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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:

February 6, 2007
TO:



Mayor and Councilmembers
FROM:


Transportation Division, Public Works Department
SUBJECT:

Report On San Diego Field Trip And Rail~Volution
RECOMMENDATION:


That Council receive a presentation regarding the Rail Subcommittee’s Field Trip to Oceanside and San Diego in September 2006, and the Rail~Volution Conference attended by Councilmembers Schneider and House in November 2006.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Council formed the Rail Subcommittee in late 2005, as the 101 in Motion consensus process determined that commuter rail was needed between Ventura and Santa Barbara Counties.  Since then, the Rail Subcommittee (Subcommittee) has been gathering information about commuter rail and strategizing regional efforts to help bolster successful implementation.  As a part of these efforts, the Subcommittee visited and experienced several types of rail operations while in transit to the League of California Cities’ Annual Conference in San Diego in September 2006.  Additionally, Councilmembers Schneider and House attended the Rail~Volution Conference in November 2006.  This report and accompanying presentation focus on the lessons learned from these two events.  
DISCUSSION:
The Rail Subcommittee is composed of Mayor Blum and Councilmembers Horton and Schneider.  Formed by the Council in late 2005, the Subcommittee has been working to learn about commuter rail, to understand Union Pacific Railroad’s role in accommodating service between Ventura and Santa Barbara Counties, and to facilitate regional governance and coordination for early implementation.  The failure of Measure D in November 2006 has eliminated the foreseeable funding source for commuter rail.  Although funding is critical to the success of commuter rail or any major transportation improvement, the effort to understand and discover the best options to address ever increasing congestion continues.
To this end, two events occurred in late 2006.   The Subcommittee visited and experienced the Sprinter, the Coaster, and the San Diego Trolley when attending the League of California Cities’ Annual Conference in San Diego in September and Councilmember Schneider and House attended the 2006 Rail~Volution Conference in November.   This report includes a summary of each rail experience the Subcommittee toured, as well as a recap of the Rail~Volution Conference.  
Oceanside - The Sprinter

The Rail Subcommittee traveled on Amtrak to Oceanside and was received by the North County Transit District (NCTD), located a short walk from the train station.  Sherrie Fisher, General Manager of MTD, also attended this portion of the trip.  
NCTD’s story begins much like Santa Barbara County’s:  State Route 78 connecting Oceanside and Escondido was heavily traveled and experiencing moderate to severe congestion in the mid 1980’s.  San Diego County had no immediate plans to widen Highway 78 as it was economically infeasible. At the same time, the San Diego Association of Governments was estimating large population increases, the latest of which is an increase of 21% from 2005 to 2030.  An alternative study, much like our 101 in Motion, was conducted to develop options for the 22-mile corridor.  The Sprinter was born out of the alternatives study and was endorsed by voters with Proposition A in 1987.
The Sprinter is a two-section light rail vehicle.  Just like the name implies, the difference between heavy and light rail is weight.  Amtrak and Metrolink trains are examples of heavy rail diesel engines that run on dedicated corridors with speeds in the 65 to 85 mph range.    Heavy rail tends to be long-range commuter service with few stops.  Conversely, light rail vehicles can run on separate corridors and/or on the street at a wide range of speeds with electric motors.  Light rail lines tend to have more frequent stops and operate within a more dense urban fabric.  They can serve as commuter lines and also serve a broad variety of other trips (short and long) throughout the day.  
The Sprinter’s inaugural run is currently scheduled for early 2008.   The NCTD is building the Sprinter facility on an existing rail line it purchased following Proposition A’s approval.  Although costly to remediate, this purchase has been a key cost saving component for the construction of stations and for the eventual operation of the line. The Subcommittee toured portions of the line and visited the maintenance facility in Escondido to see and experience the Sprinter vehicle which recently had arrived from Germany.   

The Sprinter light rail vehicle is unique because it is propelled by diesel engines and needs no overhead power lines known as catenary lines.  The two Sprinter cars, when married together, are 135’ long and 12’ high.  The cars have low floor access from a platform with two tiers of seating and capacity of 450 riders.  NCTD is pleased with the vehicle so far, but if redone, would have been more flexible with the specifications to lower the overall unit cost, which, for this vehicle, was an industry high. Attachment 1 includes a summary of the Sprinter’s statistics and the lessons learned.  

Oceanside to San Diego - The Coaster
Following the tour of the Sprinter, the Subcommittee boarded the Coaster, a commuter rail service from Oceanside to Downtown San Diego, with seven stops along the way. The Coaster was also developed by NCTD in response to heavy congestion on Interstate 5.   Proposition A (1987) provided the upstart capital for the commuter line and base funding to purchase the San Diego County portion of the old Santa Fe corridor.
Much like Metrolink, the Coaster is a heavy rail commuter train that runs on the same corridor as Amtrak and freight lines.  The Coaster is well integrated with NCTD’s bus service, the Breeze, and will also share a station with the Sprinter in Oceanside, when completed.  The Coaster cars (identical to Metrolink cars) are comfortable two-level business style cars with some table seats and plugs for laptops.  

The Coaster is the most comparable service  being investigated for commuter rail between Ventura and Santa Barbara Counties.  Eighty-two percent of the Coaster riders are commuters earning $50,000 or more.  Seventy-three percent ride the Coaster 5 days a week, 81% have cars available to them to make the trip, and the average car ownership of the ridership is 2 per household.  The average trip length of the ridership is 28 miles.  The NCTD was not prepared for the success of the service, which increased  70% in ridership the first three years.  The service has sustained a 7% annual ridership growth and currently has 6,000 weekday boardings. Attachment 2 includes a summary of the Coaster’s statistics and lessons learned. 
San Diego Trolley
While attending the League of California Cities Annual Conference in San Diego, the Subcommittee visited the offices and heard from the president of the Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) and Board Chair, the operator of San Diego Trolley, Inc (SDTI).  The story of San Diego Trolley (Trolley) began with the purchase of 108 miles of rail right-of-way from Southern Pacific Railroad in 1977.  Four years later, what is now known as the Blue Line was opened from the Mexican Border to Downtown San Diego.  Nearly 30 years later, the Trolley system operates 51 miles, over three routes, mostly double tracked, with 53 stations. 

The Trolley is a multi-car light rail vehicle with an electric motor powered by an overhead catenary system.  Unlike the NCTD, SDTI bought “off the shelf” trains, significantly lowering the cost of the vehicles.  The only specification was that the trains be red.  The trains can operate as one, or up to four cars, depending on ridership demand.   Each car is approximately 80 feet long and has a capacity of 150 people.  The current system ridership is nearly 30 million annually, with 110,000 average weekday riders.  
As with other transit operators, the local ½-cent sales tax (1/3 dedicated to transit) was critical for upstart capital and for leveraging other funding sources.  Until recently, SDTI has avoided the use of federal dollars so as not to overly complicate project development.  The cost of new lines and stations has escalated significantly in recent years, requiring federal assistance.
The SDTI staff attributes its success to community buy-in and a “connect the dots” strategy of positioning lines and stations where people are and want to go.  The most recent expansion includes a station in the middle of the San Diego State University campus, and a newly planned expansion will reach the University of California, San Diego, promising many new riders.  Attachment 3 includes a summary of the Trolley’s statistics and lessons learned.
Rail~Volution 
Councilmembers Schneider and House attended the 2006 Rail~Volution Conference in November 2006.  Although it sounds like a rail focus, the Rail~Volution mission statement is to create a national movement to develop livable communities with transit.   Livable communities are defined as those that are healthy, economically vibrant, socially equitable, and environmentally sustainable.  As a result, the Conference agenda addressed a broad range of community issues, with land use and transit relationships as a common theme.   
In many ways, the Conference affirmed the City’s balanced transportation strategy contained in the City’s Circulation Element of the General Plan.  The Circulation Element vision statement and policies speak to making alternative forms of transportation attractive and available.  The main emphasis of this policy document is to protect current and future quality-of-life from traffic congestion and sprawl.  Rail~Volution revealed other key quality-of-life indicators, such as how transportation affects people’s heath and longevity, how it impacts the local and global environment, and how the transportation choices we make will affect the economy and our ability to provide and balance jobs and housing.  The various presentations demonstrated the health, economic, social and environmental effects of our current transportation system and how a more transit-oriented approach can address these key quality-of-life indicators in a progressive, holistic way.  

In relation to land use, the Conference also highlighted Green Buildings and their impact in the same areas.  Attachment 4 contains Councilmember Schneider’s notes from the Conference. 
ATTACHMENTS:
1:  North County Transit District: Sprinter Statistics and Lessons Learned

2.
North County Transit District: Coaster Statistics and Lessons Learned
3.  San Diego Trolley Statistics and Lessons Learned
4.  Councilmember Schneider’s Notes – 2006 Rail~Volution Conference
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