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Dec. 29, 2000 - A 10-mile toll road down the center of Interstate 70 could be built for $400 million and opened by 2005, according to a proposal submitted by private developers who want to build the highway.  Fluor Daniel Inc. and Flatiron Structures Inc. said last month they wanted to build the four-lane toll road from the I-25/I-70 interchange to Peña Boulevard and pay for it with private money.  Details of the plan were withheld by the Colorado Department of Transportation, however, until expiration of a 30-day period in which others could submit competing proposals. 

There were no such competing proposals. 

Upon building the highway, the Flatiron-Fluor team would turn ownership over to CDOT, which would operate and maintain the road. The developers would sell bonds to finance the I-70 expansion, and tolls would pay off bondholders after operating and maintenance expenses were deducted from the pool of toll revenues. They also hope to get an $85 million loan from the federal government.  Flatiron executive vice president Greg Henk said toll prices for the additional I-70 lanes can't be determined until a more detailed traffic study is made for the corridor. That will follow an environmental impact statement, he added.  The developers' plan calls for elevated toll lanes above the existing I-70 deck from I-25 to Colorado Boulevard, with the rest of the tollway-- from Colorado to Peña Boulevard - running at grade down the center of I-70. 

In addition to toll road entrances and exits at I-25 and Peña Boulevard, there will be access to the I-70 tollway from Interstates 270 and 225. 

It could take another two years before the environmental review is completed and a decision made on whether to go forward. The proposal is expected to be highly controversial. 

The environmental study must consider the impact of toll-road expansion on communities that back up on the current I-70 right of way.  Terry Rosapep, director of transportation planning for Denver's Public Works Department, said residential neighborhoods that straddle the stretch of I-70 from I-25 to Colorado Boulevard have been wary of any widening of the highway.  Elevation of toll lanes above the existing road bed is likely "to be scary to them too," Rosapep said.  Some critics of privately built toll roads point to controversy that surrounds a tollway in Orange County, Calif. -- a project cited by Flatiron and Fluor as a model in some respects for the I-70 toll project. 

A 10-mile toll road was built by private companies down the median of California 91 in Orange County, just west of its boundary with Riverside County. 

Riverside officials now are talking about a public takeover of the toll road and conversion of it into free highway lanes.  Part of Riverside's gripe about the privately run Orange County toll road--called 91 Express Lanes -- is that California's transportation department granted the toll road's owners a "noncompetition" clause that says the counties can't widen the adjacent free portion of California 91 or "do anything that would take traffic" off the toll road, said John Standiford of the Riverside County Transportation Commission.  Henk, of Flatiron Structures, said his company and Fluor also would need some sort of protection against the possible expansion of free highway lanes that would compete with toll lanes in the I-70 corridor. Without such an assurance, investors would not buy tollway bonds, he added.  But Henk said the proposed I-70 tollway has significant differences from the Orange County project. For one, the I-70 toll operation would be owned by CDOT and not private developers, as 91 Express Lanes are in California.  Because it wouldn't be owned by a private entity, tolls can be kept to a minimum on the I-70 project, just enough to cover debt service payments, he said. 

CDOT Executive Director Tom Norton said the Flatiron-Fluor bid "is a quality proposal and a project we have to seriously consider." Colorado doesn't have enough money to expand all major highway corridors in metro Denver, and the Flatiron-Fluor proposal may be a solution, Norton said. 

Tolls would vary widely depending on the time of day and demand. 

	


