
THE NORTH BAY GETS

By Malcolm Kenton
PHOTOS BY BEN MARGHERONE

Rail transit comes to the other side of the Golden Gate

ALMOST 60 YEARS 
after the original Northwestern Pacific 
Railroad ended rail passenger service 
north of the Golden Gate, commuter rail 
service was slated to begin in spring 2017 
to serve Northern California’s Sonoma and 
Marin counties. Overnight, communities 
on a 43-mile segment of the former NWP 
connecting the two counties’ seats and 
largest cities, San Rafael (Marin) and Santa 
Rosa (Sonoma), will go from zero passen-
ger trains to service on 30-minute head-
ways at peak hours.

The new service reflects the foresight of 
regional transportation planners, strong 
public support, and 15 years of preparation. 
The process started with a 2002 state law 
that created the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail 
Transit District, or SMART. Its work also 
makes it possible to enhance or increase 
the line’s freight rail service in the future.

In 1958, the old Northwestern Pacific, 
by then a part of Southern Pacific, ended  
89 years of scheduled passenger service on 
its 277-mile line from Sausalito north to 
Eureka. The planners at SMART hope their 
new service, an alternative to congested 
U.S. Route 101, continues as long. 

“We’re very privileged to be building 
something for the generations to come [and 
are] very proud of what we’ve done,” 
SMART General Manager Farhad Mansou-
rian says. “In five years, we’re delivering a 
major railroad to 750,000 people who have 
no option other than ‘parking lot 101,’” he 
adds, referring to the congested highway 
that parallels the train route and crosses the 
Golden Gate Bridge into San Francisco. He 
adds that to go only five years from the 
signing of the first contract to opening day 
is “unheard of for a 43-mile, new-build rail 
system” and credits SMART’s contractors, 
consultants, and staff.

“SMART train service will be transfor-
mative for the North Bay, providing a safe 
and reliable transportation alternative to 
sitting in traffic gridlock for hours each 
day,” says SMART District spokeswoman 
Jeanne Mariani-Belding. “Employers are  
already using SMART as a recruitment tool 
to attract new employees. It’s a game chang-
er — a smart transportation option that 
will enhance our quality of life.”

The start-up has not been without hic-
cups. SMART will use Nippon Sharyo die-
sel multiple-unit trainsets. In summer 
2016, the Canadian operator of the same 
type of equipment, Toronto’s Union Pear-
son Express, discovered a problem with the 
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The first SMART trainset to be delivered 
crosses the landmark Brazos Drawbridge 
in Napa County on its way to the 
commuter railroad’s line in Sonoma and 
Marin counties.
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crankshafts of the diesel engines it had  
operated since June 2015. In light of this, 
SMART decided in October to have all the 
engines rebuilt before service begins.

“Instead of rolling the dice and saying 
‘let’s go’ and hoping it doesn’t happen to 
us,” Mansourian says, “we only have one 
chance to make a good, first impression, so 
for public safety we replaced the engines 
and got it done the first time.” All 14  
engines were expected to be replaced by 
early March 2017.

ing tank cars filled with liquefied petro-
leum gas on sidings south of downtown 
Sonoma, calling the highly flammable 
contents a public health threat and going 
as far as to refuse NWP permission to 
move the cars to that location. But after 
NWP took the case to the Surface Trans-
portation Board, SMART relented in Feb-
ruary 2017 and allowed car storage only 
on the Schellville line as long as NWP 
meets certain conditions.

U.S. 101, the only highway that connects 
the two counties, is a mostly six-lane road 
that is routinely backed up, even at off-peak 
hours — helping give rail service its appeal. 
SMART consultant Dowling Associates, as 
of 2011, anticipates 2,900 weekday trips on 
the initial operating segment and expects 
that number to grow to 4,800 by 2035, and 
potentially up to 5,050 with full system 
build-out. Analysis shows commute pat-
terns along the route are highly bidirec-
tional, with most passengers not commut-
ing all the way into San Francisco. With 
most of the counties’ employment centers 
along the line, SMART is working with  
major employers to develop programs to 
encourage workers to commute by train.

SMART is also doing extensive outreach 
to prepare local communities for the pres-
ence of frequent passenger trains after hav-
ing been without them for most residents’ 
lifetimes. Mansourian, who previously 
spent 32 years with the Marin County De-
partment of Public Works, including seven 
years as its director, calls working with the 
railroad’s neighbors the most difficult part 
of the start-up process. “We’re going 
through many downtowns and residential 
areas. We have to balance their needs with 
construction needs because these are the 
people we work for,” he tells Trains.

EQUIPMENT
SMART placed an order with Japanese 

manufacturer Nippon Sharyo in 2012 for 
seven diesel multiple-unit, two-car trainsets, 
built in Rochelle, Ill., and delivered in 2015. 
Four additional cars are on order. They are 
fully compliant with Federal Railroad  
Administration crashworthiness standards, 
meaning they can share track with freight 
trains without temporal separation. Each 
two-car set can seat a maximum of 158 pas-
sengers and accommodate up to 160 stand-
ees, with room for up to 24 bicycles and four 
designated wheelchair spaces per car. Sets 
can be expanded with the addition of a 
third, non-powered coach in the middle.

The DMUs are powered by Cummins 
engines that meet the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency’s Tier 4 emission standards, 
the strictest applicable to non-road engines. 
SMART claims that its trains will be less 
polluting on a per-seat basis than any vehi-
cle traveling on U.S. 101. The vehicles will 

be quiet, with passengers experiencing only 
70 decibels inside a stationary train or 75 
decibels when it is moving at 60 mph. That 
sound level, roughly the equivalent of a 
vacuum cleaner, will also be the decibel 
level experienced by someone standing 25 
feet from a stationary train. Trains will 
travel at an average speed of 40 mph, with a 
top speed of 79 mph.

Each train will be crewed by one engi-
neer and one conductor, all of whom will 

be agency employees. SMART has opted 
not to contract out operations and vehicle 
maintenance, as most other newer com-
muter rail agencies have done. This led to 
the challenge of finding employees who 
were willing to relocate to an area with one 
of the country’s highest costs of living — 
the agency had to raise its wages above its 
original plans in order to have an adequate 
workforce in place for pre-revenue testing 
and commissioning runs. Mansourian ex-

SMART’S ROUTE

WHAT IS SMART’S APPEAL? A TRAVEL ALTERNATIVE TO THE PARALLEL, TRAFFIC-CHOKED U.S. ROUTE 101.

There were also problems with the 
route’s 63 grade-crossing warning devices, 
which activated randomly without a train 
approaching. Mansourian calls this a matter 
of getting “the hardware and software work-
ing together” and “a normal part of doing 
business on a railroad.” He says this has 
mostly been resolved. These setbacks forced 
the scheduled December 2016 start of ser-
vice to be pushed back at least four months.

The SMART District acquired the rail-
road between Larkspur and Healdsburg 
from the Golden Gate Transportation Dis-
trict, which operates bus and ferry service 
between the North Bay counties and San 
Francisco. It had acquired the line from 
Southern Pacific in the 1980s. SMART built 
a staff from scratch and has gradually 
brought in-house such previously subcon-
tracted functions as accounting, human re-
sources, legal, and marketing. It runs no 
other form of transit — its easement re-
quires it to operate trains. Its plans were set 
into motion after the two counties’ voters 
approved Measure Q in 2008, which created 
a one-quarter-percent sales tax dedicated to 
the SMART District. A previous measure in 
2006 received majority support in both 
counties, but fell just short of the requisite 
two-thirds majority for passage.

SMART engaged three contractors in 
the design and construction phase: a joint 

venture of Alameda, Calif.-based Stacey 
and Witbeck Inc. and St. Joseph, Mo.-based 
Herzog Contracting Corp.; Shimmick Con-
struction of Oakland; and Modern Railway 
Systems of Littleton, Colo., for train control 
and communications systems.

The sales tax funds, plus additional state 
and regional money, covered track improve-
ments, station construction, equipment pur-
chases, and other start-up costs without 
need for grants or loans from the Federal 
Transit Administration. In five years, the 
track from downtown San Rafael north to 
Sonoma County Airport in Santa Rosa was 
converted from weedy, rickety FRA Class 1 
jointed rail to FRA Class 4 welded rail with 
concrete ties. Nearly all grade crossings were 
completely rebuilt with precast concrete and 
equipped with new warning signals. They 
are quiet-zone ready.

The line’s freight service has been oper-
ated since 2011 by new short line North-
western Pacific Railroad, under contract to 
the North Coast Railroad Authority, a 
freight agency that has an easement on the 
SMART-owned tracks. NWP will serve a 
variety of customers, including delivering 
feed to farmers and hops to the Lagunitas 
Brewery in Petaluma.

SMART’s relationship with NWP has 
not been without confrontation. The 
agency sought to prevent NWP from stor-

One of SMART’s seven, two-car trainsets makes a test run between Santa Rosa and San Rafael. Note the gauntlet track that enables 
passenger trains to snug up against the platform and allows freights to bypass the platform track for greater clearances. 

One of SMART’s DMU trainsets, built by Nippon Sharyo in Rochelle, Ill., passes through 
vineyards at Schellville, Calif. The trains will offer food service, a commuter-rail rarity.

A northbound test train passes through 
Novato, Calif. Initially, trains will serve a 
43-mile route, with 30-minute headways 
during peak travel periods.
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presses gratitude to his board of directors 
for approving wage hikes to compete for a 
workforce with other Bay Area rail transit 
operators that pay generously and also pay 
Railroad Retirement, from which SMART 
is exempt as a state agency.

SMART plans to be one of the few U.S. 
commuter rail services with on-board food 
service. One car on each two-car set will 
have a small galley area that will  
serve coffee, tea, juice, and pastries in the 
“morning, snacks and refreshments all day, 
and locally sourced craft beer and wine in 
the afternoon. (The other car will have a 
fully accessible restroom.) At first, the 
agency struggled to find a caterer willing to 
adequately staff the train, a problem that 
stems from the counties’ robust economies 
and low unemployment rates. But that has 
since been remedied and food service will 
begin on opening day. The trains also fea-
ture onboard Wi-Fi and at-seat power out-
lets. The seats recline slightly, but not with-
out impinging on the legroom of the 
passenger in the next row.

Despite not needing Federal Transit  

Administration funds to complete the first 
operating segment, the entire project is  
fully compliant with the FTA’s Buy America 
minimum of 70-percent domestically man-
ufactured content, set to take full effect in 
2020. This qualifies the system for federal 
grants for future expansion and improve-
ment. Fare machines are made in Petalu-
ma; a firm in nearby Berkeley, Calif., de-
signed the website.

ROUTE, FARES, AND FUTURE
SMART’s southern terminus is in down-

town San Rafael, at the former Northwest-
ern Pacific depot, now used by Whistlestop, 
a local nonprofit providing transportation 
and other services to older adults and peo-
ple with disabilities. It is across a busy 
street from the San Rafael Bettini Transit 
Center, the North Bay’s busiest local and 
regional bus hub and the second busiest, 
non-rail transit station in the greater Bay 
Area. The terminal hosts 900 bus depar-
tures daily, including Greyhound and 
Marin Airporter buses to San Francisco  
International Airport. SMART developed 

its schedules to match up with bus service 
at Bettini Transit Center, including buses 
every half hour to the Larkspur ferry  
terminal, just 2.7 miles away. Long-term 
plans, in conjunction with denser real  
estate development in the blocks surround-
ing the hub, call for the SMART station 
and bus hub to be in the same block.

The northern terminus will be adjacent 
to Charles M. Schulz Sonoma County  
Airport in Santa Rosa, which hosts Alaska 
Airlines, American Airlines, and Allegiant 
Air flights to West Coast cities, and is add-
ing United Airlines service and seasonal 
Sun Country Airlines flights to Minneapo-
lis-St. Paul. There will be two other stops in 
Santa Rosa, one in the center of downtown 
at Railroad Square. Each station will feature 
a high-level platform.

The line is mostly single track, with four 
sidings strategically placed to allow 30-min-
ute headways in both directions. Initial ser-
vice will consist of 15 round trips on week-
days, including one midday round trip, and 
six round trips each Saturday and Sunday. 
End-to-end travel time will be 1 hour,  

7 minutes, with eight intermediate stops. 
From downtown Santa Rosa to the end of 
the line in San Rafael will take 55 minutes, 
compared to 100 minutes on Highway 101 
during peak periods.

SMART is also set to be the first new-
start commuter rail line in the U.S. to be 
fully equipped at opening with positive 
train control, a federally-mandated tech-
nology that prevents collisions and over-
speed incidents. SMART trains and freight 
trains will all use the E-ATC system of 
PTC, which is also integrated with the 
grade-crossing-warning devices. This was 
key to FRA’s decision to permit passenger-
freight track sharing without temporal 
separation. SMART started FRA-mandated 
testing on the $50 million PTC system  
in mid-November.

Among SMART’s economizing and 
Buy America-compliant strategies was  
acquisition of a 2.2-million-pound bascule 

drawbridge from Galveston, Texas, that 
was slated to be scrapped the day SMART 
purchased it. It was reengineered and re-
painted from drab gray to bright green and 
became the new Haystack Bridge over the 
Petaluma River, just south of downtown 
Petaluma. Since the river is a Coast Guard-
controlled navigable waterway, the bridge 
must be opened on demand for marine 
traffic, even during peak commuter peri-
ods when it is otherwise closed.

SMART will employ a zone-based fare 
structure using the Clipper card, a fare card 
used throughout the Bay Area managed by 
the Metropolitan Transportation Commis-
sion. This minimizes the cost of the fare 
collection system, but limits SMART’s abili-
ty to offer a wider variety of price points. 
(SMART does offer monthly passes that can 
be loaded onto Clipper cards.) Machines to 
purchase or add value to a card will be at 
each station, along with small kiosks at 
which passengers must tap their cards  
before and after each ride. Officers aboard 
trains will randomly check the cards to 
make sure the fare has been paid.

There will be discounts for seniors, chil-
dren, and those with disabilities. Rides will 
be free from opening day (still to be deter-
mined as of press time) to July 4, 2017;  
after that, they will be half off the full, un-
discounted fare through Sept. 4. Parking at 
SMART-owned lots will cost $2 per day or 
$20 per month, payable via the Parkmobile 
smartphone app. Overnight parking (mid-
night to 4 a.m.) will not be allowed.

The SMART District also manages a pe-
destrian/bicycle path parallel to the railroad, 

parts of which were completed in conjunc-
tion with highway widening projects to 
avoid duplicate engineering and environ-
mental work. In many ways, the path had to 
meet more stringent wetland impact mitiga-
tion requirements than the railroad, since it 
was new construction and not a retrofit of 
existing infrastructure. SMART earned 
most of its impact mitigation credit by buy-
ing a large wetland property in Marin 
County for preservation. One of the agen-
cy’s slogans is “Walk, Bike, Ride. SMART.”

SMART’s first planned expansion is 
south from San Rafael to Larkspur, where 
its terminal would be a short walk from 
the ferries into San Francisco. The agency 
obtained an FTA Small Starts grant for this 
extension, but has run into opposition 
from San Rafael’s mayor and other local 
residents. They are worried that construc-
tion and operations will snarl traffic on the 
main east-west thoroughfare through the 
city, which runs just south of the current 
station. There are longer-term plans to 
build a new transit center south of the  
arterial, but the federal funds must be 
spent before that can be completed. After 
that, plans are to extend the line north 
from Santa Rosa to Cloverdale, completing 
a total length of 70 miles. A recently built 
station platform and shelter, funded by the 
California Department of Transportation, 
exists in Cloverdale but sits unused.

Even without such expansions, SMART 
is poised to reinvent transportation in the 
North Bay, given the near-constant conges-
tion on nearby U.S. 101. With any luck, it 
will still be rolling 89 years from now.  2

SETTING SMART APART: ONBOARD FOOD SERVICE. FULL PTC AT OPENING. BUILT WITHOUT FEDERAL FUNDS.

A test train passes the former Northwestern Pacific depot at Petaluma. SMART’s debut 
will mark the first passenger service on the route since 1958.

A SMART test train crosses the swing 
bridge over the Petaluma River at 
Haystack. The bridge was purchased and 
relocated from Galveston, Texas.


