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East County trolley project to start with ground breaking, sigh of relief  
Anne Krueger Tribune Staff Writer   
Published: November 15, 1986 
Listen carefully at Monday's ground-breaking ceremonies for the East County trolley, and you may hear 
another sound besides all the bands and speeches: a huge collective sigh of relief.  
At a time when federal money is tighter than ever, and President Reagan has cut back financing of mass-
transit projects throughout the nation, the San Diego Trolley is beginning work on the first of its lines that 
will use federal funds. 
Officials of the Metropolitan Transit Development Board, responsible for building the 11 1/2 -mile line from 
Euclid Avenue in San Diego to El Cajon, readily admit they often thought the East County line might not 
be built. 
"It was always kind of in doubt," said Tom Larwin, general manager of the board. "We never let down our 
guard. On the other hand, I don't think we were ever fully confident." 
The scheduled presence of Ralph Stanley, administrator of the federal Urban Mass Transportation 
Administration, at the ceremonies Monday illustrates just how far the East County trolley has come: Just 2 
1/2 years ago, Stanley told transit officials here that buses would attract more riders and provide better 
service than a trolley. 
The line from Euclid Avenue to El Cajon, along with the 4 1/2 -mile line from downtown San Diego to 
Southeast San Diego, is the first new trolley line built since the trolleys began running between downtown 
and San Ysidro five years ago. 
The $93 million cost of the line to El Cajon is being financed by $51 million in federal money, $32 million 
in state money and about $10 million from local sources. For transit officials and San Diego's elected 
representatives, it's been a long, hard road to get the money. 
One of the biggest factors in getting state and federal money for the project has been the success of the 
trolley line between downtown San Diego and the border. While other transit systems recover about 35 
percent of their costs through passenger fares, the San Diego trolley recovers almost all of its operating 
costs through fares. 
Trolley officials are proud that they were able to build the line to San Ysidro without using federal money, 
but this has also been a major drawback in their efforts to get federal money for the East County line. 
Because the line to El Cajon is the first for which trolley officials have sought federal money, the project 
was weighed in the same light as other untested projects planned by cities across the country. 
"Everyone said we had a good project, but we were tied in with other projects the administration didn't 
want," said James Mills, chairman of the transit board. "It looked like we were in trouble." 
Board members faced their first hurdle in their efforts to get state money for the East County line. They 
decided to split construction of the line to have a better chance of getting available state money for the 
section to Euclid Avenue. 
However, California Transportation Commission members initially balked at handing out more than $20 
million for the Euclid Avenue line when federal money for the rest of the trolley line was still in doubt. After 
intense lobbying by local officials and better assurances that federal money was forthcoming, commission 
members agreed in February 1984 to finance the Euclid Avenue segment. 
Trolley officials were stunned in May 1984 when a report by the federal transit administration declared 
that the East County trolley line as proposed was ineligible for federal funds because bus lines would be 
cheaper to set up and would provide better transit service. 
"That wasn't realistic," Mills said. 
He said transit officials finally convinced the federal agency that a trolley would be more efficient, even 
though it would cost more to build than a bus system. 
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The obstacles to building a trolley line mounted. Congress had appropriated $11.3 million for fiscal 1984 
and 1985 and another $8.9 million for 1986 for the trolley, but the money could not be released until an 
environmental report was completed. 
A draft report was completed in May 1985, but Reagan had announced earlier that he opposed awarding 
discretionary federal money for new projects. In October 1985, Reagan notified Congress that, as part of 
his efforts to cut back on spending for mass transit, he did not intend to spend the $11 million approved 
for the trolley in 1984 and 1985. 
After the environmental report for the trolley was finished in March, federal transit administrator Stanley 
agreed to release the $20.2 million on the basis of promises from trolley officials that they would not seek 
any more discretionary money from the federal government. The other $30.8 million for trolley 
construction comes from San Diego's regular share of federal transit money. 
Getting the money to build the trolley to El Cajon is just the first test facing the East County line. The line 
that now connects downtown San Diego to the Mexican border relies on tourists to pay for its operating 
costs, but the line to El Cajon is the first of a countywide network of trolley lines that will rely on 
commuters to make money. 
"The enthusiasm for further extensions will depend on the success of the east line," Mills said. 
Already, plans are in the works to build a bay-side trolley line by the time the San Diego Convention 
Center opens in summer 1989. Trolley lines to Old Town and Santee are also planned, followed by lines 
to Mission Valley and the North County. 
Ridership on the line to El Cajon is estimated to reach 20,000 passengers a day by the year 2000, but 
Larwin said he does not expect the East County trolley at first to match the performance of the South Bay 
line, because of the lack of tourists. As the trolley system grows, Larwin said, he hopes more passengers 
will ride the trolley to connect with other lines. 
La Mesa Mayor Fred Nagel, a member of the transit board, said the East County line will give an 
indication of how successful other commuter-oriented trolley lines might be. 
"This will be the real test for the system on how effective it will be in easing commuter traffic," Nagel said.  
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