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News // Bay Area & State

Bay Area high-speed rail will displace hundreds of residents,
businesses

Video courtesy of the California High-Speed Rail Authority
Alec Regimbal, SFGATE SFE ATE
Updated: Sep. 29, Z0ZZ 18 p.m.
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FRESNOU — It ZU1Z, Brady Matoian was in his otfice in d

bizarre call trom a triend. Matoian’s business, UK Produce, appeaicu « Read More 4y die paus



ot a new highi-speed rail line that would run through the city’s center, the triend told him.

Matoian assutnied his friend was pranking him, But when He looked up a map ot the line’s
propused route, e saw it was no juRe: The tracks were set to cut right through the Heart of

the building that Had housed his family’s wholesale produce business for more than 50 years.

“We had 16 doors; and the high-speed rail line was going to go down door eiglit, so we're
talking dead center, like a field goal,” Matoian told SFGATE. “It wasn't going to just clip the
Side or anything, it was golng to go straighit through!”
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The building that Housed UK Produce was one of several Hundred structures in California’s
Central Valley that the State purchased and demwolishied to make way for the 500-mile high-

speed rail system that may oiie day coititect Los Angeles to San Fraticisco. While early plans

called for core segments of the tracks to be completed stateWide by 2020, complications Have

resulted in numerous setbacKs since the agency first broke ground in ZU15.

Construction so tar has beert limited to a 171-mile section through the sparsely populated
Central Valley, where California’s High-Speed Rail AuthHority Has spent more than S1.4 Billion

Buying property — a process that has served as a major source of the delays.




A construction site in Fresno for Talifoimia's high-sigeed rail ling is ssein on Jan. 25.
Ryan Christopher Jones7NY T

Now, officials are trying to apply lessotis tearned through trial and error to the next phase of
development, building rail lines through and between the state’s sprawling coastal

metropolises.

Earlier this year, the agency's board of directors approved initial plans for two Bay Area

segments, oiie troin the Certral Valley up to Saii jose and anothier continuing to Sai

Francisco. Rail otticials expect to spend roughily S8 billion buying dozens ot residential units
and more than 100 buSinesses that stand inn the way ot the planned Bay Area lines; property

owiiers have already begun receiving notices that that the incoming lines may atfect them.

It everything goes as planned, bullet trains could be running to San Francisco by ZU33. But it’s

a risky gainbit, upending hundreds ot lives for a project whose future is anything but secure.
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California’s high-speed rail syStem is easily the most ambiticus, and controversial,
intrastructure project in North America today. Calitornia voters nartowly approved the
initiative in 2008, earmarking a $9.95 Billion bond that, in combination with federal dollars,
would pay tor Bullet trains to whisk riders Between Los Angeles and San Francisco in roughly

2 hours and 40 minutes.
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Video Gourtesy of the Galifornia High-Speed Rail Authority

Int the intervening years; though, the etfort Has been beset by legal challenges, construction
delays and disagreements among state political leaders. Costs Have also skyrocketed; the
estimated price tag for the entire system now exceeds S100 billion, a tar ery from the initial ~ x
$45 billion estimate. ‘Today, nearly 14 years atter the init SFE ATE

beert built. Soine discorninected pieces ot the tramework

pergolas — can be found scattered across a 119-mile str

eventually will fori the bulk of a 171-mile rail line betwe
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While the rail syStenr’s critics see ain unwieldy, ultra-exj Read More



completion date i signt, 1ts supporters view the bullet train as a CoSt-€ITCIEnt,

envirommnentally triendly alternative to the state’s pereniially clogged freeways and alipoits.

Nowhere are those opposing viewpuiiits more vividly on display than in the state Cegislature.
Disagreemernts vver the project’s viability, and disputes over how state dullars should be
spent, Have dominated talks in recent years. But one thing many Republicans and Democrats

agree on — including some Democratic leaders — is that the current approach of building in

the Central Valley first is the wrong one.
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In this Get. 19, Z01G, file phsts, then-Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsoin sigeaks albout Galifornia's high-sgeed rail project at the
Sacrairiernto Press Tlubs in Sacraments, Talif. In his first State of the State Address, Newsoin said ths state's primary
focus going forward would 58 to finish ths 171-miile ssgment Betwessn Bakerstisld and Merced befors expanding into the
coastal areas.

Rich Pedroncelli/AP

f1t His first State of the State address in 2019, California Gov. Gavin Newsoi shocked the

project’s critics and supporters alike when He said the State would shift its tocus to getting

the Central Valley segment up and running, at an estimated cost of SZ3 Billion, before moving

on to denser metro areas.

In an interview With the New YorK Times earlier this year, Newsom echoed an argument

trequently heard from other project proponients: If the state can get one seginent

operatiotial, the rest of the project will inevitably tollow.
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“The pivot was never to abandon the vision,” he said. “T
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“The bullet train to nowhere’

There’s a simple reason why coiistructioi has so tar been relegated to the Central Valley,
according to Rail Authority TEO Brian Kelly: Some of the first federal money the agency
could get required them to build there. In the early days of the project, Calitornia’s rail
authority applied for four grants through the Federal Railroad Administration. THey were

awarded juSt one, a $Z.5 billion check that came With strings attached.

“When the FRA awarded the money tor the project, that money came attached to a specitic
location,” Kelly said in an interview with SFGATE. “I'hat was the application that worn, so that
was the place to apply the tederal money we got.”

The grant stipulated that the fiinds had to be used for construction ot a specitic 119-mile

stretch between Madera and Shatter, two smaller cities in the Central Valley. And all that

moiey hHad to be spent by 2017, or it would disappear, Kelly said.

SEGATE

Read More



3 o | Next Up: Horescope for Tuestay, 10711722 by Christopher Renstrom

=

Brian F. Kelly listens to testimony 6y Brian Maroney, toll Bridge program chief engineer, during a hearing at the Capitol in
Sacramentg, Talif,, on Aug. B, 2014. Relly, who took over the state High-Speed Rail Authority in 2018, said his agency has
learned fiom "gaintul lessons” in the Tentral Valley and that it won't repeat past mistakes as the project moves forward.

Michael Macor/ The San Francisco Chronicle via Getty lmages

Driving through Fresno along Highiway 99, which slices vertically through CTalifornia’s Tentral
Valley, you catt see the toweting coticrete viaducts that will onie day carry High-speed rail
tracks: Off the highway, the pastoral backroads of Madera, Fresno, Kings, Tulare and Kermn
cottities are dotted With pergolas, trenchies, bridges and underpasses — all pieces of the

trameworK required to run a high-speed rail line through a densely populated state.

Critics Have dubbed this 171-mile segment, which wilt & SFE A'I'E
Merced, “the bullet train to nowhere.” That idea behind
people want to travel to Los Angeles, San Francisco and

cities of the Cerntral Valley.

Experts who study high-speed rail projects, tou, have g
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UniverSity and the I'T UniverSity ot Coperihage, said rail otficials should Rave done the

oppoSite, tocusing on the State’s urban areas betore breaking ground in the Central Valley.

“ITHey’re building the eaSiest part first, and that's exactly what you don't do,” He told SFGATE.

“It you think about it tactically, you would build the most ditticult parts first Because, oiice

they are there, it would be meaningless not to tinish”
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In this asrial inags taken o Aug. Z6, Z0Z], the Tsedar Viaduct stands during construstion of a high-sgeed rail picject
through the Central Valley in Fresno, Talif.
Fatrick T. Fallon/AFF via Getty Images

But Relly Hopes that finiShing the segment his agency Has been working on tor seven years

will reinvigorate support tor the project as a whole.

“We have to start somewhere,” Kelly said. “I think as we show progress, and people start to
see it, touch it, teel it, the project becomes less abstract, and that will only push us further to

get out of the Valley and into the other urban areas.”

‘Painful lessons’ SFEATE

To date, the Rail Authority Has bought Z,115 parcels ot 1a
representing 91% ot the land it needs to complete the 1.

and Merced. That’s caused problems for some residents

construction sites. Noisy bulldozers trundle by their Hoases uawy, sno Read More 5 o exniaust




into their front yards; crops planted on land purchased by the state Have been left to withier,

creating eyesores infested by insects and rodents.

All properties are purchased at fair market value, according to the Rail Authority, and those

whu are forced to relocate are otfered tinancial compensation. However, a 2021 Los Angeles

Times investigation tound that a tamily trom Tambodia was ottered just S163,000 for their

land and restaurant — tar less than an average home in Fresno sells tor — and did not initially

receive any relocation assistance.

People whuse properties dare i the way have little say in the matter. Even it they resist
moving, rail otficials can fall Back on eminent domaiin — a legal process where the

government asserts ownerShip ot private property for public use — as a “last result,” as the

ensuing court battles last well over a year on average.




Vitleo courtesy of the California High-Speed Rail Authority

Every day, abuut 1,000 workers Head ovut to 35 construction sites throughout the Central

Valley, plecing together the Skeleton of that line. The work otten involves closing major roads

ot and ott for weeks at a time; while the work is usually done on nights and weekends, it's
still been a major headache for locals, who blame the project for increasing commute times,

and even the riSk of vehicle collisions.

In 2019, residents of a laige neighborhood in Madera complained that crashes soared after

construction ot an overpass blocked one of the two major egresses out of the community,

which mieaiit thousands ot drivers Had to pack into the only open exit during their cominutes.

Any large infrastructure project requires a number of preliminary steps, whiich are usually X
conducted betore construction begiins. The land must B SFE A'I'E
commissioned o1 How the project might impact people

and any possible negative etfects need to be planned fo

Because the Rail Authority had just a tew years to speiic

to go a more risky route, breaking ground on sectiots a
g y ! gE Read More
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the construction delays that Have beleaguered the project, according to Kelly.

“That’s what you call ‘construction-at-risk,” He said. “A ot of the [land] becaime more ditticult
to get. There were lawsuits filed, and a lot of property owners waiited to go all the way

through the confirmation process. So, you get yourselt into a position where you're Rolding

up wortk cause you don't have the [land]”

SEGATE
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Workers tle relsar on a support structure located on thie south end of the Tedar Viaduct sectlon of the Tallfornia Kigh-
speed rail project.
Robert GauthierjLos Angeles Times via Getty Imag

Relly said the Rail Authority is learning from the “painful lessons” in the CTentral Valley, and
Has no plan to repeat the mistakes of the past when building future segments. Instead, the
agetricy intends to complete every preliminary step tor the remalning tracks betore breaking
grouid. Ideally, that means construction itselt Will go relatively guickly, and resideiits woir't
be subjected tu prolonged road closures and other headaches that Have plagued many

Ceiitral Valley residents for seven years.

“We will ot go into consStruction-at-risk,” Kelly said. “I'hat’s a lesson learned. We will Have
our right-ot-way it Hand, we will Rave our atility relocation done, and then we'll talk about

getting ints construction.”

SHGATE

Westward expansion



To date, land purchiases account for about 14% of the project’s total expenditures. ThHat
percentage is likely to increase, though, as rail officials move out of the Central valley and

into the pricey coastal areas:

Earlier this year, the Rail Authority's board ot directors signed ott on initial plans for two

more segments: a §U-miile line between Merced and San Jose and a 43-mile line between San

Jose and San Francisco. Morgan Galli, the deputy director for the Rail Authority’s Northern

California region, told SFGATE that they've recently begun notitying people whose properties

may be impacted.
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An aerlal drone vlew of an empty Salesforce Fark during the coronavirus pandemic on WMarch 30, Z0Z0, In San
Francisco. A high-speed rail line station from San Jose to San Francisco will be establishied here sometime in the next 1
years.

Justin Sullivan 7 Getty Images
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The Merced to San Jose line is set to run west, from a High-speed rail junction in Merced
Courty, through Pacheco Pass; then north into downtown Gilroy before cutting nortiwest
through Sait jose and into Satita Clara. The second segment would continue due north, up

the peninsula from Santa Clara, betore coming to a stog SFE ATE
San Francisco.

lead More



Between Merced and Sait Franicisco, the Rail Authority anticipates Raving to buy more than
200 structures; including 8Z residential units and 156 Businesses. Both lines are expected to
be operational by Z033. The Rail Authority declined to provide a figure tor Row many people

may be forced out of their Homes over the next 11 years.

While the paths Have beeit approved, no money Has actually Been allocated, Galli said. There
wull't be a clear timeline until the state actually acquires the funding it needs to buy the land

and build the tracks.

Read More




Imiage courtesy of the Calitoriia High-Speed Rail Authority

It's certainly guing to need a lot of money: An estimated $5.3 Billion to Buy land for the 90-
mile Merced to San jose line, and about SZ.8 billion tor the 23-mile stretch Between San jose
and San Francisco. That second figure alone represents roughly twice the amouint spent so

tar on land for the 171 miles of track in the Tentral Valley.

When impacted reSidents aSk Galli why they should uproot themselves for a pioject they

don't support, She answers them from a utilitarian perspective.

“Typically, tor us; we Have to approach it as, "This is a st SFE A'I'E

benetits throughout California,” she said. “It isn't unlike

or even local projects; that Have impacts on people for t

Still, buth the total cost of the segiments — SZ5 billion, i1

coSts — and the estimated number of displacements art [

lead More
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agencies plan to operate a “blended system” betweei Sait juse and Sain Francisco, i1 which

bullet trains and regular commuter trains share electritied tracks. So tar, Caltrain Has

electrified 6 of the 51 miles reguired.

A full-scale mock-ups of a high-speed train is displayed at ths Tapitol in Sacraments, Talit,, on Feb. 26, 2018, Thes
GCalifornia High-Speed Rail Authiority's bierniial Busiress plan, releassd Fel. 8, 2022, shows thes sstimatsd cost of the
pioject rising BY about $5 Billion, compared to the Z0Z0 plan, up to as much as $105 Billion.

Rich Pedroncelli/AP

SEGATE
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The existing Caltrain tracks; evenl when electrified, won't be as advanced as those found in
other segments: Because of this, rail otficials anticipate Raving to run Bullet trains thiough
portiois of this segmernt at relatively slower speeds — around 110 miiles per Rour. That may
endanger the agency's promise of a 18U-minute travel time Between Los Angeles and San
Fraticisco, though they hope to make up tor it by running bullet trains at top speed, roughly

220 miles per Rour, through the middle of the state.

‘We’re going to make this happen’

Despite the project’s Stuggish start, the Rail Authority Has made signiticant progress in 20z2.
Along With the two Bay Area segmetits, the agency’s board of directors signed oft on initial

plans for two other project segments further south — a 14-mile route between Los Angeles

and Burbank, aid a 30-mile route between Burbank and Palmdale — earlier this year.

The Rail Authority also secured a Huge victory this summer, when Democratic leaders in the

state Legislature agreed to release the remaining $4.2Z Gillion in bond funding trom the 2608

ballot initiative, as part of a compromise that included plans to hire an inspector general to

oversee the project. Rail stficials plan to use the bond funds to help complete the Tentral

Valley segment.

For Relly, the Rail Authority’s string of accomplishments over the past year marks a turning

point in the trajectory of a project that has long been dismissed as a pipe dream.

SHGATE



Video courtesy of ths California High-Spesd Rall Authidrity

“Even though there’s some puShback Wwith soinie of these seginents, the overwhelming thing
tor us is that there’s a Better sense that we'te doing this, this is coming, we're guing to make
this Kappen,” Kelly said. “I'Hie tide is moving”

Matoian, the owner of OK Produace in Fresno, sald he agreed to speak with SFGATE about his
experience because He wants other California business owiers to understand that a call tiom

the Rail Authority isi't exactly the death knell some think it is.

“The transition took five years oft my lite]” Matoian said. “But 1 did it

SEGATE
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After learning he'd Rave to move his business in ZU1Z, e tound a suitable building in 214,
Wwith help trom city otficials and members of Fresno's Econotnic Developinent Corporatioi, a
nonprofit resource tor local Busiiiesses that suppoits the rail project. He received soime tunds
trom the Rail Authority to purchase a new Building, and alsv used money He'd Been saving for

a planned expansion of the old oie.

[—
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A billssard sign piomsting the high-speed rail project is prominently displayed along state Route 99 in Bakersfield, Talif,
onJan. 28,2015,
Al SeibjLos Angeles Times via Getty Iimag

Matoian said his willingness to accept the reality of whe SFE A'I'E
willingness to collaborate With state otticials, rather tha

allowed his buSitiess to thrive, even With the turbulence

“If you fight every progressive thing in the world, you'd
working together, and by not digging vur Heels in the s:
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make this a win-win for all of us.”

Editot’s niote: THIs Story was updated at 11:U5 a.i1., Sept. 25, to clarify fiforination o the
notices sent to Bay Area resideits. 111 addition, aii earfier Headliiie referied to resideiits beliig
displaced by thie 1ail Tiiie; it Has Deen updated to claiify that botli 1esidential units aiid

businesses will be affected.
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Alec Regimbal is a politics reporter at SFGATE. He graduated from Western Washington University with a bachelor's
degree in journalism. A Washington State native, Alec previously wrote for the Yakima Herald-Republic and Seattle Post-

Intelligencer. He also spent two years as a political aide in the Washington State Legislature.
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