Item No.
Town of Atherton
CITY COUNTY STAFF REPORT – REGULAR AGENDA
TO:

THE HONORABLE MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL

FROM:

LISA COSTA SANDERS, TOWN PLANNER
MICHAEL KASHIWAGI, COMMUNITY SERVICES DIRECTOR

DATE:

JANUARY 21, 2015

SUBJECT:

RECEIVE REPORT ON THE FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
REPORT FOR THE PENINSULA CORRIDOR ELECTRIFICATION
PROJECT AND AUTHORIZE THE MAYOR TO TRANSMIT A
COMMENT LETTER

RECOMMENDATION
Receive the report on the Final Environmental Impact Report for the Peninsula Corridor
Electrification Project and Authorize the Mayor to transmit a comment letter on behalf of the
Town.
BACKGROUND:
Caltrain released the Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) for the Peninsula Corridor
Electrification Project on February 28, 2014. On behalf of the City Council and the Rail
Committee, the Mayor transmitted a comment letter to Caltrain on the DEIR (attachment 2). On
December 4, 2014, Caltrain issued the Final EIR and Response to the Town’s comments as well
as many other comments. On January 8, 2015, the Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Board
certified the Final Environmental Impact Report (FEIR) and approved the planned electrification
of the Caltrain corridor between San Jose and San Francisco.
FINDINGS/ANALYSIS
The Town’s comment letter to Caltrain addressed questions or concerns relating to the analysis
contained within the DEIR on the following topic areas: the project description; aesthetics;
biological resources; greenhouse gas emissions and climate change; noise; traffic; as well as
several other questions and concerns. Caltrain, in its FEIR, provided formal Response to
Comments as summarized below:

Town Concern

Caltrain Response
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Project Description - the Town expressed
concern that the electrification project is linked
to the High Speed rail project and the
electrification project cannot be considered
without fully analyzing high speed rail. The
Town also noted that other alternatives exist to
modernize the system that were not evaluated
in the EIR.
Aesthetics – the Town expressed concern with
the visual impact associated with the new poles
and wires and requested more analysis and
alternatives to overhead wires.
Biological Resources – the Town expressed
concern with the removal of approximately 142
trees in Atherton and requested analysis of a
center support structure.

Greenhouse Gas Emission and Climate Change
– the Town noted that the EIR did not address
greenhouse gas impacts associated with
production of electricity for new system.

Noise – the Town expressed concern with the
noise generated by additional trains and the
new overhead wires.
Traffic – the Town expressed concern with
potential local traffic impacts associated with
the additional ridership.

Caltrain indicates that the electrification project
and the high speed rail project have different
proponents, different purposes and alternatives
were analyzed in the DEIR.

Caltrain indicates that the new poles and wires
are consistent with the visual character of a
railroad corridor.
Caltrain further evaluated the center pole
design to reduce tree removal. Implementation
of a center pole configuration with Mitigation
Measure BIO-5, will reduce the number of
trees removed and or pruned. The JPB also
commits to plant three new trees for each
heritage tree removed outside of the Caltrain
right-of-way and one new tree for each nonheritage size tree removed and each tree
removed within the Caltrain right-of-way.
The greenhouse gas emission analysis was
revised in response to comments and did not
change the conclusions of the DEIR. The
DEIR concludes that the proposed project
would have lower emissions that the options
considered.
Caltrain indicates that it followed the
guidelines established by the Federal Transit
Administration.
Caltrain responses that total system-wide
ridership is expected to substantially increase
due to the project with traffic reduction on
major arterial roadways and freeways. The
response indicates that there would be reduced
traffic on El Camino Real in Atherton.
Caltrain responded that it conducted an
assessment of the potential impact on the
PG&E electrical system and will update he
study as part of the final design.

Other Questions – the Town raised other
questions relating to the increased electrical
demand, potential electromagnetic interference
with the Union Pacific system, and ability to
use Prop 1A funds.
Staff and the Rail Committee continue to disagree with Caltrain’s response that its electrification
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project is separate from the high speed rail project. The electrification project is dependent on the
high speed rail project for funding and one of the primary goals of the electrification project is to
“provide an electrical infrastructure that is compatible with high speed rail”. Further, the EIR
analysis disregarded alternatives that are not compatible with the high speed rail project. Staff
will continue to track the high speed rail project and advise the Council on opportunities for
input.
There are some remaining concerns with the topics outlined above. Staff recommends the City
Council authorize the Mayor transmit a letter to Caltrain requesting implementation of the center
pole alignment in Atherton to minimize tree pruning and tree removal and further request
Caltrain staff meet with Town staff to address concerns relating to construction, noise and tree
removal.
POLICY ISSUES
The certification of the EIR is a big step in Caltrain’s electrification project. Staff believes that
Caltrain’s electrification project puts high-speed rail one step closer to reality in Atherton. Some,
but not all of the impacts have been mitigated in the EIR. We will be working with Caltrain
during the implementation phase of the project to mitigate remaining concerns. These include
issues such as construction noise, timing, tree removal and pruning, location of wires and poles,
and the Atherton station and gate mechanisms.
With respect to high-speed rail, our position remains immutable. The impacts in Atherton are
significant and we will stand in front of that train until our concerns are addressed. As a result,
this issue will continue be on the forefront of Council policy concerns over the coming years as
the Electrification Project and the High Speed Rail project gain momentum. The Town’s Rail
Committee continues to provide input, raise concerns, and suggest involvement in an effort to
address the issues related to both projects. In the future, there is likely to be capital infrastructure
needs, some associated with the Civic Center Project, to mitigate aesthetics and noise associated
with the rail line. All significant capital infrastructure improvements will be a part of the
Council-approved 5-Year Capital Improvement Program. The existing 5-Year Capital
Improvement Program includes $100,000 toward the review and potential installation of quadgates at Watkins. This is a precursor to pursuit of a quiet zone for the Town.
FISCAL IMPACT
None at this time.
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. In addition, the Town has a Rail
webpage for issues related to the project at the following web addresses:
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http://www.ci.atherton.ca.us/index.aspx?nid=144
http://www.ci.atherton.ca.us/index.aspx?nid=374#
These project and committee pages information about the projects, allowing interested parties to
stay informed of its progress. 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.
Attachments:
1. Town of Atherton Comment Letter on Final Environmental Impact Report
2. Comments on JPB’s Final Environmental Impact Report prepared by Paul Jones, dated
January 4, 2015
3. Letter on CEQA Compliance Issues prepared by Gary Patton, Attorney for CC-HSR,
dated January 7, 2015
4. Memo from Mike Brady to the Atherton Town Council and Atherton Rail Committee
5. Caltrain Press Release dated January 8, 2015
6. Town of Atherton Comment Letter on the Peninsula Corridor Electrification Project –
Comment on Draft Environmental Impact dated April 22, 2014
7. Caltrain Response to Comments

January 21, 2015
Caltrain
Attn: Stacy Cocke
1250 San Carlos Avenue
San Carlos, CA 94070
Subject:

Peninsula Corridor Electrification Project – Response to Comment on Draft
Environmental Impact Report

Dear Ms. Cocke:
The Town of Atherton reviewed the Response to Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact
Report for the Peninsula Corridor Electrification Project. The Town continues to have concerns
related to noise, project timing, tree removal and pruning, locations of wires and poles and the
Atherton station and gate mechanisms.
Electrification to High Speed Rail
The Town strongly disagrees that the electrification project is separate from the High Speed Rail
project and remains concerned with the legality of moving forward with the electrification
project without fully evaluating the environmental impacts associated with the high speed rail
project. The Town recognizes that certification of the EIR is a big step in Caltrain’s
electrification project but believes that it puts high speed rail one step closer to reality in
Atherton. The impacts of high speed rail in Atherton will be significant and the Town will
continue to oppose the project.
Wires and Trees
The Town continues to have concerns with the aesthetic impact of the catenary wires and the
OCS poles as a part of the electrification project. As discussed in Caltrain’s Master Response 6 –
Visual Aesthetics (Including Tree Removal), OCS center pole alignment would minimize tree
pruning and removal. The EIR identified Mitigation Measure BIO-5; to complete an evaluation
of alignment and pole design options. The Town requests Caltrain commit to implement the
center pole alignment along the corridor within the Atherton town limits to reduce the significant
impact of tree removal and tree pruning and relating aesthetic impact. The Town requests that
Caltrain meet formally with staff to address these concerns moving forward.
Quad Gates at Watkins
The Town requests Caltrain formally commit to being a fiscal partner to the installation of quad
gates at the Watkins Avenue intersection. The Town believes that in the absence of a grade
separation along the entirety of the Atherton corridor, quad gates represents the best safety
mitigation measure for the continuing increase in rail traffic along the corridor.
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Atherton Station
The Town requests Caltrain’s careful consideration of the Atherton Station. In an effort to
facilitate that careful consideration, the Town requests that Caltrain work closely with the Town
during the Civic Center Project design to ensure that the anticipated needs of the Station are
feasible in the design. If the anticipated needs are not achievable, the Town requests that Caltrain
work closely with the Town to evaluate the pros and cons of reopening the Atherton Station
before such action is taken.
In summary, the Town continues to have concerns with the electrification project and its impact
on Atherton residents relating to construction, noise, tree removal and aesthetics. The City
Council requests close coordination and continuous dialog between Caltrain staff and Town staff
during project design and construction to address potential issues and reduce impacts to the
maximum extent feasible.
Thank you for your consideration of our comments.
Sincerely,

Rick DeGolia
Mayor, Town of Atherton

