Railing against rail

To rail or not to rail
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The campaign has begun for approval of an additional quarter cent sales tax in Marin and Sonoma Counties to develop a rail transit system.  The environmental impact report (EIR) on the proposed rail system was released last week. Between now and the November 2006 election there will be much more information available.

The report estimates the rail system will carry about 4800 Sonoma County riders a day.  That’s one out of every one hundred persons living in Sonoma County today.  So, ninety nine people will be paying the new quarter cent sales tax so one person can have a subsidized ride.  

The train is proposed to stop in Petaluma 14 times per day (That’s each way). Imagine a service day running from the first train at 7:00AM and the last at 6:00PM, (11 hours) and you’ll have an idea of how infrequent service will be. 

Based on the EIR, the bottom line for Petaluma is that there might be 557 people commuting by rail out of Petaluma in 2025. 362 would board at an east side station at Corona and McDowell and 195 at the downtown depot area. (Don’t you love 20 year forecasts that estimate to the individual person level?) Based on data provided in 2002, one fifth would be going south to Marin and the other four fifths north towards Santa Rosa.

Keep in mind that Petaluma, growing at only one and a half percent a year will add about 20,000 people, say 10,000 workers, over that time.  Don’t expect 557 people riding the train to have much affect on reducing traffic. Some of them are on buses now.

This is an idea that should have died many years ago.  It might have been reasonable to keep the idea alive if the train went all the way to San Francisco, but it won’t. From Cloverdale to San Rafael isn’t the type of idea that dreams are made of.

This is another case of spending Other People’s Money (OPM).  As long as Petaluma and the other cities in Sonoma County can get federal or state funds to do studies, they will continue to spend OPM.  It makes the rail enthusiasts happy and doesn’t cost the city anything out of its General Fund.

While the definition of planning might be, “Making decisions before you have to”, a definition of politics might be, “Not making a decision until you have to”.  As long as you don’t say “No” to anyone, we can all be friends.  This is what keeps bad ideas alive for far longer than necessary.

A telling summary of the impact, rather the lack of impact, of the rail service on traffic conditions on Highway 101 is found on page 7 of the executive summary.  

“Although the reduction in travel demands may not show substantial improvements in highway operations (i.e., the level of service still remains the same), the proposed project offers an alternative to driving the congested roadway during the weekday commute peak periods.”

In a nutshell, ninety nine percent of us will pay a quarter cent sales tax without receiving the benefit of any reduction in congestion on highway 101, so that one percent of Sonoma County residents will have an alternative to driving.   

The sad thing is how much money (OPM) will be spent before the idea of a rail commute system is finally laid to rest.  

**********

As a more immediate and local example of poor planning, take the new visitor center at the refurbished depot.  You have to keep in mind that visitor centers are designed to serve visitors.  People who, by definition, won’t be familiar with a local area. 

The new Petaluma Center can only reasonably be entered from Washington St. eastbound  and can only be exited onto D St. westbound.  Imagine coming to Petaluma from San Francisco or Sacramento via Lakeville or from the freeway via Washington St.  It will take a patient or desperate visitor to find his way to the visitor center.

