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Description 

The Connecticut Department of Transportation (ConnDOT) is proposing to construct the New Britain-Hartford Busway, a 9.4-mile exclusive bus rapid transit (BRT) system operating in an existing and abandoned railroad right-of-way on a new two-way roadway between downtown New Britain and downtown Hartford’s Union Station.  The corridor runs largely parallel to Interstate 84, the region’s most congested highway and the primary transportation link between New Britain, West Hartford, and downtown Hartford.   The proposed project is intended to provide improved transit travel times between activity centers along the corridor, improve mobility and accessibility for the region’s relatively large transit-dependent population, and promote redevelopment opportunities in older urban centers along the alignment.  

The project is forecast to result in 3,900 hours of weekday travel-time benefits in 2025 when compared to conventional bus service.  The majority of these benefits would result from travel between New Britain and Hartford, with in-vehicle transit travel-time savings of 11 minutes for peak period trips between the two downtowns when compared to bus service operating on local roadways.  In addition, ConnDOT’s Busway operations plan would allow buses to enter and exit the facility to reach destinations well outside of the immediate corridor.  This feature would extend the project’s transportation benefits through the region, by increasing bus speeds for the portion of trips utilizing the guideway and reducing the need for transfers.  It is anticipated that low-income residents who may not have access to an automobile and who currently have difficulty reaching jobs in the corridor and other destinations in the suburbs would realize almost 40 percent of the project’s travel-time benefits. 

	Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Bus Rapid Transit

	 
	9.4 Miles, 12 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$175.2 Million 

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$87.5 Million (50%) 

	Annual Operating Cost (2007 $YOE): 
	$6.8 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2025):
	18,900 Average Weekday Boardings  

	 
	4,400 Daily New Riders 

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast:
	15,600 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2005 Finance Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2005 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2005 Overall Project Rating:
	Recommended


The Recommended rating is based on the project’s good cost effectiveness and the adequacy of its capital and operating financial plans.  The overall project rating applies to this Annual Report on New Starts and reflects the information available 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 development, estimates of costs, 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

FTA approved the New Britain-Hartford Busway’s entrance into preliminary engineering in January 2000. The project received a Record of Decision in March 2002.  ConnDOT anticipates requesting entry into final design in fall 2004.  A design/build implementation strategy is being pursued.  Construction is scheduled to begin in April 2005 with a revenue operation date of February 2007.  

Since the project’s preliminary engineering approval, capital costs of the project have increased from $80 million to $175 million. The increases are primarily due to refined station area designs, as well as unanticipated costs associated with right-of-way acquisition and bus procurement.  Recent engineering activities indicate that project costs will likely climb to over $200 million.  

In addition to escalating capital costs, a portion of the alignment in downtown Hartford (Newington Junction to Park Street) is adjacent to an active Amtrak right-of-way.  There is uncertainty as to what physical clearances Amtrak will require for its operation and whether these clearances will accommodate simultaneous operations of Amtrak and the Busway within this constrained right-of-way.  If it is determined that re-alignment of the Busway in this section of the corridor is required, the project’s capital cost will increase further and will likely trigger additional NEPA work.  The project’s cost uncertainties further put its estimate of cost effectiveness at risk.

The New Britain-Hartford Busway was not authorized for Section 5309 New Starts funds in TEA‑21.  Through FY 2003, a total of $1.49 million in Section 5309 New Starts funding and $16.29 million in Section 5309 Bus Discretionary funding has been appropriated for this project.   An additional $1.58 million in Section 5309 Fixed Guideway Modification funding has been appropriated to the region and has been targeted for the project by ConnDOT. 

Evaluation 

The following criteria have been estimated in conformance with FTA's Reporting Instructions for the Section 5309 New Starts Criteria, updated in June 2003.  The project will be re-evaluated when it is ready to advance into final design and for next year’s Annual Report on New Starts.

	Project Justification Quantitative Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Medium-High

	Average Employment Per Station

Average Low Income Households Per Station

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

5,463

434

4.12

	Environmental Benefits Rating: High

	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

83

22

8

0

16,933

219,373

	Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium

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

$16.26

	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

$0.67
	New Start

$0.64


Project Justification 

Rating:  Medium 

The Medium project justification rating reflects the cost effectiveness of the Busway, as well as efforts to encourage transit-supportive development in the proposed corridor and the surrounding communities.   Based on 2000 Census data, there are an estimated 5,205 low-income households within a ½-mile radius of the proposed 12 stations, representing approximately 11 percent of the total households within ½-mile of proposed stations.  There are 65,557 employees within ½ mile of the station areas.   The Hartford metropolitan area is designated as an attainment area for carbon monoxide and a serious non-attainment area for ozone.  In addition to the cost per hour of transportation system user benefits presented above, the Busway project has an incremental cost per incremental trip value of $15.46.

Transit-Supportive Existing Land Use and Future Patterns

Rating:  Medium 

The Medium rating reflects the concentrations of development at both ends of the proposed investment (downtown New Britain and downtown Hartford) and a station area planning process that encourages transit-supportive land use in the corridor.

Existing Conditions:  Approximately 45,000 persons currently reside, and 68,600 jobs are located, within ½ mile of the 12 proposed stations.  With the exception of the two downtowns, the proposed station areas are dominated by low- to medium- density residential uses.  The highest trip generators are located primarily in the downtown areas with their associated clusters of employment, cultural, and civic facilities.  In West Hartford and Newington, development along the Busway corridor is low-density residential and industrial, with some “big-box” retail.  Pedestrian accessibility is well balanced within downtown New Britain and Hartford, but the pedestrian environment declines throughout the middle portion of the Busway corridor.  Most of the stations are close to each other and to major roads and highways, thereby making pedestrian access to the stations potentially difficult. Except for downtown Hartford, parking is generally available in all station areas.  New housing developments are spreading along the proposed Busway.

Future Plans, Policies and Performance:  Transit-oriented planning has included independent efforts such as State commitments of $325 million to redevelopment projects (including a sports arena and new residential development) in downtown Hartford; the implementation of community enhancements in the Parkville neighborhood; the adoption of an overlay district favoring high-density development in West Hartford; and redevelopment efforts in New Britain.  The State of Connecticut Transportation Strategy Board recently fully funded a New Britain/Hartford Station Area Planning Project to develop transit-oriented design guidelines for development around all Busway stations and initiate the development of transit-supportive station area plans for up to seven stations.   

Development is beginning to respond to the proposed Busway, especially in the downtowns of Hartford and New Britain.   The city of New Britain is initiating discussions with developers regarding property around the downtown New Britain station.  The Adrian’s Landing multi-use project in downtown Hartford is currently under construction with completion set for 2005.  Other developments in downtown Hartford include a new campus of the Capital Community Technical College, both new and renovated housing developments, and consolidation of office space for the Aetna Corporation.  

Local Financial Commitment 

Rating: Medium
The Medium local financial commitment rating was determined by the strong capital and operating financial condition of ConnDOT, tempered by the reliability of the project capital cost estimate. 

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

Rating: Medium   
New Starts funding is proposed to cover just under 50 percent of project capital cost requirements.  ConnDOT will provide the balance of funding from a range of state and Federal revenue sources.  

	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

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

	Federal:

Section 5309 New Starts

FHWA–National Highway System 

Flexible Funds (CMAQ)

Section 5307 Formula

Section 5309 Bus Discretionary

Section 5309 Fixed Guideway


	$87.5

$3.4

$20.0

$8.8

$17.0

$2.5
	49.9 %

2.0 %

11.4 %

5.0 %

9.7 %

1.4 %

	State: 

State Capital Bond

TSB Appropriation


	$35.0

$1.0


	20.0 %

0.6 %

	Total:  
	$175.2
	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 strong financial condition of ConnDOT.  The considerable financial resources of ConnDOT back the financial plan for the project, and its State Transportation Fund (STF) provides the capacity to accommodate project cost increases.   However, high risk factors associated with unresolved issues in a shared rail corridor result in questionable confidence in the project’s cost estimate and consequently temper the rating.  

Agency Capital Financial Condition: The capital financial condition of the agency is secure.  ConnDOT has a strong bond rating and debt coverage ratio. Although no updated documentation was provided, the Special Tax Obligation Bonds issued in 2000 were rated A1 by Moody’s and AA- by both Standard and Poor’s and Fitch.    The average age of ConnDOT’s statewide bus fleet is 10 years, which is considered old.

Capital Cost Estimate and Contingencies:  The cost estimate has increased by 119 percent since the project’s preliminary engineering approval.  The reasonableness of the current estimate and the 18 percent contingency for two out of three segments is questionable.  One significant risk factor for the third segment (related to Amtrak and safety accommodations) decreases FTA’s confidence in the total cost estimate.  While the STF does have a large capacity to absorb cost increases, potential track relocation/right-of-way issues and schedule delays could have a significant impact on the total project cost. 

Existing and Committed Funding: Committed non-New Starts funding totals 52.1 percent and is comprised of NHS funds, CMAQ funds, 5309 Bus Discretionary, 5309 Fixed Guideway, and a portion of the State Capital Bond. The primary existing funding source is the STF, which has a large capacity for appropriations.

New and Proposed Funding Sources: A new funding source was incorporated at the State level this year.  The State’s Transportation Strategy Board appropriated one million dollars towards the project.   

Stability and Reliability of Operating Finance Plan 

Rating:  Medium-High
The Medium-High rating reflects ConnDOT’s demonstrated commitment and capacity to fund operations of the proposed Busway project.  

Agency Operating Financial Condition:  The operating financial condition of ConnDOT is secure.  Transit operations are strongly supported by STF subsidies, and the Hartford region has experienced no net service cutbacks in recent years.  While the State’s general fund is struggling due to current economic conditions, the STF, which is supported by revenue from fuel taxes, vehicle registration fees, licensing fees, vehicle sales taxes, and moving violation fines, has continued to run an annual surplus since its inception.

Operating Cost Estimates and Contingencies:  Annual operating expenses for current bus transit services in the New Britain-Hartford region are about $40 million with a farebox recovery ratio of 33 percent.  It is projected that the average annual operating cost for the project will be $6.8 million when the project becomes operational in 2007 and $7.8 million by 2020, thereby increasing the operating costs of the region's transit system and reducing its farebox recovery to 28 percent.  Approximately $5.7 million in annual operating assistance for the project will come from the STF, which is well financed and could potentially absorb increases in operating subsidies.

Existing and Committed Funding:  The STF is the existing operating funding source. For the past 19 years it has supported operating cost requirements for all statewide transit operations. The STP is backed by an available, ongoing source of revenue, and there is no indication that this will change. 

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