TRAINS ARE GOOD FOR US ALL
Steve Birdlebough

Welcome to the Friends of SMART newsletter.  We hope you will become a regular reader, and active in our organization.  We aim to improve public appreciation for train service in the Sonoma-Marin Area, and throughout the North Bay.  
Restoration of passenger trains and the development of more pedestrian-friendly communities have been long-held goals for many of us.  The Friends of SMART are dedicated to helping you work with your friends and neighbors to realize those goals.  We are convinced that the railroad’s future depends on wide public understanding and support of its benefits and costs.  People who become aware of the context of transportation funding can realize that getting the train back on the tracks is easily within the financial capacity of Marin and Sonoma County residents.  
Whether you desire to ride the train, or just to have more room on the road, everyone will benefit by having passenger trains running again.  As a train commuter for more than a dozen years myself, I can attest to the hassle-free ride that gave me time to enjoy the view, read the paper, or catch a nap.  And I never worried about road rage!  
We will continue to publish periodic newsletters to report on progress of this exciting and timely addition to our transportation options. 
RAIL MEASURES NEED VOTER SUPPORT

by George Ellman

 

SMART was created in the expectation that the voters of Sonoma and Marin Counties would see the wisdom of adopting a quarter-cent sales tax costing less than ten cents per day per person to sustain passenger rail service.  This measure, originally planned for a vote this year, is expected to be on the November, 2006 ballot in both counties.  
Meanwhile, to maintain the momentum of the project, funding for SMART has been included in Sonoma County Measure M,  along with funding for additional bus services and bicycle, pedestrian and road projects.    Measure M also relies on a quarter-cent sales tax, and both measures are needed to deliver rail transportation over the next two decades.  The Friends of SMART strongly support both measures.
Most of the funding for SMART passenger service--about $30 million per year—is contained in the two-county measure on the 2006 ballot.  It is unusual for a measure to be submitted more than two years in the advance of an election, but in this case it seems necessary because Sonoma voters will be asking how the temporary funding for SMART fits into the entire project.  State officials will also be considering allocations of state funding, and need assurance that the project is alive and prepared for voter endorsement. 

 

Work on the SMART passenger rail project since November, 2000 has been funded primarily by a $7.7 million allocation from the State Transportation Congestion Relief Fund.  This allocation is designed to carry the project through 2005, but these funds do not stretch to 2006, and SMART must demonstrate reasonable progress toward establishment of service to retain this money.  Over two-thirds of this allocation has been expended in the following four areas:

1.      Preliminary (30%) engineering related to some 70 miles of track, signals, crossings, culverts, trestles, and three major bridges.  

2.      Evaluation of ridership potential and operating costs under various conditions;

3.      Station planning, property acquisition and development.

4.      An environmental impact report addressing state and local requirements, and the federal environmental impact study 

It is crucial for the SMART staff to maintain strong connections with local, state and federal transit agencies, through active project development, including the following steps: 

1.     Environmental and final engineering work;
2.      Selection and design of actual station sites and development of initial operating schedules; 
3.   Negotiation with transit operators and adjoining landowners regarding connecting services and joint developments.  

In addition to supporting passenger service operations, the quarter-cent SMART District sales tax measure before the voters in 2006 is intended to provide for:

1.  Repair and replacement of deteriorated culverts, bridges, and grade crossings.
2.     Completion of station platforms and associated structures. 
3.    Acquisition of self-propelled passenger cars.  
Sonoma County Proposition M includes $23 million that will help maintain SMART’s momentum. By comparison to the overall value of the right-of-way, or the billions of dollars committed to other modes of travel, this is a very modest sum, and Friends of SMART urges passage of the measure.  
Rail Tour a Success
by Gary Albright

On Monday, August 2nd twenty guests, with Friends of SMART volunteers Lionel Gambel, Ron Sundergill and Gary Albright as guides, took a Grand Tour of Bay Area Rail and Ferry Services.   

The day began at Larkspur with a half-hour ferry-ride across the Bay to the San Francisco financial district.  The morning was cloudy and cold, keeping most people below decks, where coffee and other hot beverages could be purchased.   From the newly restored Ferry Building in San Francisco we then rode the light rail N-Judah line, which passes SBC Ball Park on its way to the Caltrain station where we visited one of the new “Baby Bullet” trains that serve the peninsula.   

Returning to the Ferry Building, we took the Blue and Gold ferry to Oakland for a leisurely lunch at Scott’s Seafood Restaurant.  AMTRAK then carried us south and across the salt flats, giving passengers views that can only be seen from a train.   Arriving at the Great America station near San Jose, we took the Altamont Commuter Express (ACE) train through the wooded rolling hills and tunnels of the Altamont Pass to Pleasenton.  

A bus took us to the Dublin BART station where rush hour commuters were coming and going. We didn’t have long to wait for a San Francisco bound train that whisked us past the autos crawling along both sides of the track.  Arriving at the BART/MUNI station in San Francisco, we retraced our morning route, taking the Golden Gate Ferry back to the Larkspur terminal.   

Tour participant Beth Martinez said she didn’t know there were so many transit options available and she was impressed with the renovations of the San Francisco Ferry Building with its inviting produce market and boutiques.   The rail trip showed such a different side of the otherwise familiar Bay Area, that “it was almost like visiting a foreign county.”  
Lee Pierce said that he found "riding the ferries and trains to be very relaxing" in contrast to automotive travel.  He liked being able to move around and "get refreshments, read the paper and socialize".  This freedom to move around is what makes trains and ferries ideal for people to visit and get to know other travellers; creating an opportunity for cultivating personal and business relationships.

The participants had a positive experience on the tour and said they would consider going again.

Gary Albright is a student summer intern for Friends of SMART

SIDEBAR:

Friends of SMART plans rail tours to a variety of destinations nearly every month.  This year, in addition to several trips like the one described on this page, tours have visited the Railroad Museum in Sacramento, and transit oriented developments on the San Francisco Peninsula.   These trips serve to acquaint Sonoma and Marin County residents with the advantages of travel using modern passenger rail equipment. 

The Need For SMART

by Walt Strakosch
It’s a no brainier that we need to improve mobility in the Route 101 corridor.  Like people everywhere we often vacillate until we are in crises mode.  With regard to the transportation, I believe we are there.

Workers get used to a slow, stressful drive to work for the sake of home ownership, but there is a point where people say enough is enough.  Tax measures in 1980, 1990 and 1998 (in Marin?) saw the yes vote on transit increase from 35 to 42.5% of the population, and the J. More Methods survey reports that 72% of Marin voters now support rail.  
The combined population of Sonoma and Marin Counties was about 706 thousand in the year 2000, and is projected to be more than 800 thousand by the year 2015.  The 101 narrows widening is not expected to be completed until 2020.  Traffic on Route 101 is a nightmare now, imagine what it will be like with many more cars, whether the highway is widened or not!
SMART offers an available right-of-way, providing relatively cheap mobility, that can be running just a few years after a 2006 vote—a decade earlier than the 101 widening.  More benign to the environment, more comfortable, and relaxing than auto travel, the train is a clear winner.  
