	Strip monorail approval postponed

County officials support a $650 million transit system but want issues resolved before they OK it. 

By Jan Moller 
Review-Journal 
      Nearly five hours of testimony produced plenty of rhetoric but few results Wednesday as Clark County commissioners voted to postpone final approval of a design review and traffic study on the proposed Strip monorail. 
      The commission is still expected to bless the $650 million, privately financed project when it comes up again the week of Nov. 2. Several hurdles will remain after that date, however, as the state and county must sign off on financing for the project. A legal challenge to the massive light-rail proposal by nearby homeowners also must be resolved before construction can begin. 
      In voting unanimously to delay, commissioners cited ongoing concerns over aesthetic aspects of the project and worries by local residents and businesses that they don't yet have enough information on how construction will affect them. 
      "We're talking about lives here, and property," said Commissioner Yvonne Atkinson Gates. "Before we can move forward and do this, we have to resolve some of these problems." But, she added, "This is going to happen. We will move forward." 
      Among the issues Wednesday was a plan by the developers to build a series of "straddle bents" along Paradise Road to elevate the monorail. Straddle bents would elevate the rail by putting pylons on either side of the road and a large beam across. The alternative is to use single pylons in the middle of the road, which would restrict access to some properties by limiting left turns. 
      Commissioners also voted 6-1 to approve a series of technical changes to previously issued land-use permits. By the same margin, they also agreed to hold a public hearing on a proposal to transfer the assets of the MGM Grand-Bally's Monorail Limited Liability Corp. to a new, nonprofit corporation when monorail financing becomes available. The nonprofit corporation would operate the monorail once financing comes through. 
      Myrna Williams, whose district includes homeowners affected by the monorail, was the only commissioner voting in opposition. 
      Despite the delay, monorail officials remain optimistic that commission approval is forthcoming. 
      "With any process this massive, the public needs to be informed, and the commissioners did not feel that the information was out there," said Cam Walker, who is working with the monorail developers. "So we'll take these next two weeks and get the private property owners involved." 
      Monorail supporters tried to leave little to chance at Wednesday's hearing. They presented a high-powered lineup of speakers and supporters, starting with former Gov. Bob Miller, now a lawyer with Jones Vargas, which represents the developers. 
      Miller opened the session by urging commissioners to support the project and to not "lose sight of the limited issues before you today." 
      His plea quickly went unheeded as a series of monorail opponents used the zoning hearing to raise questions about financial aspects of the project. Specifically, opponents charged that the monorail will fail to meet ridership and revenue projections, and that Nevada taxpayers will be forced to bail out the holders of the revenue bonds if the project falls short. 
      Monorail supporters expect the system to ferry 20 million people per year to seven locations on the Strip. Fares will average $2. With advertising revenue included, monorail officials predict first-year revenues of $45 million after the 4-mile-long system opens in 2003. 
      Jon Twichell, a transportation consultant working with the Desert Inn Homeowners Association, believes such projections -- and promises by supporters that it won't cost taxpayers a dime -- are folly. Twichell cited statistics showing that public transit systems typically receive 42 percent of their revenue from users, and the rest comes in the form of taxpayer subsidies. 
      But Bob Broadbent, who heads the monorail effort, said taxpayers will be protected by language in the bond-issue agreement. Although the bonds will be issued by the state, they will be backed solely by monorail revenue. 
      That wasn't not good enough for Lance Earl, an attorney for The Venetian, which has opposed the project. Earl warned commissioners the state's bond rating could be affected even if the obligations are private. 
      "Is the state going to be required to pay it back?" Earl asked. "Perhaps not. Will there be a negative impact? Yes."
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