Monorail board faces doom
By Steve Lipsher
Denver Post Mountain Bureau 

May 6 - IDAHO SPRINGS - Dead in the water after an 11th-hour legislative move, the state board charged with overseeing a monorail project along Interstate 70 now is without direction, nearly $50,000 in debt and facing serious questions over state tax and spending limits. 

"We're done, toast,'" said Tom Overton, a member of the Colorado Intermountain Fixed Guideway Authority board. "I think CIFGA is dead." In the aftermath of Monday's death of legislation asking voters to create a $100 million monorail demonstration line, agency board members acknowledged that they don't have the money to pay all of the bills, including $36,000 to executive director Miller Hudson and $3,000 for a mandatory state audit. 

Additionally, officials admitted that the agency's budget - $343,000 last year, up from zero two years ago - has grown far faster than permissible under the 1992 Taxpayer's Bill of Rights (TABOR) amendment that limits government expansion to inflation plus population growth. "That just blows the lid off TABOR, and we may very well be in violation of the law right now," said board attorney Charles Kuechenmeister. "Technically, we have never been in compliance of the spending and revenue limits of TABOR." 

As a result, the board seems to have no choice but to ask voters for permission to spend the money it has already spent or risk being sued and forced to refund the total amount to various counties, organizations such as Colorado Ski Country USA and the state - putting it further in debt. If the voters don't approve, then the money has to be given back," Kuechenmeister said. "The law is pretty clear." Established in 1998 by the state Legislature to address increasing congestion on I-70, the CIFGA board was charged with finding a mass-transit solution and returning with a proposal for a demonstration project costing no more than $100 million. 

"We did what (the Legislature) asked us to do," said board chairman Sally Hopper, a former state senator from Golden. The proposal called for a monorail to run from Denver International Airport to the Eagle County Airport, and officials had counted on the Legislature referring a measure to the ballot this November asking voters to approve a demonstration line from Silverthorne to Frisco to test the technology in rough winter weather and on steep hills. But while SB 199 cruised through the Senate and appeared to have enough support to pass in the House, in an unusual parliamentary procedure in the waning days of the legislative session, it was referred from the floor back to the House Appropriations Committee, where it died on a 7-4, GOP-dominated party-line vote. "There were people who committed to vote for it who didn't," Hudson said. "It clearly became a matter of party discipline." Quietly blamed by the agency's members for playing a major role in the bill's death, Gov. Bill Owens had criticized the project as a "Disney ride" and a waste of money. "We have a governor who doesn't support us and a Legislature that doesn't support us," Overton said. 

An independent citizens group, the Colorado Alliance for a Rapid Transit Solution, has vowed to carry on by pushing a ballot measure in 2001, said the group's director, Melanie Kelley. "The problem doesn't go away," she said. "We need to address the congestion on I-70, regardless of what happens to CIFGA." 
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