LoDo-to-DIA train back on track
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Oct. 12, 2000 - Five years ago, it was the big train that couldn't. 

But Denver officials once again are looking for private developers willing to build a rail line from Union Station to Denver International Airport. And promoters say the time is right; that such a train could be successful both financially and technically.  Two weeks ago, Denver officials solicited responses from private developers interested in financing, designing, constructing and possibly operating a 23-mile line that would link DIA's terminal with Union Station in Lower Downtown. 

Developers have until 4 p.m. Monday to submit proposals on the fast-tracked project, which is expected to cost as much as $400 million.  Why the rush? RTD has commissioned a major environmental impact study of its own downtown-to-DIA rail line, and the study alone could take two years and cost at least $2 million. It is to begin next month. 

Denver is soliciting bids now for the DIA train project as a way of avoiding the time and expense of RTD's environmental review, said Terry Rosapep, director of transportation planning for Denver's Public Works Department.  The Regional Transportation District has identified the airport line as one of its priorities after the $864 million southeast corridor line is finished. The southeast line is due for completion by 2008. 

If private developers take the lead on the DIA rail project, it could reduce the scope of the environmental study and dramatically reduce the time it takes to build the line, Rosapep said. "Once you have private-sector involvement, time is money."  RTD general manager Cal Marsella acknowledged that unless conditions change, the transit district will not have money to build the airport rail line.  "Barring an infusion of additional revenues," it could take a decade or more for RTD to build the east corridor line to DIA, he said.  "If this train can be built with heavy private-sector investment," RTD supports the effort, if "it is coordinated with the rest of our system," Marsella added.  "Coordination" means common fares and transfers between the airport line and RTD light-rail lines. RTD even could operate the line once it was built, Marsella said. 

Not long after DIA opened in early 1995, Denver officials and private developers explored the possibility of financing and building an airport rail line. But the airport was young and untested then, and when it became apparent that not enough money could be raised to pay for the rail project, the idea died.  Now private investment groups have expressed interest in reviving the Air Train concept, Rosapep said. He expects at least two groups to present proposals. 

Denver real estate investor Doug Jones was one of the private developers who made an early proposal to build the Air Train in 1995. Jones said Wednesday he has assembled a new group that will submit a fresh plan by Monday's deadline for constructing the line. The rail line could bring "unimagined" growth and development to the commercial and residential corridor that runs from downtown to the Stapleton Airport redevelopment project and on to DIA, said Jones, who has packaged his team as the Denver East Corridor Rail Group.  Stapleton's redevelopment, still in its early phase, has accelerated development possibilities in the corridor "10-fold" from five years ago, Jones said.  "Imagine being 10 minutes to downtown and 15 minutes to DIA," he said, about a Stapleton rail stop. "Corporate America says that's where they want to be."  Jones said the Air Train will not be a light-rail line requiring costly overhead electrification, but instead will rely on diesel-powered rail cars in two-car train sets that hold 170 passengers and travel at a peak speed of 80 mph. 

Development teams that submit Air Train bids should demonstrate that they can secure private financing for the project and that they have the technical expertise to build a major rail line, Rosapep said.  Officials admit there was another reason early efforts to build the Air Train failed - a warning from the Federal Aviation Administration that DIA could not use its revenues for "off airport" purposes, such as acquiring the rail line's right of way from the Interstate 70-Pen~a Boulevard junction to Union Station.  DIA backed off on that effort, but Rosa pep said there's no legal constraint against the Denver airport funding the Air Train portion that would run on DIA property. It's the roughly 10-mile stretch that parallels Pena Boulevard from I-70 to the airport terminal.  Jones said the Union Pacific Railroad right of way that runs from Pena Boulevard to Union Station is one of the airport line's great advantages. "Not many cities have a dedicated right of way already in place," he said, adding that the project would require little additional condemnation and acquisition of land.  Developers expect to acquire right of way from the Union Pacific. 

Rosapep said another ingredient is essential to make the Air Train work - development of Union Station as a commuter rail hub. Denver and RTD officials are negotiating such a deal with owners of the rail station.
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