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Description

The Minnesota Department of Transportation (DOT), in cooperation with the Northstar Corridor Development Authority (NCDA), is proposing to construct an 82-mile commuter rail line connecting the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area with the city of Rice.  As an interim step, Minnesota DOT is also contemplating a 40-mile minimum operating segment between Minneapolis and Big Lake.  The full project would serve several suburban areas in Anoka, Sherburne, Benton and Morrison Counties.  The project also includes a four-block extension of the Hiawatha Corridor light rail transit (LRT) line – currently under construction – from its current terminus in the Minneapolis central business district (CBD) to a planned intermodal station at 5th Avenue North where the Northstar Commuter Rail line ends.

Currently, a lack of Mississippi River crossings north of the Minneapolis CBD limits the corridor’s mobility options.  Limited service provided by commuter bus and Amtrak links the two metropolitan areas.  Traffic on U.S. Highway 10, the corridor’s primary north-south route, is congested to a point 30 miles from downtown Minneapolis.  As a result, the corridor currently experiences moderately high congestion levels during peak periods.  Minnesota DOT estimates that current congestion levels will extend to a point 40 miles from the Minneapolis CBD by 2025.   

The commuter rail line would parallel US Highway 10, operating along existing Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) railroad tracks.  It would provide a total of 18 weekday trips between Rice and the Minneapolis CBD with four-train sets operating under 30-minute headways during peak periods.  Minnesota DOT anticipates that the commuter rail line would provide another mobility option for travel between points within the corridor and would alleviate traffic along major Mississippi River crossings.  

With FTA agreement, Minnesota DOT did not submit project justification and financial information for the Northstar Commuter Rail project.  Minnesota DOT is currently revising the project’s ridership forecast, financial plan, and other requisite New Starts information.  

	     Summary Description

	Proposed Project:
	Commuter Rail

	
	82.0 miles, 11 stations (Commuter Rail)

	
	0.3 miles (LRT Extension)

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$310 million

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$155 million (50%)


Status

FTA approved the Northstar Corridor project into preliminary engineering in June 2000.  A Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was completed in November 2000.  A Final EIS was completed in March 2002.  FTA issued a NEPA Record of Decision in December 2002.  

During the 2003 legislative session, the Minnesota legislature passed a law requiring an update to BNSF’s funding requests to construct and operate the Northstar commuter rail line.  BNSF is now updating its cost estimate, which will likely result in an increase in the project costs as reported in this profile (project cost estimates and proposed New Starts share are developed by local project sponsors and are not FTA assumptions).  A revised project financial plan is also being developed.  Negotiations between BNSF and Minnesota DOT on right-of-way and track usage continue.  

The Minnesota legislature further directed Minnesota DOT to provide an updated ridership forecast for the project.  Minnesota DOT intends to finalize this information in early 2004.  The Governor of Minnesota has requested that FTA evaluate the project’s travel forecasts and will consider this evaluation as part of the deliberations on the State budget for 2004.  

TEA-21 Section 3030(a)(90) authorized the Twin Cities – Northstar Corridor (Downtown-Minneapolis-Anoka County-St. Cloud) for final design and construction.  Through FY 2003, Congress has appropriated $19.76 million in Section 5309 New Starts funds for the project.

	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

	Proposed Source of Funds


	Total Funding ($millions)


	Percent of Total

	Federal:

Section 5309 New Starts
	$155.0
	50.0 %



	State:

Minnesota General Obligation Bonds

 
	$126.5
	40.8 %



	Local:

NCDA Capital Partners
	$28.5
	9.2 %



	Total:


	$310.0
	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.    
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