
INFORMATION MEMORANDUM TO THE ADMINISTRATOR 

Subject: Hawaii Transit Projects 

CURRENT STATUS—Light Rail Project 

On March 7, 2003,  Hawaiian State and city leaders came together at a transportation 
summit convened by Governor Linda Lingle aimed at addressing Oahu's traffic gridlock.  
While Governor Lingle, Honolulu Mayor Jeremy Harris and members of the State  
Legislature and Honolulu City Council said they have not come to an agreement yet on a 
solution to attack Oahu's traffic gridlock, officials praised the meeting, where  
participants put many ideas on the table and remained open to all of them, as a good  
starting point and step toward better cooperation. After the meeting, officials said that  
themu 's primary goal was to decidegpp AA4-iat 1 	 _cind of trans ortation Oahu wants how 
much it will cost, and how it will be paid for.   

On October 27, 2003, the Blue Ribbon Transportation Talk Force convened by Hawaii 
Governor Linda Lingle unveiled a proposal to build a $2.6 billion light-rail transit system 
and a $200 million elevated highway flyover to help solve Oahu's traffic congestion. 
The Island of Oahu is faced with heavy daily transportation congestion. Existing 
transportation capacity is limited by natural conditions and high-density development 
along potential right-of-ways. The potential for additional road construction is limited. 
In the most needed corridors, additional road construction would cause significant 
environmental impacts resulting in residential and business displacements. 

The proposed light rail system would begin on the west side of Oahu at Kapolei and 
travel along the Farrington and Kamehameha Highways connecting with the proposed 
elevated highway and end at Pacific Street and Nimitz Highway. The Honolulu 
Department of Transportation (DTS) is expected to be the project sponsor of the 22-mile 
light rail system would be in exclusive right-of-way keeping the system at grade when 
possible. The light rail project is proposed as a design/build project with a completion 
date of 2018. 

The Nimitz Highway flyover project, to be constructed by the Hawaii Department of 
Transportation (EIDOT), is estimated to cost $200 million and will take six years to 
construct. The one-mile project will be two elevated high-occupancy vehicle (HOV) 
contra-flow lanes that will travel east in the morning and west in the afternoon. The 
flyover will eventually be converted to light rail only. The flyover will then be extended 
one-half-mile to Iwilei, the beginning of the proposed initial operating segment (I0S) of 
the bus rapid transit project. The IOS will continue through the central business district 
and on to Waikiki. 
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Governor Lingle stated that the projects would mean higher taxes. The state legislature 
and the transportation committee of the Honolulu City Council are looking at a large 
variety of sources for local funding. Possible increases under consideration include: 
state vehicle registration fees, fuel tax revenues, vehicle weight tax revenues, rental 
vehicles and tour vehicle surcharge revenues and general excise tax revenues. Other 
funding considerations include: Federal Highway Funds, GARVEE bonds debt service 
for Oahu, revenue bonds debt service for Oahu, impact fees and FTA New Starts funds. 

FTA has not yet received any reports or alternatives analyses for a proposed light rail 
project. No request has been received to initiate NEPA or PE for any light rail corridor. 

CURRENT STATUS OF BUS RAPID TRANSIT PROJECT 

The proposed BRT project is considered fully funded and thus was not rated in the FY 
2005 Annual Report on New Starts. The prior years' New Starts earmarks for the project 
provided adequate funding. 

FTA and the City and County of Honolulu are currently defending a lawsuit on the 
shortened Primary Corridor Bus Rapid Transit project. The Primary Corridor Project 
would have built a continuous uninterrupted transit service from suburban Kapolei to 
Downtown through existing freeway "H-1". From downtown, an "in-town" segment 
would connect to Waikiki, a location for a vast amount of service industry employment. 
However, these plans hit a huge stumbling block in December 2002, when Honolulu 
elected a new city council that shifted support away from the project. Since local 
consensus for the entire 30-mile bus rapid transit project essentially disappeared, Mayor 
Jeremy Harris shifted gears and proposed construction of a 5.6-mile segment of the 
former "in-town" route from Waikiki to Iwilei, which is now called the IOS or Initial 
operating Segment. FTA issued a record of decision on the IOS on October 23, 2003, 
which has been the subject of the lawsuit. 

The lawsuit by Sensible Traffic alternatives and Resources, LTD., contends that FTA and 
the City and County of Honolulu have not complied with the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) in conducting the environmental review of the IOS. FTA maintains 
that it has properly complied with NEPA. Active litigation has been proceeding through 
the current year. 

Region IX is skeptical of local willingness and capacity to fund a major project. Already, 
the state legislature has rebuffed calls to increase the state's excise tax as a means to raise 
revenues for a major capital project; it was stated that the timing was not right due to 
upcoming elections. FTA's history with Honolulu reflects that in 1989, a light rail 
project was developed in a similar corridor for about $2 billion. FTA had already issued 
a Full Funding Grant Agreement (FFGA) when the Honolulu City Council defeated an 
excise tax needed for the local share by a surprise 5-4 vote in 1992. There had been other 
projects proposed before this project, so after 30 plus years of false starts, including a 
lack of funding for the Primary Corridor Transportation Project (PCTP), Region IX 
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would recommend extreme caution on any proposal that is not supported by a local 
funding source. 

Talking Points 

• FTA supports your efforts to solve transportation problems in the corridor, and we 
will continue to assist you to resolve transportation problems in Hawaii. 

• The most successful projects are those that are the result of local consensus, and it 
is important to have the support of the citizens, local elected officials, and the 
business community to implement a project successfully. 

• It has been our observation that a local consensus can best be achieved when 
reliable information is developed on the expected costs, benefits, and impacts of a 
variety of transportation options. Having that information before interested 
parties means that project decisions can be made with the full understanding of 
important tradeoffs. 

• FTA provides over $1.2 billion in "New Starts Funding" every year for the 
construction of new transit facilities throughout the US. However, there is 
currently a 20-year backlog ($20 billion) in demand for those funds from 
approximately 50 projects already in the Preliminary Engineering and Final 
Design stages of project development. 

• Because of this scarce funding compared to demand, the Administration is 
limiting New Starts funding to one half of project cost. 

• To obtain FTA funding in this competitive environment, you should work to 
develop local consensus on the most cost-effective, and highest performing 
project that meets local goals and objectives.  Any such proposed project must be 
supported by a sound, stable, Financial Plan that identifies committed funding to  
the project to meet the local match requirements. At the end of the day, requisite  
financing must be in place, now only to support the construction of a major 
capital investment project, but also to support the continuing operation and  
maintenance of Honolulu's transit system.   
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