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County moves on monorail
The commission backs the use of $650 million in state-issued bonds to build an elevated train. 

By Frank Geary 
Review-Journal 
      Armed with assurances that taxpayers almost certainly wouldn't be harmed, the Clark County Commission approved plans Tuesday for a Strip monorail to be built with $650 million in state-issued bonds.    "If we don't move forward with something like this we are going to look back and regret it," Commission Chairman Bruce Woodbury said. 
      The commission voted 4-0 -- with Commissioner Lance Malone abstaining -- after receiving assurances from its administrative staff, its bond attorney and an outside financial consultant that the county has taken all possible precautions to protect the county from financial liability if the project goes belly-up, as critics predict.   The advisers justified support, saying two-thirds of the bonds are insured, the documents used to sell the bonds and the bonds themselves say the county isn't responsible for losses, and the bonds are being issued by the state -- not the county. 
      Bondholders are expected to be paid by fares and advertising revenue from the monorail. If those revenues fall short, losses will be absorbed by either the insurance company covering $450 million of the bonds, New York-based Ambac Assurance Corp., or by the bondholders.   "These    are risk mitigations that are as good as you can get," Jim Spinello, assistant director of admin. for the county, told the commission.    John Swendseid, the county's outside attorney for bond financing, told the commission "there is still no guarantee, but you have done more (to protect the county) than the (state law) calls for."    The commission's approval follows a favorable recommendation last month from the state Department of Business and Industry and precedes a final hearing later this month on financing for the project before the state's Board of Finance. 
      Bob Broadbent, chairman of the Las Vegas Monorail Corp., said he expects Gov. Kenny Guinn and his appointees on the Board of Finance will approve the financing. But monorail opponents expect more lawsuits will be filed on grounds that public financing is supporting a project that benefits privately owned casinos.    The state's bond counsel, the law firm of Orrick, Herrington and Sutcliffe, has stated the bonds can be issued tax-exempt. But Jon Twichell, a consultant who has been fighting the project on behalf of The Venetian and the Desert Inn Homeowners Association, said the IRS likely will tax the bonds once it analyzes the proposal. 
      Commissioners listened to supporters and opponents of the monorail for more than three hours, but offered little explanation for their support before casting votes.   Commission Chairman Bruce Woodbury said he favors the project because it will help alleviate gridlock on the Strip while providing much-needed public transportation to the area. Malone said he favors the project but couldn't vote because the monorail company hadn't met all the requirements needed for financing.   Woodbury was joined in supporting the monorail by Commissioners Mary Kincaid, Erin Kenny and Dario Herrera. Commissioner Myrna Williams, whose district will house the monorail if it's built, and Commissioner Yvonne Atkinson Gates did not attend Tuesday's special meeting. 
      The commission, which is required by state law to approve state financing for a project within its borders, voted on four different matters that move the monorail project along to the next stage. The commission voted to receive a report from an outside consultant, DeLoitte & Touche, which stated that the Las Vegas Monorail Corp. should be able to meet all the conditions for financing put forth in a franchise agreement approved by the board in June. 
      The commission also approved the favorable recommendation of Sidney Wickliffe, director of the state Department of Business and Industry, approved a resolution that requires most of the bonds be insured and issued a monorail master business license for the monorail corporation.

