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Over the next few weeks we’ll be bombarded with information about the proposed sales tax for the Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit project (SMART) and why we should support it.  There’ll be numbers thrown around showing it’s the best thing since sliced bread.  Perhaps the issue should be looked at in a different way.

Who’ll use it? 

Will you?  Of course not.  You either don’t work anywhere near a SMART station, don’t live anywhere near a SMART station, need your car during the day for personal or business purposes, work irregular hours, or any other number of reasons.

A portion of those now riding Golden Gate buses might ride it.  This of course would result in Golden Gate reducing existing bus service.  The net results would be eliminating a small number of Golden Gate buses from highway 101, not the thousands of cars implied by SMART’s analysis.  Bus riders who now get picked up at numerous stops would then all have to get to the train stations for service.

Who will vote for it? 

Some of the people who’ll vote for it are commuters who might believe that enough other commuters will use it to allow them to speed right along an empty highway.  Unfortunately this won’t be the case.

As reported on page ES-7 of the SMART draft EIR  – “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 highway”.  We’re not solving a problem, we’re offering “an alternative” to driving.

Let’s think about that alternative.  You’ll still have to drive from home to the train station, wait for the train, ride the train to the depot nearest your work, find a way to get to work if it’s too far to walk, not have a car to go to lunch or the bank, wait for the train at the end of the day, ride the train back to where you started from, drive home

If you’re going to walk, ride a bicycle or take bus to and from the train station, plug that into your imaginary daily commute.

If you have the mistaken impression that this might lead to a seamless commute to San Francisco, think again.  As for the great opportunity for people to take the train to Larkspur (service might end in San Rafael as the Larkspur City Council opposes the rail line ending at the ferry terminal in their town) and take one of the five ferries to San Francisco, SMART’s own EIR estimates a total of 55 people each workday will take this opportunity. 

Who pays for all this?  

The expectation is that the future population of 840,000 residents in Marin and Sonoma County will pay so that 2500 the hoped for users can make one round trip (i.e. the famed 5000 passenger trips) each workday.  For those whose hearts bleed for the poorer people in that 840,000 number, keep in mind it will be the poorest who will pay the highest percentage of the sales tax (they buy more taxable products) to subsidize this project.

Subsidize – that’s a good word.  Once operating, rail fares won’t pay for all the operating costs so there will be a continuing need for supplementary funds (money) to subsidize passenger fares.  How much will that subsidy likely be and how will it be collected?

That’s a good question as I can’t find any information in the EIR indicating what fares will be between individual station pairs, what total portion of the operating costs these fares will cover, or what plans there are to keep the subsidy reasonable.

Whatever it is, we’ll have to pay it.  After committing $600 to $700 million to get SMART operating we’ll be told, “ If you don’t meet the systems needs for more subsidies we’ll have to shut it down.  Are you willing to throw away the money already spent on the system?”   This is known as the “hole in the ground” fund raising technique.  Either come up with more money or be left with an expensive and useless project, a hole in the ground.

Really think about the proposed benefits, they are not all they’re being promoted to be.  Not all that SMART. 

