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Study backs rider figures for monorail
Supporters hope a report moves the state and Clark County toward granting final approval. 

By Jan Moller 
Review-Journal 
      A long-awaited report released Tuesday found that ridership forecasts on the proposed 3.8 mile extension of the Strip monorail are "reasonable," a conclusion that clears a major hurdle for the controversial project. 
      Ridership forecasts are crucial to the monorail's fate, as the number of riders will determine whether the monorail team can repay $600 million in revenue bonds that the state is being asked to issue on its behalf. 
      Tuesday's report, by Houston-based Wilbur Smith Associates, clears the way for state and county officials to begin granting final approval to the project. 
      Monorail officials are hoping that the state Department of Business and Industry will schedule a hearing in Las Vegas for early June and that the Clark County Commission will take up the matter shortly thereafter. 
      One major report is yet to be finished: Los Angeles-based Public Resources Advisory Group, which is evaluating the project on the state's behalf, was waiting for the Wilbur Smith report before completing its own analysis. That report is expected as early as next week, after which the hearings will be scheduled. 
      Unless PRAG takes an unflattering view of the project, a state official said, approval of the project seems increasingly likely. 
      "If it does not contain a lot of negative conclusions, then it certainly does nothing but enhance the chances for this project going through," said Chas Horsey of the Department of Business and Industry, who is monitoring the project on the state's behalf. 
      Wilbur Smith had been contracted in December by bond underwriter Solomon Smith Barney to conduct a "peer review" of an earlier ridership study done on behalf of the monorail's developers, the MGM Grand-Bally's Monorail LLC. 
      On Tuesday, a six-page summary of the results was released. The new report does not guess at a ridership figure but instead examined the methods used in an earlier forecast and found them acceptable. 
      "They (Wilbur-Smith) validated that the revenues that we thought we'd get off the monorail were accurate," said Bob Broadbent, who leads the monorail group. "They used words like 'reasonable.' They had some good words in there." 
      But a leading critic of the monorail, California consultant Jon Twichell, said he saw nothing in the study to change his mind. "All of this is supposition and assumption and estimation," Twichell said. "There is no track record for the current monorail that you can apply to a fare situation. There are no case studies of other cities." 
      An earlier ridership study, done on behalf of the developers by the firm URS Greiner-Woodward-Clyde, was bullish on the ridership figures. That study projected that 19.1 million people would ride the train in 2003, its first year of operation. 
      The figures were attacked in subsequent studies by opponents of the project, a group that includes the Desert Inn Homeowners Association and The Venetian. The opponents argued in their reports that annual ridership would be about 10 million per year, which would mean much lower revenues than expected. 
      Faced with conflicting forecasts, the company underwriting the bonds sought an opinion from Wilbur Smith. Nearly five months went by while the company reviewed the work of URS Greiner, a delay that has caused sponsors of the project to grow impatient. 
      "MGM Grand and Bally's are solidly behind this project," said Scott Langsner of MGM Grand, who oversaw the building of the existing, one-mile leg of the monorail. "But they are acutely aware of the mounting costs." 
      MGM Grand and Bally's split the cost of building the existing system and have been paying the predevelopment costs of the proposed extension, costs that are approaching $12 million. 
      If the state approves the bond issue, the hotels would be repaid for those outlays, plus another $25 million from the sale of the existing monorail to a nonprofit corporation that will run the project after it has been built. 
      The existing leg of the monorail serves about 5 million riders per year and charges nothing. 
      Another complication is the pending sale of Mirage Resorts to MGM Grand Inc., which will make the MGM Grand a major tenant on the west side of the Strip. Langsner said the merger has no effect on the company's commitment to the monorail, though the project has the potential to make east-side properties more attractive to visitors. 
      In addition, departing Mirage Resorts Chairman Steve Wynn soon will become a major player on the east side of Las Vegas Boulevard with his purchase of the Desert Inn and its golf course. Wynn and developer Irvin Molasky are on the verge of making buyout offers to homeowners in the Desert Inn Estates, an exclusive enclave surrounding the golf course. 
      What plans, if any, Wynn has for the property are unclear. Such plans could be affected by a monorail. 
      But Cam Walker, Broadbent's son-in-law and top lieutenant on the project, said any opposition from Wynn would be too late because the necessary right-of-ways have been secured. 
      Approval of the monorail could be a financial boon for Broadbent and Walker. If the financing is approved, the two stand to gain lucrative salaries as executives in a new corporation that will manage the monorail.
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