 
engineering, analysis, operations & 
maintenance, environmental analysis, 
legislative funding, and regulatory 
issues.

The Port of Long Beach and 
the Port of Los Angeles have long 
been leaders in reducing emissions 
from port operations, and should 
continue this legacy by leading 

the ports would build upon, and 
add value to, the large investments 
that the ports are making on rail 

infrastructure and clean technology.  
To this end, the ports’ Technology 
Advancement Program should 
support demonstrations of electric 
locomotives.

The Alameda Corridor and the 

the ports could serve as a pioneering 

The Alameda Corridor is owned by 
the public, and it is in the public’s 
interest to reduce air pollution 
by electrifying the trains running 
through populated areas. This 20-mile 
freight rail corridor between the ports 
and the main freight yards east of 
downtown LA was built with enough 
vertical clearance for an overhead 
catenary wire over a double-container 
stacked train, along with other 
features designed in anticipation of 
future electric rail infrastructure. 

short-haul rail service between 
the ports and the Inland Empire, 
currently under study, is an oppor-
tunity for using electric locomotives 
through the Alameda Corridor. All-
electric locomotives dedicated to 
the short-haul service could go back 
and forth along the less-than-100 

Pedro Bay and the Inland Empire, 
while conventional non-electric line-
haul freight trains could continue 
to use the same tracks. Freight car 

track segments could be performed 
by zero emissions battery-electric 
switcher locomotives, which would 
not require overhead catenary. 

U.S. railroads have cited the delays 
from the changing of locomotives 

as a reason to not electrify. The 
change-out of locomotives would 
also require the construction of new 
dedicated siding tracks and other 
facilities to inspect, service, stage, 
and store both diesel and elec-
tric locomotives. Possible ways of 
minimizing locomotive exchange 
delays need to be studied. There is 
much experience around the world 
with large rail networks that started 

lines, and later expanded, with diesel 
locomotives being utilized along 
with electrics during the transition. 
Short-haul rail service in the LA 

phased expansion to entire long-
haul corridors such as the Southern 
Transcon or the Sunset Corridor.

passenger service by speeding up 
Metrolink and Amtrak Surfliner trains 

costs.  Some of California’s busiest 
freight rail corridors share the tracks 
with frequent commuter and intercity 
passenger trains. The same overhead 
catenary system can be used for 

(continued on Page Seven)
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moving both heavy freight and fast 
passenger trains on main lines, thus 
offering greater economic utilization 

business opportunity of supplying 
power to electric trains.

California High-Speed Rail invest-
ments in southern California could 

if freight trains never use the same 
tracks as high speed trains.  There 
are opportunities for sharing 25-

the two corridors that are planned 
to blend the high-speed trains (tra-
velling at lower speeds) with other 
passenger trains: San Francisco to 
San Jose (Caltrain) and Burbank-Los 
Angeles-Anaheim (Metrolink and 
Amtrak). 

For example, the California High-
Speed Rail Authority has proposed to 
upgrade the Los Angeles-Fullerton 
corridor from the existing three tracks 

tracks, alongside three freight 
tracks.  High-speed trains would 

passenger trains, and freight could be 
kept off the passenger tracks entirely.  
However, the overhead catenary 
structures for high-speed rail could 
be designed to also support catenary 

corridor.

Capital Costs--The Big Obstacle

The main challenge for electric 
freight rail is the high capital cost 
of overhead catenary wire, power 
supply infrastructure, and new elec-
tric locomotives. A complex, len-
gthy and expensive undertaking, 
it would certainly cost in the many 
billions of dollars to electrify the main 
freight lines of Southern California.  
But how many billions? We won’t 
know what the costs will be until a 
comprehensive feasibility study is 
completed. We also don’t know the 
full extent of the economic, environ-

completed. 

study would include preliminary 
design and cost estimates of electric 
catenary and power distribution infra-

corridors. These cost estimates would 

overhead structures above or along 
tracks, such as bridges. 

References:

Draft Technology Assessment: Freight 
Locomotives

Transitioning to a Zero or Near-Zero 
Emission Line-Haul Freight Rail System 
in California

in the SCAG Region 

Solutionary Rail campaign

Southern CA Electrification
(continued from Page Six)

By David Schonbrunn 
TRAC VP for Policy

In its lead story for October 21, 2017, 
the Los Angeles Times disclosed “new 
concerns about the viability of the state 

the San Luis Reservoir, the proposed 
tunnels under Pacheco Pass have been 
dramatically lengthened. The HSR 
Authority has not yet released a revised 
cost estimate. However, outside experts 
told the Times the cost of 14.3 miles of 
tunnel could be as high as $14.4 billion, 
nearly triple the original $5.5 billion 
estimate. This is potentially catastrophic 

initially expected to be only a quarter 
of the $21 billion budgeted for the 

potential cost explosion could push the 

forcing it to choose between abandoning 
Pacheco for the Altamont’s much lower 
tunneling costs, or go out of business.  

A Brief History of the Pacheco Route

 Before the Authority came into exist-
ence, state studies of high-speed rail 

least expensive, least environmentally 
damaging and highest ridership alterna-
tive, making it the preferred alternative 
for connecting the Central Valley to the 
Bay Area. 

Altamont had always been the route 
preferred by environmentalists and rail 
advocates. It places rail capacity where 
it is most needed in Northern California, 
offering a rail alternative to the severe 
congestion on I-580 and I-80. The cost-
effectiveness of co-locating commute 
and intercity services in the same right-
of-way makes the Altamont the obvious 

addition to the advantage of a far shorter 
travel time between Sacramento and 
San Francisco, and the avoidance of the 
largest contiguous wetlands in the U.S.

The Authority discarded the Altamont 
alignment early in its existence, without 

Business Plan in 2000, showing an 
Express Commute Corridor connecting 
the Transbay Terminal in San Francisco 
to Los Banos, east of Gilroy. 

The politicization of the routing de-
cision was undeniable when the site 
selected for the Los Banos station site 
was announced as the dairy farm owned 
by former State Assemblyman Rusty 
Areias. Perhaps not so coincidentally, 

butors to the Democratic Party were 
optioning and buying up land near Los 
Banos. 

The 2001 Screening Evaluation for 
the Statewide HSR EIR announced 
that the Altamont Pass route had been 
withdrawn from consideration. The 

elimination of the previously preferred 
Altamont alternative, infuriating 
environmentalists. Their threat of litigat-
ion pushed the Authority to commit to 
doing a separate EIR to select between 
Altamont and Pacheco. 

That EIR, choosing the Pacheco 

quently challenged by a coalition of en-
vironmentalists, cities and homeowners. 
The court threw out that EIR, as well as 
the Revised EIR that followed it in 2010. 
On the third try, the Authority got a pass 
from the court, enabling it to proceed 
towards building the Pacheco route.

Tunnel Costs Could Sink High-Speed Rail

By Michael D. Setty
Editor, California Rail News

In 1948, the California Public Uti-
lities Commission (CPUC) established 

taller than 8” could be located closer 
than 7 feet, 6 inches from track center-
lines. This was enacted to provide 
clearances for brakemen hanging off 
the side of freight cars when switch-
ing, a routine practice 70 years ago 
but now virtually nonexistent near 
passenger stations.

In contrast, Massachusetts requires 
6’-6” side clearances from the center 

stands that are less than 3’ high, in 
order to accommodate extra-wide 
freight cars. Florida and other states 
only require 6’; Texas is flexible in this 
regard, while Oregon and a few other 
states match California rules.

Not only does this CPUC rule no 
longer serve a purpose, it is a serious 
impediment to the level boarding re-
quired by the Americans with Disa-
bilities Act (ADA). Because compliance 
with the rule requires an 18” gap be-
tween the car and station platforms 
higher than 8”, level boarding requires 
expensive and useless adaptations, 

like gauntlet tracks, to keep freight 
trains away from the platform edge. 
To provide wheelchair access in lower-
cost adaptations, various contraptions 
like bridge plates now have to be used 

and expensive for California transit 
providers to offer level boarding. To 
encourge the growth of cost-effective 
rail transit, the CPUC needs to amend 
its regulations to reflect modern pra-
ctice. Mandated clearances for sta-
tion platforms 3’ high or less should 
be reduced to 6’ or 6’ 6.” This would 
allow new stations to be built with 
standardized platform heights of 17-
18” to match the floor heights of our 
current double-deck fleet. As 21st 
Century designs are introduced such 
as modern DMUs–which typically have 
24” high floors, that is, one step up 
from a 17-18” platform–accessibility 
would be much easier. 

Incremental upgrades to 24” plat-
forms can be made as older rolling 
stock is gradually retired, moving ever 
closer to 100% level boarding. None of 
this is possible if California does not 
change direction from its 70-year old, 
archaic steam railroad-era rules. 

Obsolete Regs Obstruct Level Boarding
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Rail Service - Operating Speed 
Over 125 Miles Per Hour

Rail Service - Operating Speed 
Up To 125 Miles Per Hour

Express Bus /Urban Rail 
Transit Network

Amtrak Long Distance Trains

Service Categories

Ferry Boat 
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San Rafael
Novato/San Marin

Millbrae/SFO
Central Peninsula

East Bay 

Tri-Valley Hub
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Madera Fresno

Visalia

Gilroy
Santa Cruz

Monterey
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Yosemite
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Napa Solano
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Cloverdale Auburn
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Richmond
Stockton
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Salinas

Paso Robles

San Francisco
Oakland

San Jose

Redding
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SMF Airport

San Diego
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Tijuana Airport
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San Diego Airport

Coachella Valley

Oceanside
Escondido

San Luis Obispo

Santa Barbara

Oxnard

Hemet
Perris

MurrietaLong Beach

LAXSanta Monica

Santa Ana
Anaheim

Fullerton

Corona

Riverside
Redlands

Victorville

Palmdale Hub 

Ontario Airport
San Gabriel 
Valley Hub

Los Angeles

Burbank 

Van Nuys

Chatsworth
Santa Clarita

San Bernardino

To Carson City

To Reno

To Phoenix

To Las Vegas

To Chicago

To Seattle

To Chicago

To New Orleans
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 CALIFORNIA STATE RAIL PLAN
2018

statewide map

California has a premier, customer-focused, 
integrated rail system that successfully 
moves people and products while enhancing 
economic growth and quality of life.

Rail Plan Vision:

The deadline for submitting comments regarding the Draft 2018 California State Rail Plan is Monday, December 11, 
2017. Comments can be submitted online at: http://www.dot.ca.gov/californiarail/comments.html, or via “snail 

mail” (USPS): 2018 California State Rail Plan, Rail Planning Branch, 1120 N Street, MS 74, Sacramento, CA 95814 
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