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On the right track 
Appraisers help pave the right-of-way for California’s new high-speed rail line

by Deborah R. Huso

Project Profile
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T raffic congestion has been an issue in California for decades. Going 
on for nearly as long is the controversy over the high-speed rail proj-
ect that is designed to help alleviate that congestion by connecting 
Los Angeles and San Francisco. 

 First proposed in the 1970s, a high-speed rail line running a full 800 miles 
(once it expands to Sacramento and San Diego) finally received voter 
approval in 2008 with passage of Proposition 1A. Now, nine years later, 
construction on the nation’s first true high-speed rail project and its largest 
public infrastructure development is finally underway.
 Getting to the construction stage for the $64 billion project has been a 
multiyear process that, to date, has involved more than 1,600 property 
acquisitions in the Central Valley. And that’s only for the first 120 miles, the 

Construction of a high-speed 
rail line between Los Angeles 
and San Francisco (shown here 
in a conceptual 3-D animation 
still) will require the appraisal 
and acquisition of thousands 
of acres of property.
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California High-Speed Rail Authority reports.
 Appraising and acquiring the 3,800 acres nec-
essary to complete the full rail line could be an 
appraiser’s dream job — or greatest challenge. 

The project that almost wasn’t
For Steve Parent, MAI, SRA, director at Bender 
Rosenthal Inc. in Sacramento, the high-speed 
rail line has been a career- and perspective-alter-
ing project. “It has forced virtually everybody 
involved to stretch and to appreciate multiple 
perspectives,” Parent says. Bender Rosenthal 
was the first valuation firm hired for the high-
speed rail initiative back in 2011.
 In order to manage this vast appraisal and 
acquisition project, the CHSRA hired multiple 
firms, like Bender Rosenthal, as prime contrac-
tors on the project and to act as consultants to 
deliver an assessment of the project’s magnitude 
using industry norms for cost analysis. 
 The valuation process began in 2012 and 
now is focused on the project’s first 120 miles, 
running from Madera to just north of Bakers-
field (see page 21 for a map of the entire pro-
posed rail line). At least 1,000 of the 1,600- 
plus properties necessary to complete the first 

phase have been acquired. “That’s about  
63 percent of what we need to complete this 
first stretch,” says Alan Glen, director of real 
property at the CHSRA.
 Most of the appraised and acquired real estate 
was (or is) privately held, and runs the gamut 
from residential to agricultural to commercial 
to industrial to government land. You name it, 
and the property type is represented.
 The CHSRA began making purchase offers 
for right-of-way as early as April 2013. It 
wouldn’t be surprising if the total number  
of acquired properties was in the tens of  
thousands. 
 At the height of its work on this first phase, 
Bender Rosenthal had 70 staff and contractors 
performing valuation duties and completed 
appraisals of about 500 properties. And the 
appraisals are ongoing. 
 “The CHSRA continues to identify addi-
tional impacts as the design evolves,” Parent 
says. “We touch the occasional new parcel, but 
the vast majority of what we’re doing now is 
providing support to the CHSRA for the prop-
erties that have been identified over the past 
several years.

“Because of the  

size of this project, 

we learned how to 

scale our services  

in a completely 

different way.”

—  Steve Parent, MAI, SRA

By the time the high-speed  
rail line reaches Sacramento, 
the number of acquired 
right-of-way properties could 
be in the tens of thousands.
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 “It could be years before all the appraisals  
are complete for both phases of the project,”  
he adds. 
 Funding hasn’t always been a certainty, and 
future financing isn’t guaranteed. Parent says 
that’s been one of the biggest challenges for 
him. “There was talk on the street that the proj-
ect would not actually move forward, that the 
work we were being asked to do could come to 
a stop at any time. There were significant risks 
with respect to that,” he says, noting that fiscal 
uncertainty makes it harder to recruit and hire. 
“Politics and funding are all a part of it.”
 Glen says the CHSRA already has spent  
$13 million to $16 million to complete the  
first 1,600 appraisals, explaining that the costs 
“are embedded in larger appraisal and acquisi-
tion contracts.” 

Managing the unmanageable 
The logistical complexity of appraising and 
acquiring so many properties of so many differ-
ent types was something Bender Rosenthal had 
to address immediately. “Early on, our chal-
lenge was to build a highly functioning appraisal 
delivery team and find the right people to do 
that,” Parent says. “We sent a letter to every cer-
tified general appraiser in the state of California, 
and from there we ended up funneling down 
and hiring the people we needed.” 
 Simply responding to the CHSRA’s requests 
for proposals represented a gigantic undertak-
ing given the breadth and depth of valuation 
work required. “You have to look at the various 
land uses you’re dealing with, what kind of team 
you’ll need, how long the work will take, and 
then create a financial model that gives a solid 
indication of what it will take to get the work 
done,” Parent explains.
 He says that right-of-way expertise, dealing 
with the public respectfully, solid information 
management tools, and maintaining open  
and easy pathways of communication have 
been critical to the success of the firm’s work 
on the project.
 Bender Rosenthal employs an off-the-shelf 
information management system — Microsoft 
SharePoint — that integrates with Microsoft 
Office to record information on all property par-

cels undergoing valuation. “If you’re dealing 
with a project less than 100 parcels, you may not 
need a system like that — Excel would probably 
be sufficient,” Parent says. “But we clearly 
needed an information management system.
 “Because of the size of this project, we 
learned how to scale our services in a com-
pletely different way,” he adds. “You have 
appraisals, reviews, diaries, deliverables and 
non-deliverables — all these things are flying 
around, and you’re constantly project manag-
ing, tracking and reporting.”
 As the project heads south (literally, not figu-
ratively), Parent says there’s potential to bring 
on more appraisers. “We’re one of a number of 

Displacement, not despair

Not surprisingly, a high-speed rail project running through some of California’s 
most densely populated regions has significantly impacted the communities in  
its path and resulted in the displacement of many landowners and tenants.
 Among them was the West Coast operations center for the IRS, which was 
leasing a building in Fresno that was in the path of the rail line. “We worked with 

them on timing and security issues, and it 
was definitely a challenge,” says Alan Glen, 
director of real property at the California 
High-Speed Rail Authority. The relocation 
was recently completed.

The CHSRA also will have to relocate  
a large homeless shelter in Fresno. It  
is working with the organization to 
reconfigure the campus in order to 
preserve operations during the relocation 
and to make sure the new facilities are 
adequate.

While it can be alarming to know that 
one’s business is in the path of the project, 
plenty of property owners have actually 

benefited from relocation. Among them was the Cosmopolitan Tavern & Italian 
Grille in Fresno, a decades-old business that had to move across town. It had been 
a popular lunch spot for decades.
 “The owners were initially very concerned about relocating away from their 
regular clientele,” Glen says. “But they got a brand-new facility, and the lunch 
crowd is now more robust than it was before acquisition of their property.” The 
move has even inspired owner Gary Lanfranco and his son Joe to further cultivate 
their dinner menu and stay open later in the evening.
 A dance studio, a boxing gym and a graphic design firm had similarly positive 
relocation experiences, as did a large agricultural processing facility with custom- 
built banana ripening rooms and food processing equipment. 
 The processing facility owner was understandably concerned about downtime 
during the move, Glen explains: “We had to create redundant equipment to 
preserve the business during relocation.” Today, the Fresno-based business not 
only has a new facility but also increased capacity — which serves the company 
well since it landed a few new nationwide contracts.

Relocation has been a boon for some 
Fresno businesses, including the 
Cosmopolitan Tavern & Italian Grille.
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firms positioning ourselves for additional seg-
ments” of the line, he says. The next set of 
appraisal work on proposed right-of-ways will 
run from Chowchilla to San Jose. 

Appraisers as first point  
of public contact
Parent says the most challenging part of the 
project has been the many complicated right-
of-way appraisals that have significant impacts 
on property owners. “We have to support the 
quantification of damages — that’s the biggest 
challenge for right-of-way appraisers,” he says.
 “In urban areas like downtown Fresno, there 
were a number of properties experiencing sig-
nificant impacts,” Parent says. “In those cases, 
we had to do multiple alternative valuation 
scenarios.” This additional complication may 
take more time to appraise, but ultimately  
puts the acquisition agent in the best position 
to be successful. Other project challenges have 

included the need to relocate businesses (see 
“Displacement, Not Despair” on page 19) and 
to appraise properties contaminated by haz-
ardous materials.
 “The most important thing in all the work 
we’re doing is being respectful to the public  
and being understanding of property owners,” 
Parent explains. “The owners haven’t asked for 
their properties to be part of the right-of-way.”
 Appraisers often are the first people property 
owners encounter on this project. “That’s when 
the project becomes real to people — when 
appraisers knock on their door,” Parent says. 
“You have to be a great listener and willing to let 
people tell you their stories. Their stories can 
have valuation impacts.”
 Parent says he’s found a lot of satisfaction 
working on this historic public transportation 
project: “We have worked on big projects 
before — in the sense of working on projects 
involving hundreds of properties. But one on 

Project challenges 

have included the 

need to relocate  

businesses and to  

appraise properties 

contaminated by 

hazardous materials.
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this timeline that involves thousands of prop-
erties, this is a first.”
 The earliest the high-speed train would be 
able to accept passengers is 2025, when it would 
connect the city of San Jose to the Central Val-
ley. The Los Angeles-to-San Francisco run 
would open in 2029 and ferry passengers 
between the cities in two hours and 40 minutes 
at speeds up to 220 mph. These dates are depen-
dent on public support (which has waned in 
recent years) and funding. In California, the 
project continues to face opposition from 
Republicans in the legislature as well as farmers 
in the Central Valley. 
 “Not everybody is supportive of the project, 
but I have young kids, and I want to see this get 
built,” Parent says. “I want to ride a train to Dis-
neyland with my children and grandchildren.” F

Deborah R. Huso is a freelance writer based  
in Earlysville, Virginia.

A decades-long 
project, California’s 
800-mile high-
speed rail line is to 
be built in phases. 
Phase one is shown 
in blue; phase two, 
in yellow. The 
circles indicate 
proposed stations. 


