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NEWS ANALYSIS : Legislature’s almost completely 

unreported decision to “eliminate almost $30 million of 

Southwest Light Rail funding represents an incredible failure 

in Minnesota Journalism”… “Metro Council’s current 

SWLRT plan is obviously doomed” 

This NEWS ANALYSIS article is being sent to bobagain’s list of 

over 250 Minnesota media contacts – partly in an attempt to help 

the Minnesota “news establishment” belatedly report on crucial 

elements of the on-going Southwest Light Rail story. 

BREAKING NEWS  – bobagain has just received an e-mail from John Doan, a 

Hennepin County Project Engineer, showing HCRRA spending to date for 

Southwest Light Rail is $34 million – over $23 million higher than is being 

reported by the Metro Council as HCRRA spending to date – this will be 

investigated – it is NOT – repeat  NOT -- incorporated into the current 

NEWS ANALYSIS article . 

Risk remains that SWLRT supporters could still squander as much as $67.3 million 

more of taxpayer money before a real, honest return to the drawing board. 

Note: A .pdf version of this News Release is attached, with photo and graphics. 

Disclosure: bobagain is a registered Lobbyist, representing “We the People”, an 

informal association, and has announced a campaign to win a Pulitzer Prize for 

investigative reporting, covering what he sees as the 

unfolding SWLRT disaster. 

Bobagain is (informally) reserving “Tree #1” for the 

Special Session (see photos) 

Contact: Bob “Again” Carney Jr: bobagaincarneyjr@gmail.com; cell phone: 

(612) 812-4867  

Visit: www.bobagain.com 

Minn eapolis, 6/2/15 – “Candidate-Journalist”, Transit activist and 

registered lobbyist for “We the People” (an informal association) Bob 

“Again” Carney Jr. (bobagain) is continuing his campaign to win a 

mailto:bobagaincarneyjr@gmail.com
http://www.bobagain.com/
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Pulitzer Prize for investigative journalism – calling to account the entire Minnesota “news establishment” for 

their failure to report crucial facts about the proposed Southwest LRT project. 

“The almost complete failure of Minnesota journalism to report that the Minnesota Legislature’s recent ‘Lights 

On’ Transportation bill eliminates almost $30 million of Southwest Light Rail funding represents an incredible 

failure in Minnesota Journalism,” bobagain said.  Note: bobagain lobbied for the deal that resulted in the 

elimination of the funding; almost all the money was “repurposed” for the Metro Council’s Transit operations.  

A detailed account of bobagain’s lobbying activities is in the final section of this news release.  While bobagain 

explicitly acknowledges he is “part of this story”, his 

investigative coverage is premised on a view that the journalists 

of the Minnesota “news establishment” are also de facto 

participants in the story, and are not the “neutral, objective” 

observers they imagine themselves to be. 

Because bobagain has reported on the Legislature’s cut of 

Southwest Light Rail funding, the failure of Minnesota 

journalism is in his view, only “almost complete”, rather than 

“complete”.  “If anyone – let alone a major Minnesota news 

outlet – has reported on this fact, please contact me. I’d 

appreciate being told about it, but I have seen no other reporting 

on this so far,” bobagain said. 

 

“The Metro Council’s current SWLRT plan 

is obviously doomed” 

“One consequence of the Legislature’s decision to cut off more 

money for SWLRT is that the Metro Council’s current SWLRT 

plan is obviously doomed,” bobagain claims.  

The Metro Council has identified about $500 million in possible cuts to their current plan – more than enough 

to cut costs back to the $1.65 billion budget that was in use prior to the recent announcement of the $341 

increase.  Funding plans have assumed the State of Minnesota would contribute 10% of the total cost, or $165 

million, based on the $1.65 billion budget.  However, with the Legislature’s recent $30 million cut in SWLRT 

funding, the total amount appropriated by the Legislature is now only about $14 million. And there appears to 

be no realistic prospect of obtaining more. House Speaker Kurt Daudt has ruled out spending more money on 

SWLRT.  During the floor debate of the “Lights On” Transportation bill, this exchange occurred between DFL 
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Rep. Dan Schoen and Republican House Transportation Committee Chair Tim Kelly (emphasis added in bold): 

Schoen: ñRepresentative Kelly, can you just give me a little bit of the insight on the $30 million in the 

unobligated and unspent?  What accounts that came from, and the history of how we came to that?ò 

Kelly: ñThat 30 million dollars approximately were funds that were unencumbered and unspent due to 

the Southwest Light Rail.  And as we know, with the increasing cost, and over-budget items, the 

Governorôs office along with many of us were deeply troubled by that, and suggested, even the 

Governorôs office suggested we go back to the drawing board.  So instead of throwing good money after 

bad, we discussed this with the Senate, and they agreed that repurposing those dollars to Metro Transit, 

allowing them really to use that for their purposes, where they were comfortable, we thought that would 

be a very good plan.ò 

Because the SWLRT funding plan assumes a 50% Federal match, the Legislature’s opposition to spending more 

money means not just a loss of $150 million – the gap between the current $14 million appropriated and the 

$165 million the SWLRT planners have been counting on from the State.  When the matching Federal dollars 

are also backed out, the budget gap doubles, from $150 million to $300 million.   

The Star Tribune’s Janet Moore reported in a May 7
th

 article: “Members of the Counties Transit Improvement 

Board (CTIB), comprised of elected officials from Anoka, Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey and Washington 

counties, said they would not commit any more than the $496 million already approved for the project, or 30 

percent of the previous $1.65 billion cost.  CTIB raises its funds through a metro-area quarter-cent sales tax set 

aside for transportation.” 

“With the Legislature apparently now out of the picture for more money, when you back out $300 million – the 

missing State and Federal matching money – the maximum available amount for SWLRT is now $1.35 billion – 

that’s the $1.65 billion amount less $300 million”, bobagain said.  “Even if the Metro Council implemented all 

of the $500 million in possible cuts they identified for the current SWLRT plan, the cost would be $1.5 billion.  

That’s still $150 million above the maximum available amount.  This is the basis for my conclusion that the 

current SWLRT plan is obviously doomed,” bobagain added. 

 

Survey: What’s been spent, and what’s set to be spent in 2015 

Although bobagain argues the current SWLRT plan is “obviously doomed”, this doesn’t mean Minnesota 

taxpayers are safe from paying tens of millions of dollars more than what has been spent so far.  Crucially, the 

Minnesota “news establishment” appears to be ignoring the question of how much more might be spent in 2015 

– taxpayer money that could be saved if Minnesota’s “news establishment” reporting gave Minnesotans a more 
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accurate and complete picture of where things stand with the Southwest LRT project.  This section reviews 

what’s know about spending to date, and planned spending for 2015, and reveals the total write off could be as 

high as $133.5 million. 

Much mainstream media reporting appears to derive from a 5/2/2015 Star Tribune article by Paul Walsh, 

stating:  

ñTo date, $59 million has been spent on the project, according to Metro Transit.  Of that amount, a local 

government group, the Counties Transit Improvement Board (CTIB), has spent $37 million, raised 

through a five-county metro sales tax.  Another $11 million came from the state and the Hennepin 

County Regional Railroad Authority.ò 

Bobagain was supplied with to-the-dollar numbers from the Southwest LRT Project Office, representing 

amounts furnished to the Star Tribune at the time of the above article; they round to the reported $59 million 

amount.  Although bobagain has not yet obtained HCRRA data independently, his data for State and CTIB 

amounts spent or disbursed indicate the Metro Council’s spending-to-date data may require an upward revision 

to $66.2 million . During the recent State Senate deliberation on the “Lights On” Transportation bill, Sen. Scott 

Dibble referenced the $37 million that had been appropriated for the Southwest Light Rail project, but then said 

that “$7 million has been spent”.  Adding $7.3 million (the difference between the $37.0 appropriated in 2013 

and the $29.7 million taken back in the “Lights On” bill), the total for State spending is $14.3 million ; the total 

of the $7.3 million and past appropriations of $7 million (including a $2 million State DEED grant in September 

of 2012).  This $14.3 million amount is $3.0 million above the Metro Council number as of May of 2015.  

Regarding CTIB, per Hennepin County Commissioner and CTIB Chair Peter McLaughlin’s 2/2/15 testimony to 

the House Transportation Committee, $97.7 million has been appropriated by CTIB as grants for SWLRT – this 

$97.7 million amount also appears as the total for SWLRT Grants on page 33 of the CTIB 2014 Annual Report 

to the Minnesota Legislature, under the heading: “CTIB Capital Grants (in millions, by year of disbursement).”  

The same page of that report shows $63.6 million of the $97.7 is scheduled to be disbursed in 2015.  Therefore, 

$97.7 - $63.6 = $34.1 million; this has been disbursed by CTIB as of 12/31/2014.  Mr. Brian Shekleton, a 

principal aide to Commissioner McLaughlin, informed bobagain that of the $63.6 amount for 2015, $6.9 had 

been disbursed as of the end of April.  Therefore, the amount provided to CTIB through April of 2015 is $41.0 

million, ($34.1 + $6.9) or $4.0 million above the Metro Council’s $37 million number.   

Taking the Metro Council’s $10.9 million for HCRRA spending to date, the total of monies already disbursed to 

the Metro Council, (or in the case of the $7.3 million in State money to be available on 7/1/2015) is: $41.0 

(CTIB) + $14.3 (State) + $10.9 (HCRRA) = $66.2 million . Regarding money already spent, this is a better 

number to use than the $59 million supplied to the Star Tribune, because it reconciles with other sources for 

additional money scheduled to be disbursed to the Metro Council through the remainder of 2015.  We can thus 
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determine both what has already been spent (adjusted), and the total potential writeoff to Minnesota taxpayers if 

all amounts schedule for disbursement in 2015 are spent, and the project is subsequently cancelled.  

Unfortunately, looking ahead now to the rest of 2015, Minnesota’s taxpayers are at risk of spending – and 

ultimately writing off – an additional $67.3 million for the current but obviously doomed SWLRT plan.  Mr. 

John Doan, a Hennepin County Project Engineer, informed bobagain that an additional $10.6 million is 

scheduled to be disbursed by Hennepin County for the rest of 2015 – in addition to the $.4 million that has 

already been spent, (that $.4 million is assumed to be included in the Metro Council’s spending-to-date data).  

Based on Mr. Shekleton data, CTIB is scheduled to disburse $63.6 million less the $6.9 million already spent, or 

an additional $56.7 million.  The total at risk is therefore: $10.6 (HCRRA) + $56.7 million (CTIB) = $67.3 

million.  That is consistent with the amount shown as scheduled for disbursement in 2015 from CTIB’s most 

recent annual report to the Legislature. 

Thus, to conclude and sum up, unless an immediate and total freeze to ongoing spending on Southwest Light 

Rail project is implemented, it appears Minnesota taxpayers are at risk to spend – and write off – a total of as 

much as $133.5 million .  That total includes the $66.2 million  that the Metro Council has already effectively 

spent, plus the additional $67.3 million scheduled to be disbursed by counties (CTIB and HCRRA) during the 

remaining months of 2015. 

 “Obviously, the biggest risk to Minnesota taxpayers right now is the risk from not immediately stopping more 

spending from CTIB,” bobagain commented, adding “stopping that additional spending will be my major 

immediate organizing focus.” 

Based on bobagain’s adjusted numbers, the total amounts spent to date, and their percentages (assuming a 50% 

Federal match), are as follows: 

State of MN $14.3 million (10.8%)   

HCRRA: $10.9 million  (31.0%)  

CTIB:  $41.0 million  (  8.2%)  

Total:  $66.2 millio n    

The adjusted amounts representing spending to date are roughly consistent with the planned spending 

proportions of 30% for CTIB and 10% for the State and HCRRA. 

 

Background: bobagain’s 2015 Legislative lobbying activity; results so far 

Aa a registered Lobbyist representing “We the People” (informal organization, Campaign Finance and Public 
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Disclosure Board Registration #: 3326), bobagain planned to concentrate his efforts for the 2015 session on the 

activities of the House Transportation Committee, and more generally on the House of Representatives.  During 

the session he missed only one or two of all the House Transportation Committee meetings.  Although 

bobagain’s more general goal remains promoting a revolutionary approach to better transit, when it was 

reported April 27
th

 that the Southwest Light Rail project budget had blown up again, this time to $2 billion, his 

focus narrowed -- to freezing on-going SWLRT spending, while also seeking to ensure Metro Transit would be 

“held harmless” (quantified as: no budget or service cuts,) within the constraints of whatever Transportation bill 

emerged. 

Due to his extensive political activity over many years, much of it at the State Capitol, bobagin is well known to 

many Legislators, including a bi-partisan group of leaders.  In 2010 and 2012 bobagain also solidified his 

position as a leader among moderate, practical Minnesota Republicans.  In 2010 and 2012, bobagain finished 

2
nd

 and 3
rd

 respectively in the Minnesota GOP primaries for Governor and U.S. Senator.  His vote totals, based 

largely on a 2010 Star Tribune editorial and on a number of his commentary articles published by the Star 

Tribune (there is no other explanation), increased from about 10,000 in 2010, when he opposed Tom Emmer’s 

drive for succession, to about 17,000 votes, when he opposed the 1840’s economics of the Ron Paul movement, 

and the party’s Ron Paul-aligned endorsee, Kurt Bills (bobagain was supportive of Paul’s approach to foreign 

policy).  More recently bobagain has been known for advancing a “Transit Revolution” – based on frequent (5 

minute) service with a fleet of smaller, metro-mobility size buses, and the anticipation that automated driving 

will totally upend the convention economics of Transit.  “A Revolutionary approach is far preferable for urban 

areas like the Twin Cities; rail-based solutions tend towards retrofitting 19
th

 century technology at 22
nd

 century 

prices,” bobagain argues.  However, recognizing political reality, bobagain is ready to accept limited LRT 

solutions if they are optimized for transit and convention business development, rather than for seeking Federal 

matching dollars and pleasing special interests. 

Issues research is an important activity to “Candidate-Journalist” bobagain, who quickly learned -- and reported 

as news -- some crucial facts about SWLRT funding.  Regarding planned spending for 2015, bobagain’s 

preliminary research quickly identified $121.8 million as additional money set to be disbursed during the 

remainder of the year, including the $63.6 from CTIB. An additional $37 million in State money had been 

appropriated in 2013, but when bobagain went to look at the actual legislative language, he found to his surprise 

that it would not be available until FY 2016. In the immediate aftermath of the SWLRT budget blow-up, 

bobagain decided to focus on rallying the Republican House majority to demand an immediate freeze of further 

SWLRT spending, until a “real, honest” review of all options could be undertaken, including both alternative 

LRT routes and alignments, and entirely bus-based solutions.   

During seven mornings from May 1
st
 to the May 18

th
 end of the session, bobagain positioned himself outside 



 6/2/15 page 7 of 15 

the House chamber before morning sessions, and on each occasion passed out anywhere from about 60 to about 

100 5.5” x 8.5” fliers (half of one letter sized sheet of paper).  The collection of these seven fliers, in .pdf 

format, is an attachment to this NEWS ANALYSIS article (or is at the end of the article for the on-line edition).  

As might be expected from a “Candidate-Journalist”, these fliers were (de facto) short news articles, designed to 

inform info-hungry Legislators of key Southwest LRT developments and issues as they emerged from April 27
th

 

to the end of the Session.  The first flier focused on the $121.8 million  in potential future spending, and 

demanded an immediate freeze on spending until the 2016 Session.  As each was produced, bobagain told 

Legislators “this is a new one” – to distinguish their news article character from other handouts distributed to 

Legislators.  Due to both their brevity, and to valuable information content that simply wasn’t being reported 

anywhere else, the handouts appeared to become quite popular. 

In addition to the seven different fliers handed out, bobagain also e-mailed four News Releases to both his 

media list of over 250 contacts, and to all members of the Legislature except about 25 State Senators who use 

mail forms rather than making their e-mail address conveniently available. 

In the early meetings of the Transportation Omnibus Conference Committee, it appeared steady progress was 

being made towards a full Transportation bill.  However, the process then began to stall, and talk commenced of 

a “Lights On” only bill. During this time, bobagain ran into House Transportation Chair Kelly, requested half a 

minute to talk with him walking towards the Capitol, and suggested that since the $37 million Southwest Light 

Rail appropriation was not available until FY 2016, it might be a good idea to simply cancel that spending, and 

make the same money available to Metro Transit for operating money.  Chair Kelly indicated he thought this 

approach might have some merit. 

A deal takes shape 

While the prospect of a full Transportation bill was rapidly fading (despite one late surge), the resulting 

circumstances were highly favorable to the deal bobagain had suggested.  In the context of divided government, 

when Legislative leaders attempt to work out an overall compromise, they divvy up additional General Fund 

spending as budget targets among major legislative categories.  One difficulty with a “Lights On” 

Transportation bill was the absence of a way to fund new initiatives.  Metro Transit was another challenge -- 

with rapidly increasing costs for Metro Mobility, there was risk of a budget crunch, and possible job and service 

cuts. By “repurposing” the Southwest Light Rail money to Metro Transit operating costs, the “Lights On” 

Transportation bill made money available for Metro Transit that could otherwise have come only from the 

Leadership’s allocation of more General Fund dollars to the Transportation bill.  The end result was that, while 

Leadership was willing and able to allocate only about $30 million in new General Fund dollars, the “Lights 

On” Transportation bill was able to increase total spending by double that, or about $60 million.  The $30 
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million in new General Fund dollars, was (in a sense) “matched” with the $30 million of dollars “repurposed” to 

Metro Transit’s operating budget.  In addition, because Transit is widely (and unfortunately) perceived through 

a partisan lens, as a DFL constituency, more of the new General Fund money may have been available for 

priorities associated more with Republican – the $12.5 million in new money for about 100 small cities is one 

example. 

Looking forward  

As the 2016 Session approaches there will be both increased demand for a full Transportation bill, and political 

pressure from each party’s base in an election year.  Bobagain remains optimistic about the prospect of a 

agreement on greatly increased funding for roads and the bridges.  Comparing recent budgets, the GOP House 

and the Governor are only about 2.5% apart for roads and bridges spending.  There are many options for 

bridging the funding gap, including accepting on at least a short basis the GOP plan for dedicating 

transportation-related sales tax revenue, more bonding, and a constitutional amendment to dedicate funding to 

transportation.  However, the real sticking point appears to remain Transit.  Republicans are simply loathe to 

devote massive amounts of money to rail-based solutions that they believe do not offer a prospect of relieving 

congestion, and are not cost effective.  Bobagain looks forward to working with everyone, to study bus-based 

and other alternatives that may address both the Republican concerns about cost and congestion, and DFL core 

values concerning the importance of transit to the future of the Twin Cities, and Minnesota. 

In the meantime, bobagain plans to continue to report on the Metro Council’s seeming determination to push 

ahead with the doomed SWLRT plan.  This topic was recently and extensively covered in bobagain’s 5-16-2015 

news release (visit www.bobagain.com for past news releases).. 

<end> 

 

 

http://www.bobagain.com/
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