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(November 2004)
The Minnesota Department of Transportation (DOT), in cooperation with the Northstar Corridor Development Authority (NCDA), is proposing to construct a 40.1-mile minimum operating segment (MOS) commuter rail line that would connect the Minneapolis central business district (CBD) with the town of Big Lake.  The commuter rail line would operate on an existing Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) freight rail line and would include a vehicle maintenance facility, layover facility, and requisite track and signal improvements.  The project also includes a four-block extension of the Hiawatha Corridor light rail transit (LRT) line from its current terminus at 5th Avenue North in the Minneapolis CBD to a proposed multimodal station at 3rd Avenue North, where the Northstar commuter rail line would terminate.  In addition, the project includes the procurement of five locomotives, 12 trailers, six cab cars, two light rail vehicles, and other auxiliary equipment.  The Northstar Corridor Rail project is proposed to operate 18 weekday trips with 30-minute headways during peak periods.  The MOS is part of a larger proposal to construct an 82-mile commuter rail line from downtown Minneapolis to the city of Rice.  

The Northstar corridor is considered one of the fastest growing areas in the Twin Cities metropolitan region.  It includes the fully developed urban core and several rapidly growing suburban areas.  Major highway routes into the CBD are at capacity during peak periods for commuters from the north and northwest.  By 2025, travel along the corridor’s main arterials is projected to increase significantly, with the number of trips in the corridor expected to grow by 34 percent and the number of inbound trips to the Minneapolis CBD estimated to increase 73 percent.  This growth in travel is anticipated to result in significantly slower automobile travel times in the corridor.  Increasing roadway capacity to meet growing travel demand is constrained by geography and existing development; the Mississippi River limits the number of access points to the CBD from the north.  By avoiding major roadway congestion surrounding downtown Minneapolis, the project is expected to provide a viable mobility option for peak period commuters.

	 Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Commuter Rail; Light Rail Transit Extension

	 
	40.1 Miles Commuter Rail; 0.3 miles LRT

6 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$265.0 Million ($232.6 Million Commuter Rail;

	
	$32.4 Million LRT)

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$132.5 Million (50.0%)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost: 
	$11.0 Million

	Ridership Forecast (2025):
	5,600 Average Weekday Boardings

	
	1,300 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2007):
	4,000 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2006 Finance Rating:
	Low

	FY 2006 Project Justification Rating:
	Not Rated

	FY 2006 Overall Project Rating:
	Not Recommended


Minnesota DOT did not submit information to FTA for evaluation in the FY 2006 Annual Report on New Starts.  In early 2004, Minnesota DOT estimated the cost effectiveness of the project at $24.70, which indicates a sufficient level of travel-time benefits relative to the project cost.  However, the capital cost estimate used for that calculation does not reflect its current implementation schedule nor the known cost of acquiring sufficient right-of-way from BNSF to operate the project.  The Northstar Corridor Rail project is Not Recommended at this time, because of the absence of a current capital and operating financial plan to evaluate.  Minnesota DOT must demonstrate a commitment of at least 50 percent of proposed local funding for the project and meet the other New Starts project justification and local financial commitment criteria (based on updated estimates of projects costs and benefits) in order to be rated Recommended and advance into the final design stage of development.  Failure of Minnesota DOT to demonstrate progress in advancing the project within the next year may result in its removal from preliminary engineering status.

Project Justification Rating: Not Rated
The project is Not Rated for project justification because the Minnesota DOT did not submit information on the project’s cost effectiveness, transit supportive land use, and other criteria.

Local Financial Commitment Rating: Low 

The project is rated Low for local financial commitment because the Minnesota DOT did not submit a current financial plan for the project.  The absence of a capital financial plan results in Low ratings for the capital plan completeness, capital funding commitments, and capital funding capacity subfactors, and prohibits FTA from rating the remaining capital financial plan subfactors.  This results in a summary Low rating for the capital financial plan.  The absence of an operating financial plan results in Low ratings for the agency operating condition, operating plan completeness, and operating funding commitments subfactors, and prohibits FTA from rating the remaining operating financial plan subfactors.  This results in a summary Low rating for the operating financial plan.
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