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1.0 PURPOSE AND NEED

This chapter documents the need for transportation improvements in the West Corridor and the purposes
the proposed action is intended to serve. An overview of the study corridor summarizing current and
projected population and employment characteristics, as well as an overview of the existing and proposed
transportation services and facilities is included. The history of regional and local planning regarding the
West Corridor is summarized.

The Regional Transportation District (RTD) and Federal Transit Administration (FTA) are the lead
agencies for the transportation improvement project. RTD and FTA, with the Denver Regional Council
of Governments (DRCOG) and the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) initiated the West
Corridor Major Investment Study (MIS) in 1995. In 1997, the RTD Board of Directors selected a locally
preferred alternative with input from the West Corridor Citizens’ Advisory Committee, Policy Advisory
Committee and Technical Advisory Committee. The locally preferred alternative identified a package of
investments to improve transportation in the West Corridor. The locally preferred alternative proposed
constructing light rail transit (LRT) from the Denver central business district west along the Associated
Railroad right-of-way to the Cold Spring park-n-Ride (near the West 6th Avenue and Union Boulevard
intersection). The locally preferred alternative recommended additional study to evaluate and determine
the appropriate location for the LRT project’s end of line station. The locally preferred alternative also
contained a number of other elements including roadway, bicycle, pedestrian and bus service
improvements.

This Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is being prepared to identify the potential impacts associated
with the action, a LRT line with improved bus service and improved bicycle and pedestrian facilities.
The EIS also evaluates the impacts associated with the No Action Alternative and the Enhanced Bus
Alternative.

The No Action Alternative includes existing and committed improvements identified in the DRCOG
fiscally-constrained transportation plan.

The Enhanced Bus Alternative would introduce new routes and adjust existing routes and schedules. In
addition, it would construct a new park-n-Ride at the Jefferson County Government Center and expand
the existing Cold Spring parking facility.

The LRT Alternative would introduce 12.1 miles of double-tracked LRT from the relocated Auraria West
Station to the Jefferson County Government Center. The West Corridor LRT line would merge with the
Central Platte Valley line at the relocated Auraria West Station and continue north to Denver Union
Station on the existing Central Platte Valley tracks. The Auraria West Station would also provide transfer
capability to link the West Corridor with the Central, Southeast and Southwest Corridors. Figure 1-1
identifies the West Corridor study area.

The action is intended to provide improved transportation service to the West Corridor, increase regional
connectivity, provide an alternative to single-occupancy vehicle travel and improve transit travel time.
The proposed improvements would increase the people-carrying capacity and transportation options in the
corridor and support increased economic development opportunities and local and regional land use
planning objectives through improved accessibility.
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1.1 PROJECT GOALS
During the preparation of the West Corridor MIS, RTD developed project goals to address the need for
transportation improvements in the West Corridor under three general goal categories:

Transportation and Mobility
e C(Create transportation improvements that add people-carrying capacity, reduce automobile
congestion, minimize operating costs, and augment the region’s transportation system
e Expand opportunities for all users to move freely to, through, and within the West Corridor
¢ Enhance the existing transportation infrastructure to serve the high number of transit-dependent
people in the West Corridor

Communities and Environment
e Enhance neighborhoods in the West Corridor to the extent practicable
e Support regional goals for cleaner air and water, more efficient energy use, and a safer and
healthier environment

e Support the planning and redevelopment objectives of the cities of Denver and Lakewood

Economic Opportunity and Management
e Provide a reliable transportation system that allows an efficient land-use development pattern in
major activity centers and gives employers confidence that employees can travel to and from
work
e Support investments in infrastructure, business and communities that help sustain the region

These three goals continue to provide the vital and guiding theme throughout the development of this EIS
and preparation of the preliminary engineering plans.

1.2 RELEVANT CORRIDOR PLANNING ACTIVITIES

The West Corridor has been recognized as one of the Denver area’s priority travel corridors and has been
a focus of study for more than 25 years. This section outlines the planning history of the West Corridor,
which includes its relationship to the regional planning process, planning history and the project’s
relationship to local and regional land use and transportation plans. These studies have consistently
recommended major transportation investment in the West Corridor to address regional mobility and
economic improvement. Table 1-1 lists transportation studies aimed at providing transit improvements
for the West Corridor. In addition, Lakewood has prepared transportation plans for areas within the
project corridor. The proposed RTD improvements would not preclude or impact these City of Lakewood
plans, which include:

*  Framework Plan for the West Corridor Light Rail Line — 2001
= Alameda Avenue Cornerstone Plan — 2003

= North Kipling Strategic Plan — 1998

= Sheridan Boulevard Strategic Plan — 2000

= Wadsworth Boulevard Strategic Plan — 1997

= West Colfax Revitalization Plan — 1993

»  Lakewood Industrial Park Master Plan - 2003
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Table 1-1: Previous and Ongoing Transportation Studies in the West Corridor

Date Agency/Title Study Summary
1978 RTD/Commuter Rail Commuter rail on the Associated Railroad was studied as one of six
Feasibility Study potential commuter rail corridors for the Denver metropolitan area.
1980 RTD/Light Rail and Bus LRT on the Associated Railroad was recommended as the preferred
Transit Study alternative for the West Corridor. Expanded bus service and corridor
bus were also examined as alternatives.
1982 RTD/Public Transportation | Transit on the Associated Railroad right-of-way was recommended as
Plan Update an important link for a regional rapid transit system.
1987 HB 1249, FasTrack The Colorado Legislature identified the West Corridor for fixed
Program guideway transit as part of a regional fixed guideway transit system.
1995- RTD/West Corridor MIS LRT on the Associated Railroad right-of-way was selected as the
1997 locally preferred alternative for improving transportation in the West
Corridor.
2000 - RTD West Corridor Ongoing — evaluates the impacts of No Action, Enhanced Bus and
2003 Environmental Impact LRT alternatives in the West Corridor.
Statement
1.3 PROJECT SETTING

The West Corridor has been an important Denver metropolitan area transportation corridor for over 100
years. It links the Denver central business district to the cities of Lakewood and Golden in Jefferson
County. The corridor encompasses approximately 31 square miles of commercial, industrial, single and
multi-family residential, parks and recreational, and governmental uses. The West Corridor includes an
area from the Denver central business district on the east to the city of Golden on the west, and between
West Alameda Avenue on the south and West 26th Avenue on the north.

The West Corridor’s existing transportation system includes highways, major roads, local streets, transit
service and recreation paths and sidewalks accommodating nonmotorized modes of travel. It is this
transportation network, with existing and planned land use patterns, that shapes the corridor.

1.3.1 Population and Employment

According to the DRCOG 2001 land use scenario (Cycle 10), the West Corridor has a total population of
120,326, representing about 6 percent of the Denver metropolitan area’s total population. For the West
Corridor, the resident population is expected to grow to 158,983 people by the year 2025. This growth of
38,657 people represents a 32.1 percent increase in the 25-year period. Figure 1-2 presents the year 2000
and 2025 population density in the West Corridor study area. The figure shows substantial population
gains in the West Corridor.

In the Denver metropolitan area, there were an estimated 1.1 million wage and salary jobs in the year
2000. For the West Corridor, DRCOG estimates that there are 115,747 jobs in 2000. West Corridor
employment accounted for almost 10.3 percent of the total number of jobs in the Denver metropolitan
area in 2000. Figure 1-3 presents the year 2000 and 2025 employment density for the West Corridor.
This figure also indicates increased growth in the West Corridor.
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This population and employment growth pattern indicates a mature urban area; however, with in-fill,
increased density and more intensive development, both population and employment are expected to
increase in the corridor. With the rise in population and employment growth, there is a corresponding rise
in travel demand within the West Corridor. More people are traveling to more jobs, homes, social or
commercial destinations and other points of interest between the Denver central business district,
Lakewood, Golden and Jefferson County. As communities around and beyond the corridor continue to
grow in numbers of people and jobs, travel demand will continue to increase through the West Corridor.
The increasingly urban nature of the corridor has resulted in many individuals and households in the
corridor that do not have access to automobiles who would benefit from improved transit.

1.3.2 Travel Patterns and Growth

The West Corridor is served by a roadway network that provides a high level of mobility and continuity
throughout the area. Table 1-2 shows recent, current and projected average daily traffic (ADT) volumes
through the corridor. Traffic volumes will increase substantially. The future decrease along West Colfax
Avenue is a result of the expected increase of employment opportunities in Lakewood, reducing travel to
the Denver central business district.

Table 1-2: West Corridor Study Area Traffic Volume Growth on State Highways

ADT! ADT! % change ADT? % change
Roadway

1996 2000 1996-2000 2025 2000-2025
W. 6th Ave. (at Wadsworth) 112,000 120,638 +7.7% 145,200 +20.4%
W. Colfax Ave. (at Pierce) 32,400 34,169 +5.5% 31,700 -1.2%
Federal Blvd. (at W. 13™ Ave.) 35,900 38,887 +8.3% 40,500 +4.1%
Sheridan Blvd. (at W. 13" Ave.) 32,100 34,988 +9.0% 39,900 +14.0%
Wadsworth Blvd. (at W. 13" Ave.) 37,600 39,102 +4.0% 44,900 +14.8%
Kipling St. (at Colfax) 30,900 34,046 +10.2% 35,300 +3.7%

'Source: CDOT traffic count
Source: DRCOG FAO1 and RTD WC25¢ Travel Models adjusted using existing counts
ADT: Average Daily Traffic

Figure 1-4 and Figure 1-5, respectively, identify roadway segments that currently are congested and that
are forecast to remain or become congested in the future. Congested segments are defined as those where
the traffic has reached 90 percent of capacity. The figures illustrate that congestion is occurring along
West 6th Avenue from Garrison Street to the Denver central business district and West Colfax Avenue
from Sheridan Boulevard to the Denver central business district, and segments of West Alameda Avenue.
Given the physical and right-of-way constraints to widen or substantially improve these roadways, the
situation will worsen in 2025 and congestion will continue to extend westward in the future.
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14 NEED FOR ACTION

The West Corridor currently experiences high volumes of traffic and severe congestion. Forecasts of
continued population and employment growth in the region and corridor indicate the situation will
continue to worsen in the future if no action is taken. The following factors provide evidence of the need
for transportation improvements:

o The West 6th Avenue (US 6) freeway is already congested and currently carries the second
highest traffic volumes in the Denver region, second only to Interstate 25, with forecasts
indicating a greater than 20 percent increase in traffic volumes by 2025

e West 6™ Avenue and West Colfax Avenue cannot be widened due to severe neighborhood
impacts including extensive relocation, environmental justice concerns and park takings
CDOT has not included widening West 6™ Avenue on their Strategic Investment Plan

e The corridor has relatively high percentages of low-income, minority and non-vehicle households
that are transit-dependent

e Travel time delay and congestion levels in the corridor are increasing

e Regional and local planning has identified the need for transportation improvements in the
corridor

14.1 Specific Transportation Needs in the Corridor

The West Corridor is an important transportation link in the Denver metropolitan area. It connects the
western suburbs and the developing mountain communities via I-70 and West 6™ Avenue with the Denver
central business district, Denver Technological Center, Denver International Airport and other major
activity centers in the region. As noted previously, population and employment opportunities are
projected to increase.

Roadway congestion on major freeways and arterials has worsened. This has resulted in increased travel
times for corridor travelers. These conditions, projected to increase in response to the population and
economic growth, indicate a need for major transportation improvements. Specific needs are:
e Provide additional people-carrying capacity in the corridor
Provide travel options to residents and workers in the corridor
Provide travel options for transit-dependent individuals in the corridor
Support regional and local planning efforts
Increase transit efficiency and effectiveness in the corridor
Increase travel connectivity in the region

1.4.2 Purposes of the Proposed Action

The proposed action is needed to meet the existing and anticipated demands of travelers through the West
Corridor. The RTD system-wide network provides travel choices for current and prospective transit
riders. The proposed action would add to those choices for the transit users in the corridor and from
throughout the region. The proposed action would serve the purposes described in the following
paragraphs.

Offer Transportation Alternatives to Single-Occupancy Vehicle Travel

As traffic congestion increases, an improved transit system would offer corridor residents, workers and
commuters a reliable and efficient alternative to driving automobiles. While both the LRT and Enhanced
Bus alternatives would offer this alternative, the LRT would also provide travel along an exclusive right-
of-way, free of traffic. Improved transit would offer an alternative to single occupancy vehicle travel in a
corridor where congestion and travel time are projected to increase.
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Increase Denver Regional Connectivity and Transit Effectiveness

RTD operates an extensive bus and light rail system to serve the region, providing access to jobs and
economic opportunities. The proposed improvements in the West Corridor would expand this service for
current and prospective transit riders, both in the corridor and in the region as a whole. This would be
especially important for the low-income, elderly and individuals without access to vehicles along the
corridor. The corridor currently includes major economic and activity centers as well as cultural,
entertainment, sports, medical/health services and shopping facilities. Access between jobs and
residential areas in the corridor from south, central and north Denver metropolitan areas would be
improved as well; this would be especially true for transit users connecting to the Central, Southeast and
Southwest LRT corridors. In addition, transit users would have access to major transfer options to other
RTD bus routes including the 16th Street Mall Shuttle.

Increase People-Carrying Capacity on the Corridor

Regional travel demand in the western Denver metropolitan area will increase and additional capacity will
be needed to meet this demand. West Colfax and West 6™ Avenues cannot be widened without severe
neighborhood impacts including extensive relocation, environmental justice concerns and park takings.
East-west travel patterns include residents from the developing mountain communities and western
suburbs accessing the Denver central business district, the Denver Technological Center, and other
subregional areas. At the same time, Lakewood, Golden and Jefferson County continue to develop their
economic base, with employment and economic opportunities attracting workers and shoppers from the
Denver metropolitan area. The proposed project would be most effective in peak periods when
congestion is highest and people-carrying capacity is needed most.

Support Local and Regional Planning Objectives

The West Corridor has been the subject of transportation improvement studies for more than 25 years.
State and regional agencies such as CDOT, RTD and the local municipalities of Denver, Lakewood,
Golden and Jefferson County have stressed the need for additional transportation capacity through the
corridor.

1.5 PLANNING CONTEXT

There is a long-standing relationship between the West Corridor project and local and regional plans
concerning transportation and land use. The proposed action would help achieve the goals formulated in
the MIS for transportation and mobility, communities and environment, and economic opportunity and
management. The project would also be consistent with the transportation, mobility, economic
development, and environmental goals and objectives identified in local and regional plans.

1.5.1 MetroVision 2020

The West Corridor project is closely tied to the regional planning efforts by federal, state and local
agencies. These efforts are coordinated in MetroVision 2020 Plan (DRCOG 2000), the Denver
metropolitan area’s regional transportation and land use plan. This plan, prepared by DRCOG, the
Denver region’s metropolitan planning organization, contains six core goals:

e Limit the extent of urban development e Support the development of urban
e Preserve open space centers

e Support free standing communities e Protect environmental quality

e Provide a balanced, multi-modal

transportation system

The West Corridor project would support all of these goals. As a result, DRCOG identified the project as
part of MetroVision’s proposed regional rapid transit network. Figure 1-6 shows the MetroVision
regional rapid transit network, which includes the West Corridor project.
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1.5.2

Relationship to Local and Regional Plans

Other local and regional plans that acknowledge the West Corridor project are briefly summarized below:

DRCOG'’s Fiscally Constrained Interim 2025 Regional Transportation Plan identifies the West
Corridor as both an emphasis corridor for operational improvements and a critical link in the
2025 rapid transit system. It further recommends LRT along the Associated Railroad right-of-
way as the preferred type of rapid transit for the corridor. As part of the plan, DRCOG
acknowledges the West Corridor rapid transit link as vital for meeting regional transportation
challenges that include population and employment growth, changing development patterns,
limited transportation capacity, increasing traffic congestion, air and water quality issues and
socioeconomic concerns.

DRCOG’s 2003-2008 Transportation Improvement Program (2002) stipulates the importance of
regional priorities in determining support and funding for transportation projects. Regional
priorities include promoting a balanced, multimodal transportation system, supporting urban
centers, preserving and enhancing environmental quality, managing traffic congestion, improving
safety and restoring and maintaining the existing transportation system. The 2003-2008
Transportation Improvement Program identified the West Corridor project as supporting these
regional priorities. The West Corridor EIS/PE received Congestion Mitigation Air Quality
(CMAQ) funding in the 2003-2008 Transportation Improvement Program.

The City of Lakewood’s Lakewood Industrial Park Action Plan identifies future service by light
rail as one component of the City’s development strategy for the area. It further recommends that
development at Lakewood Industrial Park allow for the integration of LRT through the site.

The Jefferson County Countywide Transportation Plan (1998) identifies supporting future
regional transit plans to develop a regional rapid transit network to increase transportation options
as a priority. The plan also calls for close collaboration with RTD to communicate transportation
needs to regional bodies, including DRCOG and CDOT.

The 1997 Denver Federal Center Master Site Plan identifies accommodating a light rail system,
or a major regional depot facility, as a goal of the future transportation plan for the Center.
Blueprint Denver, An Integrated Land Use and Transportation Plan (2002) promotes the
inextricable link between land use and transportation by supporting diverse mobility options, a
regional transportation system, changing travel behavior, and public transit as important
objectives. Specifically, the plan identifies support of light rail and bus transit options to reduce
traffic congestion and improve mobility. This plan specifically identifies LRT stations at Knox
Court, Perry Street and Federal Boulevard.

Lakewood Framework Plan for the West Corridor Light Rail Line (2002) sets as an important
goal implementing West Corridor light rail in a safe, attractive manner with the fewest negative
impacts.

Draft City of Golden Comprehensive Plan Vision 2010 (2002) identifies the provision and
maintenance of a transportation system that serves local and regional needs while addressing the
impacts of West Corridor development as an important goal. The plan also calls for the provision
of a regional roadway system that will accommodate bicycle, pedestrian, and mass transit.
Alameda Avenue Cornerstone Plan (2002) presents community goals and objectives to redevelop
West Alameda Avenue as a major gateway for the City of Lakewood. The document cites the
proposed West Corridor LRT as an important transportation link, with shuttle access between
proposed new developments and proposed LRT stations.

Lakewood Urban Center Master Plan (2002) presents design concepts and strategies for the
proposed intermodal facility at the Denver Federal Center. The provision of the West Corridor
LRT is the major component of this facility. The plan also discusses options for transit-oriented
development that is expected to result from the provision of transit at this location.
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o  FEiberhood Neighborhood Plan (2001) anticipated West Corridor LRT studies and requested
neighborhood participation in engineering and design decisions along West 13™ Avenue and in
the formulation of proposed mitigation measures.

1.5.3 The NEPA Process

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires documentation of a proposed federal action’s
impacts in an EIS. The EIS is a full-disclosure document intended to inform the public and decision
makers of potential environmental, social and economic impacts associated with the proposed actions, the
No Action and other reasonable alternatives. The EIS serves as the primary document to facilitate review
by the federal, state and local agencies as well as the general public. The EIS defines the project purpose
and need and describes the alternatives considered. It documents the existing conditions and addresses
the anticipated transportation and environmental impacts of the proposed action and identifies appropriate
mitigation measures.

The Draft EIS circulated for a 53-day review and public comment period. During the comment period,
the Draft EIS was made available to interested parties, including private citizens, community groups, the
business community, and public agencies. RTD sponsored a public hearing to formally receive
comments. The public also submitted comments in writing throughout the comment period.

After circulation of the Draft EIS, preliminary engineering and environmental studies were completed.
RTD has made mitigation commitments where necessary and prepared responses to comments received
during the Draft EIS public comment period. RTD and FTA are issuing this Final EIS identifying the
preferred alternative, the LRT. Completion of the Final EIS followed by a signed Record of Decision by
FTA will permit the project to advance to final design and construction.

With selection of the LRT Alternative, construction may proceed along two alternative timelines, based
on project funding options. The timing of the preparation of this EIS is predicated on the possible
acceleration of the project schedule with the passage of the FasTracks initiative. FasTracks is a proposal
under consideration to increase RTD sales and use tax from 0.6 percent to 1.0 percent, subject to voter
approval. With FasTracks, the LRT Alternative would open for service between 2008 and 2010. Without
FasTracks, maintaining RTD’s current 0.6 percent tax rate, the LRT Alternative would begin service in
2020.
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