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Sale of Desert Inn may clear route for monorail
The proponents of a rail system are eager to hear whether a hotel's buyers will endorse it. 

By Steve Friess 
Review-Journal 
The $275 million sale Tuesday of the Desert Inn could open the door to a new, more acceptable route for a proposed monorail along the Strip. No officials from the buyer, Sun International Hotels Ltd., were available to comment Tuesday on whether the company is interested in allowing the monorail to cut across Desert Inn property, but the hotel's sale was the only thing that would give that prospect any chance. Current Desert Inn owner Starwood Hotels & Resorts refused any participation in the $350 million transit system. 


"This opens up some new possibilities," Clark County Commission Chairman Bruce Woodbury said. "We'd be interested to hear whether the new owners will want to be a part of this system." 
The present monorail route, approved by the Clark County Commission in December, runs along Koval Lane from Tropicana Avenue to Sands Avenue, then turns east on Sands and north along Paradise Road to the Las Vegas Convention Center. That configuration angers nearby residents along Paradise and has prompted a lawsuit by the Desert Inn Homeowners Association, which says the transit system would devalue homes in the area. An alternate route defeated in February because of Starwood's objections would have directed the monorail west on Sands and diagonally across the Desert Inn property at the northeast corner of the Sands-Strip intersection. That route would cross the Strip, run north to Convention Center Drive and then run east to the convention center. 


That route sprang back to life Tuesday after the announcement of the sale. Officials for MGM Grand-Bally's Monorail LLC, the corporation developing the project, said such a route could resolve many of their stickiest problems and add more stops. 
"We're going to take a few days to look at all sides of this (sale) and see what the county wants us to do," said an upbeat but cautious corporation Chairman Bob Broadbent. 
If the alternate route is selected, the Desert Inn homeowners may drop their lawsuit, attorney Laura FitzSimmons said.  "If the alignment changes formally, then obviously the Desert Inn homeowners would be relieved," FitzSimmons said. "All the Desert Inn homeowners care about is that their homes aren't destroyed. Boy, that would be wonderful." The move also would earn the project the support of Commissioner Myrna Williams, who has consistently voted against the monorail because its current alignment offends residents of her district. 


"That would make me very happy, and it certainly would be a relief to the people there," Williams said. "Maybe the new owners would be interested in buying out the homeowners there. That would be even better."  Officials from the Fashion Show mall and the Stardust also are rooting for the Desert Inn's buyers to embrace the monorail. If so, both locations, as well as the New Frontier, are likely to become route stops.  "It would be great for everybody," mall spokeswoman Staci Columbo said. "The more stops included, the higher the usage (of the monorail). All the locations would benefit." 


Still, some residents remain uneasy about the monorail.  Desert Inn Homeowners Association President Paula Quagliano said she's still convinced any path along the Strip would create more traffic congestion, not less as proponents insist, because the structure would displace a lane of traffic.  Quagliano's organization also funded a 23-page study presented to the Clark County Commission on Tuesday that asserts the monorail will be a financial failure. While Broadbent insists it will be self-supported by fares, consultants for the homeowners say it will go bust and taxpayers will be left to support it. 


"If the route were able to go the other way, it would help in some areas, but it doesn't take away the fact that they can't make the money to make the system viable," said Oakland-based consultant Jon Twichell.  The Venetian resort also opposes the monorail on similar grounds, although county officials contend the hotel's predevelopment agreement allows them to use The Venetian's airspace for the project.  Twichell and co-author Thomas Rubin argue in their report that no transit system in the United States is self-supporting.  Commissioners were unimpressed, although they hadn't yet read the document.  Commissioner Erin Kenny said the four-mile stretch of the Strip is unlike any other area of other cities and that, with 30 million visitors a year, the monorail could succeed.
