A VISION FOR PASSENGER RAIL IN THE
By Michael D. Setty
Editor, California Rail News

S.F. North Bay Area & Sa
A Vision for Regional Ra

WILLITS

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.
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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
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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 successfully launched, its startup experience can be evaluated and viable
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SMART’s current shortcomings include
the following:
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its peak hour service, harming both its
usefulness and its ridership.
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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.
ÊÊUÊÊÕÊÌÀ>ÃÊÊÃiiVÌi`Ê«i>Ê«iÀ`Ê
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.
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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:
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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.
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Sonoma Co. Airport

3. Krug - Angwin Road
4. St. Helena - Downtown
5. St. Helena - Mills Lane
6. St. Helena - Lewelling Lane
7. Zinfandel
8. Rutherford
9. Oakville
10. Yountville
11. Napa - Salvador Ave.
12. Napa - Redwood Road
13. Napa - Jefferson Street
14. Napa - 1st Street
15. Napa - 3rd Street
16. Napa - S. Napa Marketplace
17. Napa Valley College
18. Napa - Napa Pipe
19. Napa - Airport Boulevard
20. Napa Junction
21. American Canyon Road
22. Vallejo - Meadows Drive
23. Vallejo - Sereno Drive
24. Vallejo - Tennessee Street
25. Vallejo Ferry Terminal
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morning, midday, evenings after
8:00 p.m. and hourly frequencies on
weekends and holidays.

As ridership grows, SMART should
start planning for peak period service
every 15 minutes, and midday service
every 30 minutes Monday-Friday.
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make timed transfers between SMART
trains and buses to San Francisco and
the East Bay in San Rafael work better.
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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.
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sistent 60-minute all-day service (every
30 minutes during weekday peaks)
seven days per week, redundant GGT
transit service can be reduced or
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and Healdsburg using the existing
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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.

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
«ÀiVÌi`Ê`>ÞÊÀ`iÀÃ°ÊÜiÛiÀ]Ê>ÊÜ
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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of LRT between Davis and downtown
Sacramento. However, the Davis->VÀ>iÌÊ`i>ÊÜÕ`ÊwÌÊViÞÊÜÌ Ê
Novato-Suisun service, and potentially
provide some of the funding.
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robust weekend and holiday service
from the Bay Area, possibly via a publicprivate 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.

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

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/
>Àwi`ÊÃÌ>ÌqÜÕ`Ê>ÜÊ«>ÃÃi}iÀÊ
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(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
«iÀ>Ìi`Ê>ÌÊ«ÀiÃiÌ°Ê/ ÃÊ«ÀiVÌÊÃ Õ`Ê
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 Metrorail, light DMUs can operate “instreet” 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
LiÌÜiiÊ >«>Ê>`Ê6>iÊLÞÊV>Ê
residents would cover operating costs,
potentially large volumes of visitors
accessing the Napa Valley via the San
À>VÃV6>iÊiÀÀÞÊViVÌÊÜÕ`Ê
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assuming the low operating costs of
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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.

North Bay–Sacramento Rail Corridor

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.

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>Àwi`Ê >«ÌÊ ÀÀ`ÀÊÃÌ>ÌÊÜÕ`Ê
cost substantially less than $100 million,
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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

Davis to Sacramento light rail (LRT)
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
Light DMUs get 2 mpg for 160 seats, vs. 1 mpg for SMART trains, and can operate
enough potential
“in street’ over 1-2 miles. Wikipedia. By Michlaovic - Own work, Public Domain
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