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STAFF REPORT 

MEETING 

DATE:  June 14, 2016 

TO: City Council 

FROM: Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

PRESENTER: Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

SUBJECT: UPDATE ON QUIET ZONES 

  

REQUEST 

Consider receiving an update on the status of establishing Quiet Zones within Novato and 

providing direction on public outreach options related to the disposition of the State Access Road 

Pedestrian Crossing. 

RECOMMENDATION 

A. Accept staff update and receive public comment on the status of establishment of Quiet 

Zones within Novato 

B. Direct staff to schedule a public workshop and future public hearing on the closure of the 

State Access Road Pedestrian Crossing, or the installation of a wayside horn. 

DISCUSSION 

At the regular City Council meeting of March 24, 2015, the City Council directed staff to proceed 

with establishment of Quiet Zones in Novato (after SMART’s system testing, but prior to regular 

service). SMART has now installed all “quiet zone ready” safety measures within Novato.  They 

are now testing and de-bugging their system, and test trains in Novato are increasing in frequency.  

SMART anticipates simulated revenue service testing in July and August. Actual revenue service 

is estimated to begin in December 2016.  

Staff retained the services of Menzies & McCrossan LLC, a professional engineering and planning 

consultant specializing in rail transportation issues, to assist in the preparation of the quiet zone 

analysis and applications.  And, the Notice of Intent (NOI) for the northerly Quiet Zone in Novato 

was submitted to the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) and Federal Railroad 

Administration (FRA) on June 6, 2016.  The City of San Rafael, using the same consultant, has 

also submitted their NOI.   

 

The submitted notice specifically lists all crossings between Rush Creek Place and Hamilton 

Parkway. 
 

This Notice of Intent starts a 60-day comment period, which will end on August 5, 2016 or when 

written comments or a ‘no comment’ statement is received from each recipient of the notice. The 

notice was mailed to the three railroads operating over the crossings; land owners having control 

over private crossings; the state agencies responsible for crossing safety (California Public Utilities  
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Commission and the California Department of Transportation); and the Federal Railroad 

Administration. 

 

The next step for this Quiet Zone will be filing of the Notice of Establishment (at least 21 days) 

prior to the start of actual revenue service.   

 

New Information 

In preparing the initial submittal staff and the consultant worked closely with representatives of 

the FRA and the CPUC.  Two key issues were identified during the diagnostic team review (FRA, 

CPUC, SMART and City pre-application field inspection) that impact Novato, specifically: 

 The SMART rail and the Highway 37 freight-only branch must be separate Quiet Zones, 

and, 

 Quiet Zones must begin and end at a public street at-grade crossing 

The second requirement resulted in Hamilton Parkway being the southernmost public street 

crossing that qualifies for establishment of a quiet zone (see Quiet Zone #1 in the map below).  

This causes the State Access Road Pedestrian Crossing, just south of Hamilton Parkway, to be out 

of the proposed quiet zone. 

 

 

Proposed Quiet Zone #1 

 

Highway 37 - Brazos Branch Quiet Zone 

Staff and the City Attorney are working with the County of Marin on developing an agreement 

regarding establishment of a Quiet Zone along Highway 37 between Renaissance Road and 

Grandview Avenue.  This branch historically sees a maximum of three to four freight trains per 

week, typically overnight.  The County has been asked to provide a letter of support for this 

application, as required by the FRA.  Staff anticipates receiving the letter, and getting the Notice 

of Intent filed within the next 30-days. 
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Proposed Quiet Zone #2 

 

State Access Road Pedestrian Crossing 

As mentioned above, FRA regulations do not allow this crossing to be the southerly boundary of 

the proposed quiet zone. This crossing is considered “private”, as it is not a public street crossing.  

Based on its location the train horn for a southbound SMART train would begin sounding its’ horn 

at a point adjacent to the Homeward Bound site. Northbound trains would sound their horn midway 

between the station and the crossing.  

 

If not for the pedestrian crossing, trains approaching or exiting the station would not impacted by 

the Quiet Zone, as trains will only sound a single blast of their horn departing the station with or 

without the establishment of a Quiet Zone.   

 

Staff met with representatives from San Rafael in an effort to explore options to address the 

pedestrian crossing issue, and establishing a third Quiet Zone (between Hamilton Parkway and 

Smith Ranch Road).  This was determined to be infeasible. 

 

The City has three options regarding train horn noise due to the Pedestrian Crossing: 

1. Install a “wayside horn” at the pedestrian crossing (actual horn on the crossing gate, no 

train horn) 

2. Work with SMART and the CPUC to close the State Access Pedestrian Crossing 

3. Do not establish a quiet zone south of Hamilton Parkway 

 

Wayside Horn Option 

This option considers the installation of a horn on the crossing gate directed downward at the 

pedestrian crossing alerting those in the area of the approaching train.  The City’s consultant has 

indicated this horn would reduce the noise contours to the surrounding area, and would eliminate 

the need for the train to sound its horn from 1/4-mile away as it approaches. The cost of the horn 

system is estimated at $50,000, and it would require SMART to consent to its installation and 

acceptance into their signal system.  It is likely that this cost would be the City’s responsibility.  

Staff has asked SMART’s to confirm their willingness to install this horn, and as of the date of this 

report have not received comments yet. 
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Typical Wayside Horn 

 

Close Ped Crossing Option 

The City could apply to the CPUC to close the pedestrian crossing, remove the crossing gates, and 

install fencing.  Local bike and pedestrian access would be impacted.  Residents in the Lanham 

Village area wishing to bike or walk to the Bay Trail, or say the Community Center would be 

rerouted to Hamilton Parkway or Main Gate Road. Similarly, those individuals or elementary 

school students walking to, say, Children’s Center or Charter School from residential areas along 

Hamilton Parkway would be rerouted to the multi-purpose pathway, past the SMART Station, to 

Main Gate Road.  The new routes would add approximately 0.4-miles to either route. 

 

 
State Access Road Pedestrian Crossing Location 

 

No Quiet Zone South of Hamilton Parkway 

The City could elect to suspend efforts to establish a quiet zone south of Hamilton Parkway, and 

allow the train horns to sound in accordance with Federal regulations.  This might be an alternative 

in order to see what the impacts are once service begins.  If there are major neighborhood concerns, 

then either the horn or closure could be explored.  

 

PUBLIC OUTREACH 

 

In addition to the discussion tonight, Staff would recommend allowing area residents and other 

stakeholders the opportunity to provide input on the impact of installing a wayside horn, closing 

the pedestrian crossing, and not establishing a Quiet Zone.  A workshop and presentation to the 

Hamilton Forum, in addition to our recently improved outreach techniques, could be performed in 

PED CROSSING 

4



5 

 

the next 30 to 45 days.  After which the final decision could be brought back to the City Council 

in August.  This would leave three to four months to implement the chosen course of action prior 

to regular SMART service. 

FISCAL IMPACT 

SMART has covered the cost of the existing additional safety improvements required for Quiet 

Zone implementation.  City funds would be required to cover any cost involved with modification 

to the Pedestrian Crossing at State Access Road. The Council approved $100,000 in FY 15/16 for 

potential SMART impact projects.  There is approximately $50,000 funding left, if additional 

funding is needed staff would return to Council for authorization. 

ALTERNATIVES 

None 

ATTACHMENTS 

None  
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