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Description 

The Regional Transportation District (RTD) is proposing the West Corridor project, a 12-mile light rail transit (LRT) system extending from the existing LRT line at I-25 and 13th Avenue in Denver along the former Associated Rail right-of-way and US 6 to US 6/US 40 in Jefferson County, Colorado. The proposed project connects with the existing 5.3-mile Central Corridor light rail line in downtown Denver near the existing Auraria station.  At this location, the West Corridor would also connect with the Central Platte Valley light rail extension serving lower downtown.

The West Corridor LRT project would parallel West 6th Avenue, which carries the second highest traffic volumes in the region.  Regional projections indicate that traffic will increase 20 percent by 2025, and population and employment will increase by approximately one-third.  Neither the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) nor the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) has included widening of this roadway in their long range plans.

The project is intended to improve both automobile and transit travel times in the corridor and increase transit connectivity to regional employment centers currently under-served by public transportation.

	Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Light Rail Transit

	 
	12.0 Miles, 13 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$749.7 Million 

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$412.0 Million (55%)

	Annual Operating Cost (2025 $YOE): 
	$26.3 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2025):
	31,100 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	 4,600 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2020):
	29,100 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2005 Finance Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2005 Project Justification Rating:
	Not Rated

	FY 2005 Overall Project Rating:
	Not Rated


This project has not been rated.  Although FTA is reporting RTD’s ridership forecasts for the project above, FTA has concerns about their accuracy and is thus not evaluating the project’s justification criteria.  FTA will work with RTD to improve its ability to more accurately portray the benefits of the Denver West Corridor LRT project.  The absence of a project rating applies to this Annual Report on New Starts and reflects conditions as of November 2003.  Project cost estimates and proposed New Starts share are developed by local project sponsors and are not FTA assumptions.  Project evaluation is an ongoing process.  As New Starts projects proceed through project development, estimates of cost, benefits, schedules and impacts are refined.  FTA’s ratings and recommendation will be updated annually to reflect new information, changing conditions, and refined financing plans.
Status

The West Corridor has been the focus of study for over 30 years.  Recognizing its strategic importance to the region, RTD purchased the rail right-of-way in 1988.  RTD, in cooperation with DRCOG and the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT), completed a major investment study on the corridor in July 1997, which resulted in the selection of a multimodal package of LRT and roadway transportation management improvements.  FTA approved RTD’s request to enter preliminary engineering on the West Corridor LRT project in March 2001.  RTD completed the Final Environmental Impact Statement in October 2003.  

Although the current financial plan relies on existing funding capacity, RTD does not plan to request approval for final design until after a vote occurs for its proposed “FasTracks” ballot initiative scheduled for November 2004.  The initiative proposes to increase the RTD sales tax by 0.4 percent to fund new transit improvements.  If the initiative does not pass, RTD still plans to construct a light rail project in the West Corridor; however, the agency may need to defer other planned capital improvements and/or reduce the scope and cost of the West Corridor project if the vote fails.

RTD’s recently updated travel forecasts for the West Corridor LRT project did not reflect a reasonable portrayal of its benefits.  Therefore, the project’s rating has changed from Recommended (as reported in the FY 2004 Annual Report on New Starts) to Not Rated.

TEA-21 Section 3030 (a)(25) authorized the project for preliminary engineering.  Through

FY 2003, Congress has not appropriated any Section 5309 New Starts funds for this project.

Evaluation 

The following criteria have been estimated in conformance with FTA’s Reporting Instructions for the Section 5309 New Starts Criteria, updated in July 2003.  The project will be re-evaluated, and the results provided to Congress and other interested parties, when RTD has remedied its travel forecasting problems.  The project will also be re-evaluated when it is ready to advance into final design, and for next year’s Annual Report on New Starts.
N/A indicates that information for this measure is not available.

	Project Justification Quantitative Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Not Rated

	Average Employment Per Station

Average Low Income Households Per Station

Transportation System User Benefit Per Project Passenger Mile (Minutes)
	New Start vs. Baseline

2,622

290

N/A

	Environmental Benefits Rating: Medium

	Criteria Pollutant Reduced (Tons)

Carbon Monoxide (CO)

Nitrogen Oxide (NOx)

Volatile Organic Compounds

Particulate Matter (PM10)

Carbon Dioxide (CO2)

Annual Energy Savings (millions of BTU)

	New Start vs. Baseline

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

	Cost Effectiveness Rating: Not Rated

	Cost per Transportation System User Benefit (current year dollars/hour)
	New Start vs. Baseline

N/A

	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Not Rated 

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

N/A
	New Start

N/A


Project Justification 

Rating:  Not Rated

This project is Not Rated for project justification because FTA could not evaluate the benefits of the project.  RTD did not submit complete and accurate information in support of the project’s user benefits.  FTA continues to work with RTD to improve its travel demand projections.   FTA further notes that unless the project generates an acceptable cost effectiveness estimate, the project’s ability to advance into final design could be jeopardized.  

Based on 2000 Census data, there are an estimated 3,784 low-income households within a ½‑mile radius of proposed transit boarding areas, representing approximately 21 percent of total households within ½ mile of boarding areas.  Employment within a ½-mile radius of boarding areas is currently estimated at 34,088.  The Denver metropolitan area is designated as a maintenance area for carbon monoxide and ozone.  
Transit-Supportive Existing Land Use and Future Patterns

Rating:  Medium
The Medium land use rating reflects supportive growth management policies and tools to implement land use policies, tempered by current suburban and auto-oriented development in much of the corridor.

Existing Conditions:  The West Corridor project would serve the Denver central business district (CBD) via the existing Central Platte Valley LRT line to Union Station.  Densities and total employment and population levels are low to moderate throughout the corridor.  Outside of the CBD, the corridor contains an estimated 34,100 jobs and 34,000 residents within a ½-mile radius of stations, at densities averaging about 4,000 persons and 4,000 jobs per square mile.  The corridor includes older industrial areas south and west of downtown with significant redevelopment potential; established moderate-density residential neighborhoods in the cities of Denver and Lakewood; and a mix of more suburban industrial, commercial, residential, and undeveloped land near the western end of the corridor.  Station areas are generally pedestrian-accessible, but land use patterns are predominantly auto-oriented.  Surface parking is plentiful for most commercial uses in the corridor.
Future Plans, Policies and Performance: The metropolitan area and the corridor are growing rapidly. Metropolitan area population is projected to grow by 50 percent between 2000 and 2025. Thirty-one jurisdictions in the region have signed a regional growth management agreement known as the Mile High Compact, which covers a significant portion of the region but excludes three counties that have not adopted the compact.  Recently updated comprehensive plans of Denver and Lakewood, which cover most of the proposed station areas, are strongly supportive of transit-oriented development.  A few West Corridor stations are identified as areas of significant change, suitable for high-density development, although most are within established neighborhoods that are likely to remain protected from major redevelopment.  The city of Denver is working to adopt overlay districts that can be applied to transit station areas.  RTD recently created a group within its Systems Planning Division that works with municipalities, landowners, and developers to coordinate and promote transit-oriented development at bus and rail station sites.  The Federal Center station area in Lakewood is undergoing master planning for a major high-density, mixed-use redevelopment.  While Denver’s suburbs continue to expand rapidly, examples of high-density, mixed-use development are beginning to be demonstrated on infill sites and in existing LRT station areas in the region.  A number of projects currently underway and proposed in both Denver and Lakewood – the jurisdictions covering most of the corridor – are exhibiting strong pedestrian-oriented design features.

Local Financial Commitment 

Rating:  Medium
The Medium local financial commitment rating was determined by the solid financial condition of RTD, tempered by the optimistic forecast of sales and use tax revenues.

Proposed Non-Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 45%
Rating: Medium   
RTD’s financial plan for the West Corridor LRT project proposes Section 5309 New Starts funding to cover 55 percent of project costs, with RTD bonds and sales and use tax revenues, as well as local public/private contributions, funding the balance of capital requirements.  

	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

	Proposed Source of Funds
	Total Funding ($million)
	Percent of Total

	Federal: 

Section 5309 New Starts

Flexible Funds (CMAQ)


	$412.0

$2.0


	   55.0 %

0.3 %

	Local:

RTD Bond Proceeds

Prior Expenditures

Sales and Use Tax Revenues


	$257.5

$6.9

$54.1


	34.3 %

0.9 %
7.2 %

	Other:

Public/Private Contributions


	$17.2


	2.3 %

	Total:  
	$749.7
	100.0 %


NOTE: Funding statements reflected in this table have been made by project sponsors and are not DOT or FTA assumptions.  Sum of figures may differ from total as listed due to rounding.  

Stability and Reliability of Capital Financing Plan

Rating:  Medium
The Medium rating reflects the solid financial condition of RTD tempered by somewhat optimistic forecasts of sales and use tax revenues that will be used to issue bonds to support the project’s capital cost.
Agency Capital Financial Condition: The agency is in sound capital financial condition.  The low average age of RTD’s bus and rail fleet (both approximately five years) reflect the agency’s sound capital condition.  RTD has earned an AA- bond rating from Standard and Poor’s and an A-1 bond rating from Moody’s.

Capital Cost Estimate and Contingencies: RTD is working toward the establishment of the final alignment based on needs, impacts, and funding.  Capital costs reflect inflation rates of 3.3 percent through 2015, increasing to 4.0 percent by 2025.  The West Corridor cost estimates include a 10 percent contingency.  Debt assumptions used by RTD regarding the financing of capital costs are conservative based on today’s credit markets.  However, RTD uses optimistic sales tax revenue growth assumptions which approximate the strong growth in revenues experienced in the 1990s but which are not likely sustainable through 2025.  

RTD assumes that its blanket exemption from the rebate provisions of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights (TABOR), which expires at the end of 2005, will be extended.  An extension of TABOR would support RTD’s revenue assumptions, but such an extension is not guaranteed.  Under TABOR, the government unit receiving tax revenues is allowed to keep revenues in an amount equal to the prior year’s collections, adjusted for growth factors.  Revenues above this amount are subject to rebate to the residents of Colorado.  RTD has been exempt from the TABOR rebate provisions for expenses incurred on the Southeast Corridor.  

Existing and Committed Funding: Approximately $318.5 million of non-Section 5309 funds (95 percent) for the project will come from the sales and use tax revenues or bonds backed by the sales and use tax revenues.  The majority of these funds ($311.6 million) are considered planned.  Commitment will depend upon an RTD Board resolution to issue the debt.  A small portion of these funds ($6.9 million) has already been committed to the project to pay for preliminary engineering costs.

New and Proposed Funding Sources: The remaining five percent of non-Section 5309 New Starts funds is projected to come from local public/private contributions ($17.2 million).  The sources of this new funding have not been specified. 
Stability and Reliability of Operating Finance Plan 

Rating:  Medium
The Medium rating reflects RTD’s financial capacity to operate and maintain the proposed project, but acknowledges rather optimistic assumptions regarding future sales and use tax revenues.
Agency Operating Financial Condition: RTD is in sound operating financial condition, having experienced positive cash balances over the past five years.  Fare revenues account for approximately 25 percent of operating and maintenance expenses.  The historic growth in sales and use tax revenue has proved sufficient to fund the operations of a growing transit network.

Operating Cost Estimates and Contingencies: The West Corridor is projected to have an annual operating cost of $26.3 million in forecast year 2025, based on clearly identified bus and light rail service levels.  Fare revenues are assumed to grow with the rate of inflation.  Sales and use tax revenues are assumed to have an annual growth rate of seven percent, which is less conservative than assumptions that have been used in previous years.

Existing and Committed Funding: The major source of operating and maintenance revenues is the sales and use tax, which is planned.  The other source is farebox revenues, which will constitute only nine percent of operating and maintenance funds.

New and Proposed Funding Sources: No new funding sources are proposed.
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