Item No. 16
Town of Atherton
CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT – REGULAR AGENDA
TO:

HONORABLE MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL
GEORGE RODERICKS, CITY MANAGER

FROM:

ROBERT OVADIA, PUBLIC WORKS DIRECTOR

DATE:

JANUARY 15, 2020

SUBJECT:

DISCUSSION AND FEEDBACK REGARDING THE CALTRAIN
PROPOSAL TO PERMANENTLY CLOSE THE ATHERTON
STATION

RECOMMENDATION
Discuss and provide feedback regarding the Caltrain proposal letter dated January 8, 2020, to
permanently close the Atherton Station.
BACKGROUND
Caltrain discontinued weekday train service at the Atherton Caltrain Station in August 2005. Weekend
service at the Station continues. The Caltrain Modernization Program (CalMod) includes electrification
and other projects that are intended to upgrade the performance, efficiency and capacity of Caltrain
service along the service corridor. Caltrain had previously committed to resume weekday service with
the implementation of their electric passenger train service. This service commitment is echoed in its
environmental documents for the electrification project and in the long-range service vision documents
of the Caltrain 2040 Business Plan, currently under development.
The service vision documents foresee a potential tripling of Caltrain’s current ridership to 180,000
riders per day. It envisions express train service every 15 minutes, comprehensive coverage of local
stations with local trains and greatly expanded frequencies in the middays, evenings and weekends
over the full length of their system. Initially, Caltrain documents showed the service level for the
Atherton station as TBD (to be determined).
The Town’s Rail Policy includes a desire to work with Caltrain to restore weekday service. The Council
held a Joint Study Session with the Town’s Rail Committee on January 9, 2020, to discuss
recommendations regarding service levels and the Town Rail Policy. The Council, at its regular
meeting on January 16, 2019, further discussed the Business Plan and Service scenarios at the Atherton
Station. The Mayor appointed a Council Ad Hoc Subcommittee to coordinate discussions with Caltrain
regarding service levels.
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Caltrain’s adopted Long Range Service Vision shows hourly weekday service on local trains in their
high growth scenario, with the service stop drawn from the Menlo Park station.

ANALYSIS
Caltrain Proposal Letter
Following several meetings with Caltrain and the Town’s Ad Hoc Subcommittee, the City
Manager received a letter from Caltrain dated January 8, 2020, requesting the Town’s support for
full closure of the Atherton Caltrain station. The letter outlines a number of benefits to the system
as a whole, as well as potential projects and improvements that would directly benefit the Town
and its residents.
With additional stops to trains described as a zero-sum gain, service to the station would be reallocated from other, more heavily used stations where surrounding land uses are more conducive
to increasing ridership. Closure of the station would steer passengers to the better utilized facilities
at Menlo Park and Redwood City, which they currently utilize for weekday service, and would
allow for 15-minute local service intervals at the Menlo Park Station in the long-range vision
service model. The closure along with other improvements would improve safety and enable faster
train speeds through the Town. Caltrain estimates that closure of the Atherton station has the
potential of increasing daily ridership by 300-500 passengers. Caltrain would also realize savings
associated with operations and maintenance as well as the elimination of station area upgrades
(estimated at $30 million).
With the closure of the station, Caltrain would provide the potential for the Town to use the portion
of Caltrain property no longer needed to support current Caltrain operations for staging and
construction of the Town Center project and potentially facilitate use of the property to enhance
the Town Center development. These areas could include the existing station building, a portion
of the platform area along with the parking area. Caltrain would provide a safety barrier between
the Town Center and the track area by installing decorative fencing along the Town Center side of
the tracks and funding for the installation of additional landscaping becoming of a public space.
To improve safety along the corridor, Caltrain would remove the center platform and in-station
platform crossings, as well as provide funding for the installation of Quad Gates at the Watkins
Avenue grade crossing. Caltrain has also offered to fund improvements to the Atherton Station
building to better incorporate it as part of the Town’s civic space. Caltrain would also be willing
to partner on potential access improvements south of Watkins Avenue.
Town Center Improvements
The Town is currently in the midst of constructing the Town Center project. With the proximity
of the rail station to the project, it is important to understand how the station area will be used and
potentially integrated into the public spaces associated with the Town Center. Currently, the Town
has no control over the Atherton Station and its surrounds. With Caltrain’s focus on completing
the CalMod project, the degree and timing of improvements to the station are unknown and would
likely impact the Town Center.
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The future restoration of weekday service would provide direct service to the Town Center and
Atherton Library and provide residents access to local service trains. Residents desiring express
service would utilize the Redwood City station as they do now for Baby Bullet trains. Reopening
the station to weekday service would likely have parking impacts at the Town Center and in the
surrounding community. The closure of the station would provide Town control over the existing
station building and station frontage area with the potential to integrate station area improvements
with the Town Center Project.
Next Steps
Caltrain is seeking the Town’s concurrence on the permanent closure of the Atherton station. If
such concurrence is granted, Caltrain will begin its process to identify potential impacts, and
initiate the environmental clearance process for station closure. A Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) would be developed to define and memorialize the proposed actions and mitigation
measures to be taken. It is anticipated that the process leading to closure would take approximately
six months.
POLICY ISSUES
Current Council policy expresses a desire to expand existing rail service to include weekday
service. The Council discussion should focus on the Caltrain proposal, the potential closure of the
rail station and the potential benefits of station closure versus service restoration.
It should be noted that service to the Atherton station is at the discretion of Caltrain and, even if
weekday service is resumed, it may be cancelled by Caltrain at some future date. Such cancellation
may be without any potential area improvements.
FISCAL IMPACT
None at this time.
COMMISSION/COMMITTEE FEEDBACK/REFERRAL
This item

has or X has not been before a Town Committee or Commission.

____ Audit/Finance Committee (meets every other month)
____ Bicycle/Pedestrian Committee (meets as needed)
____ Civic Center Advisory Committee (meets as needed)
____ Environmental Programs Committee (meets every other month)
____ Park and Recreation Committee (meets each month)
____ Planning Commission (meets each month)
____ Rail Committee (meets every other month)
____ Transportation Committee (meets every other month)
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ATTACHMENTS
Caltrain Proposal Letter Dated January 8, 2020
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