Commission puts monorail on fast track

A 6-1 vote clears away another hurdle faced by promoters of a plan to bring an elevated train to the Strip. 
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      Clark County commissioners voted overwhelmingly Wednesday to approve a design review and traffic study for the proposed Strip monorail, clearing one of the final bureaucratic hurdles before the project can break ground. 
      The two measures had been held over since Oct. 20, when commissioners raised questions about how the project would affect local businesses and property owners. A series of private meetings between monorail officials and affected parties over the past two weeks produced several cosmetic changes to the $650 million, privately financed venture. 
      Specifically, a series of proposed "straddle bents" -- twin pylons connected by a 100-foot horizontal beam -- along Paradise Road have been largely eliminated from the design. Instead of using 14 straddle bents, as originally planned, the railway will be elevated using 3 1/2 straddle bents and a series of single pylons that will line the middle of Paradise. Commissioners and business owners had been worried that the straddle bents would limit access to certain properties along the road. 
      Wednesday's vote was 6-1, with Commissioner Myrna Williams, who represents the area where the monorail would run, the lone dissenter. Williams was also the only commissioner voting to support a motion that would have delayed a decision by another two weeks. 
      "We're very pleased with the outcome," said Cam Walker, who along with partner Bob Broadbent has been a driving force behind the MGM Grand-Bally's Monorail Limited Liability Corp. "We believe the commissioners did detailed due diligence to provide a better design." 
      Several hurdles remain before ground can be broken on the project, which could happen as early as January. Monorail officials must still get state and county approval for financing, which will be done mainly through state bond issues. County officials also must approve a plan to transfer the project's assets to a nonprofit corporation, which will operate the monorail after financing becomes available. 
      Though the revenue bonds would be issued by the state, monorail proponents say they will be backed solely by revenue from the project. The financing issue is expected to come before the commission in early January, if not sooner. 
      As they have in the past, opponents of the monorail complained that specifics about the project have been slow in coming. Paula Quagliano, president of the Desert Inn Homeowners Association, said a traffic study submitted in June differed from the design review, which was submitted in September. The homeowners, whose properties lie adjacent to the proposed 3.8-mile monorail route along the east side of the Strip, have fought the project since its inception, and are involved in a legal battle against the monorail developers. 
      The hearing became heated for a moment when Quagliano refused to yield the microphone after being asked to do so by commission Chairman Bruce Woodbury. After Quagliano asserted her "constitutional right" to address commissioners, Woodbury quickly called a recess until things calmed down. More than a half-dozen other speakers joined Quagliano in opposing various aspects of the project. 
      "We had a right to see the real design, the real plan. What they gave us in the design review and in the traffic study are two different things," Quagliano said after the meeting. 
      Walker explained the discrepancy as the result of changes made to the traffic study over the summer, at the behest of county staff. The Sept. 16 design review is the final product, he said, save for the cosmetic changes negotiated in the last two weeks. 
      Quagliano's arguments failed to sway commissioners, who have mostly been supportive of the project since its conception. 
      Commissioner Dario Herrera summed up the view of most commissioners when he said, "I'm not convinced that, two weeks from now, anything is going to be different." 
      When monorail officials went before the county in October, they brought with them a high-powered list of supporters that included former Gov. Bob Miller, now a lawyer with Jones Vargas. On Wednesday it was the monorail opponents who brought star power -- retired boxing promoter -- and Desert Inn Estates homeowner -- Rock Newman spoke against the railway. 
      Newman criticized recent remarks by Broadbent that he was losing his patience with monorail opponents, which some opponents viewed as a veiled threat. 
      "We have many elderly people in our (homeowner's) association," Newman said. Those words "had a chilling, fearful and intimidating effect on many of them, and brought back to prominence the dark days of Las Vegas' past." 
      Reached after the meeting, a smiling Broadbent insisted he meant nothing sinister. 
      "It's pretty hard to be civil when you have people yelling at you like that," he said, adding that the end of the process is near. "If we do this right, we'll only be back before the County Commission one more time."

