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March 11 - RTD will shell out an extra $18.40 for every new rider on the proposed Interstate 25 rail line, a relatively high number that has downgraded the project's cost-effectiveness rating in a new federal report. 

In last year's Federal Transit Administration ranking of transit projects, the I-25 line was projected to cost $14.18 per newrider boarding. 

But that was when the southeast I-25 rail was projected to cost $596 million. 

Now that the cost has gone up to $882 million, the project's cost-effectiveness rating in a report released Friday has fallen from medium to low-medium. 

"It's pretty obvious that the backers of this rail project are completely oblivious to cost," said rail critic Jon Caldara of the Independence Institute think tank in Golden. "Whether the cost of the project was half what it is or 20 times what it is, they would still give you the same line of how we need it and full steam ahead." 

If each new ride costs $18.40, Caldara said, policymakers could reduce more traffic for less money with programs like incentives for people to car-pool or work at home. 

Despite the low cost rating, the rail project has moved up on the federal grant ranking from "not recommended" last year to "recommended" this year. The project missed the top rating of "highly recommended." That recommendation cleared the way for Vice President Al Gore to promise a full-funding agreement for the line. For Denver's Regional Transportation District, that would mean a $524 million federal grant. 

But such agreements have been promised to 15 projects seeking $3.9 billion, and Congress holds the purse strings. 

Among the 15 projects, Denver's is more cost-effective than only two others - Minneapolis at $19 per new rider and New Jersey at $22.10. 

Other cities project lower cost per new rider, the lowest being $3.10 in Portland, Ore., and $5.20 in Memphis. 

Advocates of the 19-mile line from Broadway in Denver to Lincoln Avenue in Douglas County, approved by voters last fall, say that it's still a good investment. 

"It's a flawed measure in some ways because they take only new riders and compare it to the total cost," said Matt Moseley, program director for the Transit Alliance, an advocacy group. "Of course it's going to be astronomical. So it isn't an appropriate way to measure it." Denver's rail projects have tended to exceed projections, he said, so the cost per rider will likely go down when ridership booms. 

"They're projecting 13,000 new transit riders a day in 2020?" Moseley said. "C'mon." 

Denver is seeking a $524 million federal grant for the I-25 line to supplement money approved by voters last fall. 

The rail is projected to open in 2007 at an annual added cost of $71.7 million a year in construction, operations and maintenance. 

For that investment, the line is expected to attract 3.9 million new riders a year. Dividing the annual cost by the annual new riders provides the $18.40 figure. 

The feds concentrate on new transit riders because they think a huge public investment like light rail should attract new transit riders to lessen congestion. 

But transit advocates say that is an unfair measure because it ignores another benefit - the time saved by old and new transit riders alike as they cruise by miserable traffic jams on I-25. 

"Attracting new riders is one of many benefits of the project," said Lauren Martens, director of the Transit Alliance. 

"Another is saving time for all riders." 

If you divide the I-25 project cost into the total number of riders - not just the new ones - the cost is $6.09 per rider, according to RTD. 

The low-medium cost-effectiveness rating was Denver's worst in the report released Friday. 

The project was rated medium on its benefits for land use, mobility, the environment and operating efficiency. The best scores were medium-high, for the strength of the finance plan. 

Voter approval of $457 million of bonds as part of Referendum 4A last fall was a key to that, Martens said. 

"We were not recommended a year ago," Martens said. "Now we're recommended. That's highly significant and critical toward receiving the federal grant for the project. It's a reflection of the voter support for the local share of project funding." 

