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SUMMARY

Briefing 2015-B0198 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 including updates on coordination of efforts with ERC partner jurisdictions and agencies, public events scheduled in the coming months, and technical work being done in support of the master plan. Today’s briefing focuses on next steps in the trail master planning process.

B. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council (“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, as expressed in the 2013 Creating Connections report. Today’s briefing updates the Council on recent ERC RAC activities, including efforts to develop a broad-based and effective funding collaborative for projects in the corridor. 

C. An update on planning for the ERC Summit

An ERC Summit proposed by the County Council members of the ERC RAC to be held in early 2016 has been enthusiastically supported by stakeholder groups, co-owners and adjacent jurisdictions. Today’s briefing updates the Council on the planning activities in support of that Summit and identifies opportunities for all councilmembers to support the multiple objectives for the corridor. 



  

BACKGROUND 

Eastside Rail Corridor

The following background provides historic context for today’s briefing.

The Eastside Rail Corridor (ERC) is a 42-mile former rail line running from the City of Renton to the City of Snohomish and extending through the cities of Snohomish, Woodinville, Kirkland, Bellevue, Renton, and Redmond, 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 that envisioned a regional approach to preserve the corridor for multiple uses (Ordinance 16738). To begin that regional effort, the Port of Seattle acquired BNSF’s interests in the corridor between Renton and Snohomish. 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 also purchased a multipurpose easement from the Port in the railbanked area (Ordinance 16084). Additionally, King County’s wastewater treatment system includes conveyance 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 then sold its property interests in the railbanked portion of the corridor. The City of Redmond purchased the Port’s interest in the areas within the city boundaries.  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 (called the “Sound Transit Mile,” the planned location of its East Link Hospital Station), 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 of the corridor located largely within its boundaries.

On February 8, 2013, King County and the Port executed a purchase and sale agreement for King County to acquire all of the Port’s remaining 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, between Woodinville and Brightwater (Ordinance 17503). In addition, the County continues to own its multipurpose easement in the areas of the ERC 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, the City of Redmond, the City of 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 2014, King County launched a trail master planning process for the railbanked ERC outside of Redmond, Kirkland, and the Sound Transit mile.  This planning process is designed to reflect the vision of the constituent owners that the ERC is a corridor of regional significance due to its potential to enhance mobility, utility infrastructure and recreation in the region.  The process is phased, with Phase 1 representing trail master-planning, funded by the King County Parks Levy. Due to the complexity of the project, Phase 1 has been broken down into two sub-phases, representing baseline inventory, analysis and feasibility in Phase 1A, and development of trail alignment alternatives, prototype designs and conceptual plans for crossings and connections in Phase 1B.

Council approval will be required following the completion of Phase 1 to select preferred alternatives for the ERC trail. The preferred alternatives will then be submitted for public and stakeholder input and environmental review. 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.

Third Quarter 2015:  Trail alignment alternatives were developed for the North, Central and South segments of the county owned portions of the corridor – essentially consisting of an on-rail bed option and an off-rail bed option where feasible. 

Stakeholder and public outreach have continued this fall, including meetings with cities along the corridor and a series of three public open houses to provide opportunities to review the range of alternatives and provide feedback that will help refine alternatives and shape the Draft Master Plan.  The public open houses were held in Woodinville, Bellevue and Renton in October, and an online open house is available through November 12th at www.eastsiderailcorridor.org. The Draft Master Plan and Draft EIS will be issued first quarter of 2016.  

Other activities have supported the master-planning process. A meeting planned for November 6 with Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT), King County and the City of Bellevue will focus senior staff and elected official discussion on reconnecting the Wilburton Gap. King County was successful in increasing state funding for this project, but agency efforts in determining how that money is to be spent will be improved by a high-level policy discussion on how state and local agencies collaborate. The meeting will include recognition of other connections where the ERC and WSDOT right-of-way intersect.

King County, Sound Transit and City of Bellevue have held meetings to coordinate on interim trail opportunities and the NE 8th crossing in Bellevue. The three governments have agreed to work in partnership on a design that will optimize the integration of the trail crossing over NE 8th with the Light Rail crossing and Wilburton Station. As with many aspects of corridor development, this master planning for the bicycle/pedestrian facility goes forward in parallel with considerations for transit, utility and recreational uses in the corridor, in addition to new thinking about how the corridor could impact adjacent land uses, including availability for economic development and transit-oriented development (TOD).

B. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council 

At its April 22, 2015 meeting, the ERC Regional Advisory Council adopted an ambitious work plan for the year, focusing on four major goals:

· Explore a funding collaborative platform to finance projects in the corridor;
· Create an implementable brand for the entire corridor’s length;
· Establish a joint federal/state legislative strategy mutually beneficial to all owners;
· Ensure that planning and projects in the corridor support the multi-use vision.

The ERC RAC is comprised of representatives of the principal owners, King County, the cities of Kirkland and Redmond, Puget Sound Energy and Sound Transit. The ERC RAC represents the current ownership of the corridor, a cross-sector collaboration among local governments, a utility and a special district. However, the RAC will also partner with other local governments, utilities, nonprofit stakeholder groups, and business and civic interests in corridor development.  

Third Quarter 2015:  Significant progress has been made in bringing community stakeholder groups, including the Cascade Bicycle Club, The Trust for Public Land, Forterra, Transportation Choices Coalition and Futurewise, among others, into direct conversation with the ERC RAC owners’ group. Topics include creation of a funding collaborative to support corridor development and how the civic and business groups can support the multiple objectives (bike/ped, recreational, transit, utility, land uses).  

At the last formal ERC RAC meeting of the year, John Howell, facilitator from Cedar River Group and Deb Eddy, program manager for King County, delivered an update on all work plan activities which is posted to the ERC RAC website at http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/erc-advisory-council/2015_Meetings.aspx.

In sum, Howell and Eddy reported that the ERC RAC had seen progress on all goals in the adopted work plan, but that much work remains to be done.  Cross-sector collaboration on planning major projects continues to present a serious challenge, as witnessed by the difficulty in designing and funding a bike/pedestrian crossing at NE 8th Street in Bellevue. Owners and are actively pursuing new ways of encouraging encourage earlier planning between governments on these major projects.  

The last scheduled RAC meeting held on October 28 raised an additional issue for the group that will be prioritized, which is how the owners will support each other in project proposals and grant applications. On the surface, this seems like a simple question based on shared objectives. When special purpose districts, like owner Sound Transit, include board members from ERC RAC owners' governments, the issue becomes more complex due to potential overlapping interests. 
.
C. An update on planning for the 2016 ERC Summit

In early September, the ERC RAC members representing the King County Council (Councilmembers Hague, Lambert, Phillips, Director True) gave the go-ahead for staff to organize a conference on the Eastside Rail Corridor to be held in early 2016. 

The proposed summit will build on earlier work among the owners by bringing a larger group of community voices, including NGOs, civic and business groups, academics and leaders from other urban regions, into shared discussion and planning for the corridor. The objectives of the summit include

· Provide an opportunity for broader community affirmation of the multi-use vision; 
· Bring a wide group of stakeholders into a networking and planning event;
· Bring national leaders to speak in urban corridor development to speak;
· Through interactive audience engagement, identify activities for 2016.

The summit is scheduled for January 9, 2016, with the potential for pre- and post- events on January 8 and 10th. Primary responsibility for the event lies with Deb Eddy, ERC Program Manager for the KCC, and with Elizabeth Kiker, executive director of the Cascade Bicycle Club, who is organizing the nonprofit community. Meydenbauer Center has been reserved for the event, with room capacity of only 200 attendees. 

Representatives of stakeholder groups are soliciting support from other NGOs such as Futurewise and Transportation Choices Coalition who will work with owners’ staff and representatives of adjacent cities in supporting the event. This planning committee will target attendance by local elected officials, state and congressional representatives, land use planners, parks and recreation directors, transportation and transit planners, major businesses and chambers of commerce, stakeholder and community groups, developers and builders, philanthropists and environmental groups. The planning timeline anticipates a more fully developed registration webpage and detailed agenda by mid-November. 

All sponsoring organizations are contributing staff and other resources; a final budget is in development, with critical contributions expected from the NGO community, in addition to contributions from owner governments and registrants’ fees. 

INVITED

· Erica Jacobs, Special Projects Manager III, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· David St. John, Government Relations Administrator, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· Sung Yang, Chief of Staff, King County Executive’s Office

ATTACHMENT

1. Save the Date Flyer for the 2016 ERC Summit
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