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The Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (METRO) is proposing a 5.4-mile bus rapid transit (BRT) line extending from a planned intermodal terminal at the existing Hardy rail yard north of the Houston central business district (CBD) to the Northline Mall Transit Center.  The project also includes a 0.6-mile light rail transit (LRT) extension from the University of Houston-Downtown LRT Station to the planned terminal.  BRT service in the North Corridor would operate in an exclusive guideway except at intersections, where buses would receive priority treatment.  The guideway would be shared by both the North Corridor BRT line which would operate with six-minute peak-period headways and planned (and locally-funded) “East End” BRT service operating between neighborhoods east of downtown and the Northline Mall.  The BRT project is a first phase of a planned 24-mile rapid transit line from the CBD to George H. Bush Intercontinental Airport. 

The North Corridor extends from the CBD along Interstate Highway 45 (IH-45) and is bounded by 

IH-45 on the west and the Hardy Toll Road (IH-610) on the east.  Currently, a total of 100 buses per hour operate in mixed traffic in the North Corridor to the CBD.  Eighty-six peak-hour buses operate on routes that serve the CBD via North Main Street.  Buses traveling along Main Street pass under the Hardy Rail Yard using the Main Street Tunnel – a facility that funnels traffic from two lanes to one lane in each direction.  In the CBD, most of the travel to/from major arterials occurs on downtown streets that are aligned in a north-south direction.  Much of METRO’s bus service that provides access to downtown job centers from outlying areas board/alight riders from lanes on north-south streets.  Although METRO uses “skip-stop” operations on these streets, curbside-loading areas limit the number of buses that board/alight passengers, while queuing of peak hour buses causes extended clearance times for buses using the same loading areas in the CBD.  Constrained operations and reduced bus speeds produce schedule delays and service reliability problems that are compounded as traffic volumes increase and METRO adds more buses to accommodate demand.  The North Corridor BRT project is intended to result in greater transit capacity and improved transit service in the CBD and through the Main Street Tunnel.  

	 Summary Description

	Proposed Project: 
	Bus Rapid Transit; Light Rail Transit

	 
	5.4 Miles BRT; 0.6 Miles LRT

8 Stations 

	Total Capital Cost ($YOE):
	$275.34 Million

	Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE):
	$137.39 Million (49.9%)

	Annual Forecast Year Operating Cost ($YOE): 
	$8.51 Million

	Ridership Forecast (2030):
	11,400 Average Weekday Boardings

	 
	3,100 Daily New Riders

	Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2012):
	6,900 Average Weekday Boardings

	FY 2008 Local Financial Commitment Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2008 Project Justification Rating:
	Medium

	FY 2008 Overall Project Rating:
	Medium


METRO intends to utilize a hybrid project delivery method.  A Facility Provider team of engineering, construction management and vehicle firms will complete design, finalize the construction phasing approach, and expedite construction of a number of rapid transit improvements throughout Houston.  METRO and FTA are working closely to facilitate this unique project implementation approach.   

Project Development History and Current Status
METRO completed an alternatives analysis study on the North-Hardy Corridor in November 2003.  LRT was the locally preferred alternative (LPA).  The North Corridor is included in the 2025 METRO Solutions Plan that was passed by Houston-area voters in November 2003.  The Plan allows METRO to issue up to $640 million in bonds to fund transit system expansion projects.  FTA approved the North Corridor LRT into PE in April 2005.  In August 2005, METRO notified FTA of its intent to build and operate a BRT line in the North Corridor as an interim step towards LRT implementation, with BRT designed for conversion to LRT by 2030.  METRO issued a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), including a “convertible” BRT alternative, in June 2006, and formally adopted BRT as the preferred alternative in August 2006.  After an evaluation of the project’s benefits and costs and confirmation that all local and Federal requirements were met, FTA conferred PE status to the North Corridor BRT project in October 2006.  METRO is developing a Final EIS and is expected to request final design entry in late Spring 2007.     
Significant Changes Since FY 2007 Evaluation (November 2005)
In addition to the change of scope from LRT to BRT, METRO completed a series of travel model and transportation network enhancements and developed a 2030 travel forecast, resulting in a revised estimate of the project’s user benefits. 

Project Justification Rating: Medium
The project is rated Medium for project justification based on a Medium rating for cost effectiveness and a Medium rating for the project’s transit-supportive land use.
Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium 
The Medium cost effectiveness rating reflects the level of travel-time benefits (4,400 hours each weekday, plus special events) relative to the project’s annualized costs.  
	Cost Effectiveness MERGEFIELD CostEff 

	Cost per Hour of Transportation System User Benefit 

Incremental Cost per Incremental Trip
	New Start vs. Baseline

$15.59*

$21.42


* Indicates that measure is a component of Cost Effectiveness rating.

Travel forecasts demonstrate travel-time benefits to three key markets.  The first is travelers bound for the CBD and the Texas Medical Center areas (TMC).  These transit riders generate over 40 percent of travel-time benefits because the BRT guideway would provide faster service to the CBD and TMC areas, and avoid congested downtown streets and corridor choke points.  About half of these benefits accrue to persons traveling to/from work.  The second benefiting market includes transit riders from the corridor’s outer and inner IH-610 areas, many of which currently commute via auto and buses to the CBD.  Approximately 25 percent of benefits are attributable to this market since BRT would eliminate or reduce much of the transfers that riders currently endure to reach the CBD, TMC and Uptown areas.  The third market includes East End BRT riders traveling to/from points on the North Corridor guideway since the interlined service would provide a one-seat ride for trips between the two corridors.  Eight percent of benefits accrue to this market.  The North Corridor BRT also offers travel-time benefits to riders traveling to sports stadia and cultural events near the CBD’s southern edge via transfer to the existing LRT.     
The capital cost estimate, including contingencies, is considered reliable at this stage of development.  However, the project’s development schedule is aggressive, and may be difficult to achieve.  
Transit-Supportive Land Use Rating: Medium 
 MERGEFIELD LandUse The rating is based upon the Medium ratings assigned to existing land use and the performance and impacts of land use policies which offset the Medium-Low rating for transit-supportive policies.  
Existing Land Use: Medium

· Current total employment within a ½-mile of all station areas is approximately 22,800.  

· Current total employment for the Houston CBD is estimated at over 156,000.

· Existing population density within the entire corridor, the number of persons per square mile, is moderate (7,300 persons/square mile).  

· The land use character of the North Corridor is primarily auto-oriented, featuring commercial strips with large parking lots, underutilized industrial areas, and many vacant parcels.  Exceptions include some pre-World War II neighborhoods built on a grid pattern of streets.   

Transit-Supportive Plans and Policies: Medium-Low

· There are no coordinated regional growth management policies.  The Houston-Galveston Area Council’s (local MPO) policy documents include goals related to denser, more transit-oriented development patterns.  The Houston area’s rapid population increases and sprawl have contributed to an interest in growth planning, but specific initiatives have not been undertaken at the regional level.
· Neighborhood plans covering the North Corridor define general objectives for increasing the pedestrian-friendliness and transit-orientation of development.  Two areas adjacent to the Houston CBD have undergone more detailed planning to support high-density, transit-oriented development.  Otherwise, subarea plans have not been developed yet, and implementation tools are generally weak. 
· The city of Houston is not zoned.  Private deed restrictions are often used to ensure that standards for land use are maintained.  Much of the North Corridor is designated as “urban” allowing reductions in setbacks and in the size of single-family lots.  The city may choose to reduce parking requirements in areas where demand can be met through means other than off-street parking, and will consider reductions in the North Corridor.  There are no parking requirements for downtown projects.
· METRO initiated station area planning activities with stakeholders and design teams as part of preliminary engineering for the North Corridor to ensure that station designs, area land uses, and area plans are complementary, following a similar public outreach effort that was used for the current Main Street LRT.  Parts of the North Corridor are within city or State-designated districts that provide funding mechanisms for infrastructure improvements.   
Performance and Impacts of Policies: Medium 
· Changes to development patterns, including pedestrian- and transit-oriented design features, are evident in the downtown Houston and Midtown areas along the existing Main Street LRT.  Many projects (mostly small) have been proposed in the North Corridor, but it is unclear to what extent they will be built on transit-supportive principles.  
· The Houston region and CBD are expecting strong growth, but the Northside area is not currently one of the more economically active parts of the region.  The extent to which the CBD development activity will spread north from the CBD and support revitalization of corridor neighborhoods remains to be seen.  There are ample vacant lots available for development in the corridor. 
Other Project Justification Criteria 

	Mobility Improvements Rating:  Medium MERGEFIELD Mobility 

	Within ½-mile radius of boarding areas:

       Existing Employment 

       Projected Employment (2030)

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

      Employment

      Low Income Households 

Transportation System User Benefit Per Project Passenger Mile (Minutes)


	22,800

27,200

2,200 (26%)
3,400*

275*

New Start vs. Baseline
8.32*



	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
8-Hour Ozone (O3)

Annual Energy Savings (million British Thermal Units)


	New Start vs. Baseline 

15
1

1

0

3,500

EPA Designation
Moderate Non-Attainment Area*

44,700


	Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium MERGEFIELD OpEff 

	System Operating Cost per

Passenger Mile (current year dollars)
	Baseline

$0.195*
	New Start

$0.197*




* 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
The Medium rating for local financial commitment is based on Medium ratings for the New Starts share of project costs and for both the capital and operating finance plans. 
Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 50% 

Rating: Medium

METRO is requesting just under a 50 percent New Starts share of total project costs, which results in a Medium rating for this measure.  
	Locally Proposed Financial Plan

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

	Federal: 

Section 5309 New Starts
	$137.39
	49.9%

	Local:

METRO Dedicated Sales Tax
	$137.94
	50.1%

	Total:  
	$275.34
	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 total as listed due to rounding.  
Capital Finance Plan Rating: Medium
The capital finance plan is rated Medium.  The capital condition, commitment of capital funds, and capital funding capacity subfactors received High ratings.  The completeness of the capital plan was rated Medium, while the capital cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactor received a Medium-Low rating.  The average of these ratings is Medium-High, but the rating has been lowered to Medium, because of the Medium-Low rating for the capital cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactor.
Agency Capital Condition: High  
· The average age of METRO’s bus fleet is six years, which is younger than the industry average.   

· METRO has no outstanding debt.  Therefore, no bond ratings have been issued.

Completeness of Capital Plan: Medium  
· The capital plan was reasonably complete and included a 25-year cash flow statement, more than five years of historical data, identification of key assumptions, a moderate level of detail, and a sensitivity analysis.  The plan was missing some explanatory details, including a breakdown of capital revenues and costs by source and project.  These items were shown only in the aggregate.
Commitment of Capital Funds: High 
· METRO’s sales tax revenues, which are existing and committed, will cover the entire non-New Starts share of the North Corridor BRT project.
Capital Funding Capacity: High 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit that would allow METRO to cover cost increases or funding shortfalls equal to at least 50 percent of project costs. 
Capital Cost Estimate and Planning Assumptions: Medium-Low 
· Assumptions on sales tax growth and Federal funding are optimistic compared to historical experience.  
· The capital cost estimate is considered current and reliable.  The project’s contingency is adequate for this stage of development.  METRO’s project delivery approach is innovative but assumes an aggressive schedule which carries some risk.
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 and the commitment of operating funds were rated High; operating funding capacity was rated Medium-High;  completeness of the operating plan was rated Medium; and the operating cost estimates and planning assumptions subfactor received a Medium-Low rating.  
Agency Operating Condition: High 

· METRO’s current ratio of assets to liabilities, as reported in its most recent audited financial statements, is 2.2.  

· METRO’s transit services have increased in the last five years, despite a decline in ridership due to a downturn in regional economic growth.

Completeness of Operating Plan: Medium 
· The operating plan was reasonably complete and included a 25-year cash flow statement, more than five years of historical data, identification of key assumptions, a moderate level of detail, and a sensitivity analysis.  The plan was missing explanatory detail related to existing versus new services.
Commitment of Operating Funds: High 
· All operating funding, includes fare revenues, sales tax revenues, operating grants, miscellaneous revenue (advertising and ID card fees), and interest income, is considered committed.
Operating Funding Capacity: Medium-High 
· The project’s financial plan shows projected cash balances, reserve accounts, and/or access to credit exceeding 25 percent of annual operating expenses.

Operating Cost Estimates and Planning Assumptions: Medium-Low 

· Assumptions on operating cost growth, ridership growth, and farebox revenues are optimistic compared to historical experience.
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