
Interstate 71 Corridor LRT 
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(November 2002) 

 
Description  
 
The Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of Governments (OKI) – the local Metropolitan 
Planning Organization – in cooperation with the Southwest Ohio Regional Transit Authority 
(SORTA) and the Transit Authority of Northern Kentucky (TANK), are proposing to design and 
construct an initial 19.5-mile Minimum Operable Segment (MOS) light rail transit (LRT) line in 
a corridor extending from 12th Street in Covington, Kentucky, north through downtown 
Cincinnati, terminating at Cornell Park Street in Blue Ash, Ohio.  The proposed LRT includes 
the construction of a tunnel linking the University of Cincinnati and downtown Cincinnati as 
well as a new bridge over the Ohio River into Northern Kentucky.  The proposed alignment 
would use an existing right-of-way (ROW) along a portion of Interstate 71, as well as an 
abandoned freight railroad ROW and active freight railroad ROW of the Indiana & Ohio 
Railroad, owned by SORTA.  In the downtown areas of Cincinnati and Covington, the LRT 
would operate in mixed traffic and exclusive lanes.  Eight stations would serve as intermodal 
transfer points between the LRT and local bus services.      
 

 

Summary Description 
Proposed Project: Light Rail Transit Line 

 19.5 Miles, 25 Stations 
Total Capital Cost ($YOE): $899.9 Million  

Section 5309 New Starts Share ($YOE): $449.9 Million (50%) 
Annual Operating Cost (2020 $YOE): $24.2 Million 

Ridership Forecast (2020): 27,900 Average Weekday Boardings 
 21,200 Daily New Riders 

Opening Year Ridership Forecast (2008): 19,500 Average Weekday Boardings 
FY 2004 Finance Rating: Low-Medium 

FY 2004 Project Justification Rating: Medium 
FY 2004 Overall Project Rating: Not Recommended 

The 19.5-mile LRT is part of the region’s overall multimodal transportation plan (MetroMoves) 
that also includes extending the initial MOS of the LRT line north from the Cincinnati/Northern 
Kentucky International Airport in Covington, Kentucky, to Mason, Ohio – a total distance of 43 
miles.  OKI estimates that the I-71 Corridor is one of the region’s most traveled corridors, 
serving nearly 25 percent of all vehicle trips within OKI’s jurisdiction.  OKI estimates that 
approximately 616,300 transit trips would occur within the I-71 corridor on the proposed LRT in 
the forecast year (2020).  OKI reports that approximately 74 percent (458,000) of these trips 
would be work-related trips.  Project sponsors also report that the implementation of the I-71 
LRT could spur, on average, approximately $745 million in aggregate economic development 
benefits in residential and commercial areas located within one mile of proposed station areas.     
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The Not Recommended rating is primarily based on the inability of project sponsors to obtain a 
local financial commitment to construct and operate the proposed LRT.  The overall project 
rating applies to this Annual Report on New Starts and reflects conditions as of November 
2002.  Project evaluation is an ongoing process.  As New Starts projects proceed through 
development, the estimates of costs, benefits, schedules and impacts are refined.  FTA’s ratings 
and recommendations will be updated annually to reflect new information, changing 
conditions and refined financing plans.   
 
Status 
 
In March 1998, OKI completed a Major Investment Study on the Interstate 71 Corridor with the 
selection of a Locally Preferred Alternative that recommended the design and construction of a 
43-mile LRT line from the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport in Covington, 
Kentucky to the City of Mason, Ohio.  The entire 43-mile LRT line, including the initial MOS, is 
included in OKI’s financially constrained long range transportation plan and conforming 
Transportation Improvement Program.  In December 1998, FTA approved OKI’s request to 
initiate Preliminary Engineering and the preparation of a Draft Environmental Impact Statement 
(DEIS) for the 19.5-mile initial MOS of the LRT.  The DEIS is scheduled for completion in 
Summer 2003.  Local officials placed a funding referendum before Hamilton County voters, 
which includes the Cincinnati metropolitan area, in November 2002.  Voters rejected the funding 
referendum, which would have provided a locally dedicated funding source to construct and 
operate the proposed project.  Project sponsors are in the process of re-examining local funding 
options for the proposed I-71 Corridor LRT in light of the referendum’s failure. 
 
Section 3030(a)(66) of TEA-21 authorized the “Cincinnati-Northern Kentucky Corridor” for 
Final Design and construction.  Through FY 2002, Congress has appropriated $9.76 million in 
Section 5309 New Starts funds for the project.        
 
Evaluation  
 
The following criteria have been estimated in conformance with FTA’s Reporting Instructions  
for the Section 5309 New Starts Criteria, updated in June 2002.  The project will be reevaluated  
for next year’s Annual Report on New Starts and when it is ready to advance into Final Design.    
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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 
 

6,941 
300 

 
4.1 

Environmental Benefits Rating: Medium-High 
Criteria Pollutant Reduced (tons) 
 
Carbon Monoxide (CO) 
Nitrogen Oxide (NOx) 
Hydrocarbons 
Particulate Matter (PM10) 
Carbon Dioxide (CO2) 
 
Annual Energy Savings (million) 
BTU  

New Start vs. Baseline 
 

107 
38 
21 
4  

21,830 
 
 

276,800 
Cost Effectiveness Rating: Medium 

 
 
Cost per Transportation System User Benefit 
(current year dollars/hour) 

New Start vs. Baseline 
 

$15.40 

Operating Efficiencies Rating: Medium 
 
 
System Operating Cost per 
Passenger Mile (current year dollars) 

Baseline 
 

$0.63 

New Start 
 

$0.53 

Project Justification  
Rating: Medium 
 
The Medium project justification rating reflects the adequacy of the corridor’s transit-supportive 
land use environment and anticipated mobility improvements.  Based on 1990 Census data, OKI 
estimates that there are approximately 7,513 low-income households within a ½-mile radius of 
proposed station areas.  This represents approximately 25 percent of the total number of 
households within a ½-mile radius of proposed station areas.  OKI also estimates that there are a 
total of 173,530 jobs located within a ½-mile radius of proposed station areas.  The Cincinnati 
metropolitan area is classified as a “moderate non-attainment area” for ozone and an “attainment 
area” for carbon monoxide.  OKI estimates that the proposed Interstate 71 Corridor LRT has an 
incremental cost per incremental trip value of $10.01. 
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Existing Land Use, Transit-Supportive Land Use Policies and Future Patterns 
Rating:  Medium  
 
The Medium land use rating reflects the corridor’s strong station area development character and 
pedestrian facilities that enhance the transit-oriented character of the area.  However, the rating 
also acknowledges the corridor’s relatively few parking and traffic mitigation efforts and policies 
as well as the projected decrease in station area population within the corridor.    
 
Existing Conditions: Based on 1995 data, population and employment within the corridor were 
estimated at 213,000 and 263,300, respectively.  During the same time, total employment for the 
Cincinnati central business district (CBD) was estimated at 80,300 jobs.  The Interstate 71 
Corridor LRT would serve the University of Cincinnati, Pill Hill’s six medical institutions, 
Xavier University, Over-the-Rhine (a densely populated low-income area that also includes an 
entertainment district, performing arts center and a planned arts/education center), Blue Ash (a 
major suburban office/industrial park), and numerous other activity centers.  Current pedestrian 
mobility within the Cincinnati CBD is facilitated via streetscape improvements, mid-block 
crosswalks, street-level retail and good bus coverage.  The recent reconstruction of Fort 
Washington Way (FWW) highway provides pedestrian access between the Cincinnati CBD and 
the Ohio Riverfront.  As part of the FWW’s reconstruction, the right-of-way was narrowed and 
the street grid to the south was restored.  Streets located within the Cincinnati CBD also have 
wide sidewalks and pedestrian amenities.           
 

Future Plans, Policies and Performance: Between the 1995-2020 forecast period, total 
corridor population is projected to decline approximately seven percent from 213,000 to 
198,900.  During the same period, total corridor employment is forecast to slightly increase 
approximately nine percent from 263,300 to 282,200.  Housing and population densities are 
forecast to increase only for those station areas located in the upper northern portion of the 
corridor.  Project sponsors recently conducted a station area analysis that concluded that transit-
oriented development potential exists for approximately 8.2 million square feet of office space 
and 41,710 housing units in proposed station areas.  In addition, project sponsors indicated that 
the proposed LRT could add an additional two million square feet of office space and 10,300 
housing units within proposed station areas.  The City of Cincinnati is currently developing a 
Comprehensive Plan for the Over-the-Rhine area that, when completed, will coordinate housing, 
development, social services and transportation in the area.  The City of Cincinnati, in 
cooperation with the Port Authority Bank (financial institution), is planning a two million square 
foot office development, including 393,000 square feet of retail and entertainment space, 750 
residential units, a 52-acre park and a 225-room hotel.  Cincinnati’s zoning code and the 
Downtown Development Plan (1990) have been updated to reflect the planned Port Authority 
Bank project.  In addition, the 2020 Vision for the Eastern Corridor is a comprehensive land use 
plan designed to improve transportation in the Cincinnati metropolitan area.  One of the plan’s 
main goals is to effectuate better coordination between land use and transit.  The plan also 
recommends encouraging local governments and transit agencies to increase pedestrian and 
bicycle safety through paved roadway shoulders, bike lanes and sidewalks.   
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Local Financial Commitment  
Rating: Low-Medium  
 
The Low-Medium local financial commitment rating was determined by the Low-Medium rating 
for the capital financing plan and the Low-Medium rating for the operating financing plan.   
 
Proposed Non-Section 5309 New Starts Share of Total Project Costs: 50% 
Rating: Medium 
 
The financial plan for the Interstate 71 Corridor LRT includes Section 5309 New Starts funds, 
State (Ohio and Kentucky) appropriations and local funds (Southwest Ohio Regional Transit 
Authority – SORTA and Transit Authority of Northern Kentucky - TANK).    
 

NOTE:  Funding proposal reflects assumptions made by project sponsors, and are not DOT or FTA assumptions.  
Total may not add due to rounding.   

Locally Proposed Financial Plan 
Proposed Source of Funds Total Funding ($million) Percent of Total 

Federal:  
Section 5309 New Starts 
 

$449.9 50.0 %

State:  
Ohio Legislative  
Appropriations 
 
Commonwealth of Kentucky  
Legislative Appropriations 
 

$209.0

$16.0

23.2 %

1.8 %

Local: 
SORTA/Hamilton County  
Sales Tax 
 
TANK/Kentucky Counties 

$209.0

$16.0

 
23.2 %

1.8 %

Total:   $899.9 100.0 %
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Stability and Reliability of Capital Financing Plan 
Rating:  Low-Medium  
 
The Low-Medium rating reflects the lack of committed revenue sources to construct the proposed 
project, including a strategy to cover any unexpected funding shortfalls or cost increases.  The 
rating also acknowledges the sound capital condition of the local transit agencies (SORTA and 
TANK).     
 
Agency Capital Financial Condition: The financial conditions of SORTA and TANK are 
sound.  Collectively, the average age of SORTA’s and TANK’s bus fleets is seven years.  In 
addition, SORTA and TANK have agreed, via an interlocal agreement, to jointly fund, construct 
and operate the proposed LRT system.   
 
Capital Cost Estimate and Contingencies: The total capital cost estimate is reasonable based 
on preliminary studies.  However, at this time, project development activities for the proposed 
LRT have been suspended pending progress in securing non-Federal funding commitments.  The 
current total capital cost estimate includes a contingency of 30 percent for most project 
components, with the exception of electrical systems (20 percent contingency) and light rail 
vehicles (10 percent contingency).     
 
Existing and Committed Funding: At this time, no non-Section 5309 New Starts funds have 
been committed to the proposed project.  A locally dedicated funding source that would have 
provided a portion of the capital funding to the proposed project does not exist.  In November 
2002, a funding referendum in Hamilton County, Ohio was rejected that would have provided 
slightly less than 25 percent of the non-Section 5309 New Starts share of the project’s total 
estimated capital cost from a proposed regionally dedicated sales tax.  The sales tax was also 
scheduled to fund the Cincinnati region’s MetroMoves transit plan that, in addition to the LRT 
project, included a major expansion of bus services.  Project sponsors are in the process of re-
examining local funding options in light of the referendum’s defeat.  The Ohio Legislature, along 
with the Commonwealth of Kentucky and TANK, would provide the remaining non-Section 
5309 New Starts share of the project’s total estimated capital cost.    
 
New and Proposed Sources: At this time, no non-Section 5309 New Starts funds have been 
committed to the proposed project.  The States’ (Ohio and Kentucky) share of the project’s total 
estimated capital cost would be provided by existing sources.  At this time, local officials have 
not determined if the remaining share (approximately two percent) from several Kentucky 
counties (Kenton, Boone and Campbell) would be provided from an existing payroll tax or a new 
county sales tax.     
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Stability and Reliability of Operating Finance Plan  
Rating:  Low-Medium  
 
The Low-Medium rating acknowledges the healthy operating condition of the local transit  
agencies (SORTA and TANK).  However, the rating also reflects the rejection of the Hamilton  
County funding referendum in November 2002, that would have provided the majority of the  
proposed project’s operating revenue.    
 
Agency Operating Financial Condition: The current operating conditions of SORTA and 
TANK are sound.  Both agencies maintained positive cash balances in recent years, while 
implementing modest service increases.  However, project sponsors did not provide updated 
financial documentation to FTA on the agencies’ operating condition for 2001.  The City of 
Cincinnati’s Income Tax Transit Fund has provided approximately 35 percent of SORTA’s 
operating revenue, while the payroll taxes in Kenton and Campbell counties in Kentucky have 
provided approximately 70 percent of TANK’s operating funds.  In addition, combined 
passenger revenues for SORTA and TANK serve as the source for approximately 29 percent of 
the agencies’ operating budgets.     
 
Operating Cost Estimates and Contingencies: Annual operating and maintenance costs for the 
Interstate 71 Corridor LRT are estimated at $24.2 million (escalated dollars) and are anticipated 
to increase annually in conjunction with the rate of inflation, according to the agency’s 20-year 
cash flow analysis.  These estimates are reasonable.  Operating costs were estimated by applying 
unit costs for vehicle operations and maintenance, facilities’ maintenance and general 
administration.  These estimates were included in a locally developed service plan addressing 
schedule and capacity criteria as defined by project sponsors.    
 
Existing and Committed Funding: At this time, no local sources of operating funding have 
been committed to the proposed project, with the exception of local farebox revenues.   
 
New and Proposed Funding Sources: A November 2002 sales tax referendum, rejected by 
voters in Hamilton County, Ohio, would have served as a primary funding source for the 
operations of the proposed Interstate 71 Corridor LRT.  The remaining funds would be covered 
with existing sources, including farebox revenues. 
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