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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. A report on the outcomes of the 2016 ERC Summit

Owners of the corridor joined with adjacent jurisdictions and nonprofit groups to sponsor a summit on January 8, 2016 which drew about 200 elected officials and community leaders to help galvanize recommendations for next steps. Today’s briefing updates the Council on the agenda, speakers and priority actions that were developed during the event, including announcement of the Eastside Greenway Alliance.   

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

In November 2015, the Council received a briefing in the Committee of the Whole on King County’s trail master-planning process. Today’s briefing focuses on the imminent release of the Draft Trail Master Plan and the timeline, including public and Council consultation, leading up to Council approval of the Final Trail Master Plan by year’s end. Council adoption of this plan will spur development both within and adjacent to the corridor.

C. A preview of the Eastside Rail Corridor Program’s work plan for 2016 

The ERC Program Manager’s work is principally guided by the County Council’s designated members of the ERC Regional Advisory Council (Motion 13801). Today’s briefing updates the Council on efforts to develop a comprehensive work plan for the ERC Program that guides both Council staff, Executive and agency personnel in clear shared objectives and activities. An important aspect of this work is collaborating with nonprofit and private sector partners in realizing the transit, housing, social justice and economic development goals of the project.  




BACKGROUND 

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 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. A report on the outcomes of the 2016 ERC Summit

In September 2015, the ERC RAC members representing the King County Council (Hague, Lambert, Phillips, and Director True) gave the go-ahead for staff to organize a conference on the Eastside Rail Corridor to be held in early 2016. The summit was underwritten by donations of $5,000 each from The Trust for Public Land and Cascade Bicycle Club, with smaller sponsorships provided by all of the owners and adjacent cities. 

Held at Meydenbauer Center on January 9, 2016, the event drew about 200 elected officials, staff and community leaders to hear from featured speakers Adrian Benepe, director of city park development for The Trust for Public Land, Ryan Gravel, the architect responsible for the original vision for the Atlanta Beltline, and Cathy Woolard, former Atlanta City Council President who championed the formation of both public and private partnerships for the Atlanta Beltline. 

The speakers’ presentations were videotaped and are posted on King County’s ERC RAC webpage: http://www.kingcounty.gov/council/issues/erc.aspx.   Ryan Gravel’s presentation focused on the ways in which these former rail corridors can function as departure point planners to encourage urban redevelopment that weds housing, transit and non-motorized transportation into human scale neighborhoods. Adrian Benepe’s presentation focused on financing and management of these linear public assets.  Cathy Woolard gave an engaging interview about the challenges for elected officials in conveying the excitement and opportunities of these facilities to constituents that may have lingering suspicions and concerns. 

An important element of the event was the announcement of The Eastside Greenway Alliance, a group of nonprofit stakeholder groups committed to advocacy and support for the multiple objectives envisioned for the ERC.  Paul Kundtz, Washington State Director of The Trust for Public Land and Elizabeth Kiker, Executive Director of the Cascade Bicycle Club introduced their fledgling group which includes regionally influential partners such as Transportation Choices Coalition, Futurewise, Mountains to Sound Greenway, Washington Trails and Forterra. 

Afternoon breakout sessions were well attended, with fully 90% of attendees staying to participate in identifying priority goals for both the near and long term for

· Multi-modal mobility – Priorities here were strongly focused on connecting Sound Transit, the existing transit system and nonmotorized facilities into a contiguous and continuous whole, with a special focus of targeting federal funding in support of these connections.
· Parks, recreation and cultural opportunities – Many of the priorities identified here focus on integrating interactions between ERC users and the natural environment, ensuring that historic locations are well incorporated into uses and design.
· Development and land use planning – Much of the discussion here centered on the need to take advantage of opportunities to have housing, including transit-oriented development (TOD), facing the corridor and accessing transit via the corridor.

Interestingly, the concept of ‘branding’ the corridor was again brought up for discussion. In 2015, the ERC RAC owners’ group attempted a branding exercise for the corridor that was suspended mid-year.  Two (Kirkland and Redmond) of the five owners have already branded their particular segments; engaging in a branding exercise for the totality of this section of rail corridor requires public engagement and outreach that was simply not within the allocated budget.  Nonprofit groups’ spokespersons, in testimony to the ERC RAC and in interviews with staff, have indicated that a positive identifiable brand can be particularly helpful in pursuing federal and foundation funding.  The issue of branding will remain part of the discussion in 2016. 

The 2016 Summit has been considered a resounding success, bringing together public, private and nonprofit sector stakeholders, in addition to community leaders, in a discussion about next steps in corridor development. 

B. An update on King County’s trail master-planning process on the ERC
 
In November 2015, the Council received a briefing in the Committee of the Whole on King County’s trail master-planning process. Today’s briefing focuses on the release of the Draft Trail Master Plan and the timeline, including public and Council consultation, leading up to Council approval of the Final Trail Master Plan by year’s end. 
 
Master planning for a regional trail in approximately 15.6 miles under King County ownership in the railbanked ERC, and the 1.1-mile segment owned by Sound Transit began in 2014 and will culminate this year with the adoption of a Final Master Plan and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in the fall.  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. 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.
 
Fourth Quarter 2015:  Initial trail alignment alternatives were presented in October 2015 to the public and stakeholders 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. Public open houses provided opportunities to review the range of alternatives and provide feedback that helped refine alternatives and shape the Draft Master Plan. In December, Council approved Motion 14455, a plan for phased removal of rail tracks from the ERC. The removal of rail tracks is a separate action from the Master Plan, even if such removal results in an “interim trail” condition in the corridor, as the Master Plan contemplates final development of the trail infrastructure including paving, buffers, landscaping, drainage, signage, barriers, amenities and other permanent elements of a Regional Trail. 
 
The Draft Master Plan and Draft EIS will be issued on February 29, 2016 and will be available to view online at http://www.kingcounty.gov/erc and in hard copy upon request. Councilmembers will each receive a hard copy of the Draft Master Plan and EIS. The Draft Master Plan includes consideration of the tradeoffs and benefits of off-railbed vs. on-railbed alignment alternatives for the trail, and provides a planning level estimate of costs. It is possible that the preferred alternative could ultimately represent a hybrid of these options depending on corridor characteristics and considerations in differing segments or locations. 

There will be a public comment period for the Draft Master Plan and EIS during the entire month of March, with comments due by March 31, 2016. Following this public review period, alternatives will be refined and the Executive will recommend a preferred alternative that will be reflected in the Final Master Plan and EIS to be issued in July 2016. The Final Master Plan and EIS will be transmitted with an ordinance for Council adoption, with timing for a vote in either September or October 2016. Phased implementation of the trail by segment or sections would follow adoption of the Master Plan, as funding allows. 
 
Other activities have supported the master-planning process. A meeting was held November 6, 2015 with Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT), King County and the City of Bellevue with senior staff and elected officials focusing 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 included recognition of other connections where the ERC and WSDOT right-of-way intersect.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]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 a first step, the three agencies will partner under an interagency agreement on development of a 30% level of design for the elevated trail crossing at NE 8th and its full integration with the Wilburton Station and surrounding streetscape. 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).

King County Parks is continuing negotiations with Sound Transit to establish the trail area in the Sound Transit “mile” and other areas of the corridor where Sound Transit holds its High Capacity Transit easement, as called for in Sound Transit’s ERC acquisition agreements.  Information from the development of the Trail Master Plan alternatives is informing these negotiations, which will conclude in time to ensure that the preferred alternative reflects the ultimate agreement on the trail area location between Parks and Sound Transit.  Parks will also be reviewing the alternatives with Puget Sound Energy, which holds a utility easement throughout the Trail Master Plan area, to ensure coordination of the preferred alternative with their property interests.

C. A preview of the Eastside Rail Corridor Program’s work plan for 2016 

The ERC Program Manager’s work is principally guided by the County Council’s members of the ERC Regional Advisory Council (Motion 13801), in support of that collaborative body. But support for the ERC RAC is only a portion of the Program Manager’s work. 

The ERC Program is principally driven by the efforts of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP), with support and assistance by the 
Department of Transportation and representatives of the Executive’s office.  Because the owners have committed to multiple objectives in developing the corridor, activities affecting the ERC require the coordination of a constantly changing group of governments, stakeholders and community interests. A group assembled to address one challenge, for instance, the Wilburton gap reconnection, may be an entirely different group than is assembled to address the potential for rail-based excursion service in north King County, extending into Snohomish County. 

The work plan for 2016 includes both items left over from prior years that remain pertinent today, e.g., the consideration of Countywide Planning Policies in support of the ERC, and new items that have emerged from past years’ experience and from the priorities developed at the 2016 ERC Summit.

The work plan has four main goals: 

1. Ensure that existing Council policies are followed, supporting the multiple objectives for the corridor, in development activities and in the negotiation of agreements or plans developed with the county or elsewhere.

This goal involves assisting and supporting DNRP in the development of trail segments and in the negotiation of agreements for Council approval that impact the ERC. Examples include working with WSDOT and the City of Bellevue on a partnership for the reconnection of the Wilburton Gap or development of the RFP for excursion train proposals called for by the Council in the rail removal plan (Motion 14455).

2. Ensure adoption of policies and other Council actions that will improve funding opportunities for the ERC, consistent with its multi-use vision.

For ERC development to attract public and private funding at the levels needed, supporting policies and plans have to be in place. This goal involves working with staff and Council to ensure that code and comprehensive plan revisions, transit and master planning activities and advocacy for countywide planning policies position the ERC well for competitive funding programs.  The recent emphasis on access to transit and expansion of TOD in urban areas underscores this goal. 

3. Support repurposing of the ERC Regional Advisory Council to enhance effective coordination of public sector interests and agencies, together with private and nonprofit stakeholders, in furtherance of ERC development.

The mission of the ERC Regional Advisory Council as stated in Motion 13801 has been accomplished. For this group to be useful in the future, the public sector owners and adjacent jurisdictions need to identify a current function and set of objectives for the group.  The conversation should include local, state and federal representatives and engage the partners represented by the Eastside Greenway Alliance, the business community and other stakeholders. 

4. Build the capacity for cross-sector partnerships to improve opportunities for funding development in and adjacent to the corridor. 

County government provides the over-arching regional government for multi-jurisdictional urban areas. By working to build strong and trusting relationships between and among the county, other public jurisdictions and agencies, nonprofit and private interests, the County can realize the full value of the public investment in the ERC. The tasks here will focus on good communication strategies, transparency and accountability and on supporting shared objectives.  

Historically, the ERC Program has been supervised by three Councilmembers named to the ERC Regional Advisory Council. The work plan will be subject to the advice and concurrence of those Councilmembers, when named.  

INVITED

1. Erica Jacobs, Special Projects Manager III, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
2. David St. John, Government Relations Administrator, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
3. Elizabeth Kiker, Executive Director, Cascade Bicycle Club


ATTACHMENTS

1. Powerpoint Presentation on 2016 Eastside Rail Corridor Summit
2. 2016 Eastside Rail Corridor Summit Agenda
3. Powerpoint Presentation for Draft Trail Master Plan
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