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(November 2004)
Transfort, the transit agency for the city of Fort Collins, Colorado, is proposing a 5.3-mile bus rapid transit (BRT) system within its Mason Transportation Corridor (MTC), extending from Cherry Street on the north end to a proposed transit center south of Harmony Road.  The BRT right-of-way (ROW) is parallel to, and a few hundred feet west of College Avenue (US 287), the city’s primary north-south arterial, and adjacent to Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) railway tracks, which currently accommodate six to eight freight trains per day.  The project would link major regional activity centers, including the central business district (CBD) of Fort Collins, the Civic Center Complex, Colorado State University (CSU), the Natural Resources Research Center Federal campus, Foothills Fashion Mall, and small employment centers on the south end of the corridor.  MTC BRT service would operate in mixed traffic from the existing North Transit Center to the northern edge of CSU and continue in an exclusive right-of-way to the southern terminus at the South Transit Center, operating at ten-minute peak frequencies.  In addition to implementation of the South Transit Center, the project scope includes construction of 17 new stations, four enhanced bus stops, 475 park-and-ride spaces, and the procurement of seven new buses.  

The MTC BRT project emerged in response to existing and projected congestion along College Avenue.  Local stakeholders sought to develop a transportation improvement that would respond to the lack of a continuous and safe route for people choosing to use alternative modes of travel to the automobile.  After examining rail transit and elevated busway options, local decisionmakers selected at-grade BRT along the BNSF ROW to be the most favorable alternative due to its cost effectiveness, travel time performance, and integration into existing and planned development.  In addition to enhancing opportunities for transit riders, bicyclists, and pedestrians along its length, the MTC project is intended to support compact, transit-related development and adopted community goals.  
	 Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Bus Rapid Transit

	 
	5.3 Miles

17 Stations, 1 Transit Center

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$66.0 Million 

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$33.0 Million (50.0%)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost: 
	$12.3 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2020):
	5,900 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	1,100 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast:
	Not Available 

	FY 2006 Finance Rating:
	Medium-Low

	FY 2006 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium-High

	FY 2006 Overall Project Rating:
	Not Recommended


The project is rated Not Recommended based upon continuing deficiencies in the project’s capital and operating plans.  The FY 2006 Annual Report on New Starts marks the third consecutive year that the Mason Transportation Corridor project has been Not Recommended.  Transfort must improve the financial plan and secure local funding commitments for the project within the next year, or risk being removed  from preliminary engineering (PE) status.
Project Development History and Current Status
The BRT project is a result of a citizens’ initiative begun in 1996 that produced The Mason Street Transportation Corridor Master Plan in January 1999.  BRT was selected as the locally preferred alternative in October 2000.  FTA granted Transfort approval to enter PE on the project in December 2001.   Since that time, Transfort has revised its financial plan to increase its non-New Starts share of project costs to 50 percent, and has refined its estimate of travel-time benefits for the project.  However, Transfort’s ability to finance construction and operation of the project is largely dependant upon citywide voter approval of the extension of a transit-dedicated sales tax, which has failed in two previous elections (November 2002 and April 2003).  The City of Fort Collins is considering a third transportation-related public referendum in April 2005.  Transfort initiated an Environmental Assessment for the project in August 2002, which it expects to complete by December 2005.  

Significant Changes Since Last Evaluation (November 2003)
There have been no significant changes since this project was last evaluated.

Project Justification Rating: Medium-High 

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

Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium-High
The Medium-High cost effectiveness rating reflects an excellent level of travel-time benefits (1,000 hours each weekday) relative to the project’s annualized capital and operating costs.  This estimate may be subject to change because the project’s cost estimate has not been updated.  However, due to the project’s moderate level of anticipated benefits and its modest scope, it is expected to remain a cost effective investment.

	Cost Effectiveness  MERGEFIELD CostEff 

	Cost per Hour of Transportation System User Benefit 

Incremental Cost per Incremental Trip
	New Start vs. Baseline

$11.25*

$10.66


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

Travel forecasts show that over one-half of estimated travel time benefits are attributable to trips destined for Colorado State University in the northern portion of the alignment.  Most of these benefits accrue to BRT guideway trips originating from destinations along the alignment.  One-third of project benefits are anticipated to accrue for work trips, split evenly between downtown Fort Collins and other employment opportunities within the Mason Transportation Corridor.
The Mason Transportation Corridor project’s cost estimate has not been updated since the project was approved into PE three years ago.  At the same time, the revised project development schedule extends preliminary engineering by nine months, but maintains a revenue operations date of 2008.  The guideway, station, and vehicle unit costs are somewhat lower than other New Starts BRT projects in which minimal guideway construction is required.  

Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium

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

Existing Land Use: Medium-Low
· Population density within the corridor is approximately 3,100 persons per square mile and employment density within the corridor is approximately 4,800 employees per square mile, both of which reflect poor transit-supportive conditions.  Only 25,000 jobs are located within ½ mile of proposed station areas.

· There are provisions for the disabled, such as ramps and curb cuts, throughout the corridor.  The city identified missing sidewalks, arterial crossing conflicts and other pedestrian conflicts as part of the update to the Transportation Master Plan completed in 2004, and is working to obtain local, State and Federal grants to complete the projects.

· A sample of current parking rates in downtown Fort Collins demonstrates very low costs ($2 - $5 per day).

Transit-Supportive Plans and Policies: Medium-High
· The Plan for the Area Between Loveland and Fort Collins, a policy document adopted by the city of Fort Collins, the city of Loveland and Larimer County, calls for a community separator area between the two cities that would be kept rural rather than absorb urban development.  The city has agreements with Larimer County that have extended the growth area boundaries beyond the city limits and into the county to govern the development occurring there.  Other nearby municipalities are also cooperating with the city of Fort Collins.

· Policies in the City Plan stipulate that higher intensities of development will be located in major transit station areas, such as those in the MTC.  The land use code has specific requirements regarding residential, commercial, mixed-use and institutional land use intended to promote transit- and pedestrian-friendly design.  The city of Fort Collins has adopted parking-related requirements for both autos and bicycles throughout the city.  Maximum parking space requirements have been established for all non-residential land uses, but there are no minimum parking space requirements.

· The zoning code is structured to create communities, not just to manage individual development projects.  Station areas comprise one type of community to which appropriate parts of the code are being applied.  One ongoing effort of local land use planning is an analysis of current zoning and land use regulations at station areas to determine if any changes are needed to make the areas more conducive to transit-oriented development.

· Members of the development community, the Fort Collins Downtown Development Authority, the Chamber of Commerce, the Fort Collins Economic Development Corporation, and the Visitors Bureau, as well as individual property and business owners, have been involved in creating the city’s and MTC’s plans from their inception.  

Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium
· Under the transit-supportive City Plan and implementation-related zoning ordinances, several major city and county buildings have been constructed to create the Downtown Civic Center.  Forthcoming projects include a mixed office, retail, and residential medium-high density development on a vacant parcel adjacent to the north end of the MTC.  The South Transit Center agreement has been completed and the City now owns the property.

· In 2004, an examination of infrastructure needs provided an assessment of all the properties along the corridor with regard to their potential for redevelopment.  The result showed a significant number of properties that had good redevelopment potential under the existing zoning.  Even more redevelopment would be expected with future transit-supportive zoning changes.
Other Project Justification Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Medium-Low MERGEFIELD Mobility 

	Within ½-mile radius of boarding areas:

       Existing Employment 

       Projected Employment (2020)

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

      Employment

      Low Income Households 

Transportation System User Benefit Per Project Passenger Mile (Minutes)
	25,400
35,900

1,300 (19%)

1,493*

76*

New Start vs. Baseline
1.95*



	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 

69

10

8

0

N/A

EPA Designation

Maintenance Area*

Subpart 1*

N/A



	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD OpEff 

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

$0.974*
	New Start

$0.868*




* 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-Low
The local financial commitment rating reflects the Medium-Low rating for both the capital and operating financing plans. 

Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 50% 

Rating: Medium

Fort Collins is requesting a 50 percent New Starts share of total project costs, which equates to a Medium 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)


	$ 33.0

$0.5
	50.0%

0.8%

	Local:

Building Community Choices

Sales Tax (1/4-cent extension)

Tax Increment Financing

Local CMAQ match

Property tax


	$5.6

$13.0

$13.0

$0.1

$0.8
	8.5%

19.7%

19.7%

0.2%

1.1%

	Total:  
	$66.0
	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-Low

The capital finance plan is rated Medium-Low, based upon the average of the ratings assigned to each of the subfactors listed below.  While Fort Collins’ capital condition is rated Medium-High, the remaining subfactors have received Medium-Low ratings. 

Agency Capital Condition: Medium-High 

· Transfort’s current bus fleet averages 5.5 years in age, which is younger than the industry average.

· The City of Fort Collins has good bond ratings, which were issued in 2003 (Moody’s Aa2 and Fitch AA).

Completeness of Capital Plan: Medium-Low 

· Fort Collins resubmitted its January 2003 financial plan as the capital financial plan for the FY 2006 assessment period.  The submission was moderately complete, but did not include current capital cost estimate details, a fleet management plan, or a sensitivity analysis. 

Commitment of Capital Funds: Medium-Low 

· Over 18 percent of non-New Starts funding is committed.  No plan has been provided for securing approximately 42 percent of planned funds, and an additional 40 percent of planned funds require passage of a sales tax extension referendum that has failed twice.  
· The project has been in preliminary engineering for nearly three years and no additional non-Section 5309 New Starts funds have been committed during that time. 
Capital Funding Capacity: Medium-Low 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit that would allow Fort Collins to cover cost increases or funding shortfalls equal to approximately ten percent of project costs.
Capital Cost Estimate and Planning Assumptions: Medium-Low 
· Assumptions about gaining commitment on planned funding remain optimistic.  

· Total capital cost assumptions were reconfirmed in a recent estimate, but no updated information was provided about the project costs by year-of-expenditure.    

Operating Finance Plan Rating: Medium-Low

The operating finance plan is rated Medium-Low.  The current operating condition is Medium-High, while Medium-Low ratings are assigned for completeness, and for operating cost estimates and planning assumptions.  The two remaining subfactors received Medium ratings.  The average of these ratings is Medium, but the rating has been lowered to Medium-Low, because of the Medium-Low rating for the operating cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactor. 

Agency Operating Financial Condition: Medium-High 
· Transfort is in good operating condition.  Although economic conditions over the past three years resulted in the need to reduce some city services, no transit operations were affected. 

· Transfort’s current ratio of assets to liabilities, as reported in its most recent audited financial statement, is 7.2. 

Completeness of Operating Plan: Medium-Low 

· Fort Collins resubmitted the January 2003 financial plan as the operating plan for the FY 2006 assessment period.  The submission was generally complete, but no information was provided on actual operating revenues and expenses for years 2001-2003. 

Commitment of Operating Funds: Medium 

· Over 41 percent of operating funding is committed.  The committed source is fare revenues from the New Starts project.  Transfers from the General Fund, plus other operating revenue including FTA Section 5307 Formula Funds and advertising, make up the remaining, planned funding.  
Financial Capacity: Medium 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances of zero, with no reserve accounts.  
· While the city of Fort Collins has access to credit exceeding 50 percent of annual operating expenses, the debt capacity would rely upon the sales tax extension that is pending voter approval.  Additionally, Fort Collins’ operations include several city functions, and so debt capacity may not be devoted solely to transportation. 
Operating Cost Estimates and Assumptions: Medium-Low 

· Ridership growth projections and projected increases in operational efficiency are more optimistic than past trends.   
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