
Transportation Solutions Defense and Education Fund 

P.O. Box 151439    San Rafael, CA 94915    415-331-1982    

          January 20, 2021 
      By E-Mail to: 
      drafteircomments 
      @valleylinkrail.com 

Michael Tree, Executive Director 
Tri-Valley–San Joaquin Valley Regional Rail Authority 
1362 Rutan Court #100 
Livermore, CA 94551 

Re: Valley Link Draft EIR 

Dear Mr. Tree, 

TRANSDEF, the Transportation Solutions Defense and Education Fund, has been 
focused on reducing the growth in Vehicle Miles Travelled (VMT) for 27 years. For 18 of 
those years, we have recognized the Bay Area's top transportation priority need to be 
the construction of fast rail infrastructure in the Altamont Corridor. We litigated for a full 
decade in an attempt to force the California High-Speed Rail Authority to build a project 
that would benefit the entire region and not merely San Jose. We assert that the Valley 
Link Project (Proposed Project) is the wrong project for the Altamont Corridor, as public 
funding would be far better spent on ACE's Altamont Corridor Vision Project. All page 
references are to the DEIR. 

Despite its great length, we do not view this EIR as being useful in any way, because 
the Proposed Project is so fundamentally flawed. To us, the Proposed Project's 
estimated cost so greatly exceeds any reasonable benefit as to make the DEIR dead on 
arrival. As our sister organization, the Train Riders Association of California (TRAC) 
(attached), stated in comments on the Draft Feasibility Study: 

The proposed project fails any reasonable test of cost-
effectiveness. In a world of unlimited resources, this project 
could succeed. In the current fiscal climate, however, this 
project cannot compete on its merits. The major problem is 
that moving the freeway is essentially a utility relocation, 
adding an extraordinary amount of cost while providing no 
direct transportation benefit.  (TRAC, July 28, 2019.) 

  
In the fiscally constrained environment brought on by the pandemic, this is even more 
true. TRAC asserted that an expensive project linking ACE to BART made no sense 
whatsoever, given BART's pre-pandemic capacity constraints. Because the project was 
moving forward nonetheless, TRAC proposed an Alternative in its Scoping Comments 

https://transdef.org/hsr/
https://transdef.org/hsr/
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that would provide the cost-effective link between ACE and BART that was required by 
the Authority's authorizing legislation, AB 758. The "Iron Horse Trail" Alternative was 
analyzed on pp. 5-58 and Figure 5-6 and summarily discarded.  

Figure 2-2A (following p. 2-6) shows Highway I-580 on an overpass, which had enabled 
the freeway to pass over the tracks where the Southern Pacific Railroad had previously 
run. That right-of-way, which was converted into the Iron Horse Trail, runs right past the 
BART Dublin/Pleasanton Station. The right-of-way connects directly to the ACE main 
line. Putting tracks back where they had been (and relocating the trail) would provide an 
extremely inexpensive connection between ACE and BART, compared to the Proposed 
Project. 

The rationales offered for why this Alternative was discarded presume a project scope 
far beyond what was prescribed by the language of AB 758, and thus are irrelevant:  

1. The need for "the installation of additional tracks to accommodate the additional train 
service" presumes the need to provide some specified level of service beyond what 
is currently authorized. AB 758 only specifies a connection between BART and ACE 
in the Tri-Valley. It is silent as to increasing the frequency of ACE service. 

2. The issue of UPRR controlling the frequency of ACE service and dispatching that 
service is unrelated to and irrelevant to the project specified by AB 758.  

3. The assertion that "Passenger service on lines shared with freight operations can be 
subject to delays when priority is given the freight service," while true, is unrelated to 
and irrelevant to the project specified by AB 758. 

4. The assertion that "Conversion of the trail back to an operating railroad would 
displace or disrupt existing trail and park uses" is an issue whose impacts were not 
analyzed. It is thus does not provide substantial evidence to support discarding the 
Alternative. The DEIR did not demonstrate that the trail could not be feasibly 
relocated.  

5. Alameda County acquired the rail right-of-way from Southern Pacific under the 
requirement that it be used for a transportation-related purpose: "The agreement 
provided that Southern Pacific quitclaim the Niles Canyon and Altamont Pass rights 
of way to Alameda County. In exchange, the County agreed to place the property 
into the County's highway system to be used for highway and/or transportation 
related facilities to comply with 43 U.S.C. § 912 (1982)." Vieux v. E. Bay Reg'l Park 
Dist., 906 F.2d 1330 (1990). Replacing tracks on this part of the right-of-way would 
obviously be consistent with the terms of the agreement. 

6. The State of California granted funds that allowed the rail right-of-way in Contra 
Costa County (contiguous with the right-of-way in Alameda County) to be purchased 
from the Southern Pacific Railroad, with the understanding that it would be used for 
a mass transit purpose. The proposed Alternative is consistent with that purpose.  

7. The assertion that "Conversion of the trail back to an operating railroad would … 
introduce rail noise and disruption through residential neighborhoods" is an impact 
that the DEIR did not analyze. Thus, no CEQA conclusion can be drawn. These 
neighborhoods had existed with an operating railroad in their midst, (which had been 
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noisy and obtrusive, compared to the near-silent zero emissions railcars in develop-
ment today). While neighbors might prefer that passenger service not be restored, 
they have no legal right to enforce that preference, especially when the State has 
proclaimed the need for mass transportation in the Altamont Corridor. 

8. The assertion that "Conversion of the trail back to an operating railroad would … 
require substantial modifications to a number of roadways that cross the alignment 
to accommodate the rail alignment" is an impact that the DEIR did not analyze. 
Thus, no CEQA conclusion can be drawn.  

9. Speculation about the attitude of the City of Pleasanton towards this Alternative does 
not constitute substantial evidence. It is only modestly relevant anyhow, because the 
State Legislature mandated that there be a cost-effective connection between BART 
and ACE, and that connection happens to exist within the City Limits of Pleasanton.  

10.The assertion that "the City of Livermore opposes Valley Link alignments through 
downtown Livermore" is irrelevant, because the Alternative does not include any 
changes to ACE in the City of Livermore. It is merely a connection between ACE and 
BART in Pleasanton. 

11. The assertion that "Routing of Valley Link service via downtown Livermore and 
eastern Pleasanton would also result in inferior service times for eastern Livermore 
and San Joaquin County riders compared to an I-580 alignment in the Tri-Valley" is 
mere speculation stated without reference to evidence based on analysis or data. No 
CEQA conclusion may be drawn. 

12.The following rationales for why "This alternative was dismissed from further 
consideration" were proven to be untrue or irrelevant:  

a. "it would result in additional construction impact in downtown Livermore, in 
eastern Pleasanton…" was proven to be untrue by points #1 and #8 above.   

b. "is not supported by the City of Pleasanton or the City of Livermore" was 
shown to be at least partly irrelevant by points #9 and #10. 

c. The claim that the Alternative "would result in loss or disruption of public trails 
and parks in Pleasanton" was not based on an analysis of its impacts. No 
CEQA conclusion may be drawn. See point #4. 

d. "would result in inferior service times for Valley Link riders from eastern 
Livermore and San Joaquin County" was shown by point #11 to be 
unsupported by analysis or data. No CEQA conclusion may be drawn. 

13.We disagree vehemently with the conclusions (p. 5-65) as to the Alternative's 
consistency with two of the Tier 1 Project Objectives, namely: 1). Pursue project 
implementation that is fast, cost-effective, and responsive to the goals and 
objectives of the communities it will serve; 2). Be a model of sustainability in the 
design, construction, and operation of the system…; and disagree as to the final 
conclusion on whether the Alternative passed the Tier 1 Screening:  

a. We assert this alternative is by far the fastest-to-implement and the most cost-
effective of all the build alternatives. That alone makes it the most feasible 
alternative considered. 
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b. We assert it is the most sustainable build alternative, because it will require 
the least use of concrete--a very high GHG-emitting construction material--
and have the lowest construction costs, which are a proxy for the 
consumption of non-renewable resources, especially fossil fuels.  

c. We note the abusive use of an extraneous factor in the analysis: "Would 
require displacement of existing trails and parks." (p. 5-65.) This is not one of 
the specified project objectives. This is the equivalent of changing the rules 
mid-game. It is clearly meant to be unfair. 

d. The Alternative should have been analyzed along with all the others in the 
DEIR. The justification for discarding it at a preliminary stage of the screening 
was severely flawed and not supported by substantial evidence. 

Other Points 
Unlike all other transportation EIRs we've reviewed, this DEIR has no statement of 
Purpose and Need. Instead, it has a statement of Goals and Objectives, which do not fill 
the legal role of a Purpose and Need Statement. 

The impacts of the construction GHG emissions outweigh the project benefits. 

Conclusion 
In the same way that Berkeley undertook the cost of putting BART in a tunnel under 
their city, the cities of Pleasanton and Livermore could fund the cost of moving I-580, to 
avoid having a 3-mile segment of railroad in their neighborhood.  

As transportation advocates, we are loathe to see state and federal funds spent on 
moving I-580, the wasteful yet essential aspect of the Proposed Project. In our opinion, 
every dollar spent on it is one less dollar that could be used to implement the Altamont 
Corridor Vision. (p. 5-59.) That project would have far more cost-effective benefits, and 
serve far more people than the Proposed Project. 

As discussed above, the DEIR failed to present substantial evidence that the Iron Horse 
Trail Alternative is an infeasible alternative. In compliance with CEQA, it must be studied 
in a revised focused DEIR and recirculated. 

      Sincerely,  

      /s/  DAVID SCHONBRUNN  

David Schonbrunn, 
President 

Attachment 
Train Riders Association of California, July 28, 2019 comment letter on Draft Feasibility 
Study 



 
TRAC, active since 1984, is dedicated to a vision of fast, frequent, convenient and clean passenger rail service for California. 

We promote these European-style transportation options through increased public awareness and legislative action.	

 
	

                  July 28, 2019 
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																				 								By Email to: 
                comments@ 
                valleylinkrail.com 

 
  Scott Haggerty, Chair 

Tri-Valley - San Joaquin Valley Regional Rail Authority 
1362 Rutan Court, Suite 100  
Livermore, CA 94551  
 
RE: Draft Feasibility Report 
 
Dear Chair Haggerty: 
 
The Train Riders Association of California, TRAC, has been actively 
promoting improved passenger rail transport for more than two decades. 
We offer the following comments on the Valley Link Feasibility Report 
(“Report”), from that informed context. 
 
First, we wholeheartedly agree that there is a crying need for excellent rail 
transport in this Corridor. We are disappointed to have to conclude that the 
Valley Link project, as defined here, is not what the Corridor needs. 
 
1.  The proposed project fails any reasonable test of cost-effectiveness. In 

a world of unlimited resources, this project could succeed. In the current 
fiscal climate, however, this project cannot compete on its merits. The 
major problem is that moving the freeway is essentially a utility 
relocation, adding an extraordinary amount of cost while providing no 
direct transportation benefit. 

 
2.  The project’s fundamental goal of connecting ACE to BART is deeply 

flawed: 
 

• First, BART has no surplus capacity. It is currently overcrowded, 
with no relief on the horizon. BART sent an August 16, 2013 
scoping letter on ACEforward, stating “Also, as the backbone of the 
regional rail system, BART is anticipating capacity constraints in 
certain locations. While such constraints exist without the ACE-
forward Program, the Program could contribute to the cumulative 
worsening of capacity issues.”      
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•  It is well-known that passengers resist	transit transfers, which 
results in sub-optimal ridership for projects that require them. This 
project inherently requires a transfer, making it less desirable as a 
travel mode.  

 
•  BART is slower and noisier than modern conventional-gauge rail 

vehicles. BART is unable to provide express service--it is limited by 
its design to stopping at every station. 

 
•  A higher percentage of Central Valley residents have destinations 

currently served by ACE than are served by BART 
 

3.  The current plans for this project include no land use component. As a result, it will 
have tremendous growth-inducing negative impacts. This project would facilitate 
sprawl in the Central Valley, in precisely the same way BART resulted in the 
suburbanization of the East Bay. Auto-dependent communities drive much more, 
resulting in increased GHG emissions and VMT from the 75% of trips that are not 
work-related. While the project offers superficial sustainability elements, these are 
completely overwhelmed by the sprawl inducement. 

 
4.  The housing price comparison on PDF page 96 ignores the peculiar American 

practice of externalizing the costs of providing transportation to job centers, treating it 
separately from the price of seemingly affordable housing. If the cost of this project 
were built into the cost of all new homes in the region through Mello-Roos financing, 
housing in the Valley would not seem so inexpensive.  

 
5.  The table on PDF page 151 shows that the rail alternative costs 2.4 times more than 

the bus alternative on a per-passenger basis. Contrary to the equivocal statement on 
PDF page 175, “... high capacity rail alternative appears to be the better mode to 
meet that demand” , (emphasis added), it would be economically preferable to use as 
many articulated buses as needed, since that would cost only a tiny fraction of the rail 
alternative: “... the scale of investment required for this alternative pales in 
comparison to rail.” (Id.) 

 
6.  The claimed VMT reductions in Table 7 on PDF page 164 are insignificant. They are 

only 0.1% and 0.2% of total VMT. Any honest modeler will admit these numbers are 
far below the noise level in the model. That means the project's claimed GHG 
reductions are equally insignificant.  

 
7. There is no institutional need for yet another rail agency. The project’s new stations 

east of Livermore were initially proposed by ACEforward. Nothing in the Report 
provides a compelling reason why ACE should not be the implementer of those new 
stations. Additionally, nothing in the Report establishes a need for both the existing 
ACE stations and the proposed new stations.  

 
8.  The low-cost Alternative TRAC proposed in our scoping letter was not considered in 

the Alternatives Analysis. Putting track back on the segment of the Iron Horse Trail 
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that connects the ACE mainline to the Dublin-Pleasanton BART station is 
undoubtedly the most cost-effective method of linking ACE to BART. The cost of 
replacing the trail’s right-of-way is miniscule in comparison to moving a freeway. 
   

 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on Valley Link. 
 
      Sincerely,  
 
      /s/  DAVID SCHONBRUNN 
 
      David Schonbrunn,     
      Vice-President for Policy   
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