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STAFF REPORT       
 

 

DATE:   January 12, 2016 

 

TO:  City Council 

 

FROM:  Cathy Capriola, Interim City Manager 

  Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

   

PRESENTER:   Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

  

SUBJECT: WORKSHOP TO CONSIDER POTENTIAL DOWNTOWN SMART 

STATION FACILITY ON GRANT AVENUE AT RAILROAD 

STREET      

       
 

 

REQUEST 
 

1. Hold a work session to review the results of the Operations and Cost Feasibility Study 

prepared by SMART and to provide an opportunity for information exchange, questions, 

feedback and discussion by the community and Council. 

2. Direct staff to research and provide additional information based on the discussion.   

3. Provide input on the proposed public outreach.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 
 

No staff recommendation.  The purpose of this work session exchange information, take questions 

and feedback and have a discussion with the community and Council.  Staff will provide a 

recommendation on January 26th when this issue returns for City Council decision and direction. 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

At the September 15, 2015 City Council meeting, staff was requested to agendize the City 

Council’s consideration of funding a feasibility study for a Downtown SMART Train Station.  The 

requested hearing occurred on October 6, 2015 where Council directed staff to expend up to 

$100,000 in reimbursing SMART and their consultants for a service planning and engineering 

feasibility study, and bring the issue back for public consideration as soon as it was complete. 

 

SMART staff and their team of engineers (LTK Engineering Services) and contractor (Stacy and 

Witbeck) have completed their engineering and cost analysis of the proposed train station (see the 

Executive Summary Memo, Attachment 1).  The study concluded that it is operationally possible 

to serve a downtown station, however, a physical stop would only be able to occur at either the 

Novato North – San Marin Station or the downtown station.  Based on the cost for the full station, 

SMART also provided a phased option for a downtown station which constructs the infrastructure 

within the active railway, but does not create a completed station.  This phased option basically 
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retains an opportunity for the future when there might be more funding available to complete the 

full station. 

 

Site Location 
 

 
 

Attachment 2 shows SMART’s cost estimates for two options – a full station and a phased 

construction option.  Another option for the Council is to not proceed with a downtown station.  

Below is a summary of the three options and costs.   

 

Option #1 – Full Downtown Station 

The study estimates that the project design and construction costs for a fully operational downtown 

station would be about $5 million.  This would create a complete SMART station for the downtown 

and result in three SMART stations in Novato.   

 

Option #2 – Phased Rail Infrastructure Project 

Staff worked with the SMART team to review an option where only the critical work within the 

right-of-way that would conflict with passenger rail service would initially be constructed.  The 

design and permitting would be completed, and improvements would be limited to the addition of 

the parallel tracks for freight service, basic passenger platform and ramps, rail switching 

equipment, and underground control conduits.  This would require the platform to remain fenced 

for safety and security until the station becomes operational sometime in the future.   

 

The balance of the site improvements could then be designed and bid by the City, with the balance 

of the platform features, rail equipment, controls and integration bid by SMART.  The cost of the 

first phase is estimated at $2.6 million. 

 

Option #3 – No Downtown Station.   

The other option for Council is to decide not to invest in a downtown station. 
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ANALYSIS & ISSUES 
 

In addition to the feasibility study prepared by SMART, there are key issues for the discussion, 

namely: 

 Project Timing and Process 

 CEQA Information and Issues 

 Fiscal Considerations 

 Public Outreach 

 

PROJECT TIMING AND PROCESS 

Unfortunately, this decision is time-constrained.   SMART is very busy completing the current 

project, and with starting passenger service by the end of this year.  Once the passenger rail service 

begins, in combination with freight service, SMART staff believes it will be virtually impossible 

to create “construction windows” to access the right-of-way.  In addition, limited access during 

construction drives costs up substantially.   

 

SMART needs the City’s decision in January if there is there is interest by the Council.  If the 

Council makes the request, the SMART staff will take our request to the full SMART Board for 

review and action. The SMART Board ultimately must approve the request, and direct their staff 

to negotiate final terms with the design/build team and approve a change order.  

 

The City and SMART will also need to sign a Funding/Reimbursement Agreement if this were to 

proceed. That agreement could include an opt-out provision if construction costs exceed a pre-

determined amount set by the City Council.  Once final plans are developed and bid costs 

determined, if costs exceed that agreed upon amount, the City would be given the opportunity to 

reconsider their funding of the project, and only be responsible for project costs to that date.  This 

provides the City with a final veto opportunity based on refined costs.  

 

CEQA INFORMATION AND ISSUES 

A potential downtown rail station involves CEQA in two ways: 

 

 The funding decision and project construction requires environmental review, and 

 The presence of a rail station provides potential CEQA exemptions for future use by 

qualifying development projects within a half-mile radius of the station. 

CEQA Project Review 

SMART originally prepared and certified an environmental impact report (EIR) on the 

development of the originally proposed rail corridor project in 2006 which analyzed the potential 

environmental impacts of proposed Novato station locations at San Marin/Atherton and on Roblar 

Drive near Nave Drive.  Subsequent to the certification of this EIR, SMART chose to analyze 

numerous additional modifications to the original proposal, including consideration of three 

alternative station locations to the proposed Roblar Drive site, one of which included a downtown 

station at the Grant Avenue location.  SMART prepared and certified a Supplemental EIR for these 

possible project modifications in 2008.  The description and impact analysis of the downtown 

station from the Supplemental EIR are attached.  The analysis identified six potentially significant 

impacts in the areas of traffic, parking, and cultural (historic) resources, and the proposed 

mitigation measures that would be needed to address each. 
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If the City Council made a decision to fund project construction, it could rely upon the previously 

certified Supplemental EIR if it finds that there is no new information or changed conditions 

applicable to the project since preparation of the Supplemental EIR that would indicate new 

environmental impacts.  Based on a review of the 2008 documents, staff’s initial opinion is that 

the Supplemental EIR is likely sufficient for such a Council action since: 

 

 The project analyzed in the Supplemental EIR is essentially physically the same as that 

considered in 2008, 

 The noise analysis considered the location of residential units at the Millworks project 

which was under construction at that time, 

 Traffic counts in the vicinity are not appreciably different today than in 2008 due to the 

lack of development which occurred during the intervening years of economic recession, 

and 

 The current proposal is for occasional use of the station compared with the impact analysis 

in 2008 which assumed full daily use of the station which therefore would result in less 

daily impacts than those previously analyzed. 

The Supplemental EIR contained six mitigation measures placing requirements on the project 

which relate to future traffic impacts and potential effects on the historic depot building and the 

former freight building, and will require additional analysis by staff. 

 

Effect of Rail Station on Potential CEQA Exemptions.  

CEQA has been modified in recent years to provide exemptions to qualifying projects (residential 

and/or mixed-use) within a half-mile of rail stations.  Maps are attached showing both a half-mile 

radius from a possible downtown rail station as well as the radius from the planned San 

Marin/Atherton station. 

 

The two applicable exemptions contain limitations on the types and sizes of projects which can 

qualify for the exemption, the environmental conditions on the subject site that would preclude 

use of the exemption, and additional requirements which would have to be incorporated into the 

project, such as additional energy/water efficiency and affordable housing), in order to utilize the 

exemption.  For example, the exemptions would not apply to projects which would have a 

significant effect on a historic building, of which there are many in the downtown area.  These 

requirements are summarized in an attachment. 

 

It is very important to note that a project which is determined to be exempt from CEQA is still 

subject to the City’s zoning regulations and discretionary design review process, and the City 

would retain the ability to require submittal of certain special studies to determine project impacts 

in areas such as historic structures, noise compatibility, biological, etc. 

            

 

FISCAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

1. How much money was spent of the $100,000 originally approved for the Feasibility 

Study? 

 

 SMART estimates that it will be approximately $50,000. 
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2. What are available funding sources if the City Council wanted to move forward with the 

project? 

 

In considering whether or not to fund a project such as the downtown station, the City could 

consider two funding options– either one-time funds or some form of debt  financing.  

 

One-Time Funds  

The City has some one-time dollars available that could be used for the downtown station. While 

the City’s General Fund Reserve (i.e. Emergency and Disaster Response Reserve) would normally 

be a primary available option, current reserve levels are right at the 15% minimum policy level 

and staff would not recommend drawing those reserves down further at this time. Resources do 

exist in Measure F and other funding categories. The City Council historically has set aside money 

from time-to-time for specific purposes into separate accounting funds and it is the Council’s 

prerogative to re-visit those designations as it chooses. However, any decision to re-appropriate 

previously-set-aside funds would mean a shift in priorities away from those projects for which 

funding was already allocated. 

 

Funding options could be classified into several major categories, as highlighted in the table below. 

 

Fund Description Approximate Amount Available 

Currently available and unallocated one-time funds 

Unspent, Unallocated Measure F funds $5,500,000 

Novato Public Financing Authority fund (previous 

General Fund money deposited into the NPFA fund; 

plus proceeds from the lease of the Carlisle House) 

$600,000 

Currently allocated one-time funds 

Measure F Risk Mitigation Reserve $3,000,000 

Other previously allocated funds (Includes a variety of 

funds for which Council has previously set project 

priorities; examples include Measure F technology 

funding, excess equipment replacement funding, and 

others) 

$2,000,000 - $3,000,000 

Funds that could be available soon (2016) 

Buck Trust Development Agreement $1,000,000 

Hamilton Hospital Sale Agreement $2,000,000 

Hamilton Cottage Sale Agreement (Senior Housing 

Triangle) 

$500,000 

Notes:  

Redevelopment Lawsuit -- The City may obtain resolution during 2016 on its lawsuit over $5.2 

million in former redevelopment funds. If the City is successful, these funds may become 

available for use. However, due to the unknown outcome of the litigation at this time, staff 

would not recommend considering committing these funds at this time. 

 

 

Debt Financing 

The City may have some options to issue debt to finance a portion or all of the downtown station 

project. These options spare the City from using one-time money now at the expense of paying 
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interest costs in future years to repay the debt. If the City Council is interested in pursuing this 

type of option, staff can return with more details about potential financing opportunities. There are 

limitations about how debt can be used by cities in California; additionally, depending on the 

structure used, restrictions imposed by Novato’s voter initiative Measure D, approved by the voters 

in 1987, may or may not place limits on how much debt could be issued. 

 

1. What projects and opportunities is Novato forgoing if the Council opts to move forward 

with the Downtown Station project? 

A second consideration - besides where the funding would come from - is what other projects or 

needs exist that would have fewer funding opportunities due to the City’s expenditure of one-time 

funds on the downtown station. Rather than provide a laundry list of projects, here are just a few 

examples of current capital improvement projects that are not fully funded at this time: 

 

 Hill Field / MTSC / Hill Recreation Area Master Plan 

 Sherman Avenue Streetscape / Enhanced Civic Green 

 North Redwood Streetscape Improvements 

 Dogbone Meadow Improvements  

 

 

PUBLIC OUTREACH 

 

To encourage feedback for this proposed project, staff will promote both the Council’s January 

12th workshop and the follow-up meeting on January 26th through a variety of City communication 

channels including: 

 

 Public notices to residents and businesses within 600-feet of the Depot Lot/proposed 

Downtown SMART station were mailed on January 7th.  

 Agenda notices to our local media and City commissions, committees, and boards 

 E-notification to our ~1,600 subscribers 

 Information Slide shown on NPAT 

 A flyer in Downtown kiosks 

 Posts on social media to our nearly 2,000 followers 

 Utilizing our partners communication channels, including the DNBA e-notification and the 

Chamber of Commerce e-news 

 

Our communication will include: 

 

 A brief overview of the proposed project. 

 Information on the decision-making process—1/12 and 1/26 Council meetings (purpose 

and proposed content) 

 In addition to information on the public meetings, solicitation of feedback through e-mail, 

in an Open Novato topic, and placement of a dropbox on the City offices reception counter 

for community members who would like to submit their thoughts in writing 

 

We invite the Council to provide additional suggestions for outreach, while taking into 

consideration the tight timeline. 
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ATTACHMENTS 
 

1. January 4, 2016 SMART Memorandum titled “Evaluation of a Downtown/Grant Avenue 

Station” 

2. Cost Estimate Sheet 

3. Excerpts from 2008 FSEIR 
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ATTACHMENT 1 
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Cost Estimate for Novato Downtown Station
FULL DOWNTOWN PHASED 

STATION PROJECT

ITEM DESCRIPTION UNIT QTY UNIT COST TOTAL COST TOTAL COST

I. CONSTRUCTION

Station & Track

1 Track Construction TF 550 385$                211,750$                       211,750$                   

2 Guantlet Trackwork TF 550 675$                371,250$                       371,250$                   

3 Guantlet Switches EA 2 125,000$        250,000$                       250,000$                   

4 Grade Crossing Improvements LS 1 45,000$           45,000$                         45,000$                     

5 Station Construction (platform structure, ramps) EA 1 575,000$        575,000$                       575,000$                   

6 Station Finishes (Plaza Concrete, lighting, railings, etc.) LA 1 350,000$        350,000$                        -

7 Station Shelter EA 1 120,000$        120,000$                        -

8 Site Preparation/Environmental Controls LA 1 15,000$           15,000$                          -

System & Signaling

9 Signals & Positive Train Control LS 1 650,000$        650,000$                        -

10 Communications & Central Control Interface LS 1 400,000$        400,000$                        -

11 Power Services/Conduits/Cabling LS 1 100,000$        100,000$                       100,000$                   

12 Testing LS 1 50,000$           50,000$                          -

13 Fare Collection Equipment LS 1 100,000$        100,000$                        -

14 Mobilization (2%) LS 1 64,760$           64,760$                         31,060$                     

Subtotal Construction 3,302,760$                    1,584,060$                

II. SUPPORT COSTS

15 Design (8%) 264,220.80$                  126,725$                   

16 Permitting (2%) 66,055.20$                    31,681$                     

17 Administration/Construction Management (4%) 132,110.40$                  63,362$                     

Subtotal Support Costs 462,386$                       221,768$                   

SUBTOTAL I & II 3,765,146$                    1,805,828$                

III.  CONTINGENCY (30%) 1,129,544$                    541,749$                   

TOTAL 4,894,690$                    2,347,577$                

ATTACHMENT 2

Note that elements that are deferred into the future would cost more than if they are constructed in the next few months. How much more would partially 

depend on how far into the future, but the primary cost increases would be due to the inconveniences of working around the active track which would push 

work into every constrained night and weekend work windows.

14

lmcdowall
Typewritten Text
L-11  2.

lmcdowall
Typewritten Text



14 

 

 

ATTACHMENT 3 

 

15

lmcdowall
Typewritten Text



15 

 

 
 

 

  

16



16 

 

 

 

17


	L-11
	L-11.1
	L-11.2
	L-11.3




