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SUMMARY

[bookmark: _GoBack]Briefing 2015-B0166 is a quarterly update on matters concerning the Eastside Rail Corridor (“ERC”). The briefing today includes three items.


A. An update on King County’s trail master-planning process on the ERC

In May 2015, the Council received a briefing in the Committee of the Whole on King County’s trail master-planning process. Today’s briefing includes information about completion of the EIS scoping activities and development of a range of trail alternatives to be presented for public and agency comment.

B. A report on an outreach visit to the Atlanta Beltline

In August, ERC Program Manager Deb Eddy traveled to Atlanta to interview the leadership of the Atlanta Beltline, a 22-mile railroad corridor that is hailed as a comprehensive transportation and economic development effort. Today’s briefing updates the Council on the information gleaned from that trip and next steps to be recommended to the ERC Regional Advisory Council (“ERC RAC”). 

C. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council (“ERC RAC”)

In December 2012, the County Council formed the ERC Regional Advisory Council (Motion 13801) to work with other owners of the corridor to establish and implement shared policy, ensuring full realization of the Council’s multi-purpose vision for the corridor. Today’s briefing updates the Council on the ERC RAC’s progress on creating a funding collaborative and on recommendations that will be made by councilmembers and executive agency representatives to that body. 






BACKGROUND 

Eastside Rail Corridor

The Eastside Rail Corridor (ERC) is a 42-mile former rail line running from Renton to Snohomish, through Woodinville, Kirkland, Redmond and Bellevue, and parts of unincorporated Snohomish and King Counties. In 2003, the BNSF Railway Company (BNSF) announced its intention to divest itself of this rail corridor. In response, in 2009, a group of regional partners, including King County and the Port of Seattle, signed a Memorandum of Understanding envisioning a regional effort to preserve the corridor for multiple uses (Ordinance 16738). Subsequently, the Port of Seattle acquired BNSF’s interests in the corridor. The southern portions of the corridor (between Woodinville and Renton, and from Woodinville to Redmond) were railbanked.[footnoteRef:1] King County became the Interim Trail Sponsor[footnoteRef:2] of the railbanked portion and purchased a multipurpose easement from the Port in the railbanked area (Ordinance 16084). King County’s wastewater treatment system includes facilities that run within and cross the ERC. [1:  Under the Federal National Trails Act, also known as the Rails to Trails Act, 16 U.S.C. §1247(d).]  [2:  As the Interim Trail User, the County is subject to legal obligations imposed by Section 8(d) of the Rails-to-Trails Act, 16 U.S.C. § 1247(d) and 49 C.F.R § 1152.29, as implemented through the Notices of Interim Trail Use (NITUs) for the various parts of the Corridor issued by the Surface Transportation Board (STB), and also the Trail Use Agreement entered into between BNSF and the County, and the STB-required Statement of Willingness to Accept Financial Responsibility (SWAFR). Pursuant to the Rails to Trails Act, all interim uses of railbanked corridors are subject to reactivation of potential interstate freight rail service.] 


The Port has sold other property interests in the railbanked portion of the corridor. Redmond purchased all of the Port’s interest in the areas within the city boundaries, subject to King County’s wastewater easement. Later on, Redmond became the trail sponsor for this segment. Puget Sound Energy purchased a utility easement along the entire corridor except within the Redmond-owned portion. Sound Transit purchased all of the Port’s remaining interest in roughly 1.1 miles of the corridor in Bellevue (the “Sound Transit Mile”), as well as high capacity transit easements on the remainder of the railbanked area. The City of Kirkland purchased all of the Port’s remaining interest in the segment located largely within its boundaries.

On February 8, 2013, King County acquired all of the Port’s residual interest in the remaining 15.6 miles of the railbanked area, as well as a 3.6-mile trail easement north of the railbanked area to Brightwater (Ordinance 17503). The County’s multipurpose easement remains in effect in segments acquired by Kirkland and Sound Transit, comprising approximately 6.6 miles. In total King County owns property interests in approximately 25.8 miles of the ERC.

The five entities that acquired the Port’s interests in the railbanked portion of the ERC (King County, Sound Transit, Redmond, Kirkland, and Puget Sound Energy) have been planning collaboratively around a shared, multi-use vision for the corridor through a Regional Advisory Council (RAC) (Motion 13801).  In December 2014, the Council created the term-limited temporary position of Eastside Rail Corridor Program Manager, to provide adequate support to the complex cross-sector collaboration, ensuring realization of the Council’s policies. 

A. An update on King County’s trail master-planning process on the ERC

In May 2015, the Council received a briefing in the Committee of the Whole on King County’s trail master-planning process. Today’s briefing includes a presentation on EIS scoping activities and development of trail alternatives to be presented for public and agency comment and interagency coordination. The presentation appears as Attachment 1. 

In 2014, King County launched a trail master planning process for the railbanked ERC outside of Redmond, Kirkland, and the Sound Transit mile. The process reflects the vision of the owners’ group that the ERC is a corridor of regional significance, with potential to enhance mobility and recreational opportunities, to provide utility infrastructure and to impact redevelopment along the corridor. Funded by the King County Parks Levy, the master planning process has been broken down into Phase 1A (baseline inventory, analysis and feasibility) and Phase 1B (developing trail alignment alternatives, prototype designs and conceptual plans for crossings and connections). 

At the completion of Phase 1, the council will select preferred alternatives to be submitted for public and stakeholder input and environmental review.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Later phases include Phase 2: Preliminary Design, Phase 3: Final Design, and Phase 4: Construction.  Planning, designing and constructing the trail are expected to take several years, including the identification of funding.] 


EIS Scoping Open Houses were completed in June 2015, and staff and technical consultants are developing a range of trail alternatives by segment. Remaining milestones remain the same as previously reported, culminating in council review and adoption of the master plan in the fall 2016. 

June open houses held in Woodinville, Bellevue and Renton elicited over 300 comments from citizens and stakeholders. Concerns focused on (1) connections and access, (2) safety, and (3) built and natural environment. Comments focused on the need to promote connections to regional trails, parks and transit, to minimize the potential for conflicts between drivers and between competing trail uses (i.e., commuter versus recreational bicyclists), and to ensure compatibility with the built and natural environment, including adjacent land uses. 

One of the critical functions of trail alternative development is to illustrate the challenges and opportunities of placing the trail off or on the rail bed.  If the trail is built off the rail bed, the rail bed itself is preserved for other uses, including transit or freight rail, and the available space for other uses is maximized. Placing the trail on the rail bed is the least cost approach, since this choice avoids any potential issue with grades, wetlands or adjacent uses, but it may constrain other uses.  

Next steps include workshops to review trail alignment alternatives with neighbors and partner jurisdictions during September. Public interactive workshops to share trail alternatives and typical treatments will be held in Woodinville, Bellevue, and Renton during October, time, date and location to be announced. 

Wilburton Gap:   A critical portion of the rail corridor right of way at Wilburton was destroyed during a prior widening of I-405. Pursuant to a letter signed by WSDOT in 2006, WSDOT staff have reported a $5 million set aside in the I-405 project budget to build a perpendicular bike/pedestrian bridge.[footnoteRef:4] During the 2015 legislative session, county councilmembers advocated for additional funding to assist in re-connecting the right of way at the Wilburton gap, resulting in an appropriation of an additional $5 million in the transportation revenue bill[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  Statements of WSDOT personnel, as relayed by Erica Jacobs, DNRP Trail Master Planning Project Manager.]  [5:  ESSB 5987; http://leap.leg.wa.gov/leap/Budget/Detail/2015/cTRevenueBill0629.pdf ] 


There has not been any policy discussion between local and state officials concerning the gap in the past nine years.  A meeting between local legislators, county executive and council representatives and city officials is being scheduled for the fall, to ensure that state and county agency actions are consistent with legislative intent and county policy. The county’s multi-use vision for the corridor and the opportunity to realize multiple objectives and attract funding for this project will form the basis of discussion. 

Connections to the Sound Transit Mile:  In recent months, the county, city and Sound Transit officials have been meeting to address the coordination and collaboration challenges presented by three segments of the corridor located in Bellevue. Reflecting the owners’ commitment to coordination and connectivity, staff and elected officials met in late July to consider how best to facilitate three connections: 

· Segment 1: South Kirkland Park and Ride to Northup Way (SR520 Trail)
· Segment 2: SR520 to NE 8th Street (OMSF Area to Wilburton Station)
· Segment 3: Bicycle/Pedestrian Crossing at NE 8th Street

While each of these connections impacts the county’s interest, the trail crossing at NE 8th Street in Bellevue poses a major challenge. In this section, King County is exercising its duties as interim trail sponsor in placement of the bike/pedestrian facility. Sound Transit’s elevated guideway design displaces the county’s ability to construct an elevated trail to regional standards within the right of way. While an at-grade crossing might be constructed within the right of way, neither regional trail standards nor city permitting standards are likely to support that solution. Staff and elected officials will continue to meet, in an attempt to resolve this design challenge. 

B. A report on an outreach visit to the Atlanta Beltline

In early August, ERC Program Manager Deb Eddy traveled to Atlanta to interview the leadership of the Atlanta Beltline, a 22-mile railroad corridor circling downtown Atlanta which has been hailed as a comprehensive transportation and economic development effort to connect Atlanta’s far-flung neighborhoods. 

ERC Regional Advisory Council case studies on railbanked corridors in other parts of the country identified the Atlanta Beltline as having significant similarities to the ERC.  Specifically, both the ERC and the Atlanta Beltline corridor are located in urban counties, and the vision for the corridor goes beyond the usual recreational aspects associated with rails-to-trails efforts. Both communities have established transportation, utility, parks and urban re-development efforts as goals for the corridor, in addition to the pedestrian/bicycle ‘trail’. 

The Atlanta Beltline Incorporated is a public development authority sanctioned under Georgia state law that oversees public financing and development.  The Atlanta Beltline Partnership is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation that raises private funds for corridor projects and provides major arts and recreational programming, including providing tours for both local citizens and visiting delegations. 

The Atlanta visit included meetings and tours with Ryan Gravel, the architect whose 1999 joint masters’ thesis in architecture and city planning from Georgia Tech was the genesis of the vision for the Beltline, and with Cathy Woolard, former Atlanta City Council president who spearheaded community and political support for the project. Other meetings included Rob Brawner, deputy executive director for the Atlanta Beltline Partnership, the programming and private fundraising organization, and with Jill Johnson, the government affairs director for the Atlanta Beltline Incorporated, the public development authority. 

ERC Regional Advisory Committee members and staff were encouraged to submit questions for Eddy to explore during her meetings. Those questions have been consolidated and summary answers provided in a memo prepared and submitted to Councilmembers Hague, Lambert and Phillips and thereafter distributed to the ERC Regional Advisory Committee members and staff, Attachment 2 to this staff report.

Both regions face similar challenges.  Atlanta and King County leaders wish to use the corridor to promote alternative transportation options to advance economic equity across the region. Both regions have good jobs that are at some distance from affordable workforce housing.[footnoteRef:6] In addition, both the Atlanta Beltline and King County will face the challenge of some stakeholders being largely satisfied with the passive recreational trail and resistant to further development.  [6:  For a recent article and graphic showing changes in local job availability, see this recent Seattle Time story: http://www.seattletimes.com/business/economy/low-pay-long-pricey-commute-often-go-hand-in-hand/] 


The policy visions embraced by elected officials in both areas contemplate new uses of previously obsolete infrastructure in ways that reshape urban life. Former Council President Cathy Woolard described these urban trails as “mobility and place-making without the street.” 

Based on the attached report, Councilmembers Hague, Lambert and Phillips, together with representatives of the executive’s office, identified the need to engage a broad sector of the community, including stakeholders, urban planners and academics, to shape a shared vision beyond just the ERC owners’ group.  In addition, the meetings in Atlanta underscored the usefulness of an economic impact study to identify positive effects which can follow from multi-use development and to quantify those effects, including projections of private investment.  As one example, in Atlanta, the Eastside Trail was a $13 million project with $5 million of that amount coming from private donors. Over $750 million in new private development has been realized with a half mile of this segment of the Beltline.  

C. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council (“ERC RAC”)

In December 2012, the County Council formed the ERC Regional Advisory Council (Motion 13801) for the purpose of working with other owners of the corridor to establish and implement shared policy, to ensure realization of the Council’s multi-purpose vision for the corridor.  The 2015 adopted work plan has focused on exploring the potential for a funding collaborative, allowing the owners to pursue private funding for projects within the ERC, and on exploring the potential for a new “brand” for the ERC in its entirety. 

At its July 24, 2015 meeting, the ERC RAC heard from a panel of philanthropists and stakeholders, including Gene Duvernoy, Forterra; Ron Sher, Sher Partners; Maggie Walker, Walker Family Foundation; Roger Hoesterey, The Trust for Public Land and Nicole Trimble, Philanthropy Northwest on questions concerning the expectations that private donors would have of any funding collaborative.  

Messages from the panel concerning engagement of private funders include:

· The corridor should have a clear vision and mission adopted through broad engagement of the community.

· Private donors will want to see shared authority and decision making; they will require a real seat at the table.

· Private philanthropy is attracted by clearly identified problems or special value-added projects; philanthropy isn’t appropriate for paying for maintenance. 

· Any funding collaborative will need to foster strong relationships, to have an excellent reputation and a strong ‘brand’.

· A focused group of community leaders should guide the effort to create the funding collaborative, not just the owners, and should recruit a visionary director. 

In coming months, the ERC RAC and its staff team will consider amending the adopted work plan to include recommendations arising from the discussion at this meeting and reiterated by the interviews in Atlanta. These include:

· Planning and executing a summit or workshop that would engage the community, including members of the philanthropic, nonprofit, investor and academic sectors together with owners and local community groups, to adopt a shared vision consistent with the county’s adopted policy for the corridor;  

· Scoping and funding an economic impact study, focusing on the effects that multi-use development could have on recreation, mobility, utilities and urban redevelopment, including attracting investment in jobs and infrastructure;   

· Addressing the need for an enhanced communication effort to bring the multi-use vision for the corridor to a broader audience, building necessary community support and understanding of the unique nature of this asset.

According to its charter, the ERC RAC operates by consensus. County staff will be working with the Principals’ Staff Team in the coming weeks and months to gain agreement on changes to the work plan and to solicit cooperative effort.  Additional outreach will be made to stakeholders, including the philanthropic, nonprofit, investor and academic sectors.

The ERC RAC is scheduled to meet again on September 30, when the group will discuss these recommendations and will further discuss the advantages of a stand-alone funding collaborative versus partnership with an existing nonprofit group. 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Presentation, Eastside Rail Corridor Regional Trail Master Plan Project Update, September 2, 2015
2. Memorandum from Deb Eddy, ERC Program Manager, to Councilmembers Jane Hague, Kathy Lambert and Larry Phillips, 10 August 2015
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