
At its heart, the Great Redwood Trail Act (SB 1029) is a rails-to-trails plan to convert the failed and deteriorating, 
but publicly owned, Northern Paciic Rail line through the remote and rugged Eel River canyon, small towns of the 
Redwood Empire, and around Humboldt Bay into a world-class non-motorized trail. No trains have operated north 
of Willits since 1994, and communities have long been awaiting a more productive use for this public asset. The 
proposal thus enjoys wide and enthusiastic support across the North Coast. As of late July 2018, SB 1029 had 
passed the Senate without opposition, was afirmed unanimously by the Assembly Transportation committee, and 
is pending beis pending before the Appropriations committee. 

What the GRTA (SB 1029) Will Do
Using the railbanking process established by Congress, SB 1029 will transform what is currently a signiicant 
public liability into a much more valuable public asset. With its passage, the North Coast Railroad Authority 
(NCRA) will be dissolved, and the 300-mile-long right-of-way will be segmented roughly at the halfway point just 
outside of Willits, transferring the southern portion to Sonoma-Marin Area Rapid Transit (SMART) and the 
northern portion to a new entity called the Great Redwood Trail Agency. The bill will resolve long-standing 
problems along this public right of way, including blocked ish habitat, sedimentation and chemical pollution, and 
the near bankruptcy of the NCRA.
  
Under SB 1029, the Great Redwood Trail Agency will be responsible for railbanking and trail planning and      
development for the right-of-way north of Willits, including environmental assessment, stakeholder and            
community engagement, and securing funding. It will be directed by a board appointed by the Governor, the      
Legislature, and affected county governments. The southern half of the line, which remains more viable for rail, 
will be transferred to the SMART, with a mandate to balance trail development with rail service.  
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Assuming SB 1029 becomes law this year:

By April 1, 2019, the NCRA will transfer 
assets and responsibilities for the southern 
line to SMART; 

By July 1, 2019, the NCRA will transfer 
assets and responsibilities for the northern 
line to the Great Redwood Trail Agency; and

BBy July 1, 2019, an assessment of the NCRA’s 
liabilities will be provided to the legislature 
for resolution.



Why the Great Redwood Trail is needed
Since its completion in 1914, the Northwestern Paciic rail line has been 
beleaguered by the unstable terrain of the Eel River Canyon. When the 
Southern Paciic Railroad Company sought to abandon it in 1989, North 
Coast leaders created the NCRA to restore and maintain rail service. 
However, improvements to Highway 101, reductions in old-growth 
logging, and new damage along the rail line made their plan unviable.    
It became the irst railroad to be oficially closed by the Federal Railroad 
Authority in 1998, at Authority in 1998, at which time it had 208 damaged areas along 216 
miles of track and was in violation of several environmental laws. While 
the southernmost portion of the line (from Windsor south) has been 
partially repaired, the northern section remains in a severe state of 
decay. 
 
In recent years, Humboldt Bay trail advocates have been able to work 
with the NCRA to develop a partially-complete, and highly lauded, 
rail-with-trail that when complete will link Arcata and Eureka, but the 
NCRA’s opposition to railbanking, and insistence on a rails-with-trails 
framework for trail development, has resulted in that trail costing four 
times what a straight rails-to-trails conversion would have cost. 

The Great Redwood Trail is Sustainable Economic Development for the Future
While there’s little economic demand for freight rail transport on the far North Coast, there is enormous demand 
for recreational opportunities on par with the proposed Great Redwood Trail. The tens of thousands of bicyclists 
who already ride the West Coast every year have little choice but to follow the highways in many areas. The Great 
Redwood Trail could well become one of the world’s premier destination trails. It would also signiicantly expand 
public access to the Wild and Scenic Eel River. 
 
OuOutdoor recreation is one of the fastest growing sectors of the Golden State’s economy, generating more than $92 
billion in revenue, nearly 700,000 jobs, and more than $6 billion in taxes annually. The Great Redwood Trail will 
both attract many thousands of additional visitors to the region and provide residents with a spectacular amenity. 
Together, this use of the Great Redwood Trail will help bring energy and income into remote rural economies.
 
It is pIt is profoundly important that the California Legislature is moving to abolish the North Coast Railroad Authority 
and rectify its harms to local communities and watersheds. The proposal offers tremendous promise. To achieve 
this promise, however, will be no small feat. It will take time, careful work, and a signiicant investment to turn the 
degraded railroad right of way into a truly sustainable trail. The Great Redwood Trail Act offers a blueprint to do 
exactly that.

Friends of the Eel River work for the recovery of the Wild & Scenic Eel River, its isheries, and 
communities. For more information contact them at foer@eelriver.org or 707-798-6345.
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