
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: LOSSAN North Strategic Rail Plan      
 
 
MEETING DATE: July 21, 2005  AGENDA ITEM:  10   
 
 
STAFF CONTACT: Michael Powers 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Receive presentation and provide comments on draft Rail Plan 
 
SUMMARY: 
 
Since 2000, SBCAG has been a voting member of the LOSSAN Rail Corridor Agency.  
LOSSAN seeks to increase ridership, revenue, capacity, reliability, and safety on the coastal rail 
corridor from San Diego to Los Angeles to San Luis Obispo.  The Draft Plan summarizes 
current and planned rail services operating on the Los Angeles to San Luis Obispo segment of 
the corridor (passenger and freight), lays out the purpose and need for improvement, and 
identifies and describes potential rail improvements (such as new and expanded rail sidings, 
upgraded track and signaling systems, grade separations, station improvements, etc.) to meet 
the need.  The Draft Plan also details how the proposed improvements would benefit train 
service and performance (train capacity, running time, safety, operational reliability).  The plan 
identifies existing needs and a plan to address these needs. The Draft Plan provides a vision 
and potential timeline for the short-, medium-, and long-term improvement of the rail corridor 
over the next 20 years, to help meet the increasing demand for travel and freight/goods 
movement.   
 
The biggest challenge will be prioritizing and funding rail improvement projects corridor-wide.  
The plan provides a priority setting system that is quite general in that it identifies intermediate, 
near term, and vision projects.  Some of the near term station improvement projects are funded, 
e.g., improvements to the Goleta station; however, siding extensions in both North County and 
new/improved sidings in the South Coast/western Ventura County are unfunded.  Some of 
these improvements could be addressed through a variety of funding sources including, STIP, 
Measure D and other funding sources.   
 
At this time the plan is open for review and comment and the board may wish to provide 
comments on the plan.   
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DISCUSSION: 
 
Background on the Los Angeles – San Diego – San Luis Obispo Rail Corridor Agency 
(LOSSAN) 
 
Since 2000, SBCAG has been a voting member of the LOSSAN Rail Corridor Agency.  
LOSSAN seeks to increase ridership, revenue, capacity, reliability, and safety on the coastal rail 
corridor from San Diego to Los Angeles to San Luis Obispo.  Other members are rail owners 
and operators and regional transportation planning agencies along the six-county coastal 
corridor.  The San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) provides staff support to 
LOSSAN with financial assistance from the other member agencies. 
 
Also known as Amtrak’s Pacific Surfliner Corridor, more than 2.3 million intercity passengers 
use the 351-mile LOSSAN corridor each year.  Together with nearly 5 million commuter 
passengers using either Metrolink or Coaster, it is one of the busiest passenger rail corridors in 
the nation and Amtrak’s second busiest. 
 
Member agencies, working together, have been successful in securing funding for intercity rail 
programs.  The State of California has invested more than $1 billion in the corridor, along with 
$200 million from Amtrak, and $300 million by local member agencies. 
 
LOSSAN advocates to: (1) preserve and enhance funds for intercity rail capital and operations, 
(2) maintain and enhance service frequency and quality, (3) support efforts to increase safety 
and security of the rail corridor, and (4) help promote community and transit-oriented 
development. 
 
The  California  Department  of  Transportation  (Department)  and  LOSSAN, in cooperation 
with the San Luis Obispo Council of Governments (SLOCOG), SANDAG, SBCAG, and the 
Ventura County Transportation Commission (VCTC), are participating in the development of a 
Strategic Plan (Plan) for the coastal rail corridor between San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, 
Ventura, and Los Angeles.  The Draft Plan has been released and is available for public review 
and comment at www.lossan.org.  Once finalized, the major findings from the draft Plan will be 
integrated with the existing plan for the Los Angeles to San Diego corridor into one vision for the 
entire 351-mile corridor. 
 
Summary of Draft Plan 
 
The Draft Plan summarizes current and planned rail services operating on the corridor  
(passenger and freight), lays out the purpose and need for improvement, and identifies and 
describes potential rail improvements (such as  new  and  expanded  rail sidings, upgraded 
track and signaling systems, grade separations, station improvements, etc.) to meet the need.  
The Draft Plan also details how the proposed improvements would benefit train service and   
performance (train capacity, running time, safety, operational reliability).  The Draft Plan 
provides a vision and potential timeline for the short-, medium-, and long-term improvement of 
the rail corridor over the next 20 years, to help meet the increasing demand for travel and 
freight/goods movement. 
 
The board received briefings on this effort in October and December 2004 when the plan was 
initiated and then underway and there were two public workshops in our County as the plan was 
being developed.  SBCAG staff has also been involved in reviewing the administrative drafts of 
the Plan and is generally satisfied with the public draft plan.  The plan identifies a series of rail 
improvements throughout the county including additional and longer sidings and upgrades to 
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track and signal systems, among other projects.  An Executive Summary of the Plan and 
proposed corridor-wide improvements is attached to the report.  
 
The biggest challenge will be prioritizing and funding rail improvement projects corridor-wide.  
The plan provides a priority setting system that is quite general in that it identifies intermediate, 
near term, and vision projects.  Some of the near term station improvement projects are funded, 
e.g., improvements to the Goleta station; however, siding extensions in both North County and 
new/improved sidings in the South Coast/western Ventura County are unfunded.  Some of 
these improvements could be addressed through a variety of funding sources, including, STIP, 
Measure D and other funding sources. 
 
It should also be noted that improvements to the rail corridor outside our county can provide 
significant travel time savings to county residents who use the rail system.  So the temptation to 
prioritize all our projects as the most important for the corridor needs to be avoided.  Additions 
to capacity in congested portions of the corridor south of Los Angeles can improve the on-time 
performance of trains north of Los Angeles.   
 
The benefits of improvements to rail service and increased rail ridership will have local impacts 
that will need to be considered and addressed.  For example, at the higher use stations in Santa 
Barbara and Goleta, increasing attention will have to be given to examining parking, land use, 
and transit access to these stations in particular.  In addition, local agencies will have to 
consider the increase in rail traffic at unprotected and protected grade crossings throughout the 
County, but particularly in the south coast and those areas in north County, adjacent to Surf and 
Guadalupe, where significant vehicle and pedestrian traffic crossings of the rail line occur.   
 
Comments on the draft document will be accepted by LOSSAN until August 5, 2005.   
 
The current scope of work for the Corridor Plan is being revised to include an evaluation of 
commuter rail service from Ventura to Santa Barbara.  This will follow up on commitments 
Caltrans made to address rail services that might help address congestion associated with the 
construction of the Highway 101 Operational Improvements. This supplemental work may 
involve simulating the addition of trains on the rail network and being better able to identify 
improvements to the rail system required to insure freight operations are not delayed. This effort 
will be closely coordinated with the 101 in Motion program to insure the examination of 
commuter rail by each effort complements the other program.  SBCAG staff is on the technical 
advisory group for the LOSSAN plan and has made all the parties aware of the 101 in Motion 
program and the need to avoid duplication of effort.  
 
COMMITTEE REVIEW 
 
TTAC met on July 7 and received a briefing on the draft Plan.  Members supported the need for 
more attention given to rail as an alternative route in the event of an emergency road closure.  
Staff pointed out that during the severe storm event earlier in the year the rail line was more 
severely impacted by mudslides and was out of service longer than the roadway so this could 
be problematic.  Local staff also requested more information on rail “Quiet Zones” in an effort to 
address train whistle noise complaints from local citizens.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

LOSSAN North Strategic Rail Plan 
 

The LOSSAN North rail corridor runs from Los Angeles to San Luis Obispo. It is the 225-mile 
northern portion of the 351-mile long Los Angeles to San Diego and San Luis Obispo (LOSSAN) 
rail corridor, one of the busiest in the nation. It serves a vital function in providing a rail link 
between the metropolitan areas of Southern California, the Central Coast, and nationwide. It is 
home to intercity passenger rail, commuter rail, and freight rail services. 
 
The California Department of Transportation’s Division of Rail (Department), in connection with 
the LOSSAN Rail Corridor Agency have determined that a Strategic Plan for the northern 
portion of the LOSSAN corridor is an important companion piece to the Strategic Plan 
previously prepared in October 2003 for the 127.5-mile long southern portion between Los 
Angeles and San Diego. 
 
Objectives of the LOSSAN North Strategic Plan 
The objectives of the LOSSAN North Strategic Plan include: 
• Fostering better communication and understanding among stakeholders (owners and 
operators of the rail corridor, governmental agencies, elected representatives, and the public) 
about prioritization of needs, projects, and timelines for the corridor. 
• Developing a strategic plan for the northern segment of the LOSSAN corridor between Los 
Angeles and San Luis Obispo that complements the LOSSAN South plan. 
• Developing an expanded corridor-wide summary document, which integrates the major 
findings from both the LOSSAN South and LOSSAN North documents. 
• Drafting an overall timeline and schedule for future projects. 
 
Overview of the LOSSAN North Corridor 
The LOSSAN North rail corridor runs through four counties: 
• Los Angeles 
• Ventura 
• Santa Barbara, and 
• San Luis Obispo 
The rail line traverses some of California’s most scenic and environmentally sensitive areas, 
including extended portions directly adjacent to the Pacific Ocean, and opportunities for 
expansion are limited. The corridor is largely single-tracked (80%) and less developed than the 
southern portion from Los Angeles to San Diego, in terms of track and signaling system. The rail 
line was initially laid in the latter portion of the 19th century and early 20th century. While the 
corridor is strenuously maintained to Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) standards, there are 
locations in the corridor which still have jointed track rather than continuously welded rail, older 
signaling systems which require trains to wait for dispatcher approval by radio in order to 
advance, and even hand-thrown switches rather than electrically-operated turnout switches. All 
of these reduce the maximum speed at which trains can travel, and increase the total travel 
time. Additionally, the long stretches of single-track and relatively short sidings currently found in 
many locations on the corridor require passenger trains to wait for longer freight trains to clear a 
section before continuing. 
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Corridor Ownership 
 
The LOSSAN rail corridor is owned by a number of regional and local agencies, and by private 
freight railroad companies. From north to south, the Union Pacific Railroad (as part of its 
acquisition of the Southern Pacific Rail Road in 1996) owns the 175 miles of the 351-mile 
corridor between San Luis Obispo and Moorpark1. The Los Angeles County Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority (MTA), a member agency of the Southern California Regional Rail 
Authority (SCRRA, operator of Metrolink) owns 100% of the Right of Way (ROW) between 
Burbank Junction and Los Angeles Union Station, and 50% of the width of the ROW from 
Burbank Junction to the Los Angeles/Ventura County Line, with UP owning the other 50%. Both 
SCRRA and UP have trackage rights. Ventura County Transportation Commission VCTC), also 
an SCRRA member agency, owns 50% of the width of the ROW from Moorpark to the 
Ventura/Los Angeles County Line, with UP owning the other 50%. Within SCRRA member 
agency-owned portions of the corridor, SCRRA provides dispatching and maintenance; UP pays 
SCRRA a fee for these functions related to the number of trains it operates in this section. In the 
UP-owned section of the corridor, UP provides dispatching and maintenance, and Amtrak pays 
a fee related to the number of trains it operates.  
 
Rail Services along the LOSSAN North Corridor 
  
A number of rail services operate on the LOSSAN North corridor. Amtrak’s Pacific Surfliner 
(operated with state funding) is the primary intercity passenger rail service, and runs between 
San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura, and Los Angeles (with additional service to Orange 
County and San Diego). Amtrak’s Coast Starlight (service between Los Angeles, the Bay Area, 
and Portland/Seattle, in addition to stops within the LOSSAN North) also operates on the 
corridor. Commuter rail service between Los Angeles and Ventura is provided by Metrolink. UP 
operates freight and goods movement service along the corridor as well. 
 
Impacts of increased Rail Traffic on the LOSSAN North Corridor 
The impacts of increased rail traffic on the LOSSAN North corridor are many.  Without 
improvements to increase capacity (such as the projects under study in this Strategic Plan), 
there is a limit to the number of trains per day that can run on the existing single-track rail 
corridor. A rise in rail traffic volumes would impact reliability and on-time performance for all 
trains (intercity and commuter passenger rail, and freight), and increase trip times due to delays. 
Ultimately capacity issues would preclude the expanded train volumes to meet demand and 
improve passenger rail service. 
 
Over the next twenty years, planned expansions in existing intercity passenger rail and 
commuter rail services, as well as increases in freight rail service will require an improved 
LOSSAN North corridor in order to efficiently operate. In addition to the existing rail services and 
potential expansions, two new services are proposed or under study: The Coast Daylight, which 
would provide additional service within the corridor, and would connect downtown Los Angeles 
with downtown San Francisco, and a potential Ventura-Santa Barbara intercounty commuter rail 
service. 
 
The Department has made a commitment to the City of Santa Barbara to provide technical 
assistance in exploring the issues associated with the introduction of a commuter rail service. 
An initial analysis will be added to the next iteration of the Strategic Plan as it is developed. 
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Purpose and Need for Improvements  
 
The purpose of improvements to the LOSSAN North rail corridor is to help meet the current and 
projected demand for travel within and between metropolitan areas of Southern California and 
the Central Coast by: 
• Improving rail capacity to meet demand for all types of rail services, including intercity, 
commuter, and freight/goods movement 
• Developing the LOSSAN North rail corridor in order to provide faster, safer, and more reliable 
passenger rail service, and  
• Making rail travel a more-viable transportation alternative 
 
The need for improvements to the LOSSAN North corridor is driven by several factors, 
including: 
• Growth in population, employment, and travel demand. Over the next twenty years, 
California’s population is projected to rise from approximately 35.3 million (California 
Department of Finance, March 2004) to over 44 million. The LOSSAN North corridor has seen a 
dramatic increase in population, especially in Ventura County.  Employment within the study 
area has also increased, but is concentrated in employment centers within the metropolitan Los 
Angeles area, as well as in Santa Barbara and San Luis Obispo. This imbalance in the 
jobs/housing equation has led to longer commutes and increased traffic congestion 
• Capacity of the intercity transportation system. Current capacity is inadequate to meet the 
projected increase in travel demand, as well as the rising demand for goods movement as our 
economy (both in California and nationally) relies increasingly on imported goods shipped to 
Southern California ports and carried by rail. 
• Travel time is an important determinant of mode choice. The rail improvement projects in this 
Strategic Plan could reduce total travel time between Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, and San Luis 
Obispo by up to 25 percent. 
• Reliability. Maintaining on-time performance is a key consideration, and delays in one portion 
of the corridor have a ripple effect elsewhere. The current on-time performance goal for the 
Pacific Surfliner service is 85%, and the projects in this Strategic Plan would help significantly 
increase reliability and on-time performance. 
• Cost-effectiveness – The State of California supports the Pacific Surfliner service. 
Improvements that increase capacity, reduce travel time, and improve reliability help maintain 
and attract ridership on the service. Additional ridership maximizes the cost-effectiveness of the 
state’s funding (by reducing subsidies), allowing funds to be used on other rail improvements or 
to expand service. Moreover, the efficiencies as a result of rail improvements carry over to all 
users of the rail corridor, and benefit commuter rail and freight services as well, making them 
even more cost effective. 
 
The Public Outreach Effort 
 
The Strategic Plan process began with a series of Public Information and Stakeholder meetings 
held in cities along the corridor. Five stakeholder meetings and four public information meetings 
were held. These meetings provided attendees with an overview of the corridor and the rail 
improvements under study, including information on: 
• The Study Context – the purpose of the study and the need for improvements to the corridor 
• Rail corridor facts 
• Current and projected train volumes (of existing and proposed rail services) 
• Types of rail improvements under consideration 
• Existing timeline for proposed projects by county San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura, 
and Los Angeles 
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• The planning process / next steps  
 
At each meeting, staff representing the Department, LOSSAN, the local transportation agency 
(VCTC, SBCAG, or SLOCOG), and the consultant were available to answer questions. 
 
Rail Improvement Projects 
 
Many of the projects described in this plan were initially developed as part of the Amtrak-
sponsored 20-Year Plan (2001). This document provides descriptions of the rail improvement 
projects studied, the proposed timeline for their potential construction/implementation, and their 
costs. The rail improvement projects are described in this document from north to south and 
organized by county, beginning with projects in San Luis Obispo County and ending with 
projects at Los Angeles Union Station. Figure ES-1 shows the generalized locations of all the 
rail improvement projects studied in this plan. Types of projects studied include: 
• Track and signal upgrades 
• Construction of second/third main tracks 
• Sidings and siding extensions 
• Grade separations 
• Curve realignments 
• Station improvements, and 
• Other corridor-wide improvements 
 
Timeline for Projects 
 
The timeline for the projects identified in this plan are prioritized into three phases: 
• Immediate – Projects in this category would be completed within 0 to 3 years 
• Near-term – Projects in this category would be completed within 4 to 8 years 
• Vision – Projects in this category would be completed within 9 to 20 years 
 
The proposed timeline category for each project assumes that funding for the projects would be 
available and programmed, and that each project had obtained all necessary environmental 
clearances and permits.



  

  
 

 
 

 


