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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In 1995 the City of Tacoma completed acquisition of the right-of-way and track formerly owned 
by Weyerhauser and operated under the name Chehalis-Western Railroad. A driving force in this 
acquisition was the desire to create the “Train to the Mountain”, a passenger service from 
Freighthouse Square into or near the entrance to Mt. Rainier National Park. In November 1998, 
the Tacoma City Council transferred rail operations along this track to Tacoma Public Utility’s 
Tacoma Rail Division, with the expectation that the rail infrastructure would be upgraded to 
support the Train to the Mountain. 
 
In March 2006, Tacoma Rail and the National Park Service entered into a cooperative agreement 
to study the feasibility of the Train to the Mountain excursion service. That agreement resulted in 
this study and the companion Upper Nisqually Rural Transportation Plan. 
 
The potential customer base for the Train to the Mountain is largely the regional attractions in 
the Upper Nisqually Valley, the largest of which is Mount Rainier National Park with over 1.5 
million visitors each year.  Other attractions in the Upper Nisqually Valley are the Mount Rainier 
Scenic Railroad, Northwest Trek, the Pioneer Farm and the proposed Inn at Park Junction 
 
It is highly unlikely that trains will be allowed in Mount Rainier National Park.  Therefore, the 
terminus of the train trip will most likely be in Elbe or, with a track extension, in Ashford.  
Because of its proximity to the entrance to the Park, Ashford is the terminus preferred by the 
National Park Service.  Ashford also has the advantage of interfacing with other planned 
improvements, like the National Park’s shuttle and visitor center planned for the new Pierce 
County Park property.  Whether the train ends in Elbe or Ashford, the trip to Paradise will have a 
shuttle bus component at the end of the train ride. 
 
Based on focus group studies, it will be important to the success of the Train to the Mountain to 
make the one-way trip to Paradise (train plus shuttle bus) in under 3 hours.  In order to ensure 
that travel time, it will be necessary to upgrade the track to Class 3 in select segments and Class 
2 in all other segments.  In addition to the track improvements, it will be necessary to make some 
improvements to the Mashel Bridge, construct platforms at Freighthouse Square and the 
terminus, and contribute to a dispatch system.  The total minimal capital investment necessary 
for Train to the Mountain is shown in the following table (in 2007 dollars). 
 

 Tacoma to Elbe Tacoma to Ashford 
Track upgrades $6,600,000 $15,800,000
Right-of-way $0 $1,000,000
Mashel Bridge upgrade $210,000 $210,000
Freighthouse Platform $1,250,000 $1,250,000
Elbe Platform $200,000  
Ashford Platform  $200,000
Contribution to Dispatch System $250,000 $250,000
   
Design, Contract Administration & Tax $2,553,000 $5,613,000
   
Total Minimum Capital Costs $11,063,000 $24,323,000
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The focus group studies also determined the acceptable range of ticket prices considering the 
type of services offered on the train.  The focus groups thought it was essential to have food and 
beverage service on the train, as well as some form of education/entertainment program.  The 
range of ticket prices based on amenities is shown in the following table. 
 

Amenities Package Consumer Group Travel Professionals 

Low – Basic transportation and 
maybe snack and refreshment 

$40 - $50 $20 - $30 

Mid – Include box lunch $55 - $75 $50 - $60 

Deluxe – Wine tasting and dinner on 
return trip 

$80 - $150 $129 - $150; luxury level 
at $250 possible 

 
Ticket prices were estimated under a number of operating scenarios.  Depending on the length of 
operating season, on-train services and other variables, it is estimated that adult tickets would 
range from $80-$120 and child tickets would range from $60-$100.  Those ranges are within the 
acceptable ranges identified by the focus groups.   

Recommendation – Train to the Mountain is feasible 
 
We recommend that the primary goal for Train to the Mountain be to terminate the track in 
Ashford to interface with the National Park Service shuttle and visitor center.  However, if 
adequate capital funding is not available, we recommend that track improvements be completed 
to Elbe, with the possibility of future extension to Ashford.  In order to ensure the total (rail plus 
bus) one-way trip is less than 3 hours, we recommend that the track be upgraded to Class 3 track 
in select locations where higher train speeds could be sustained.  For all other areas 
(mountainous areas and curved track sections), we recommend upgrading to Class 2 track. 
 
In conjunction with the track improvements, we recommend that the Mashel Bridge be upgraded 
and that platforms be constructed at Freighthouse Square and at the track terminus (Elbe or 
Ashford).  In order to keep the ticket prices competitive, it will be essential that capital 
improvements be funded with grant funding.   
 
Although Tacoma Rail is certainly qualified to operate the Train to the Mountain excursion 
service, we think there are financial and marketing advantages if a qualified third party operator 
provide the on-train services.  Therefore, we recommend that Tacoma Rail issue a Request for 
Proposals (RFP) for an operator to provide the on-train services (meals and entertainment).  The 
third party operator could propose to provide the regular excursion service and/or special event 
trains.  The third party operator could also propose to rent Tacoma Rail train equipment or 
provide their own.  The proposal should also include any capital improvements the proposer is 
willing to construct.  If Tacoma Rail does not receive any proposals, or if the selected proposer is 
unable to provide the Train to the Mountain service, we recommend that Tacoma Rail schedule 
special event trains throughout the year to cover track maintenance costs and to provide a 
continued presence along the Train to the Mountain rail line.  The Train to the Mountain 
excursion will become more attractive over time as an alternative to congested roadways as 
vehicle volumes to the Park continue to increase. 
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Once a third party operator is selected, Tacoma Rail should form a Corridor Review Committee 
to review the current and anticipated demand on the various rail lines leaving Freighthouse 
Square and the impact on rail, roads and the Tacoma Dome District businesses.  The Committee 
should consist of representatives from current and anticipated future rail users as well as 
appropriate City staff.  The Committee should review rail scheduling conflicts, proposed rail 
improvements and rail related activities in and around Freighthouse Square.  The Committee 
should discuss coordination of operations, necessary capital improvements (including rail and 
future depot projects) and compatibility with the City’s Comprehensive Plan.  The Committee 
should prepare a final master plan that can be used as a reference for future rail related decisions. 
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