Item No. 15
Town of Atherton

CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT - REGULAR AGENDA

TO: HONORABLE MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL
FROM: ROBERT OVADIA, DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC WORKS
DATE: FEBRUARY 20, 2019

SUBJECT: AUTHORIZE MAYOR TO TRANSMIT A COMMENT LETTER TO
CALTRAIN REGARDING CONSTANT WARNING TIME SYSTEM
CONCERNS ASSOCIATED WITH THE CALTRAIN MODERNIZATION
PROJECT

RECOMMENDATION

Authorize the Mayor to sign the attached letter and transmit to Caltrain expressing concerns
regarding the planned Constant Warning Time system for the various trains operating on the
Caltrain Corridor.

BACKGROUND

Balfour-Beatty, Caltrain’s contractor for the modernization project, has been part of the
contractor and operator team, Denver Transit Partners (DTP), for the Denver Regional
Transportation District’s (RTD) construction and implementation of their new electric light rail
system. The Rail Committee has been monitoring various issues in Denver as they relate to the
Peninsula Corridor Electrification Project, considering that the work along the Peninsula
Corridor is being done by part of the Denver contractor/operator team.

The RTD and DTP have been granted a waiver associated with the operations of the Constant
Warning Time system for their project by the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA). DTP and
the RTD have been unable to maintain their crossing warning system within the parameters set
forth in their FRA waiver. The waiver provides for a 20 second (-5/+15) buffer for the adopted
crossing warning times. Due to their inability to operate within their waiver, the RTD and DTP
have been required to maintain gate crossing attendants to manage vehicular and pedestrian
traffic at crossings at great expense. In the attached letter, the FRA states that crossing warning
times are outside the approved buffer 18 percent of the time.

FINDINGS/ANALYSIS

The Town’s Rail Committee reviewed the Constant Warning Time System concerns at their
February meeting.
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Maintaining gate down times within an appropriate and predictable range is critical to
maintaining safety at grade crossings. If gate down times are perceived to be too long, without
additional safety measures, motorists and others desiring to cross the tracks may attempt to cross
the tracks at inappropriate times and at significant risk to themselves and others. Excessive
down times also impact mobility within communities such as ours where there are limited
opportunities to cross the rail line.

The Constant Warning Time issues associated with the DTP/RTD project are for an electric
system on one set of tracks with diesel trains on a parallel set of tracks. With the implementation
of the electrification project, the tracks along the Caltrain corridor will support both electric and
diesel trains operated by both Caltrain and Union Pacific. The Committee is concerned that
implementing a system for both train types on shared tracks, even with lessons learned from the
DPT/RTD project may prove difficult for Caltrain and its contractors, resulting in both safety
and financial impacts, particularly if attendants are required at the various grade crossings.

The Rail Committee is recommending that the Council authorize the Mayor to send the attached
letter to Caltrain advising them of the issues faced by RTD so they can be proactive in managing

its contractors to delivering a functioning system prior to initiation of service.

POLICY FOCUS

The City Council’s policy discussion should revolve around safety concerns associated with the
Constant Warning Time System and if the Town should formally advise Caltrain of its concerns.

FISCAL IMPACT

There is no fiscal impact associated with the transmittal of the letter.

PUBLIC NOTICE

Public notification was achieved by posting the agenda, with this agenda item being listed, at
least 72 hours prior to the meeting in print and electronically. Information about the project is
also disseminated via the Town’s electronic News Flash and Atherton Online. There are
approximately 1,200 subscribers to the Town’s electronic News Flash publications. Subscribers
include residents as well as stakeholders — to include, but be not limited to, media outlets, school
districts, Menlo Park Fire District, service provides (water, power, and sewer), and regional
elected officials.

COMMISSION/COMMITTEE FEEDBACK/REFERRAL

Thisitem _X hasor  has not been before a Town Committee or Commission.
____Audit/Finance Committee (meets every other month)

____ Bicycle/Pedestrian Committee (meets as needed)

____ PMC - Civic Center Advisory Committee (meets as needed)
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____ Environmental Programs Committee (meets every other month)
_ Park and Recreation Committee (meets each month)

_____ Planning Commission (meets each month)

_ X Rail Committee (meets every other month)

ATTACHMENTS

Draft Letter



Town of Atherton
91 Ashfield Road

Atherton, California 94027
Phone: (650) 752-0570

Fax: (650) 688-6539

Jim Hartnett

Executive Director
Caltrain

1250 San Carlos Avenue
San Carlos, CA 94070

February __, 2019

RE: Caltrain Modernization Project
- Constant Warning Time System Concerns

Dear Mr. Hartnett:

The Town of Atherton is writing this letter to bring to your attention some concerns
regarding the planned Constant Warning Time system for the various trains operating on
the Caltrain Corridor. A properly functioning warning system is imperative to maintain
safety along the corridor and to reduce mobility impacts to communities at grade
crossings. Balfour-Beatty, Caltrain’s contractor for the modernization project, has been
part of the contractor and operator team, Denver Transit Partners (DTP), for the Denver
Regional Transportation District’s (RTD) construction and implementation of their new
electric light rail system. The RTD and DTP have been unable to address the significant
level of non-compliance with the conditions associated with the waiver granted for their
project by the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) for over 2 % years.

DTP and the RTD have been unable to maintain their crossing warning system within the
parameters set forth in their FRA waiver. The waiver provides for a 20 second (-5/+15)
buffer for the adopted crossing warning times. Due to their inability to operate within
their waiver, the RTD and DTP have been required to maintain gate crossing attendants
to manage vehicular and pedestrian traffic at crossings at great expense. In the attached
letter, the FRA states that crossing warning times are outside the approved buffer 18
percent of the time. The FRA gave the RTD 30 days to respond to provide an action plan
to address their deficiencies within one year.

We are relaying our concerns so Caltrain can be vigilant in managing its contractors to
deliver a system that functions properly from the outset. The transition to electric trains
is critical in Caltrain’s plans in improving service along its corridor, which is supported by
this community. Maintaining gate down times within an appropriate and predictable
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range is critical to maintaining safety at crossings. If gate down times are perceived to
be too long, without additional safety measures, motorists and others desiring to cross
the tracks may attempt to cross the tracks at inappropriate times and at significant risk to
themselves and others. Excessive down times also impact mobility within communities
such as ours where there are limited opportunities to cross the rail line.

The issues outlined above with the DTP/RTD project are for an electric system on one set
of tracks with diesel trains on a parallel set of tracks. With the implementation of the
modernization project, the tracks along the Caltrain corridor will support both electric
and diesel trains operated by both Caltrain and Union Pacific. We are concerned that
implementing a system for both train types on shared tracks, even with lessons learned
from the DPT/RTD project may prove difficult for Caltrain and its contractors, resulting in
both safety and financial impacts, particularly if attendants are required at the various
grade crossings.

These issues may be exacerbated as Caltrain moves forward with implementing its
Business Plan that is currently under development and the initiation of High Speed Rail
service along the corridor. We have been advised that headways between trains could
be as little as two to three minutes in each direction during peak periods. Gate downtimes
associated with these headways could potentially be greater than gate up times if the
constant warning system does not function appropriately.

We are bringing these issues to your attention so that Caltrain can be proactive in
managing its contractors to deliver a functioning system prior to initiation of service. We
appreciate that you and your staff view safety and reliability as critical components to
providing service in the corridor.

Sincerely,

Bill Widmer
Mayor
Town of Atherton

Attachments:
1. FRA letter to Regional Transportation District dated November 15, 2018
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