Voters may share cost of Rockies Monorail 

Authority suggests higher sales, gas tax or using budget surplus to fund first-stage plans 
By Joe Garner
Denver Rocky Mountain News Staff Writer 

Colorado voters may be asked to accept smaller tax cuts or pay higher sales or gas taxes for a few years to finance the first stages of a high-speed monorail system through the central Rockies. 

"Asking voters to transfer part of the budget surplus for testing and building the demonstration line would be cleanest because the money already is in state coffers," Miller Hudson, executive director of the Colorado Intermountain Fixed Guideway Authority, said Wednesday. 

Other alternatives would include raising the sales or gasoline tax, or adding a surcharge on vehicle registration fees. 

"But it seems foolish to ask to levy new taxes when the state is getting ready to refund more tax money," Hudson said Wednesday. 

He was referring to Gov. Bill Owens' announcement Tuesday that he will seek $400 million in new permanent tax cuts over five years because the state still is awash in surplus tax receipts. 

The Taxpayers' Bill of Rights limits state tax revenue and spending. Revenue exceeding a 6 percent spending increase must be returned to taxpayers. 

The state law that created the authority limits its spending to $100 million for testing and demonstrating a prototype for a high-speed rail line. 

Colorado voters may be asked in November 2000 to authorize spending taxpayer dollars for the prototype, which would be in operation in 2002-03 if it successfully completes its tests. 

The $100 million could be raised by a one-tenth cent sales tax for one year, 2 cents per gallon tax on fuel for two years or a $10 surcharge on vehicle registration fees for three years, Hudson said. 

Meeting Wednesday, the authority voted to move forward with developing and testing a model for its proposed service on the 170-mile route from Denver International Airport to the Eagle County Airport. The authority plans a four-mile demonstration line between Frisco and Silverthorne in Summit County, while seeking partners to share the estimated $300 million cost of a 15-mile demonstration line between DIA and the former Stapleton Airport. 

The Regional Transportation District, DIA and Denver are among potential financial partners for the second demonstration line. 

But RTD, for one potential funding source, already has ranked as its first priority construction of light rail in the southeast corridor, said board chairman Bob Tonsing. 

"I can't see that we would have the funds available in the foreseeable future to get into such a venture with the authority," Tonsing said. 
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