High-speed rail agency OKs Fresno-Bakersfield
route
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A woman shuf f les paperwork and maps while she sits in the audience on the f irst of a two-day
Calif ornia High-Speed Rail Authority meeting f or public comment held at Fresno City Hall's council
chambers Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in Fresno, Calif .
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T he Calif ornia High-Speed Rail Authority approved its Fresno-Bakersf ield
section Wednesday -- the second piece of what is planned as the
backbone of a statewide passenger train network.
T he agency's board, meeting in Fresno, took two separate votes related
to the 114-mile route. Board members certif ied the f inal 20,000-page
version of its environmental-impact report, intended to analyze how building and operating the rail
system would af f ect homes, businesses, f arms and wildlif e habitat in the region, and detail how the
agency will minimize or make up f or those ef f ects.
A short time later, the board approved the rail project itself and the route f rom downtown Fresno to
the northern outskirts of Bakersf ield. T hat route generally runs near the BNSF Railway f reight tracks,
now shared by Amtrak passenger trains, between Fresno and Bakersf ield.
EARLIER ST ORY: High-speed rail plan attracts foes, supporters at Fresno hearing
Over the objections of residents and f armers in Kings County, the route diverges f rom the BNSF
corridor with a bypass east of Hanf ord that sweeps diagonally across f arms and dairies. It also has
bypasses that skirt the towns of Corcoran and Allensworth.
Lemoore f armer Frank Oliveira, co-chairman of Kings County's Citizens f or Calif ornia High-Speed
Rail Accountability, was disappointed -- but not surprised -- by the votes.
"As we expected, the authority declared that their work resolving any questions in Kings County was
adequate," Oliveira said. "We believe they have not done their due diligence, despite what they say.
T hey're not adequately evaluating the environmental impacts of this project."
More than 21/2 years af ter the rail agency issued its f irst draf t of the EIR, Oliveira said he believes
the authority has done little more than pay lip service to Kings County's concerns.

"T here are things in the EIR that are not intellectually honest," he said. "T he line through the county
has not changed since 2010. T hey ran around and talked to people, but have they really listened to
us? I don't think so, if the line has not changed in f our years."
Kings County's Board of Supervisors and two of its residents are already suing the rail authority
over its statewide plan. Authority leaders acknowledged that Wednesday's votes are likely to
generate more lawsuits over whether the EIR complies with the Calif ornia Environmental Quality Act.
T he f irst high-speed rail section f rom Madera to Fresno was the subject of several CEQA lawsuits
af ter the authority board approved the section two years ago. By last spring, however, all of those
cases were settled.
"I'm sure that we'll see a couple of lawsuits," said Tom Richards of Fresno, the rail board's vice
chairman. "But I don't think they'll be any dif f erent than the ones we worked through in the past."
Dan Richard, the board's chairman, said he knows the agency has its work cut out to convince the
project's opponents, who cite escalating costs, loss of homes and f arms that have been in f amilies
f or generations, and f ears of dust and air pollution during construction.
"I don't want to pretend that we're going to resolve all these issues," Richard said af ter the votes.
"But as we move down the Valley f rom Madera, and people see what we're doing to work with them,
to relocate af f ected businesses, to compensate them f or any losses, I think you're starting to see a
level of comf ort that we're really trying to do things the right way."
Wednesday's votes are signif icant steps -- but not the f inal ones -- toward construction south of
Fresno.
Substantial work has yet to commence on the f irst stage of construction between Madera and
Fresno, part of the Merced-Fresno section that was approved by the rail board two years ago. T he
agency hopes to begin construction -- estimated to cost between $1.5 billion and $2 billion -between Fresno and the Tulare-Kern county line by spring 2015.
Bef ore that can happen, two f ederal agencies must still lend their approval: the Federal Railroad
Administration, which has committed more than $3 billion in f ederal stimulus and transportation f unds
f or construction in the San Joaquin Valley, and the Surf ace Transportation Board.
Permits f rom agencies including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the U.S. Fish & Wildlif e Service
will also be needed f or work involving waterways, wetlands and other habitat.
Rail board will pay local air board
Also Wednesday, the high-speed rail board agreed to commit up to $35 million to the San Joaquin
Valley Air Pollution Control District to of f set the anticipated pollution created by earth-moving and
construction on the high-speed rail project between Merced and Bakersf ield. T he agreement with the
air district is part of the rail agency's ef f orts "to provide near-term and ongoing benef its to this
region f or clean air," said Jef f Morales, the authority's CEO.
Morales said the agreement will pay f or investments in clean technology, including the replacement of
older diesel pumps on f arms with new electric pumps, as well as upgrading older tractors and f arm
equipment.
T he agreement is in addition to the authority's requirements f or its construction contractors to "use
the cleanest-burning construction f leet reasonably possible," Mark McLaughlin, the authority's
director of environmental services, said in a memo to the board. "But even a clean f leet will produce

emissions."
T he reporter can be reached at (559) 441-6319, tsheehan@f resnobee.com or @TimSheehanNews
on Twitter.

