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A propose to use this type of car on the Ross Valley Trolley run from Fairfax to the San Rafael.
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Allan Nichol in San Anslemo, Calif., on Friday, February 22, 2013. Nichol is a proponent of a new...

SAUSALITO ARCHITECT Allan Nichol and former San Anselmo Councilman Peter Breen
would like to take Marin County back to the future by constructing an electric trolley system that
would run from Fairfax through San Anselmo all the way to San Rafael.
With the help of Mary O'Mara, executive director of Marin Link, Nichol and Breen have formed
Marin Trolleys, a nonprofit advocacy organization, and convinced the Transportation Authority of
Marin to spend $100,000 to study the feasibility of such a plan.
"You have to remember," Nichol said. "That the communities in Marin were developed along train
lines. There was a whole electric trolley and steam engine system throughout the whole
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North Bay. There were electric street cars that went from Sausalito all the way to Ross and San
Rafael."
That system, however, had vanished by the 1940s, replaced by the automobile.
Dianne Steinhauser, TAM's executive director, said the feasibility study will be done sometime
this year, Breen said it could begin as early as May.
The city councils of all four municipalities that the trolley would pass through have endorsed
pursuing the idea, and 40 businesses located on San Rafael's Fourth Street have signed a petition
stating their support.
Perhaps the biggest motivator for Nichol is the desire to do something to reduce the greenhouse
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gases that are triggering global warming.
"We're creating more cars than babies here in Marin," Nichol said. "We spend over $2 billion a
year on the automobile, and 60 percent of our greenhouse gases come out of the tailpipe. The
trolley is a real interesting way to get people out of their cars."
Kiki La Porta, president of Sustainable Marin and a co-founder and board member of Sustainable
San Rafael, said the county's network of sustainability organizations are big advocates of public
transportation.
"While SMART (the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail Transit District train and path) is going to provide
a main artery, we still have to get to it," La Porta said. "It is insane for all of us to be taking singleperson, personal transportation to get from Point A to Point B, even if Point B is public transit.
We'd love to see a method of moving people, flowing people toward public transit."
Steinhauser said a chunk of the federal money that will be used for the feasibility study is available
because some of the areas that would be linked by the trolley meet the criteria for California's
Sustainable Communities Strategy.
"The Sustainable Communities Strategy is a regional effort to link transportation funding and
transportation improvements to those locations that are willing to consider higher-density

Allan Nichol displays a photo of the proposed trolley at the intersection of Saunders and Center
Blvd. in San Anslemo, Calif., on Friday, February 22, 2013, where an old trolley used to run.
Nichol is a proponent of a new trolley that would initially run from Fairfax to the San Rafael
Transit Center along Center Blvd and the Miracle Mile in San Rafael.(Special to the IJ/Jocelyn
Knight) Jocelyn Knight
housing near transit," Steinhauser said. "San Rafael is obviously one of those locations. They've
done quite a bit of work around the SMART station site downtown to look at options for higherdensity housing."
Whistlestop, a San Rafael nonprofit that serves senior citizens, plans to convert its downtown
property into a five-story affordable senior housing and services center by 2017. The new facility
will house 50, one-bedroom affordable housing units for seniors, plus an active aging center and a
large activity hall on the building's top floor.

Joe O'Hehir, Whistlestop's CEO, said a trolley would be a more convenient and less expensive
way to transport seniors in Fairfax and San Anselmo to the Whistlestop facility. Currently, he

way to transport seniors in Fairfax and San Anselmo to the Whistlestop facility. Currently, he
said Whistlestop has to send a van out to pick up some of these seniors.
"Transportation is the No. 1 issue that older adults face in Marin County," O'Hehir said.
One of the big questions facing trolley proponents, however, is whether enough people would
climb out of their cars and onto the trolley.
Before hatching the idea of a Ross Valley trolley, Nichol championed the development of a trolley
for the Sausalito to Mill Valley corridor. A feasibility study conducted on that idea in 2009,
indicated the potential ridership was too small to make trolleys financially viable.
Nichol said the study on the Sausalito to Mill Valley trolley was badly flawed. And he says,
"Ross Valley is a much better route."
Breen said he jumped aboard the trolley bandwagon after Allen shifted his focus to a Ross Valley
route because the county's public transit system lacks a "strong east-west arm."
Breen said if the trolley extended as far west as White's Hill, just west of Fairfax, then students at
the fast-growing White Hill Middle School could ride it to school. He said currently parents of the
students add substantially to the congestion on Sir Francisco Drake Boulevard. Breen, a former
member of the SMART board, said ideally the trolley could also extend into San Rafael's densely
populated Canal neighborhood, where some residents can't afford a car.
The trolley will not impede traffic on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard, Nichol said. That is because
the current plan is to route it along Center Boulevard, down a short patch of the Miracle Mile and
then onto Fourth Street stopping at Monteceito Shopping Center. And Nichol said overhead wires
would not be needed to power the trolleys because they would utilize lithium batteries and fuel
cells.
Another big question, however, is how the system would be paid for. Breen said trolley
proponents don't envision proposing any new taxes to cover the costs — even though its
anticipated that a trolley line would boost the property values of homes located near it by 20
percent. He said money for continuing operations could be a particularly difficult issue.
"We have plans to set up a public/private partnership," Breen said. "But the difficulty with transit
is everybody likes to build it; but nobody wants to pay to run it."
Nichol said ultimately it may come down to how much Ross Valley residents want a trolley
system.
"If it is going to be successful," Nichol said, "they're going to have support it both politically and
financially."
In January, Breen presented the idea to the San Anselmo Chamber of Commerce.
Connie Rodgers, the chamber's president and CEO, said, "We are definitely intrigued by the
trolley possibility."
Rodgers said the chamber expressed its support for exploring the possibility further but stopped
short of endorsing the project. She said the chamber is hopeful that a trolley might reduce
congestion on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard.
Rodgers said one question the chamber has is: "Who is going to be left holding the financial
responsibility if it is not cost effective."

