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The San Diego light rail transit (LRT) system, com
monly referred to as the San Diego Trolley, began 
operation on July 26, 1981. The system extends from 
the Amtrak Station in downtown San Diego through the 
Centre City area and connects with the San Diego and 
Arizona Eastern (SD&AE) Railway. The LRT system then 
continues southerly along the SD&AE Railroad to San 
Ysidro near the international border with Mexico 
(Figure 1). Approximately 1. 7 mi of the 15. 9-mi 
system is in city streets. 

The San Diego Metropolitan Transit Development 
Board (MTDB) is now in the process of extending the 
existing LRT system to the east. The East Urban line 
will extend from the Centre City easterly 17.3 mi to 
El Cajon (Figure 2). The same 1. 7 mi of trackage 
within downtown city streets will be used. Addi
tionally, the East Urban line will use an additional 
2 mi east of the downtown on city streets before 
entering exclusive railroad right-of-way. 

Design on the East Urban line was initiated in 
October 1982. In May 1984 a 4.5-mi extension referred 
to as the Euclid line was advertised for construct
ion. Construction on the Euclid line was initiated 
in June 1984 and the line will open for revenue 
operations in April 1986. 

There were several key factors that affected the 
direction of the implementation of both the South 
and East lines of the San Diego Trolley. Initial 
legislation creating MTDB established certain cri
teria (1) that were to be followed. It required the 
MTDB to-

1. Give priority consideration to guideway tech
nology presently available, 

2. Require any guideway system to be planned in 
such a manner that it could be constructed and 
brought into operation on an incremental basis thus 
enabling available fiscal resources to be used as 
early as possible, and 

3. Use, to the extent feasible, transportation 
rights-of-way of public entities in order to mini
mize the cost of construction. 

SOUTH AND EAST LINE ALIGNMENTS 

Early in the planning process for the south line 
construction, the MTDB adopted certain principles 
(~) in line with legislative mandate that wou l d 
further direct the design of the system. Two impor
tant principles required that the system be designed 
so that its capital costs would be low, and that 
construction be primarily at grade with exclusive 
right-of-way. 

In November 1979 the MTDB authorized staff to 
purchase 108 mi of existing railroad. The purchase 
had the dual purpose of saving the railroad from 
abandonment and providing MTDB with exclusive right
of-way for LRT implementation. Both the South and 
East lines use this right-of-way for the majority of 
their length. All but approximately 2 mi of the 
15. 9-mi South line use existing railroad right-of
way. 

However, the railroad right-of-way extends only 
to the fri nge of Centre City. Planning studies (3) 
indicated that in order for the system to be suc
cessful from a ridership point of view, the line had 
to penetrate the Centre City. Therefore a method of 
accessing the Centre City the last few miles had to 
be determined. 

Because of the low-cost aspect of the board's 
principles, construction within the Centre City area 
could not be underground or aerial. The only way to 
meet the board's principle was to determine an at
grade alignment operating in public right-of-way, if 
possible. Planning studies (!) ultimately resulted 
in a recommendation that the trolley use 12th Avenue 
and C Street. 

To make possible the use of these city streets, a 
memorandum of understanding (MOU), which provided 
for the LRT basis of design, between MTDB and the 
city was negotiated. A major item that had to be 
addressed was what to do with the relatively old 
utilities within the street right-of-way. 

Precedent was set in the MOU for operating the 
South line on city streets. Negotiations subsequently 
began with the city on a revised MOU that included 
both the South and the East line. 

INFRASTRUCTURE IMPACTS OF LRT ON CITY STREETS 

use of city streets was dictated by the need to 
observe board criteria of low-cost construction 
primarily at grade. Using city streets also fulfills 
the requirement of state legislation that calls for 
MTDB, to the extent feasible, to use rights-of-way 
of public entities in order to minimize construction 
costs. 

To assemble exclusive private right-of-way for 
the light rail system within the Centre City would 
be expensive and time consuming. only under extreme 
circumstances did MTDB consider the acquisition of 
private property within the downtown area. Centre 
City right-of-way was acquired, but only where it 
was dictated by geometric design. 

Trade-offs were required to obtain right-of-way 
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within city streets. The city's infrastructure was 
in place long before there were any thoughts of an 
LRT system. Therefore there was obviously a need to 
rebuild this infrastructure that in some cases had 
been placed 50 to 80 years before implementation of 
the LRT system. The construction of the LRT within 
the city streets offered the chance to rebuild that 
infrastructure coincident with LRT construction. 
Combining the work avoided the increased costs 
associated with having to reconstruct facilities at 
a later date when LRT facilities would be in conflict 
with utilities. Combining the work also minimized 
any future disruption of LRT operations that might 
result from utility reconstruction in conflict with 
LRT facilities. 

Street Infrastructure Reconstruction 

The city was unprepared to deal with the infrastruc
ture issue. Planning for the system took less than a 
year and a half. The city of San Diego, as do most 
cities in days of fiscal constraint, had limited 
financial resources. The city's capital improvement 
program was established many years before the pro
jected construction. Therefore the program did not 
anticipate the funds necessary to rebuild the in
frastructure before LRT implementation. 
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As a result, a situation existed in which MTDB 
desired to construct an LRT system within Centre 
City on city streets. The city had to agree to the 
construction and could pose requirements for that 
construction. MTDB had limited financial resources 
to construct the overall system. The city of San 
Diego wanted the infrastructure reconstructed but 
had limited funds with which to do so. 

The question then was, how much does transit pay 
for, and how much does the city pay for? MTDB could 
afford to give some assistance to the city in the 
reconstruction of the facilities because the right
of-way was free. But how much should MTDB pay for? 
What was equitable considering that the right-of-way 
was free? MTDB knew it could not afford to completely 
rebuild the infrastructure under the LRT system. 

City of San Diego Agreement to Use Street 
Right-of-Way o n South Line 

In July 1979, MTDB and the city entered into an MOU 
(I) that spelled out the rules on how costs of util
ity relocation would be assigned. Specifically, MTDB 
and the city of San Diego agreed that MTDB would 

• In cooperation with the city, design and 
construct city utilities (see Table 1) 1 
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TABLE l 

Utility 

C Street sewer main, relocate manholes 
12th Avenue 12-in. cast iron water main and crossings 
13th Street water main, bonding joints and cathodic 

protection 
C Street water main 6-in. cast iron 11th to 12th 
12th Avenue 6-in. concrete sewer main 
C Street water main, crossings normal size 
C Street water main, 24-in. cast iron 
13th Street local cast iron water main 
RR crossings-Sigsbee, Schley, 32nd, Vesta 
C Street 6-in. AC water main 7th to 8th 
C Street 12-in. AC water main, community concourse 

• Submit plans, specifications, cost estimate, 
and contract change orders for the utility work to 
the city engineer for review and approvali 

• Include construction of the utilities in the 
appropriate LRT construction contracts, and 

• Reimburse city for city administrative and 
,-.n,nC!+-r1,,..t;n.n ;nap.o,..+-;nn costs. 

The city would 

• Contribute funds (see Table 1) toward the 
design and construction of utilities, estimated at 
$638,5881 

• Provide timely review of plans, specifica
tions, and cost estimatei and 

• Provide any city-required permits. 

As can be seen in Table 1, the cost distribution 
between the city and MTDB varied from Oto 100 per
cent, depending on location and reason for doing the 
work. The determination of costs was negotiated 
between the city and MTDB and was not based on spe
cific quantitative analysis. However, there was a 
general guiding principle: the city would pay for 
any betterment (e.g., early replacement of facil
ities) and MTDB would pay for work required by the 
construction of the LRT system. 

For example, the cost split for Item 2 in Table 
1, 12th Avenue, 12-in. ca,st iron water main and 
crossings, was based on the line being old (between 
1890 and 1910) and having a history of breaks. Be
cause of the age of the facility the city wanted the 
line replaced. The line was located 10 ft east of 
the centerline of the street (Figure 3), which put 
it right under the edge of the LRT right-of-way. 
APproximatelv S75,000 of the proj ect was completely 
outs i de of the LRT right-of-way, Because the city 
probably would not have replaced the line at the 
time of LRT construction, MTDB agreed to pay 10 
percent of the cost (635,154) to cover design and a 
portion of construction costs attributable to the 
utility's early replacement. 

MTDB paid 100 percent of items that resulted from 

struction of the LRT system. An example would be 
along C Street where the LRT tracks were offset 2 ft 
to avoid placing LRT tracks directly over an exist
ing sewer line. To allow access to the sewer, all 
manholes were relocated between the eastbound and 
westbound tracks (Figure 4). MTDB paid 100 percent 
of the manhole relocation work. The remainder of the 
utility relocation costs was neqotiated in much the 
same way. 

The utility agreement with the city 
MTDB paying approximately $325,000 for 
utility relocation and reconstruction. 
share was approximately $640,000. MTDB, 

resulted in 
South line 
The city's 

through its 

MTDB Share 

Amount 
($) 

20,400 
35,154 

6,480 
10,920 

0 
142,176 

17,760 
0 

35,760 
7,320 

49,320 

Percentage 

100 
10 

100 

0 
82 
71 

0 
67 

100 
100 

City Share 

Amount 
($) 

0 
311,204 

0 
1,620 

225,900 
31,944 

7,200 
43,440 
17,280 

0 
0 
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Percentage 

0 
90 

0 
Fixed amount 
100 

18 
29 

100 
33 

0 
0 

consultants, provided all design and construction of 
the facilities. 

Also of major interest to MTDB was the relocation 
or reconstruction of private utilities within city 
streets. The city, as part of their MOU with MTDB, 
agreed to direct the relocation of private utilities 
as, p;i_rt nf thei1" franchiRe agreement: with private 
utility owners. The city, at MTDB's request, did 
direct the removal or relocation of all private 
utilities conflicting with the LRT in public street 
right-of-way. This action resulted in controversy 
that will be discussed in greater detail later. 

Another item of concern was the repair or recon
struction of any of the city's utilities or private 
utilities after the LRT system was in place. The 
city agreed, to the extent feasible, to construct or 
reconstruct any utilities, street surfaces, or other 
related structures in a manner that would permit at 
least one track to remain in service and to limit 
work to no more than three consecutive blocks at any 
one time. 

City of San Diego Agreement to Use Street Right-of
Way on East Urban Line 

In January 1983 MTDB entered into an MOU (.§.) with 
the city to extend the LRT easterly +-hrnngh the 
city. The key elements of this agreement allow MTDB 
to construct LRT facilities within city street 
right-of-way along C Street, 12th Avenue, and Com
mercial Avenue. In return for the use of the street 
right-of-way, MTDB was responsible for all costs 
directly resulting from any changes to city util
ities, streets, and so forth. 

Because the MOU was not specific with regard to 
who would determine whether a utility needed to be 
relocated and whether MTDB should bear the full cost 
or a portion thereof, it was agreed that a supple
mental agreement dealing entirely with East line 
utilities be developed. This agreement (7) was 
negotiated in basically the same manner as the pre
vious South line utility agreement. Negotiations 
between the City Utility Department and MTDB re
sulted in MTDB and the city agreeing that MTDB would 

• In cooperation with the city, design and 
construct city utilities as cooperatively agreed toi 

• Submit plans, specifications, cost estimate, 
and contract change orders for the utility work to 
the city engineer for review and approvali 

• Include construction of the utilities in the 
appropriate LRT construction contracts, 

• Reimburse city for city administrative, pre
liminary engineering, television inspection, and 
construction inspection costs on the basis of the 
percentage of participation as cooperatively deter
minedi and 
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Trench width 

Pipe O.D. 
6" min. 
8" max . 

0 
TYPE C 

For Type C, concrete shall be 
colored black; method may be 
specified by agency; minimum 
concrete thickness for alleys and 
local residential streets shall be 
5 in., for major streets and 
highways it shall be 7 in. 

_.__.,_......__._ "'-...---S:-E_C_T __ IO_N ____ ,, L6" min. clearance 

{4" for steel pipe) 

0
indicates minimum relative compaction. 

L 

3,01:t 

0 
TYPED 

For Type D, AC shall be hot plant 
mix; a tack coat of asphaltic 
emulsion or paving asphalt shall 
be applied to the existing AC at all 
contact surfaces and to the portland 
concrete before placing the new 
AC; AC resurfacing shall be seal 
coated with an emulsified asphalt 
and covered with sand; chip sealing 
shall be applied as required by 
agency. 

Note: Existing AC shall be cut and removed so as not to tear, bulge or displace adjacent pavement. Edges shall be clean and vertical. All cuts shall 
be parallel or perpendicular to street centerline, when practical. 

FIGURE 3 12th Avenue cast iron water main and crossings. 
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Furnish and install by contractor on 
India Street 
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FIGURE 4 C Street sewer manhole relocation. 

• Stop or modify all train and LRT operations 
to allow city maintenance forces access to work 
sites for emergency repairs. 

The city would 

• Contribute funds toward the design and con
struction of utilities; maximum contribution was 
limited to $846,994 without prior notification and 
approval of the city council; 

• Provide timely review of plans, specifica
tions, and cost estimate; 

• Provide any city-required permits; and 
• Bill MTDB for city costs related to this 

ut i l.i ty agreement for appropriate city administra
tion and construction inspection; maximum reimburse
ment was limitecl to $97,689 without prior nutiflca
tion and approval of MTD Board of Directors. 

Just as in the South line negotiations MTDB agreed 
to pay for the relocation of utilities required as a 
direct result of trolley construction. It was agreed 
that some 20 sewer items and 21 water items would be 
reconstructed or relocated. MTDB's share uf each 
item vari&d from Oto 100 percent. 

A typical example of resulting negotiations was 
the replacement of a 12-in. cast iron water main and 
casing across the tracks with new 12-in. AC pipe and 
20-in. steel casing at various cross streets along 
Commercial Avenue (Figure 5). The city had no plans 
to replace the mains, New AC pipes with casings were 
determined necessary to provide protection of the 
LRT in the event of a carrier pipe failure, MTDB 
agreed that they should be extended as part of the 
construction to avoid possible disruption to LRT 
operations in the future. MTDB agreed to pay 70 
percent as its share of the replacement cost. The 
city agreed to pay 30 percent of the cost for the 
replacement and betterment of the carrier pipe. 

The final neqotiated agreement resulted in MTDB 
spending approximately $1.1 million for its share of 
the relocation and reconstruction costs. The city's 
share was approximately $850,000. The actual ex
penditure will be resolved when all work has been 
completed and· actual construction costs can be de
termined, including change order work. 

Private Utility Relocation 

Private utility companies were in a situation similar 
to that of the city. They had not anticipated LRT 
construction; therefore no money was budgeted for 
relocation of their facilities within the city 
streets. MTDB, as mentioned previously, could not 
afford to pay the full cost of utility relocation 
within the city streets. The private utilities were 
probably in a tougher bind than the city, in that 
the major cost of relocating those facilities had to 
be borne by the shareholders and thus affected the 
overall profits of the company. 

MTDB's position was that it was a public agency 
created under California state law with rights 
supArior to those of the private utilities. Private 
utilities were installed in city streets under 
franchise agreements. Therefore the private utility 
owner's right to occupy the public street was at the 
sufferance of the city. The franchise agreements 
contain contractual obligations to relocate at the 
owner's expense. MTDB concluded that the public had 
prior rights by reason of the owner's facilities 
being installed in a dedicated street. Because l"i·1·uB 
was a public agency as was the city and because the 
transit system was for public convenience, the pub
lic should net pay fer the utility relocation= 

The private utilities, on the other hand, con
tended that applicable law of eminent domain required 
M'l'l)R tn r.nmpP.nsate them for the relocations or modi
fications made to enable MTDB to implement its proj
ect. They also ,asserted that their franchise agree
ments gave them prior rights because they had come 
into existence before MTDB had. 

The private utilities, fearful of establishing a 
costly precedent and with little concern about 
whether the LRT system would be constructed, ini
tially refused to relocate their facilities. This 
put M'l'Ui:1 1n a d1tt1culc sicuation uel:aui;.,, wii:.i,uui:. 
the relocation of those utilities, MTDB could not 
construct the LRT system as designed. Finally, after 
months of discussion, it generally was agreed not to 
agree. The matter would ultimately have to be 
settled in the courts. 
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Agreement with Private Utilities 

The private utilities refused to do any work until 
they had an agreement with MTDB about how the dis
pute would ultimately be handled. Agreements (~1 ~) 

were finally reached on how i terns such as payment, 
work to be done, and litigation would be handled. A 
method of allowing the work to proceed without delay 
also had to be worked out within the agreement. 

To get things moving, MTDB agreed to pay all 
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relocation costs up to a maximum estimated dollar 
amount. MTDB also agreed to pay for any new service 
locations. It was agreed that the new service loca
tions were not to be included in the dispute and 
would be paid entirely by MTDB. MTDB also agreed 
that the cost of the relocation of ex.isting facil
ities would initially be paid by MTDB, with the 
understanding that the issue would be litigated 
within 12 months. 

The private utility companies agreed to relocate 
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their facilities without undue delay. They also 
agreed not to charge MTDB for any betterments and to 
deduct the salvage value of materials from the cost 
of relocation. 

The agreements with the private utilities for the 
East line were basically the same as for the South 
line with the exception that MTDB would pay for the 
relocation cost less 10 percent until the legal 
dispute was settled. When the case was decided, 
whoever lost would pay the other funds due plus 7 
percent interest. 

Portland Law Suit 

Currently many agencies that are considering or that 
are in the process of constructing LRT in city 
streets (e.g., Santa Clara, Sacramento) are awaiting 
the results of similar litigation in the State of 
Oregon before determining any cost allocation at
tributable to the relocation of private utilities 
within city streets. 

In Portland, Oregon, private utility companies 
brought suit against the city of Portland and the 
Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District 
(Tri-Met) for having to pay the costs of utility 
relocation. The trial court and the Court of Appeals 
found that utilities must pay the cost for reloca
tion in city streets (10). An appeal was subsequently 
allowed by the Supreme~ourt of Oregon (11). 

The Oregon State Supreme Court will hear the 
appeal soon. A decision is expected sometime this 
summer. The results of the case will have broad
reaching effects on similar situations nationwide, 
including on MTDB. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The issue of rebuilding the infrastructure as a 
result of LRT construction is not clear. There is no 
clear-cut method of determining the necessary recon
struction and relocation work that is a direct result 
of the construction of the LRT system. Proponents of 
both sides of the issue--those who think LRT should 
pay and those who think the utility companies should 
pay--have convincing arguments. 

MTDB's approach was to negotiate an equitable 
solution that would provide benefit to both sides 
and keep the project moving. It has always been 
MTDB' s philosophy to do whatever is necessary to 
keep projects moving. This approach minimizes delays 
and resulting cost increases caused by inflation. 

The lessons MTDB learned during the negotiations 
were 

• Be flexible to keep things moving. 
• Realize that transit and utilities are both 

public services that should not necessarily be com
peting with each other. 

• Try to understand the other parties' points 
of view. 

• Be realistic; the cost of delay can easily 
exceed the cost of compromise. 
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In the case of the East line, a compromise with the 
city was reached that resulted in MTDB paying a 
little over one-half of the relocation and recon
struction costs. The South line negotiations re
sulted in MTDB paying much less than one-half of the 
utility relocation and reconstruction costs. In any 
event, the resulting cost split was minor in rela
tion to the total project. MTDB's share of the util
ity relocation and reconstruction costs was approxi
mately 3 percent of the total project. In times of 
relatively high inflation these costs can easily be 
exceeded by potential project delays caused by un
resolved utility relocation issues. 

In summary, MTDB has found the use of city streets 
to be, overall, an effective way of reducing total 
implementation costs. At the same time, the joint 
use of city streets maximizes the use of public 
right-of-way to the further benefit of the public. 
In MTDB's case, the city wound up with improvements 
that would not have been constructed without LRT. 
MTDB winds up with an overall lower project cost. 
Even the private utility companies gain by the re
placement of older facilities with new ones, which 
avoids much more costly replacement after the LRT 
system becomes operational. 
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