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The Denver Regional Transportation District (RTD) is proposing the West Corridor project, a 12-station, 

12.1-mile light rail transit (LRT) line extending from RTD’s existing LRT system near Colfax Avenue and Interstate 25 (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 LRT line at the existing Auraria station adjacent to downtown Denver where it interlines to Denver Union Station (DUS).  The project scope includes 32 light rail vehicles.  Service would operate at five-minute peak-period headways between DUS and the Federal Center station in Lakewood and 15-minute peak-period headways between Federal Center and Jefferson County Government Center during weekday peak periods.

The West Corridor LRT project parallels West 6th Avenue, which carries the second highest traffic volume in the region.  Regional projections indicate that local auto travel times will increase by almost 30 percent by 2030 in an already congested corridor.  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 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):
	$656.83 Million (Includes $ 50.33 million in finance charges)

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$290.55 Million (44.2 %)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost: 
	$38.20 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2030):
	 29,700 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	 6,200 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2013):
	 19,300 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2009 Local Financial Commitment Rating:
	Medium-High

	FY 2009 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2009 Overall Project Rating:
	Medium-High


FTA believes that the final cost estimate may change pending the conclusion of a risk assessment in early 2008, and that the New Starts amount may increase due to a market conditions adjustment request from RTD.  Assuming continued effective management of the cost estimate and maintenance of the project’s cost effectiveness rating, FTA expects to execute a Full Funding Grant Agreement (FFGA) for the Denver West Corridor LRT project in late 2008.  
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 partially 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.  In November 2004, Denver area voters passed RTD’s FasTracks funding plan, which increased RTD’s sales tax revenues and will support the construction of over 100 miles of new rail transit (including the West Corridor LRT project) and a 24 percent increase in local bus service.  FTA approved the project into final design in August 2005, and recommended the project for an FFGA in the FY 2007 and FY 2008 President’s Budgets.  During this time, RTD implemented a series of value engineering and cost containment measures, some of which required NEPA review and significant design work, in order to control the cost growth that has occurred since final design approval.  A revised Environmental Assessment was completed and a Finding of No Significant Impact was issued in November 2007.
Significant Changes Since FY 2008 Evaluation (November 2006)
Faced with increased project costs, RTD initiated a series of cost containment and value engineering strategies that required further design work and an Environmental Assessment.  Scope changes included: a single-track (instead of double-track) alignment from the Denver Federal Center station to the end-of-line Jefferson County station and the elimination of a tail track; modest shifts in the location of several stations; and an alignment change from the north side to south side of US 6 between Union and Indiana.  
Project Justification Rating: Medium 
The project is rated Medium for project justification based on a Medium rating for cost effectiveness and a Medium rating for transit-supportive land use.
Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium
The Medium cost effectiveness rating reflects the level of travel-time benefits (6,200 hours each weekday, plus special events) relative to the project’s annualized costs.  
	Cost Effectiveness  MERGEFIELD CostEff 

	Cost per Hour of Transportation System User Benefit 

Incremental Cost per Incremental Trip
	New Start vs. Baseline

 $23.82*

$21.99


* 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, 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 are forecast to receive over 10 percent of project travel-time benefits.  Passengers traveling to events at Denver sports and entertainment venues are expected to account for approximately five percent of transportation benefits.  
FTA considers the project schedule to be achievable.  The current cost estimate may change as a result of the negotiation of a guaranteed maximum price contract with the construction manager in the spring of 2008, and the completion of FTA’s risk assessment, also in the spring of 2008.

Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium
The Medium rating is based upon the average of the ratings assigned to the subfactors below, each of which contribute one-third to the land use rating.  The rating reflects conditions as of November 2006.
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 5,000 people per square mile.  Employment located within ½-mile of proposed station areas is approximately 37,100.  Employment in the Denver CBD, to which the project provides a direct connection, is about 130,000.
· 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 0.35 parking spaces per employee in the CBD, suggesting a moderately restricted parking supply.  Average parking costs are a low to moderate $7 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 87 percent of the region’s population.  Significant actions to protect open space have been undertaken in recent years, as have some major infill and redevelopment projects.  In 2005, the metropolitan planning organization (MPO) initiated a regional work program to promote transit-oriented development.

· 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.  Denver and Lakewood are actively taking steps to implement these policies in seven station areas, through more detailed corridor and station area planning, zoning changes, and identifying needed capital improvements.  

· 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) but generally does not permit mixed-use development.  Denver has recently created “transit mixed-use” and “main street” zoning districts that provide for higher densities, pedestrian-friendly design, and reduced parking requirements, and is considering these for application in some West Corridor station areas.  
· RTD adopted a transit-oriented development (TOD) Policy and Strategic Plan in 2006 to define the roles and responsibilities of various stakeholders, and held a corridor-wide TOD workshop with municipalities to initiate station area planning efforts.  
Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium
· No transit-supportive developments have been constructed yet in any West Corridor station areas, although one major redevelopment project is in the planning stages.  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.

· Forecasts continue to indicate a strong economic climate in the Denver region as well as growth in the West Corridor.  Market studies show that residential development has the greatest potential in most station areas, while commercial opportunities are more limited.  In many station areas, fragmented land ownership poses a barrier to large-scale redevelopment.
Other Project Justification Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD Mobility 

	Average Per Station:
     Employment
     Low Income Households

Transportation System User Benefit Per Project Passenger Mile (Minutes)


	2,200
300

New Start vs. Baseline
2.01


	Environmental Benefits Rating: High MERGEFIELD Environmental 

	Criteria Pollutant Status

     8-Hour Ozone (O3)


	EPA Designation

Subpart 1




Local Financial Commitment Rating: Medium-High

The Medium-High local financial commitment rating is based on the 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 Funds ($million)
	Percent of Total

	Federal: 

Section 5309 New Starts

FHWA Flexible Funds (CMAQ)


	$290.55
$9.50
	44.2%

1.4%

	Local:

Bond Proceeds

Sales & Use Tax

Certificates of Participation
Local Government Contributions


	$146.56
$119.82
$75.51
$14.89
	22.3%

18.2%

11.5%

2.3%

	Total:  
	$656.83
	100.0%


NOTE:  The financial plan reflected in this table has been developed by the project sponsor and does not reflect a commitment by DOT or FTA.  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 weighted average of the ratings assigned to each of the subfactors listed below.  The agency capital condition is weighted 25 percent, the commitment of capital funds is weighted 25 percent, and the capital cost estimate, planning assumptions and capital funding capacity subfactor is weighted 50 percent.

Agency Capital Condition: Medium-High 

· The average age of RTD’s bus fleet is under six years, which is younger than the industry average.

· RTD’s good bond ratings, which were issued in 2007, are as follows: Moody’s Investors Service AA3; Standard & Poor’s Corporation AA; and Fitch AA-.   

Commitment of Capital Funds: Medium-High 

· More than 95 percent of non-New Starts funding is committed.  The sources of non-Section 5309 New Starts funds for the project are Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program (CMAQ) funds, revenues derived from the local sales and use tax, bond proceeds backed by a 0.4 percent sales and use tax, as provided for by FasTracks, Certificates of Participation, and local government contributions.  
Capital Cost Estimate, Planning Assumptions, and Financial Capacity: Medium-High 
· Sales tax revenue assumptions included in the capital plan are generally consistent with RTD’s historic experience, while inflation assumptions are more conservative than historical experience.  

· Capital costs were developed using unit costs consistent with historical and current costs in the Denver area.  

· RTD has cash reserves and significant additional debt capacity to cover unexpected cost increases or funding shortfalls.  

Operating Finance Plan Rating: Medium-High

The operating finance plan is rated Medium-High based upon the weighted average of the ratings assigned to each of the subfactors listed below.  The agency operating condition is weighted 25 percent, the commitment of operating funds is weighted 25 percent, and the operating cost estimates, planning assumptions and operating funding capacity subfactor is weighted 50 percent.

Agency Operating Financial Condition: 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 5.2.

Commitment of Operating and Maintenance Funds: High 

· All operating funding is committed, including fare revenues, increased sales and use tax revenues, and parking revenues.  
Operating Cost Estimates, Planning Assumptions, and Financial Capacity: Medium

· Operating cost estimates and revenue forecasts are generally consistent with historical experience; some key assumptions such as sales and use tax revenues are somewhat conservative, while other assumptions such as operating and maintenance costs are somewhat optimistic.

· The project’s financial plan shows positive cash balances exceeding 2.5 months of system-wide operating expenses.
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