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Is Uber Helping or Hurting Mass Transit? (New York Times) 

For all the tensions that Uber and Lyft have had with taxicabs, the bigger questions about ride-

hailing companies have to do with their effects on all the other ways you might get around. 

Have they siphoned riders from public transit, or have they made transit feasible for more 

riders? 

Have they enabled people to ditch their cars, or only encouraged people to use cars (driven 

by other people) even more? 

The answers will determine how chaotic our streets become. And they could tell us something 

about how people will behave in a more far-off future of self-driving cars, when ubiquitous ride-

hailing will have no one at the wheel. 

The answers are still up for debate because these services remain relatively new, because the 

companies that offer them guard their data, and because even they don’t track the 

counterfactuals. There’s no button in the Uber app that asks, “If Uber weren’t an option, how 

would you get where you’re going?” 

In new survey data, though, there are some provocative patterns. Researchers at the U.C. Davis 

Institute of Transportation Studies surveyed 2,000 people about their travel behavior in seven 

major metro areas, including New York, Chicago and Los Angeles, and including people who live 

in their suburbs and those who don’t use these services. 

Survey data suggests that ride-hailing services like Uber encourage people to take trips they 

wouldn’t otherwise, and draw people away from public transit. CreditAdam Berry/Getty Images 

Europe 

The results suggest that ride-hailing draws people away from public transit. And the authors, 

Regina Clewlow and Gouri Shankar Mishra, estimate that 49 percent to 61 percent of ride-

hailing trips either wouldn’t have been made at all if these apps didn’t exist, or would have 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/16/upshot/is-uber-helping-or-hurting-mass-transit.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/12/nyregion/uber-taxis-new-york-city.html
https://its.ucdavis.edu/
https://its.ucdavis.edu/
https://itspubs.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/themes/ucdavis/pubs/download_pdf.php?id=2752


been made by foot, biking or transit. All of those trips, in other words, added cars to the road 

that otherwise wouldn’t have been there. 

That picture implies that Uber and the like could make traffic worse. And let’s further assume 

that many of those trips additionally require drivers to cruise around waiting for rides, and to 

“deadhead” occasionally after the rides are over (to return to, say, the airport with an empty 

back seat). 

Among people who use these apps, 3 percent said they rode heavy rail like subway systems 

more since starting to ride-hail. That’s consistent with the idea that apps could help you travel 

the “last mile” home from the train if you don’t live near a stop, or that they could help you 

cobble together transportation options once you ditch your own car. But 6 percent said they 

rode the bus less, and 3 percent said the same of light rail. 

Among the most common reasons people gave for turning away from transit: Service was too 

slow or unreliable. It potentially does not bode well for public transit, then, that just as these 

apps are growing more dominant, transit systems in cities like New York, Washington and San 

Francisco are facing deep problems. In New York, where other data has also suggested that 

ride-hailing lures riders away from public transit, officials have speculated about Uber’s role in 

recent declining subway ridership. 

Austin, Tex., offers another intriguing case study. In May 2016, Uber and Lyft temporarily pulled 

out of the city over a new law that required the companies to submit drivers to fingerprint 

background checks. Their departure created a natural experiment, and afterward researchers at 

the University of Michigan, Texas A&M and Columbia University surveyed Austin 

residents about how the change affected their travel behavior. 

Asked about the last trip riders took with Uber and Lyft, 3 percent said they took similar trips 

afterward by public transit instead (Austin has much lower transit usage in general than New 

York). That also implies some substitution. Further complicating this picture, 9 percent said they 

bought a personal car as a result of the change. 

The bulk of the evidence so far shows that these services don’t inherently make transportation 

more efficient at the level of an entire city, even if they have the potential to. They may 

make your travel more efficient, because you don’t have to hunt for a parking spot or wait for 

the bus. But when you aggregate the behavior of many people, transportation becomes less 

efficient when transit riders switch to cars, when new car services entice people onto trips they 

wouldn’t otherwise have taken, or when people who give up their cars wind up traveling even 

more in someone else’s. 

It’s equally not preordained that these apps will make traffic worse, or that they must come at 

the expense of public transit. If more people left their solo cars for car-pooled ride-hailing, 

rather than leaving public buses for solo Uber rides, that would reduce the number of cars on 

the road and the miles they travel. If transit agencies partnered with these companies, as some 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/12/nyregion/subway-delays-lost-work-time-cost-new-york.html?_r=0
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/local/metro-history-failures/
https://archives.sfweekly.com/sanfrancisco/the-muni-death-spiral/Content?oid=2176739
https://archives.sfweekly.com/sanfrancisco/the-muni-death-spiral/Content?oid=2176739
http://schallerconsult.com/rideservices/unsustainable.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/23/nyregion/new-york-city-subway-ridership.html?smid=tw-share&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/10/technology/uber-and-lyft-stop-rides-in-austin-to-protest-fingerprint-background-checks.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/10/technology/uber-and-lyft-stop-rides-in-austin-to-protest-fingerprint-background-checks.html
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2977969
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2977969
http://www.dart.org/news/news.asp?ID=1179


have begun to try doing, ride-hailing could fill niches that trains and buses don’t handle well, 

like late-night journeys, transit for riders with disabilities, and suburban service. 

“There’s this potential opportunity for policy makers, city planners and these firms themselves 

to find solutions where we’re steering toward that future,” Ms. Clewlow said. It’s unlikely we’ll 

get there by chance, though. 

 

Back to Top 

ACE to BART connection moves closer 

A new law meant to speed up the potential connection between BART’s rapid transit system in 

the Bay Area and the Altamont Corridor Express in the Central Valley is now in place. 

If proponents are successful, some time this century it would be possible to commute from 

downtown Stockton to downtown San Francisco entirely by rail. 

For the tens of thousands of daily commuters who now move between the Central Valley and 

the Bay Area by car, slogging along in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the 580 and other 

Interstates, the faster trains might be an answer. 

Currently BART terminates its eastbound rails in Pleasanton. ACE uses rented track time to 

travel to San Jose. While it is possible to connect from ACE to BART in Pleasanton, it involves a 

bus ride between stations. 

According to the University of the Pacific, nearly 50,000 commuters travel from San Joaquin 

County to the Bay Area for work. 

“Connecting these two transit systems will not only ease the commute for thousands of San 

Joaquin County residents just trying to get to work every day, but it will also take tens of 

thousands of cars off the road,” says Assemblywoman Susan Talamantes Eggman, D-Stockton, 

author of the legislation. “AB 758 will kickstart an idea that has been talked about for a decade, 

reducing stress on commuters and cleaning up the environment.” 

The bill establishes the Tri-Valley-San Joaquin Valley Regional Rail Authority to plan, develop, 

and deliver transit connectivity between BART and ACE. The Authority will be required to 

produce a feasibility report by July 1, 2019 that, among other things, requires the Authority to 

make recommendations for expediting the development of cost-effective and responsive 

transit connectivity, propose a funding plan for achieving transit connectivity, propose a 

schedule for completion of transit connectivity, and a preliminary design for the project or 

projects to complete transit connectivity. 

Back to Top 
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Ford partners with stealthy Silicon Valley software startup on transit apps (Silicon 

Valley Business Journal) 

Palo Alto startup Autonomic is working with Ford Motor Co. on transportation software that 

could tie in closely with the Detroit automaker's plans for autonomous vehicle 

technology, Reuters reported on Monday. 

The new details about the partnership come several months after Ford made a strategic 

investment of an unknown amount in Autonomic. 

The automaker is reportedly using Autonomic's software to develop new transit apps, which it 

could potentially use to build out a revenue-generating consumer services business, Ford's 

president of mobility, Marcy Klevorn, told Reuters. 

Among Ford's first experiments in that line of business is a transit service with Michigan-based 

Beaumont Hospital. Using Autonomic's software platform, Ford and the hospital launched an 

app-enabled non-emergency transit service that allows patients to schedule pickups and 

appointments. 

Autonomic CEO Sundeep Madra co-founded the company in 2016 to work on software related 

to autonomous vehicles, per Axios. Both Madra and Chief Operating Officer Amar Varma co-

founded mobile app maker Xtreme Labs, which they sold to software consulting firm Pivotal in 

2013. 

“Our experience working with the world’s largest companies has prepared us for the specific 

challenges facing the transportation industry,” the company states on its website. 

Prior to the March infusion from Ford, Autonomic had previously raised $11 million from 

undisclosed investors, per a January filingwith the Securities and Exchange Commission. 

Aside from the founders’ qualifications, little else is known about Autonomic.  

Ford, by contrast, has made several recent public moves in the self-driving space. The most 

notable occurred in May when the Detroit-based company replaced CEO Mark Fields with 

James Hackett, the executive in charge of its Palo Alto-based autonomous driving division.  

The CEO shuffle signaled to many that Ford was serious about self-driving driving research. 

Over the past year, the company made major acquisitions — SAIPS, Chariot and Argo AI — to 

boost engineering efforts around ridesharing, self-driving cars and artificial intelligence. The 

company has also invested in 3D-mapping startup Civil Maps and San Jose-based lidar sensor 

maker Velodyne.  

Ford has also partnered with San Francisco-based ride-sharing service Lyft to develop its self-

driving cars in a move that pits it directly against Detroit rival General Motors. Ford plans to 

have fully self-driving taxis available for commercial use by 2021 and is working with Lyft on 

technology for letting consumers hail a self-driving taxi. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/10/09/ford-partners-with-software-startup-autonomic.html?ana=e_ae_set1&s=article_du&ed=2017-10-14&u=oboFmgl6no%2FBUgbE98AM%2Bw0d876644&t=1508169001&j=78992291
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/ford-motor/100599/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ford-motor-digital/ford-taps-silicon-valley-startup-to-build-transportation-software-idUSKBN1CE1S9
https://www.axios.com/ford-continues-to-invest-in-self-driving-car-startups-2315087124.html
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http://autonomic.ai/
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https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/05/22/jim-hackett-to-replace-mark-fields-as-ford-ceo.html
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/lyft/123687/
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/09/27/ford-vies-with-gm-in-car-technology-partnerships.html


But GM is far from Ford’s only rival in the self-driving race. Several major Silicon Valley firms — 

including Alphabet’s Waymo, Teslaand Uber Technologies — are also heavily invested in the 

sector. 

Uber’s self-driving cars are picking up passengers in Arizona, albeit with safety drivers riding in 

the front seat in case of any emergency. Waymo is aiming for a self-driving ride-share service by 

this fall, while Tesla claims its vehicles will be able to drive from Los Angeles to New York City 

without a “single touch” by the end of the year. 

Back to Top 

 

Inflection point? Big changes seen in store for downtown San Jose (Mercury 

News) 

Scott Knies took the reins as executive director of the San Jose Downtown Association in 1988, 

putting him in a prime spot to witness nearly three decades of change in San Jose’s urban core. 

During that stretch, The Pavilion began operations in 1989 as an upscale retail and 

entertainment complex envisioned to rival Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills or Stanford Shopping 

Center in Palo Alto. But by the late 1990s, The Pavilion had flopped, its retailers emptied out. 

The shell was later converted to a server farm amid the dot-com boom. 

Yet San Jose’s central business district has overcome that high-profile failure in numerous ways. 

Residential and office high rises have sprouted and more are planned, bringing jobs and 

residents into the downtown. Restaurants, bars and entertainment centers have blossomed, 

attracting visitors at night and on weekends. 

Adobe Systems has based its headquarters in the downtown and is planning to expand there. 

Oracle and Amazon’s Lab 126 have established outposts in downtown San Jose. 

And in June, Google revealed it was planning a transit-oriented campus of 6 million to 8 million 

square feet where 15,000 to 20,000 of the tech giant’s employees might work, taking 

advantage of the emerging transportation hub at the Diridon train station. Google’s interest in 

the Diridon Station area, a district that Knies calls “GoJo,” would dramatically reshape a large 

swath of downtown San Jose. 

During Knies’ tenure with the San Jose Downtown Association, five different San Jose mayors 

have governed at City Hall. 

The downtown association is a nonprofit, membership-based organization that represents 

business and property owners. It works to make downtown better for businesses, residents and 

visitors through events, advocacy and marketing. 

http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/tesla-motors/157863/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/uber/100242/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/tesla-motors/157863/
http://www.mercurynews.com/2017/10/16/scott-knies-san-jose-downtown-inflection-point-google-adobe-amazon-housing-restaurants-2/


This news organization recently interviewed Knies about where downtown San Jose is, and 

where it’s headed. 

Q: What’s your assessment about where downtown San Jose is today? 

A: It feels like we are at an inflection point in downtown San Jose. You have the 

groundbreakings that have taken place and that are being planned, and the Google 

announcement in June was kind of a major momentum shift. 

Q: How widespread is the optimism about downtown? 

A: Just talking to the folks on the street, there appears to be a more positive and upbeat 

attitude about where the downtown is headed. 

Q: What is the importance of the new residential? 

A: We certainly want the office buildings, but downtown has so much room for a residential 

population. We had been in a kind of holding pattern for residential towers, but it’s really 

gratifying to see so much activity now. 

Q: Is the residential development downtown going to skew towards high-density towers? 

A: Part of the long-term strategy for downtown is we really want to increase the densities. You 

have to have more people working and living here. With downtown, the zoning is favorable and 

the development door is open. 

Q: How much of a game-changer would a Google village be for downtown San Jose? 

A: I’m not sure people understand how big the potential is with Google. Think about how this 

can transform the entire west side of the downtown, which we call the GoJo District. 

Q: What does GoJo stand for? 

A: Go is one of the most used action verbs in English and also happens to be the first two letters 

of Google’s name. Jo is short for San Jose, as in San Jo. We can’t call it Diridon, Diridon can’t be 

the entire west side of downtown San Jose. We’ve got to brand better. 

We came up with better branding for what used to be called the Market Gateway Arts and 

Entertainment District. In 1989, we came up with SoFA (South of First Area) for the downtown 

entertainment and arts district. 

Q: Would a Google downtown campus change the entire tenor of San Jose? 

A: For the last 30 years, San Jose has been trying to get away from the sprawl, thinking more 

about transit-oriented development, investing in transit infrastructure. 

Q: Does Google fit that strategy? 



A: Google fits exactly into San Jose’s vision. Google is looking at an incredible daisy chain of 

properties, from north of Julian (Street) to San Carlos (Street) on the south. Google’s approach 

is very much an urbanist point of view. This will not be walled off space. This transit village will 

have parks, paseos, plazas, places for bicycles and pedestrians. San Jose has this incredible 

topography and potential for an incredible bike culture. People don’t realize how far ahead of 

the curve Google is. 

Q: What do you think about the community group town halls regarding Google? 

A: These are prayer vigils and special interest groups that are counting their chickens before 

they are hatched and trying to extract some omelettes. 

Q: What are some of the other major obstacles for the Google village? 

A: I believe we are going to get there with the Google project, but the first step is for Google to 

finish negotiations with this shadow government agency, the SARA Board — the Successor 

Agency to the Redevelopment Agency — that Gov. Brown helped to create when he banished 

redevelopment agencies a few years ago. 

Q: What about the issues of the height limits in downtown because of the San Jose airport 

flight paths? 

A: We need higher buildings and relaxed height restrictions. You don’t want to squash the 

buildings down. If you allow more height and density with the buildings, you will have more 

space for the streets, the plazas, the parks and the open areas. This gift to the airlines in the 

form of height restrictions comes at a cost as to what we can build in the downtown and what 

we can accomplish in GoJo. 

Q: How are things different now, compared with about five years ago, with downtown San 

Jose? 

A: Five years ago, we and many others were supporters of a ballpark for the A’s in the Diridon 

Station area. That plan, as we know, went nowhere. If the A’s came to San Jose next week and 

said they wanted to take a new look at this area, I think we would decline. Google is a much 

bigger and better investment. TMG is better. Trammell Crow is better. Adobe has been here for 

a long time, and Adobe had plans to expand regardless of what happens with Google. 

Q: Is San Jose finally getting a critical mass of restaurants? 

A: Downtown San Jose has always had a strong restaurant scene. We can expand our 

downtown market as a regional draw. On a recent Saturday night, downtown was rocking. We 

have a little more than 200 places to eat downtown, but we have a single Michelin-rated 

restaurant. I think downtown can really up its game, and I’m excited about some of the names 

being bandied about for new restaurants. 

Q: What are some of the biggest changes that could be ahead for downtown? 



A: You have Google, the Adobe expansion, BART could be under construction the next few 

years in downtown San Jose, which is going to connect the downtown to the rest of the Bay 

Area. You have all the residential and office projects. More restaurants. We have people buying 

buildings, and the new owners are starting to rehab and re-position some old buildings. We are 

incredibly excited about engaging our arts community. You are starting to see a very different 

downtown at the street level, in the way the downtown looks and feels. 

 
Scott Knies profile 

Organization: San Jose Downtown Association. 

Job: Executive Director. 

Age: 59. 

Birthplace: Memphis, Tennessee. 

Residence:  San Jose, Willow Glen district. 

Education: San Jose State University, B.A. Journalism. 

Family:  Married, two sons, three grandchildren. 

 
Five things about Scott Knies 

1. He rowed the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon 11 times. 

2. He is a former Pacific Coast and Western Intercollegiate Saber Champion. 

3. He wishes the Bridge School Benefit Concert was being held this autumn. 

4. He is a published poet. 

5. He is a vegetarian. 
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VTA Daily News Coverage for Wednesday, October 18, 2017 

1. Exclusive: Swenson picks up more property on major San Jose redevelopment site 

(Silicon Valley Business Journal) 

2. VTA Considers One Subway Tunnel Instead of Two for BART to San Jose 

(Neighborhoods.com) 

3. Council members propose adding housing in commercial areas (Palo Alto Weekly) 

4. Believe it or not, commuting will get better — a few decades from now (San 

Francisco Chronicle) 

 

Exclusive: Swenson picks up more property on major San Jose redevelopment site 

(Silicon Valley Business Journal) 

An LLC associated with San Jose developer Swenson has purchased two parcels on a downtown 

San Jose block that will eventually be home to a new transit station and major redevelopment 

opportunity for local developers. 

The properties, at 80 and 84 N. Market St. are small, taking up a combined 7,827 square feet, 

but they add to a growing Swenson footprint on the block, bordered by West Saint John, First, 

West Santa Clara and North Market streets. 

Today the block is almost entirely owned by the Valley Transportation Authority, save for a few 

small parcels. 

In the near-term, the area will be used as a construction staging area for the second phase of 

the BART expansion through downtown. Once construction is done, however, it’ll be a key 

piece of real estate next to a new transit station where riders will enter the new downtown 

train station. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/10/17/exclusive-swenson-picks-up-more-property-on-major.html
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/bart/156532/


The VTA, which bought most of the 3.6-acre property in 2007 for $39.6 million, will be seeking a 

partner to redevelop the site when construction begins to come to a close, said Brandi 

Childress, community outreach and public engagement manager for VTA. 

"If the talks continue with Google, it’s just going to be a really interesting place to and own 

property for decades to come," she said. 

Indeed, the site is a short distance from where Google is considering planting up to 8 million 

square feet of office space for an urban campus around the Diridon Transit Station in 

downtown San Jose. City officials are currently negotiating with the Mountain View-based tech 

giant over the cost of a set of key parcels that are key to Google's vision for the area. The two 

groups are expected to come to an agreement by March, at the latest. 

BART is slated to be extended to San Jose in the coming years. The new downtown station is set 

to be completed and open for service in 2026. But even a decade removed from the action, 

local developers are already paying attention to the area formerly known as the Mitchell Block, 

where Swenson has picked up several properties. Today, the site is primarily one massive 

parking lot, but a handful of older buildings stand on the edges of the site. 

"We're very bullish on that site and possibilities of it, and we just want to be part of that in the 

future," Joshua Burroughs, senior development manager with Swenson, said in an interview 

Friday afternoon. "When the BART goes in, we think that it's going to be a great block in 

downtown San Jose." 

Swenson also owns two other buildings on the block. Among them, a mixed-use building at 2 N. 

First St., which includes a ground-level Erik’s Deli and Umbrella Salon. The other Swenson-

owned property is a two-story office building at 99 N. First St. 

The two retail buildings that the San Jose developer bought late last week includes restaurants 

like Back A Yard and the Gotta Eatta Pita. The group paid $2.9 million for the two historic, brick 

buildings in a deal that closed late last week. The seller was the Patel Family Trust. 

Nick Goddard, vice president at Colliers International represented Swenson in the transaction. 

Dharmesh Patel, executive managing director for hotels at Colliers represented the seller. 

“This is a strategic location because it will be right on the upcoming BARTstation,” Goddard said 

in an interview late last week. "Based on the continued excitement and growth in downtown 

San Jose, it’s an exciting move.” 

Back to Top 

VTA Considers One Subway Tunnel Instead of Two for BART to San Jose 

(Neighborhoods.com) 

With the BART’s 10-mile extension from Fremont to San Jose’s Berryessa Station set to open 

later this year, empty trains have been traveling along the stretch for equipment tests. And as 

http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/google/100651/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/google/100651/
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https://www.neighborhoods.com/ca/san-jose/area/berryessa


construction winds down, attention is turning to the massive challenge of tunneling 

under Downtown San Jose to construct the next six miles to central San Jose. 

The tunnel project could clog up traffic on the busy Santa Clara Street, while also driving 

customers away from local businesses and costing the Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) 

$500 million in extra money. But depending on whether construction teams build one or two 

subway bores, there may be a way to mitigate these concerns, according to a Mercury News 

report. 

The VTA recommended a single 45-foot diameter subway bore, carrying two tracks within one 

tunnel. This project would be cheaper to build and less disruptive to the surrounding 

community, according to the VTA. 

BART, on the other hand, prefers two single-track 21-foot tunnels. The twin-bore design is used 

by most transit systems, and BART officials believe this approach prioritizes safety. 

The VTA has yet to vote on the two options. A recent board meeting was canceled so that 

officials could meet with BART and hash out certain details. The vote will be held at a later date. 

Back to Top 

Intel, Mobileye develop system to determine fault in self-driving-car crashes (san Francisco 

Chronicle) 

When a self-driving car crashes into a human-driven one, whose fault is it? 

Answering that question will be a challenge for an emerging industry that desperately needs to 

win the public’s trust, and clarify liability for automakers and insurers. 

Intel and Mobileye on Tuesday proposed a mathematical formula that provides specific 

parameters for that assessment — and seeks to make sure that any accident will never be the 

robot car’s fault. Intel wants to engage with the nascent self-driving car industry and standards 

bodies to create an open system for determining fault in autonomous-car accidents that can be 

used in all circumstances. 

“As machines start causing collisions, there’s a lot of risk that consumers could turn against 

them and all the benefits and investments could really be damaged,” said Dan Galves, senior 

vice president at Mobileye, an Israeli company making sensors for robot cars. Intel bought 

Mobileye for $15.3 billion in March. “It would help a lot to know that there are predetermined 

rules for clarifying fault.” 

Mobileye CEO Amnon Shashua, who is now an Intel senior vice president, presented his 

concept, also published in an academic paper, at the World Knowledge Forum in Seoul on 

Tuesday. 

https://www.neighborhoods.com/downtown-san-jose-san-jose-ca
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“The ability to assign fault is the key,” Shashua said, according to prepared text of his speech. 

“Just like the best human drivers in the world, self-driving cars cannot avoid accidents due to 

actions beyond their control. But the most responsible, aware and cautious driver is very 

unlikely to cause an accident of his or her own fault, particularly if they had 360-degree vision 

and lightning-fast reaction times like autonomous vehicles will.” 

His system involves programming autonomous cars to always follow certain parameters such as 

calculating the exact safe distance to follow other cars on the highway, based on sensor input 

of their speed, information on their braking power, and other factors. 

“A major positive of agreeing on these definitions of responsibility and fault would be to never 

put an autonomous vehicle at risk of violating any of these rules,” Galves said. “It creates a 

safety layer where, no matter what, the vehicle will never issue a command to the brakes or 

steering that would put it at risk of causing a collision that would be its fault.” 

While Intel hasn’t yet reached out to the industry at large, it’s gotten positive response from its 

customers, Galves said, naming core customers as BMW, Nissan and Audi. 

“This is a discussion that needs to happen now,” he said. “We’re not that far away from 

beginning to deploy these vehicles.” 
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Council members propose adding housing in commercial areas (Palo Alto Weekly) 

After sparring and splintering over rental protections this week, Palo Alto City Council members 

are preparing to focus on another strategy to ease the city's affordable-housing crisis: revising 

the zoning code to allow more new residences downtown and in other prominent commercial 

districts. 

That's the proposal laid out in a memo that was drafted by Councilman Adrian Fine and co-

signed by Vice Mayor Liz Kniss and Councilman Cory Wolbach. All three have advocated 

persistently for building more housing, and all three opposed this week a recommendation 

from colleagues to consider protections for renters. 

The new memo, which Fine, Kniss and Wolbach submitted Monday and which will be reviewed 

by city staff before it's released publicly, will focus on downtown, California Avenue and El 

Camino Real. Specifically, its aim is to increase the density of housing near to jobs, public transit 

and services, Fine told the Weekly. 

The idea is to update the city's zoning code to foster "a greater variety and quantity of both 

below-market-rate and moderately sized market-rate housing," he said. While the specifics are 

yet to be hashed out, this could involve changing the city's density requirements for housing 

projects, extending the "pedestrian and transit oriented districts" zones (which allow greater 

https://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2017/10/18/council-members-propose-adding-housing-in-commercial-areas
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development flexibility for projects near transit centers) and enabling mixed-use projects with 

both retail and residential space. 

Fine said that when it comes to affordable housing, council members have generally fallen into 

one of two camps: those who believe that the city should focus on incumbent residents who 

are getting priced out and those who think the city should promote new housing to address the 

shortage and cost of housing regionally. While the council members who submitted the rental-

protection memo -- Tom DuBois, Lydia Kou and Karen Holman -- favor the former approach, 

Fine, Wolbach and Kniss prefer the latter, he said. 

"I fundamentally believe that the housing crisis is caused by a lack of supply," said Fine, who on 

Monday helped strike down the other proposal, which recommended the city explore rent-

stabilization measures such as an annual cap on rent increases and restrictions on no-cause 

evictions. 

The Monday night discussion over rent control ended on an acrimonious note, with the 

council's philosophical splits over the topic ultimately devolving into personal verbal attack. 

Wolbach suggested that authors of the rent-stabilization memo were "insincere" and argued 

that Kou's comments -- along with her tweet from April ("There's plenty of housing, you just 

need a superb Realtor like me," Kou tweeted, along with a link to an article about condominium 

supply in San Francisco) -- point to her unwillingness to look at other options for boosting the 

city's housing supply. 

Wolbach said he also took umbrage at Kou's suggestion that some of her colleagues who want 

greater city growth were unduly influenced by developers or are in favor of policies that lead to 

"stack-and-pack housing," characterizations that he vehemently disavowed. 

He told the Weekly that he was hoping the rent-stabilization memo "represented a change of 

direction for those who have previously been against tackling the deep and complex issue of 

the housing crisis." 

Kou's comments on Monday suggested that this is not the case, he said. 

"The reasons I referred to things from the past is because I saw continuity between those past 

things and comments I heard last night," Wolbach told the Weekly Tuesday. 

Kou told the Weekly that as a realtor, she probably would have also opposed rental protection 

measures like the ones proposed in the memo. But after spending some time on the council 

and speaking to community members from all backgrounds, she became convinced that this is a 

subject worth considering. Even though the proposals were ultimately rejected, Kou said she 

will fairly evaluate the proposals in the new memo, Wolbach's criticisms notwithstanding. 

"What he did was very childish and immature, but if they come up with something good, I'm 

more than willing to be open to it," Kou said. 

https://twitter.com/lydia_kou/status/857012783895912450


His comments questioning his colleagues' intentions drew a sharp rebuke from Holman, who 

chided Wolbach for implying that "we're intentionally wasting staff's time, wasting the public's 

time, wasting the council's time." 

"It's upsetting to me personally because this is sincere," Holman said of the memo. 

DuBois and Kou shared her view. DuBois told the Weekly he found Wolbach's comments 

"extremely insulting." 

"I think the City Council took a big step back in terms of working together," he said. 

That premise will be put to the test in the weeks to come, as the council concludes its review of 

the updated Comprehensive Plan and considers the new memo on encouraging new housing. 

Fine said the goal of the memo is to take a fresh look at the city's parking requirements, density 

regulations and review processes to see if they can be improved to facilitate more housing. 

He and Wolbach both noted that the memo does not propose any changes to the city's single-

family residential (R-1) zones or to the city's 50-foot height limit. 

It does, however, recommend exploring new below-market-rate requirements for housing 

developments and reducing parking requirements in areas well-served by public transit. 

Fine told the Weekly that the believes the city's housing shortage poses a "threat to the city's 

prosperity, diversity, stability, environment and community character" and noted that more 

than 70 percent of residents cited affordable housing as their top concern in a recent survey. 

"Our new Comprehensive Plan does include exploration of policy changes to enable more 

housing," Fine said. "And it really is about time to take a look at the processes and rules we 

have in place and figure out what they're doing for housing." 
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Believe it or not, commuting will get better — a few decades from now (San 

Francisco Chronicle) 

Let’s start with the bad news. 

Commuting, that scourge of modern life, will not go away. 

Skip forward a few decades, and the Bay Area’s clogged roads won’t magically clear. Getting to 

work will still take time. 

But you may actually enjoy it. 

And you’ll have a few options that don’t exist today — some of which could radically change 

the way California grows. 

https://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2017/09/27/palo-altos-new-land-use-vision-moves-ahead
http://www.sfchronicle.com/business/article/Believe-it-or-not-commuting-will-get-better-12281669.php


To start with, you probably won’t be doing the driving. Whether you’re in your own car, or in a 

shuttle van or bus with fellow commuters, the vehicles will drive themselves in most if not all 

circumstances. And they’ll be electrified, so no more choking exhaust. 

Within the cities, many residents will subscribe to an automated transit service — hailable in an 

instant — rather than own their own cars. 

The freeways will still have plenty of traffic. But it will flow more smoothly, minus the human 

driving habits of cutting each other off and stomping on the brakes. Rather than cursing each 

other, commuters will spend the time reading, working, talking, listening to music or watching 

something other than the next car’s bumper. 

For marathon commutes along the Highway 101 corridor — say, Gilroy to San Francisco — the 

high-speed rail will make more sense, even if building it does seem to be taking forever. 

More important, high-speed rail will connect Bay Area job centers to towns in the Central 

Valley, turning them into bedroom communities and spurring a new wave of economic growth 

in places that have suffered high unemployment for years. The same would be true of Elon 

Musk’s hyperloop— a system for traveling between cities at speeds topping 700 miles per hour 

inside sealed tubes — if it proves feasible. 

Of course, none of these possibilities is certain — including the high-speed rail system, which is 

perpetually locked in a struggle for billions of dollars in funding. 

But many transportation analysts expect some combination of them to shape future urban and 

suburban commutes, even as we continue using such old-school solutions as bicycles and the 

human foot. And there’s always a chance some radically different mode of transit — like 

the Volocopter, a kind of human-shlepping aerial drone — could catch on (although the thought 

of thousands of those filling the skies each day could make an air traffic controller blanch). 

Whichever technologies pan out, commuting methods and patterns will almost certainly 

change, because they have to. 

The Bay Area is expected to add 2 million residents by 2040, in addition to the 7.6 million 

already here. The likelihood of building entire new freeways is remote. Simply adding more 

single-occupancy cars to the existing gridlock won’t work. 

“We’re not going to have a choice,” said Rod Diridon, former chairman of the California High-

Speed Rail Authority and a director emeritus of the Mineta Transportation Institute at San Jose 

State University. “The roads are going to be so full that we’ll either need mass transit or we’ll 

stay home.” 

Many analysts sum up their vision of future mobility with three words: shared, autonomous 

and electric. 

http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Musk-s-Hyperloop-idea-High-speed-L-A-S-F-tube-4727603.php
http://www.thedrive.com/aerial/14642/volocopter-passenger-drone-successfully-takes-dubais-crown-prince-on-5-minute-flight
http://2040.planbayarea.org/forecasting-the-future


American drivers have been slow to adopt electric cars. But as concern about climate change 

grows worldwide — with the administration of President Trump a notable exception — several 

countries have already announced plans to phase out sales of vehicles burning gasoline and 

diesel. 

Meanwhile, autonomous car technology is advancing quickly, even if cars that can drive 

themselves in all situations and weather remain years away. Tests of self-driving taxis and 

shuttles are already under way in the Bay Area and elsewhere. 

Once perfected, such cars could turn transportation into a service far cheaper than owning a 

car. 

In a widely read blog post last year, John Zimmer, co-founder and president of Lyft, predicted 

that private car ownership within big American cities will sputter out as soon as 2025. Residents 

instead will subscribe to a transportation service that will bring them a vehicle on demand. He 

likened it to media streaming services that have rendered CDs and DVDs obsolete. 

“Once this happens — once autonomous networks provide better service at a lower cost — our 

country will pass a tipping point,” Zimmer wrote. “And by 2025, owning a car will go the way of 

the DVD.” 

That won’t, however, ease traffic congestion if every hailable car only carries one person at a 

time. 

Daniel Sperling, founder of the Institute of Transportation Studies at UC Davis, sees potential in 

“pooling” services such as UberPool, Lyft Line or Chariot — ride-hailing services that carry small 

numbers of people, together, at a low price. That model, he says, works not only in dense urban 

cores but suburban areas as well, potentially connecting the two. 

“It doesn’t mean you have to have San Francisco density or Manhattan density,” said Sperling, 

who also serves on the California Air Resources Board, the state’s air pollution regulatory 

agency. “Suburbia is way more dense than you need for this to work.” 

While some see ride services as a threat to traditional mass transit systems, many analysts say 

both will be needed — and they’ll need to work together. 

Hailable, autonomous vehicles could ferry people to and from BART, Caltrain and other 

commuter rail systems, an idea planners call “first mile, last mile.” Anyone who takes BART 

from downtown San Francisco to Pittsburg or Dublin and then grabs a cab or Uber for the last 

few blocks to their home already does a version of it. 

In the future, this might be a matter of necessity. BART, for example, can’t keep adding parking 

to its stations as the population grows. Riding robot taxis to a station will be far less stressful 

than fighting for a parking spot. 

“They help mass transit work more effectively, but they don’t replace it,” Diridon said. 

https://medium.com/@johnzimmer/the-third-transportation-revolution-27860f05fa91
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Google eyes key downtown San Jose parcel for Diridon Station village (East Bay 

Times) 

Google’s development ally has struck a deal with a government agency to buy a vacant 

property at a key downtown San Jose location for what could eventually become part of a 

massive Google village. 

The pending purchase of the property, located at 551 W. Julian St. near the corner of North 

Montgomery Street, highlights Google’s interest in multiple sites north of SAP Center. 

The TC Agoge affiliate of Trammell Crow — Google’s development partner — has an agreement 

to buy the site, which is adjacent to and near multiple properties that Google intends to buy, or 

that its realty ally has bought. 

Previous 

A vacant lot in downtown San Jose near the corner of West Julian and North Montgomery 

streets. Google’s development ally has struck a deal to buy a vacant property at a key site for 

what could eventually become a Google village in downtown San Jose. 

http://www.eastbaytimes.com/2017/10/18/google-eyes-key-downtown-san-jose-parcel-diridon-station-village/


“TC Agoge was the high bidder,” said Richard Keit, managing director of Successor Agency to 

the San Jose Redevelopment Agency, a government agency whose board of directors is the San 

Jose City Council. 

The parcel isn’t very large, but is at a location that points to Google’s expanding areas of 

interest in downtown San Jose. 

“Google is buying anything that can be had for purchase in that neighborhood,” Mark 

Ritchie, president of San Jose-based Ritchie Commercial Real Estate, said Wednesday. 

The property is across the street from the SAP sports and entertainment complex parking lots, 

which are among the parcels Google is negotiating to purchase from the San Jose council-

supervised successor agency. And it’s one block due south of a huge warehouse and industrial 

complex, now occupied by Pitco Foods, that TC Agoge bought earlier this year. 

Mountain View-based Google would own a large and continuous string of properties north of 

SAP Center if the tech titan buys the buildings and lots along Montgomery Street between Pitco 

Foods and SAP parking lots. 

Get tech news in your inbox weekday mornings. Sign up for the free Good Morning Silicon 

Valley newsletter. 

The minimum price for the bids was $273,700, or $50 a square foot, for the site, according to a 

successor agency brochure. At present, debris litters the site, and cars were recently seen 

parked there. 

In June, Google revealed it was planning a transit-oriented campus of 6 million to 8 million 

square feet where 15,000 to 20,000 of the tech giant’s employees might work, taking 

advantage of the emerging transportation hub at the Diridon train station. 

Google’s interest in the Diridon Station area — a district that is called “GoJo” by some 

downtown proponents such as Scott Knies, president of the San Jose Downtown Association — 

would dramatically reshape a large swath of downtown San Jose. 

That part of San Jose, on the downtown’s western edges, now consists primarily of retail shops, 

older industrial sites, vacant lots and homes. 

Nearly a year ago, in December 2016, Google and Trammell Crow began to collect properties 

near Diridon Station and SAP Center for the planned Google village. 

“Bit by bit, Google is assembling what they need for their campus,” Ritchie said. 
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San Jose pitches booming downtown, room for growth in Amazon HQ2 bid 

(Silicon Valley Business Journal) 

http://bayareane.ws/GMSV
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/10/19/san-jose-amazon-hq2-bid.html?ana=e_sjo_bn&u=oboFmgl6no%2FBUgbE98AM%2Bw0d876644&t=1508445860&j=79022811


The city of San Jose has delivered a glossy, 41-page proposal to land Amazon's second 

headquarters, a pitch that highlights options for a sprawling, transit-connected campus across 

the city. 

Officials are pitching three core areas that Amazon could settle in: downtown, the city’s 

innovation district in North San Jose and a slate of empty office buildings and developable land 

in South San Jose. 

Officials around the country are vying to nab Amazon's $5 billion “Amazon HQ2” project along 

with the potential of bringing up to 50,000 high-paying jobs with it, after the company released 

a request for proposals in early September. Bids are due today, Oct. 19. 

But the Seattle-based giant has steep requirements as local governments around the country 

participate in a beauty contest of sorts to convince the company that their metros are the best 

option. 

Amazon wants to be in a region with at least 1 million people, in close proximity to an 

international airport, major highways and mass transit in a roughly connected 100-acre 

“greenfield” site, or land that is not contaminated and is ready for construction. 

It would also consider infill opportunity, its request for proposals notes, but is quick to add that 

its campus buildings should be in close proximity to one another at full build-out. 

San Jose led its bid by highlighting its downtown options in the transit-oriented area 

where Google is also eying space for a new urban campus. But San Jose’s proposal suggests 

there’s room for both tech giants. 

While Google’s campus starts at the Diridon Transit station, Amazon’s might start at Coleman 

Highline, a massive ground-up development along Coleman Avenue, which today has 357,000 

square feet of vacant Class A office space available split between two buildings. Eventually the 

site, which is being developed by Cupertino-based Hunter Storm, will be home to eight offices 

totaling 1.5 million square feet. 

“It’s the perfect initial entry point for a large campus user with easy expansion plays into 

downtown or North San Jose,” the bid reads. 

Deeper into downtown, the city has a list of office development projects in the pipeline, chief 

among them, the newly approved Museum Place, which will bring a 25-story mixed-use tower. 

Developer Insight Realty is aiming to bring 340,000 square feet of office space to the site. 

The city is also pointing to a set of historic buildings in the urban core that are currently 

undergoing massive renovations. Among them, a 100,000-square-foot office tower at 1 W. 

Santa Clara St., an 84,000-square-foot steel building across the street at 2 W. Santa Clara St. 

and the nearby 120,000-square-foot Bank of Italy building at 12 N. First St., which the city 

describes as downtown’s most architecturally significant historic building. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/09/07/amazon-second-hq-north-america-proposals.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/09/07/amazon-second-hq-north-america-proposals.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/09/07/amazon-second-hq-north-america-proposals.html
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/google/100651/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/google/100651/


“There are additional options for knitting together an urban campus in our Historic District and 

we’d love to discuss the possibilities with you,” the city wrote in its bid. 

To see which locations the city is pitching in downtown San Jose, browse through the pictures 

below. 

Spotlight on North San Jose 

San Jose’s north side is home to 2,500 high-tech companies, including giants like Cisco 

Systems, PayPal Holdings, Broadcom and Samsung Semiconductor. The area already has 90,000 

jobs, according to San Jose data.  

“North San Jose is our Innovation District with ample capacity for large headquarters, right 

now,” Kim Walesh, the city’s economic development director and deputy city manager, wrote 

in a letter to Seattle-based Amazon Thursday that accompanied the city’s bid.  

Room to grow in South San Jose 

South San Jose is known more for its sprawling hills than its corporate campuses, but that could 

easily change, San Jose officials say. 

The biggest opportunities on San Jose’s south side? 

Silver Creek business Park, a 400,000-square-foot campus that was initially built to house a 

company’s home base, but was never occupied. It has stood vacant for 17 years. 

The site provides “a rare opportunity to create for a new user to transform a large block of 

space, quickly,” city documents note, adding that other nearby properties would allow for more 

than 600,000 square feet of office space right away. 

Two major Silicon Valley developers, Sobrato Organization and Brandenburg Properties, are 

also ready to play ball. The two own most of the developable land at the northern end of the 

city’s Coyote Valley known as Bailey Ranch, which is zoned for up to 6.6 million square feet of 

office and R&D uses and about 35,000 jobs. 

Sobrato and Brandenburg “stand ready to assist Amazon in understanding this unique 

opportunity,” the city notes. 
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Input needed TODAY for VTA 3 bike rack proposals (Cyclelicious.us) 

In June 2017, the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) Board of Directors 

approved a contract with a vendor to provide three-position exterior bike racks for their bus 

fleet. The award has been contested, and VTA is required to conduct a new procurement 

process. Individuals who were previously involved in the prior procurement process are not 

http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/cisco/102211/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/cisco/102211/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/paypal/196718/
http://companies.bizjournals.com/profile/lsi/125802/
http://www.cyclelicio.us/2017/input-needed-today-for-vta-3-bike-rack-proposals/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter


permitted to participate in this new procurement process. This includes anyone who provided 

comment on the previously approved design and vendor. 

If you have not provided comment before, you are invited to review and comment on sample 

three-position racks TODAY, Thursday, October 19 2017, from 12:30 PM to 1:30 PM at the 

Cerone Bus Yard, 3990 Zanker Road, San Jose, CA 95134. Find the sample racks at the flagpole 

at this remote bus yard up by 237 on Zanker Road in north San Jose. 
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Graduate Student Council considers public transport passes for all students (The 

Stanford Daily) 

In its fourth meeting of the quarter, the Graduate Student Council discussed giving students 

transport passes, establishing an advocacy committee and recognizing individual student body 

members. 

During open session, GSC chairwoman and Graduate School of Education Ph.D. candidate Rosie 

Nelson proposed extending access to the Santa Clara Valley Transport Authority Eco-Pass to all 

students. The pass is currently provided for Stanford faculty and staff. It allows for free, 

unlimited VTA bus, light rail and express bus services seven days a week. 

Having done calculations and come to a tentative cost of eight dollars per student annually, 

Nelson emphasized that the pass could be useful for graduate and undergraduate students 

alike. 

“[The pass would be useful] especially for low-income undergrads [who] are more limited in 

opportunities for internships off-campus … or for things to support their education that are just 

hard to access if you don’t have a car,” she said. 

In addition, the council reconstituted a GSC-Undergraduate Senate Joint Committee on Sexual 

Violence, following an identical move by the Undergraduate Senate at its meeting Tuesday 

night. 

Council member and TAPS Ph.D. candidate Kari Barclay pitched the possible formation of a GSC 

advocacy committee, which would dedicate its energy to initiatives involving advocacy and 

allow for increased accountability in such matters. As chairwoman Nelson put in, “sometimes 

graduate student lives pull [the GSC] away from some of the projects we would really like to 

work on.” 

The council also discussed whether to sign a letter recognizing Zacharias Rodgers Ph.D. ‘17 for 

his contribution in “leading a community response at both the university and county level 

regarding environmental health and construction safety concerns” during the demolition of 

Escondido Village last academic year. 

https://www.stanforddaily.com/2017/10/18/graduate-student-council-talks-transport-passes-elections-commission/
https://www.stanforddaily.com/2017/10/18/senate-reconstitutes-assu-committee-on-sexual-violence-discusses-divestment/
https://www.stanforddaily.com/2015/11/18/administration-graduate-student-families-discuss-additional-housing-at-town-hall-meeting/
https://www.stanforddaily.com/2016/11/15/appeal-set-for-escondido-village-construction-concerns/


Regarding this endorsement, GSC member Isa Rosa, a Ph.D. candidate in civil and 

environmental engineering, raised concerns about the capacity of the GSC to commend 

individual students on behalf of the entire graduate student body. She noted the plurality of 

students on campus who also make positive contributions to their communities. In response, 

councillor and Ph.D. student Melanie Malinas spoke out in favor of the letter. 

“[GSC] can be an advocacy group too,” Malinas said. 

The council resolved to decide upon the issue in the following week. 

Among the bills passed this week was the bill to confirm two assistant election commissioners 

for the Elections Commission. Nelson asserted that increasing the size of the Elections 

Commission would insure the retention of the organization’s institutional knowledge. 

Next week, the council is set to work out the specifics of the advocacy committee as well as 

plan for the implementation of financial literacy workshops for graduate students. 
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On transit-rich Peninsula, housing developers push up against anti-density foes 

(Silicon Valley Business Journal) 

EDITOR'S NOTE: This story was originally published in August 2016 by the San Francisco Business 

Times. Read the full story here. 

When John Eudy, head of Essex Property Trust’s development, heard about a 12-acre parcel 

in San Mateo more than five years ago, it was like a developer’s dream: walking distance to the 

Hayward Park Caltrain station, right off Highway 101 and entitlements for 599 apartments. 

“We didn’t think this site was something we could pass up,” he said. 

The developer pursued the deal for years before buying the site in 2014. The project is now 

under construction with units expected to hit the market in 2018. Across the street, developer 

Hines is building 305,000 square feet of office space. 

“We’re a big believer in transit and in reducing cars,” Eudy said. “In the next 20 years, the 

number of cars per person will go down significantly.” 

Huge development sites adjacent to a train station are rare commodities in the Bay Area, 

including on the Peninsula, but as developers, city leaders and regional agencies look at where 

to concentrate new housing, transit stations offer a prime opportunity in a region with a high 

jobs to housing imbalance. 

Read the rest of the story here. 
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Regional Measure 3 is About Relieving Traffic (Mercury News Letters to the 

Editor) 

The gridlock on Highways 237, 101 and 280 is made up of drivers from all across the Bay 

Area.  That’s why Regional Measure 3 focuses investment at key points in the regional 

transportation system, in order to dislodge freeway bottlenecks and improve passenger rail. 

When evaluating this potential nine-county ballot measure to increase Bay Area bridge tolls, 

consider the projects it will fund and how they can improve your commute. Those in Silicon 

Valley should consider: 

• $375 million for the second phase of extending BART to downtown San Jose and Santa Clara 

• $325 million to extend Caltrain to downtown San Francisco 

• $130 million to relieve congestion and increase person throughput along the Dumbarton 

bridge 

• $100 million to modernize Diridon Station in preparation for more service on Caltrain, BART 

and the Capitol Corridor. 

Chris O’Connor 

Senior Director, Transportation Policy 

Silicon Valley Leadership Group 

Back to Top 

 

 

 

 

 
Conserve paper. Think before you print.  
 

http://www.mercurynews.com/2017/10/16/oct-16-letters-regional-measure-3-is-about-relieving-traffic/


From: Board Secretary  
Sent: Friday, October 20, 2017 4:04 PM 
To: VTA Board of Directors 
Subject: From VTA: October 20, 2017 Media Clips 
 

 

VTA Daily News Coverage for Friday, October 20, 2017 

1. Borenstein: BART scoffs at 21st-century technology (East Bay Times) 

2. Women in Transportation: Nuria Fernandez (Metro Magazine) 

 

Borenstein: BART scoffs at 21st-century technology (East Bay Times) 
The Bay Area includes the world’s technology center, but the region’s largest rail transit system 

scoffs at adopting 21st century equipment. 

BART directors have given lip service to the notion of driverless trains, but when it comes to 

spending billions of dollars on upgrades, they’re sticking with the status quo — no matter the 

long-term cost. 

With more than a dozen companies developing self-driving cars or the technology — including 

Apple, Uber, Lfyt, Intel, Google spinoff Waymo, Tesla, Honda, General Motors and Ford right 

here in the Bay Area — one would think BART would be interested. 

With driverless rail transit systems operating throughout Europe and in Vancouver, B.C., since 

the 1980s, and in airports across the country, including here in the Bay Area, and with Honolulu 

building a autonomous system that’s slated to open in 2020, perhaps BART might want to 

consider it. 

It could be done. Even at BART. “The technology is such that, even with our existing fleet, … you 

could opt to go driverless,” Tamar Allen, chief maintenance and engineering officer, told the 

BART board this month. 

This is not just about getting on board with the latest new, new thing. Driverless trains merit 

serious consideration for much-needed labor cost savings, as BART Directors Nick Josefowitz 

and Robert Raburn said in January. 

At the time, the BART board was discussing its long-term operating deficits, for which the 

district’s high salary and benefits costs are the biggest problem. 
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“If we’re trying to make changes today … to make sure that in five years or 10 years we’re not 

going to be in even a worse position,” Josefowitz said, “I certainly think that (driverless trains) is 

something that should be put on the table.” 

Noting that autonomous vehicles will likely become common place, he said the district needs to 

consider moving in the same direction. “I don’t think it’s a decision that we can dodge,” he said. 

But that’s exactly what he and his colleagues have done. Nine months later, Josefowitz is 

running for supervisor in San Francisco, a campaign for which he’ll need labor backing. And, the 

one group that steadfastly opposes driverless trains is labor. 

So Josefowitz’s and Raburn’s silence on the issue was noteworthy at a meeting earlier this 

month, as the board discussed its plans for a new $1.2 billion train control system, which will be 

funded in part by property tax increases voters in San Francisco, Alameda and Contra Costa 

counties approved last year. 

The computerized train-control system is part of a major and essential BART rehab, costing 

untold billions, to ensure it can meet rider demand in the future. The district has identified less 

than half the funding it will need for the train-control system, which will likely take another 10 

years to complete. 

Which prompted Director Debora Allen to ask the obvious question: Will the trains be driverless 

a decade from now? To which Tamar Allen, no relation, responded no: “At this time, the intent 

is not to be driverless.” 

Indeed, aside from the mention in January, there had been no public discussion of autonomous 

trains. 

“Here we are in the heart of innovation of the world,” noted Allen. “Why would we plan to 

spend $1.2 billion over the next 10 years when we know that driverless technology is available. 

Why would we not plan for that now in the design phase?” 

Or, at least seriously consider the option. But most BART board members are unwilling to risk 

the wrath of labor unions and the campaign muscle they control. They’re unwilling to even 

discuss the issue. 

As for BART staff members, they insist that train operators are needed for safety. Never mind 

that train systems elsewhere in the world are successfully and safely operating without them. 

They insist that without a train operator someone who falls onto the tracks would certainly be 

run over. It’s the same sort of argument that opponents of autonomous cars make. 

No one should pretend that converting to driverless trains would be easy. It might not even be 

the best solution to BART’s woes. But it merits serious discussion. 

If BART wants to survive, it needs to get on board the technology train. Otherwise, the transit 

system will get left behind at the 20th-century station. 
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Women in Transportation: Nuria Fernandez (Metro Magazine) 
Growing up in Panama City, Panama, Nuria Fernandez’s earliest experience with transit was 

riding what she calls the “rather unorthodox bus system” of her hometown. 

Fernandez says her agency’s location is at “ground zero for innovation.” 

“Back then, anyone who wanted to could get a license to operate a bus, and the routes and 

fares were not as structured as they are in the U.S.,” says Fernandez. 

CAREER PATH. When she came to the U.S. to study civil engineering, she was introduced to the 

American system of public transportation. This sparked her interest in pursuing transit as a 

career path. She then began an internship with the Panama Canal Co., where she landed her 

first job upon graduation. She worked in the engineering division of the Panama Canal Co.’s 

Gatún Locks. 

“My great grandfather was involved in the construction of the Canal, so it was a legacy that I 

proudly took part in,” says Fernandez. 

EXPERIENCE. Over the course of her robust 35-year career, Fernandez has worked many public 

and private sector jobs in the transportation industry. She served as chief operating officer for 

the New York State Metropolitan Transportation Authority. Fernandez also managed the 

operations of O’Hare International Airport in Chicago. And sequentially, she was the head of 

design and construction for the Chicago Transit Authority and the Washington Metropolitan 

Transit Authority. 

Fernandez provided high-level policy and program expertise as deputy administrator of U.S. 

Department of Transportation’s Federal Transit Administration. Additionally, she has served as 

senior VP at two different engineering consulting firms, CH2M HILL and Earth Tech. 

ROLE FOCUS. As GM/CEO of Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA), Fernandez 

oversees all functions of the agency. She describes the present as an exciting time to be based 

in Silicon Valley. 

“We are at ground zero for innovation,” says Fernandez. “I routinely interact with tech industry 

leaders in an effort to integrate their cutting-edge ideas into our transportation landscape so 

that our system can work better for everyone. This collaboration is where creativity is changing 

not only our region but the world — it is an exciting partnership.” 

In addition to being a transit authority, VTA is also the Congestion Management Agency for 

Santa Clara County. Therefore, Fernandez is in charge of supervising VTA plans, designs, and 

even the construction of mass transit facilities and highway interchanges. This is in an effort to 

help regional traffic move more smoothly overall. 

In taking on such a big task, Fernandez emphasizes that confidence is key. “My confidence was 

instilled in me by my mother,” says Fernandez. “You need a willingness to try new things and 

take risks.” 
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KEY PROJECT. Currently, the VTA is completing the largest transportation infrastructure project 

in Santa Clara County history — the extension of the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system. The 

goal is to create a comprehensive public transportation network around the entire San 

Francisco Bay Area. 

In order to make this a reality, VTA placed the 2016 Measure B on the ballot last year, which 

implements a 30-year half-cent countywide sales tax. The measure passed by nearly 72%, 

marking the highest level of support for any Santa Clara County transportation tax. The 

measure will help fund BART through downtown San Jose as well as dozens of other 

improvements. 

“I am extremely proud of the work that VTA’s planning and community outreach teams did over 

the past two years to educate residents and listen to their needs,” says Fernandez. “It started 

with building a coalition of stakeholders and residents to develop a list of projects to build and 

maintain our transportation infrastructure network.” 

Fernandez and her team are currently in the process of developing a program to allocate the 

projected $6 billion in sales tax revenues from Measure B. 

When Fernandez is not at the office, she enjoys hiking and biking around northern California. 

She also knits, crochets, bakes, and spends time with her two new grandchildren. 
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