Resort Corridor Downtown Extension  

Las Vegas, Nevada



Resort Corridor Downtown Extension                    
     Las Vegas, Nevada                                             
                           



Resort Corridor Downtown Extension

Las Vegas, Nevada
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The Regional Transportation Commission (RTC) of Southern Nevada, in cooperation with the Las Vegas Monorail Corporation (LVMC), is proposing a 2.3-mile extension of a privately-funded 3.6-mile monorail system that initially opened for service in July 2004 in the Las Vegas resort area (but suspended operation in September).  The proposed New Starts project would serve the northern portion of Las Vegas Boulevard (the “Strip”) along Main Street between Sahara Avenue, the Freemont Street entertainment district, and downtown Las Vegas.  The scope of the Resort Corridor Downtown Extension includes four new passenger stations, a new maintenance facility, and five four-car train sets.  The peak period frequency of the monorail is anticipated at four minutes upon full revenue operations.  The existing monorail system, which was financed, built, and operated by LVMC, serves several major activity centers on the mid- and south-Strip area, including the Las Vegas Convention Center and numerous resorts along Las Vegas Boulevard.
Existing RTC bus service on the Las Vegas Strip recovers over 100 percent of operating costs at the farebox and is often above capacity, even though these routes operate on frequent headways in congested travel conditions.  The proposed monorail extension is intended to provide a faster and more reliable alternative to buses, taxis, and automobiles for travel between the Las Vegas Strip and the central business district (CBD).  For area residents and employees, the extension would result in a rapid transit connection to 200,000 jobs along the Strip.   The Downtown Extension project would further provide tourists and conventioneers with a convenient, one-seat ride between Freemont Street on the north and the denser resort area in the heart of the Strip.  Additionally, the extension of the monorail service is expected to be the centerpiece of economic development in the northern section of the Strip and along Main Street.  

	 Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Automated Guideway (Monorail)

	 
	2.3 Miles

4 Stations

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$453.9 Million (includes $45.3 million in finance charges)

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$159.7 Million (35.2%)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost: 
	$13.4 Million

	Ridership Forecast  (2020):
	36,500 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	18,700 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2008):
	31,600 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2006 Finance Rating:
	Medium-Low

	FY 2006 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium-High

	FY 2006 Overall Project Rating:
	Not Recommended


The Resort Corridor Downtown Extension was proposed by FTA for a Full Funding Grant Agreement (FFGA) in FY 2004 and FY 2005, contingent upon successful start-up and operation of the locally-funded and constructed project.  However, safety issues regarding monorail operations have resulted in an indefinite delay of any further advancement of the Downtown Extension project.  This delay has brought into question the reasonability of the extension project’s financial plan, schedule for implementation, and capital cost estimate, which has resulted in a Not Recommended rating for FY 2006.  Accordingly, FTA will not consider the Resort Corridor Downtown Extension project for an FFGA until all safety, operational, and financial concerns are adequately addressed.
Project Development History and Current Status

In January of 1997, RTC and the city of Las Vegas formally adopted the Resort Corridor Transportation Master Plan, which included a 15.6-mile fixed guideway transit system.  In July 1998, FTA approved for entry into preliminary engineering (PE) a 4.7-mile minimum operable segment (MOS) of the system located in the Las Vegas Strip area.  In 1999, Clark County granted LVMC a franchise to construct an additional 3.6-mile MOS in the southern/mid-portion of the Strip, which would serve as the initial leg of the monorail system.  RTC prepared a Draft Environmental Impact Statement on a 3.1-mile portion of the project originally approved by FTA into PE (which would serve as the second MOS), which was completed in early 2002.  In response to public comments, the second MOS length was reduced from 3.1 miles to 2.3 miles.  RTC completed the NEPA process on the 2.3-mile project and received a Record of Decision in April 2003.  FTA approved the project’s entry into final design in May 2004.    

After some delay, the initial MOS opened for revenue service on July 15, 2004, but was shut down in September 2004 due to equipment malfunction and safety concerns.  Resumption of revenue service is not anticipated before late 2004.  In the meantime, advancement of the Downtown Extension remains on hold.

Significant Changes Since Last Evaluation (May 2004)

RTC has updated its operations and maintenance (O&M) cost model to reflect more recent operating data, resulting in revised systemwide O&M cost estimates.  

Project Justification Rating: Medium-High

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

Cost Effectiveness Rating: High
The High cost effectiveness rating reflects an outstanding level of travel-time benefits (12,800 hours each weekday) relative to the project’s annualized costs.  This estimate may be subject to change because the project’s cost estimate needs to be updated; however, due to the project’s high level of anticipated benefits, 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

 $9.56*

$6.54


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

The implementation of fixed guideway transit between the Las Vegas Strip and CBD will provide an improved transit connection between the Freemont Street major activity center and other major resort areas.  Travel in the corridor is projected to increase as a result of new development and a growing tourist travel market.  Buses delayed by congested road conditions are not expected to provide service that is as fast and reliable as the proposed monorail extension.  Approximately 50 percent of project travel-time benefits are attributable to visitors; the proposed monorail extension is expected to generate over 1,700 hours of daily travel-time benefits to visitors going to the Freemont Street area and CBD, while visitors destined for areas along and adjacent to the Las Vegas Strip are anticipated to gain approximately 3,000 hours of daily travel-time benefits.  Approximately 20 percent of travel-time benefits are attributable to Las Vegas residents traveling to the CBD, with another 15 percent of benefits accruing to resident travelers destined for other areas along the Strip.  
Existing contracts with the project’s design-build contractor have expired and must be re-negotiated, which will result in changes to the project’s implementation schedule and a likely increase in cost.  

Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium  MERGEFIELD LandUse  
The Medium land use rating is based upon the Medium ratings for each of the subfactors presented below.  

Existing Land Use: Medium
· Over 40,000 jobs are currently located within proposed station areas.  The Las Vegas Strip, where both segments of the monorail will operate, functions as the region’s primary employment center, accommodating approximately 235,000 regional jobs.  

· Areas adjacent to the major resort activities are pedestrian- and transit-friendly, but the pedestrian environment declines outside of these areas.  Parking throughout the project corridor is free and without limitation.

· Due to the predominance of resort-type uses at the southern end of the corridor, visitors represent a major travel market in the corridor.  

Transit-Supportive Plans and Policies: Medium 

· Market forces are expected to contribute to the continued increase of major trip generators in the Resort Corridor.  The proposed project is in an area targeted for redevelopment.    
· In September 1999, RTC and the city of Las Vegas entered into an agreement to conduct station area land use planning activities along the corridor.  In addition, the city has taken steps to implement its downtown redevelopment plan, including undertaking streetscape and design improvements.
· Historically, market conditions, rather than specific public development initiatives, have driven new development in Las Vegas. 

· Existing zoning in the Resort Corridor supports high-intensity hotel, resort, and retail uses, as well as some residential use. 
Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium 

· Rapid growth in the number of jobs in the Resort Corridor is projected, with an increase of 40,000 jobs by 2020.  Strong regional growth conditions are demonstrated by the number of major projects currently planned or under construction, both within the Resort Corridor and elsewhere in the region.  
· Recent new developments, particularly the Las Vegas Premium Outlets (adjacent to the corridor) and the Neonopolis entertainment project in the southern Resort Corridor, include good pedestrian amenities and transit-supportive land use designs.

· The Las Vegas region is one of the fastest growing areas in the U.S.  The urbanized area is surrounded by public land, and its conversion for development must be negotiated; as a result, new development is occurring at some of the highest densities in the U.S. (including a considerable amount of multi-family development in the range of 18 to 24 units per acre).   

Other Project Justification Criteria

	Mobility Improvements Rating: Medium-High 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)


	40,600

45,800

1,500 (27%)

10,150*

375*

New Start vs. Baseline
5.49*



	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-Hr. Ozone (O3)

Particulate Matter 

Annual Energy Savings (million British Thermal Units)


	New Start vs. Baseline 

166

49

53

33

6,171

EPA Designation

Serious Non-Attainment Area*

Subpart-1*

Serious Non-Attainment Area*

62,455



	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD OpEff 

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

$0.447*
	New Start

$0.420*




* 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 Medium-Low local financial commitment rating results from the Medium-Low rating for the capital financial plan.  

Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 35%

Rating: Medium-High

The RTC is requesting an approximately 35 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

Section 5307 Formula Funds

FHWA Section 330

Flexible Funds (STP and CMAQ)

TIFIA Loan
	$159.7

$10.0

$0.5

$8.0

$142.9
	35.2%

2.2%

0.1%

 1.8%

31.5%



	Local:

Farebox Backed Bonds

RTC Sales Tax/Room Tax
	$88.6

$44.2
	19.5%

9.7%

	Total:  
	$453.9
	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-Low

The capital finance plan is rated Medium-Low based upon the average of the ratings assigned to each of the subfactors listed below.  The current capital condition and capital cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactors are rated Medium-Low. The completeness and capital funding capacity subfactors are rated Medium, while the commitment of capital funding is rated Low.  

Agency Capital Condition: Medium-Low 

· The average age of RTC’s bus fleet is 8.2 years, which is older than the national industry average.  

· RTC does not have any bond ratings that can be included in the rating of capital condition.

Completeness of Capital Plan: Medium

· The capital plan is generally complete, but is missing some significant explanatory details, contingency plans, and a sensitivity analysis.

Commitment of Capital Funds: Low

· Only 18 percent of the non-New Starts funding is committed.  The remaining funding sources are planned. The funding commitments for the extension project (LVMC-issued bonds and a Transportation Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act loan) are dependent upon the success of the initial MOS project, which is now in question.    
Capital Funding Capacity: Medium
· RTC plans to have a fixed-price contract with a design-build contractor that would reduce the likelihood of cost increases for which RTC would be responsible.  The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit that would allow RTC to cover cost increases or funding shortfalls of approximately 25 percent of project costs.
Capital Cost Estimate and Planning Assumptions: Medium-Low 
· The financial plan contains optimistic capital planning assumptions and outdated cost estimates.
· The project cost estimate needs to be revised to reflect significant delays in the project implementation schedule.  Thus, the current cost estimate is not considered reliable.  

Operating Finance Plan Rating: Medium

The operating finance plan is rated Medium based upon the average of the ratings of the five subfactors listed below. The current operating condition, completeness and operating cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactors are rated Medium-Low, while the operating funding capacity subfactor is rated Medium and the commitment of operating funds subfactor is rated High. 

Agency Operating Condition: Medium-Low
· The current operating condition of RTC is improving; however, there have been recent service cutbacks.  

· RTC’s current ratio of assets to liabilities as reported in its most recent audited financial statement is 1.12.

Completeness of Operating Plan: Medium-Low 

· The financial plan was missing key documentation to assess the reasonableness of the operating revenue and expenses for the project.  In addition, no sensitivity analysis was provided.  

Commitment of Operating Funds: High 

· All operating funds are considered committed.  RTC’s operating financial plan assumes that all operating and maintenance costs will be covered by farebox and advertising revenues.  
Operating Funding Capacity: Medium
· The financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit exceeding 12 percent of annual operating expenses.
Operating Cost Estimates and Planning Assumptions: Medium-Low   

· The assumptions supporting the operating and maintenance cost and revenue forecasts for RTC service in the corridor are consistent with historical experience.  However, the assumptions for the monorail project are extremely optimistic relative to limited historical experience and other conventional transit standards. 

· FTA intends to collect four months of ridership data on the first MOS to test the reliability of project revenue forecasts before further consideration of the Downtown Extension project.
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