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by Alan C. Miller and Gary S. Perazzo
 For the first several years of its seven years 
of operation, Altamont Commuter Express 
(ACE) patrons enjoyed running on a route that 
Union Pacific (UP) considered largely surplus, 
running only a couple of daily freights at times 
not conflicting with ACE's three weekday round 
trips.  Those days may be over for good.  With 
increased freight volume and new operating 
patterns, freight trains frequently occupy the 
Altamont route during commute hours.  The 
result is devastating to patrons who's bosses 
may understand a traffic jam but may be less 
sympathetic to the excuse, "We sat in the siding 
waiting for a freight to pass for over an hour."
 On time performance, critical in commute 
operations, has improved into the 80%-plus 
range this summer, way up from an all time low 
of only 41% of trains on-time in June of 2005.  
Performance remains below the 90% level 
ACE believes is required for a viable commute 
operation, or the 95% on-time level stipulated 
in the contract between ACE and UP.  Indeed, 
a significant percentage of passengers earlier 
this year abandoned the train and suffered in 
Hwy. 580 traffic instead.  In an attempt to "do 
something for passengers" and gain back lost 
riders, ACE offered 10% discounts on fares for 
two months last spring.  
 Union Pacific is projecting that freight traffic 
over Altamont Pass will increase substantially 
as the freight container transfer facilities at 
the Port of Oakland are improved.  Though 
overall on-time performance has improved since 
winter, ACE does not see sharing the track with 
UP freights as sustainable long-term.  "We need 
to be in control of our own destiny, and we are 
dependent on UP right now," said Greg Baxter, 
ACE Director of Operations.  To seek long-term 
ability to control on-time performance, the ACE 
Board of Directors has authorized $500,000 to 
study alternate routes to get its trains from the 
Central Valley into the Bay Area.
 One possibility is using the former 
Southern Pacific line between Tracy and Niles 
Junction that parallels the UP route.  This 
route was abandoned in the mid-1980s and the 
track torn out.  This was part of the original 
transcontinental railroad that was built in 
1870 as the first rail entrance to the Bay Area.  
Currently, about nine miles of that route has 
been re-tracked by the Pacific Locomotive 
Association for their Niles Canyon Railway 
tourist operation between a point east of Sunol 
and Niles Junction.  The tourist line appears 
open to the idea of sharing the tracks with its 
tourist operations, an arrangement that could 
be a boon to the museum under the right 
terms, extending its reach without cost to the 
museum.  Another major hurdle for the SP route 

is the fact that Pleasanton has built homes on 
part of the right-of-way through town.
 Another route could be in the Interstate 
580 corridor.  This route and any totally new 
route certainly would be the more costly 
than the former Southern Pacific route.  High 
Speed Rail is also looking at a route through 
the Altamont corridor.  ACE could share this 
corridor with a parallel track or compatible 
equipment if this corridor is chosen, but that 
is only a maybe and at least 10-20 years in the 
future.  Another alternative might be to double 
track and bi-directionally signal the Union 
Pacific line to accommodate the increased 
freight traffic and improve the ACE operation.  
This could be a winning situation for both 
parties involved but only if ACE can negotiate 
a contractual guarantee of on time performance 
from the Union Pacific once the double track is 
complete.  Public investment in private railway 
infrastructure for passenger rail service is no 
guarantee of on-time performance.  So far, ACE 
(taxpayers) has paid UP $41 million for the right 
to run on UP rails.  That apparently isn't enough 
to coax UP into running the trains on time in 
return.
 Baxter doesn't blame UP.  "We have a real 
good, professional relationship with Union 
Pacific.  However, they are sometimes victims 
of their own success, and we (ACE) are a victim 
of their network issues."
 ACE’s objective is to institute a fourth 
round trip in the near future, but will not 
do so until the on time performance issue is 
resolved.  ACE is also looking into purchasing 
an exclusive right-of-way between Tracy 
and Stockton.  Even if new routes are found 
over Altamont and east, ACE will still have 
to deal with the Union Pacific between Niles 
Junction and San Jose.  ACE is also looking into 
expansion possibilities over the Dumbarton 
Bridge in conjunction with Caltrain, to Modesto 
and Turlock, and north to Sacramento.  No 
matter what the outcome of the corridor study, 
the ACE operation needs to improve and 
expand as congestion on the Interstate 580 
highway corridor increases between the Bay 
Area and the San Joaquin Valley. 

ALTAMONT COMMUTER 
EXPRESS SEEKS NEW ROUTE




