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The Regional Transportation District (RTD) is proposing the West Corridor project, a 12-station, 12.1-mile light rail transit (LRT) system extending from RTD’s existing LRT line near Colfax Avenue and 

I-25, and following 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 Central Platte Valley light rail extension and the Central Corridor light rail line at the existing Auraria station in downtown Denver.  The West Corridor LRT would also provide connections to the second largest employment center in the Denver metropolitan area, the Denver Tech Center, via the Southeast Corridor light rail line currently under construction.  Constructed mostly at-grade, the proposed West Corridor LRT project would have six above-grade overpasses at major intersections and three short below-grade sections at high-traffic areas.  5,700 park-and-ride spaces would be built as part of the project.  The West Corridor LRT project would operate on exclusive right-of-way for eight miles and run in mixed traffic for four miles west of I-70.  Service would operate at five-minute headways during weekday peak periods.

The West Corridor project parallels West 6th Avenue, which carries the second highest traffic volume in the region.  Regional projections indicate that local 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 transportation plans.  Intended as a high-capacity transit alternative to West 6th Avenue, the West Corridor LRT project is designed to improve transit travel times in the corridor and to increase transit connectivity to regional employment centers currently underserved by public transportation.  

	 Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Light Rail Transit

	 
	12.1 Miles

12 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$561.9 Million (includes $38.8 million in finance charges)

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$249.0 Million (44.3%)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost: 
	$28.2 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2025):
	 28,700 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	 4,700 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2013):
	 24,900 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2006 Finance Rating:
	Medium-High

	FY 2006 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2006 Overall Project Rating:
	Recommended


Project Development History and Current 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 CDOT, completed a major investment study on the corridor in July 1997, which resulted in the selection of a locally preferred alternative that included both LRT and roadway transportation management improvements.  The selection of LRT was based on the inability to widen West 6th Avenue to respond to ongoing population and employment growth within the corridor.  FTA approved RTD’s request to enter preliminary engineering on the West Corridor LRT project in March 2001.  A Final Environmental Impact Statement was completed in October 2003, and a NEPA Record of Decision was issued in April 2004.  A request for entry into final design is expected in early 2005.

Significant Changes Since Last Evaluation (November 2003)

This project was not rated in the FY 2005 Annual Report on New Starts because FTA had concerns about the reliability of RTD’s ridership forecasts.  Since that time, RTD and DRCOG has updated their travel models to generate more reliable estimates of project ridership and travel-time benefits, which are the basis for this evaluation.  FTA has found that DRCOG’s and RTD’s recent work more accurately portrays an estimate of reasonable travel benefits.  

The project’s cost estimate was reduced by approximately 25 percent since last year, reflecting scope and schedule changes.  In addition, on November 2, 2004, voters approved RTD’s FasTracks ballot initiative, which will generate a 0.4 percent increase in RTD’s sales tax revenues for the implementation of the West Corridor LRT and other capital expansion projects.

Project Justification Rating: Medium

The project is rated Medium for project justification based on a Medium-Low rating for cost effectiveness and a Medium rating for transit-supportive land use.

Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium-Low
The Medium-Low cost effectiveness rating reflects a sufficient level of travel-time benefits (5,700 hours each weekday) relative to the project’s annualized costs.  The estimate of both costs and benefits of the project at this stage of development is considered reliable, but FTA expects some additional refinements to both estimates as part of final design.
	Cost Effectiveness  MERGEFIELD CostEff 

	Cost per Hour of Transportation System User Benefit 

Incremental Cost per Incremental Trip
	New Start vs. Baseline

$20.91*

$25.23


* Indicates that measure is a component of Project Justification rating.

Over one-half of travel time benefits are attributable to trips destined for downtown Denver.  Lakewood, and in particular the Federal Center complex, also attracts a significant market that would benefit from the faster and more reliable travel speeds generated by the proposed West Corridor LRT.  Lower income households generate approximately 40 percent of project travel-time benefits, including one-quarter of all reverse commute trips within the corridor.  Approximately nine percent of travel time benefits are attributable to trips to and from several special event venues along the LRT alignment, including Invesco Field, Coors Field, Pepsi Center, and Six Flags Ilitch Gardens.

The project’s revised cost estimate reflects a $187 million reduction from last year, due primarily to an acceleration in the date of revenue operations (from 2020 to 2013), reduction in finance charges, and decision to expand existing maintenance yards rather than construct a new one.  

Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium
The Medium land use rating is based upon the Medium-Low rating assigned to existing land use, the Medium-High rating for transit-supportive plans and policies in the project corridor, and the Medium rating for performance and impacts of land use policies.  

Existing Land Use: Medium-Low
· The West Corridor LRT line would follow the route of an old interurban transit line through the western suburbs of Denver.  Station area residential densities are low to moderate, averaging roughly 5,200 people.  Employment located within ½ mile of proposed station areas is approximately 30,100.  Employment in the Denver CBD, to which the project provides a direct connection, is about 120,000.
· Neighborhoods in the eastern half of the corridor are characterized by small-lot single-family and duplex residences, and some pockets of multi-family development, on a grid street system.  The western part of the corridor includes an industrial and office park, community college, and county government center.  Pedestrian access in these areas is relatively poor.
· There are approximately 2.2 parking spaces per employee in the CBD, suggesting an ample parking supply.  Average parking costs are $6 per day.
Transit-Supportive Plans and Policies: Medium-High
· A regional vision plan adopted in 1997, Metro Vision 2020, calls for adoption of an urban growth boundary and concentration of development in transit-oriented activity centers.  A compact to implement Metro Vision policies has been endorsed by jurisdictions covering 80 percent of the region’s population and over 50 percent of its land area.  Significant actions to protect open space have been undertaken in recent years, as have some major infill and redevelopment projects.

· Comprehensive plans for Denver and Lakewood (covering most station areas) contain policies favoring transit-supportive development, including higher densities, mixed uses, and pedestrian-oriented design.  

· Existing station area zoning supports moderate residential densities (typically seven to 14 units per acre) and moderately high commercial densities (typically 1.5 to 2.0 floor area ratio).  The city and county of Denver have recently made some code revisions to enhance pedestrian access and have created a transit mixed-use zoning district that they propose to apply to one or two West Corridor station areas. 

· Denver has undertaken some transit-oriented development initiatives in the vicinity of existing LRT stations and plans to undertake similar activities in the West Corridor.  RTD has completed an initial study of transit-oriented development opportunities in West Corridor station areas.
Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium
· No transit-supportive developments have been constructed yet in any West Corridor station areas, but existing light rail lines in the Denver area are attracting new development.  A number of projects currently underway and proposed in both Denver and Lakewood exhibit strong pedestrian-oriented design features.

· Long-term forecasts indicate a strong long-term economic climate in the Denver region; however, in the past three years the regional economy has slowed sharply, with the West Corridor exhibiting one of the weaker markets in the region.  There are a handful of opportunities for major redevelopment in the West Corridor and additional opportunities for incremental change.
Other Project Justification Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD Mobility 

	Within ½-mile radius of boarding areas:

       Existing Employment 

       Projected Employment (2025)

       Low Income Households (% of total HH)
Average Per Station:

      Employment

      Low Income Households 

Transportation System User Benefit Per Project Passenger Mile (Minutes)


	30,100
41,300

3,800 (6%)

2,508*

317*

New Start vs. Baseline
2.08*



	Environmental Benefits Rating: High MERGEFIELD Environmental 

	Criteria Pollutant (Reduction in tons) 

Carbon Monoxide (CO)

Nitrogen Oxide (NOx)

Volatile Organic Compounds (VOC)

Particulate Matter (PM10)

Carbon Dioxide (CO2)

Criteria Pollutant Status

Carbon Monoxide

8-Hour Ozone (O3)

Annual Energy Savings (million British Thermal Units)
	New Start vs. Baseline 

226

11

11

8

7,894

EPA Designation

Maintenance Area*

Subpart 1*

89,518



	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD OpEff 

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

$0.312*
	New Start

$0.319*




* Indicates that measure is a component of rating for each criterion.

N/A indicates information was not available for this entry.

Local Financial Commitment Rating: Medium-High

The Medium-High local financial commitment rating is based on Medium-High ratings for the New Starts share of project costs and for both the capital and operating finance plans. 

Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 44% 

Rating:  Medium-High

RTD is requesting an approximately 44 percent New Starts share of total project costs, which results in a Medium-High rating for this measure.

	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

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

	Federal: 

Section 5309 New Starts

Flexible Funds (CMAQ)


	$249.0

$2.0
	44.3%

0.4%

	Local:

Bond Proceeds

Sales & Use Tax

Prior Proceeds


	$152.4

$137.0

$8.7
	27.1%

24.4%

1.5%

	Other:

Local Private


	$12.7
	2.3%

	Total:  
	$561.9
	100.0%


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

Capital Finance Plan Rating: Medium-High

The capital finance plan is rated Medium-High based upon the average of the ratings assigned to each of the subfactors listed below.  A High rating was assigned for capital condition and financial capacity; a Medium-High rating for completeness and commitment of capital funds; and a Medium rating for capital cost estimates and planning assumptions.  

Agency Capital Condition: High 

· RTD’s average bus fleet age is 5 years, which is younger than the industry average.

· RTD’s good bond ratings, which were issued in December 2002 are as follows: Moody’s A1; Standard & Poor’s AA-; and Fitch A+.

Completeness of Capital Plan: Medium-High 

· The capital plan contains a 23-year cash flow for the West Corridor project and RTD’s other capital needs, identifies key assumptions, and includes a sensitivity analysis.  The plan lacks some written explanatory details, including contingency plans for funding revenue shortfalls and/or cost overruns. 

Commitment of Capital Funds: Medium-High 

· Over 46 percent of non-New Starts funding is committed.  The primary source of local funds for the project is bond proceeds backed by a full-cent sales and use tax.  
Capital Funding Capacity: High 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit that would allow RTD to cover cost increases or funding shortfalls equal to approximately 50 percent of project costs.
Capital Cost Estimate and Planning Assumptions: Medium 
· The capital cost estimate and planning assumptions are generally consistent with RTD’s historic experience.  Capital costs were developed using unit costs consistent with historical and current costs in the Denver area.  

Operating Finance Plan Rating: Medium-High

The operating finance plan is rated Medium-High, based upon the average of the ratings of the five subfactors listed below. Operating condition and capacity were rated Medium-High; commitment of operating funds was rated High; and completeness and operating cost estimates and planning assumptions were rated Medium.
Agency Operating Financial Condition: Medium-High 
· RTD is in excellent financial condition, demonstrating no historical cash flow shortages and no recent service cutbacks.

· RTD’s current ratio of assets to liabilities as reported in its most recent audited financial statement is 1.83.

Completeness of Operating Plan: Medium 

· RTD’s operating plan includes a 23-year operating cash flow statement and historical data and identifies key assumptions.  However, the plan is missing assumptions regarding the projection of fare revenues, as well as some explanatory detail on the operating plan. 

Commitment of Operating Funds: High 

· All operating funding is committed, including fare revenues and increased sales and use tax revenues.  
Operating Funding Capacity: Medium-High 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit exceeding 25 percent of annual operating expenses.
Operating Cost Estimates and Planning Assumptions: Medium

· The operating cost estimate methodology, operating service plan, fare revenues, and sales and use tax revenues are consistent with historical experience.
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