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What is the I-35W Preliminary Engineering/Environmental Assessment” Project?

MnDOT is completing preliminary engineering and a federally required environmental review process for the reconstruction of I-35W between Hwy 36 in Roseville and Lexington Avenue in Blaine.  This work will determine the design of the roadway, estimate the cost of construction, and disclose the potential social, economic and environmental impacts of the proposed project.  This work is needed to use state and/or federal funding to rebuild the highway.
 
Why is MnDOT considering improvements to I-35W North?

I-35W connects greater Minnesota and the northern suburbs to downtown Minneapolis.  As population and employment continue to grow in the northern suburbs, traffic volumes on I-35W continue to increase.  There are several congested sections with up to 127,000 vehicles driving on the highway per day.  MnDOT’s goal is to design a project that:

· Improves safety on the highway
· Increases the number of people that can use the highway during peak hours
· Provides reliable travel times for commuters during peak hours
· Makes the best use of existing roads and bridges without acquiring homes or businesses
Why does the project start/end at Hwy 36 and Lexington rather than downtown Minneapolis and Forest Lake?

The most congested sections of I-35W are between Hwy 36 and Lexington Avenue and there are several areas in this section with poor pavement condition.  The sections north and south of this area are less congested and less in need of improvements.  MnDOT is working to maximize cost efficiency by coordinating this project with pavement preservation projects that are already scheduled for this area.
What will the project cost to build?
The cost is expected to be between $120 million and $180 million.  MnDOT has a total of $100 million currently available for construction in 2019/20.  A more detailed cost estimate will be prepared during the Preliminary Engineering/Environmental Assessment project.
When will construction start and how long will it last?
Construction staging will be determined as a part of the Preliminary Engineering/Environmental Assessment project.  It is hoped that funding can be obtained so that construction can start by 2019.  Construction is expected to last two years.  Typically, all existing lanes and ramps will be open during the winters with some temporary lane and ramp closures during the construction seasons.  

How will the project be funded?
This project is one of MnDOT’s top five priorities in the metro area.  A total of $100 million is available for the project in 2019/20, but additional funds are needed to fund the entire project.  It is likely that it will be funded with a combination of federal and state funds.  Some local funding may be needed for local improvements.  No special assessments on properties are anticipated at this time.
The Preliminary Engineering/Environmental Assessment project is being funded through the Corridors of Commerce program.  The project was awarded $1.1 million in State funds and $800,000 in Federal funds through this program.  
Local and federal elected officials and the Governor of Minnesota support the efforts to design this project.  They have helped secure funding with the goal of having a project that is ready for construction when funding becomes available.  
Why MnPASS lanes rather than General Purpose lanes?
The addition of a MnPASS lane in each direction on I-35W between Hwy 36 and Lexington Ave will significantly improve the operation and performance of the corridor. Upon opening, congestion will be significantly reduced for all corridor users, whether they choose to use the MnPASS lanes or the General Purpose lanes. Transit riders, carpoolers, motorcyclists and solo drivers who choose to pay a fee during the peak periods will be able to rely upon a congestion-free trip in the MnPASS lanes for years to come.   
MnPASS lanes are a better solution for corridors with high traffic volumes because the MnPASS lanes don’t become congested and, therefore, maximize the number of people that can be moved through a highway corridor during peak rush hour periods. General purpose lanes on the other hand cannot be kept congestion-free and are prone to unstable and unreliable travel times due to congestion.  
The traffic analysis completed for this corridor shows that the MnPASS alternative serves about 10% more people daily, provides free-flowing travel for 75% more people, and significantly improves travel times and trip reliability for transit riders and others using the MnPASS lanes.  
It would require at least two new general purpose lanes in each direction to serve expected demand in 2040.  This would cost in excess of $2.5 billion and would require property acquisition along the entire corridor.  This is simply not feasible to do.
In sum, MnPASS lanes are a better long-term investment than General Purpose lanes in congested corridors because they  serve more people; provide faster, more reliable travel times; and increase transit and carpool use.             
Why not just rebuild the I-694 interchange and not install MNPASS lanes?
The I-35W/TH 10 common section, not the I-694 interchange, is the most significant traffic bottleneck for the I-35W North corridor.  Adding MnPASS lanes throughout the 10 mile long I35W corridor from Hwy 36 to Lexington Ave is the best option from managing congestion through the I-35W/Hwy 10 section. Rebuilding the I-694 interchange will simply deliver more traffic to the I35W/TH 10 commons section resulting in more congestion rather than relieving traffic congestion on I-35W.
How do you know that I-35W will get more congested in 2040?
Both regional highway improvements and population growth will increase traffic on this section of I35W. Recently, the traffic signal at Hwy 10 and County Road 96 was removed and replaced with an interchange. This allows more traffic to get to the I-35W/Hwy 10 commons section. In 2017, additional lanes will be added to I-694 between Rice Street and Hwy 10, which will also send more traffic to this section of I35W. Hwy 610 will connect to I-94 in Maple Grove by 2017, which will also send more traffic to the I-35W/Hwy 10 commons section.
Both population and employment are growing in the Twin Cities metropolitan area and in the northern suburbs.  As population and employment increases, so does traffic.  All market indications are that this growth will continue in the future so long as the Twin Cities continues to be an economically competitive region.  The models that are used to predict traffic volumes and traffic flows have been verified using existing traffic counts and are the tools that are consistently used by MnDOT and other transportation agencies throughout the world to predict traffic volumes, travel modes, transit ridership and traffic flows.
Why are you modeling “General Purpose”, “High Occupancy Vehicle Lanes”, and “MnPASS Lanes” when previous studies have identified MnPASS Lanes as the preferred solution?
The federal environmental review process (National Environmental Policy Act or NEPA) requires that these alternatives be compared, even if previous planning studies have been completed.  This is done to guarantee that there is full public disclosure of the benefits and impacts of the preferred alternative as compared to No Build and other alternatives in the Environmental Assessment document.    
Why should we have to pay to use the MnPASS lanes when we already pay gas tax and other taxes?
The purpose of the MnPASS pricing is to maintain congestion-free speeds in the lanes and maximize the number of people the lanes can carry during peak rush hour periods.  Without the pricing, the lanes would become congested, unreliable and not as efficient for moving people and goods.  This is similar to the pricing for other public goods such as electricity. The revenue generated from the I-35W MnPASS lanes will stay in the corridor to pay for operations, maintenance and other corridor improvements.    
Will MnPASS lanes disproportionately impact low income people?
It is MnDOT’s intention to provide transportation facilities and services that do not have disproportionate negative impacts on low income people.  These impacts will be evaluated during the Environmental Assessment process.  
· All individuals, including low income individuals, who use transit or carpool in the I-35W corridor will benefit from the transit advantages of the MnPASS lane and will use the lanes for free.  
· All individuals, including low income individuals, who travel during non-peak periods and in non-peak directions will be able to use the MnPASS lanes for free during those non-peak time periods (about 85% of the time).   
· All individuals who travel alone in automobiles in the peak direction during the peak periods, will be able to choose to use either the MnPASS lane or the General Purpose lanes.  
MnDOT will actively work to ensure that all people have opportunities to meaningfully engage in the Preliminary Engineering and Environmental Assessment process.  
Will noise walls be built as a part of this project?
It is likely that noise walls will be built as a part of the I-35W project.  The locations where walls are beneficial and cost-effective will be determined as part of the Environmental Assessment process.  MnDOT’s noise wall voting process will be used to make the final decision on whether those walls that are cost-effective will actually be built.  For more information on noise walls, go to:  www.dot.state.mn.us/environment/noise. 
How will you decide where to build noise walls?
MnDOT and the Federal Highway Administration have developed a standard process that is used to determine where noise walls will be built on all state highway projects.  This process involves a detailed and complicated process for determining the benefits of proposed walls, identifying the properties that benefit from proposed walls, and estimating the cost of proposed walls.    When a proposed wall is determined to be both technically feasible and financially reasonable to build, then those property owners, residents and businesses that would benefit from the wall vote on whether to build the wall.  In order to ensure fairness from one project to another, the voting process is rigorously stipulated and is used consistently for all projects.  No changes are permitted to this process.  For more detailed information on the noise wall process, go to:  www.dot.state.mn.us/environment/noise. 
Will homes or businesses be acquired for this project?
No homes or businesses will be acquired for this project.  It is possible that some vacant land may be acquired for stormwater management ponds.  
Will there be access changes at any existing interchanges or any new interchanges?
No new interchanges are being considered.  Access changes at the County Road I and County Road J interchanges are being studied as a part of the Preliminary Engineering and Environmental Assessment project.  Other spot improvements are being considered to improve safety and reduce congestion at other interchanges.
Are you going to fix the problem at the County Road I interchange where it is dangerous to go from the CR I entrance ramp across the Highway 10 traffic to get to northbound I-35W?
Yes, this problem will be fixed.  MnDOT is working with Anoka and Ramsey Counties and the affected cities to determine the best way to address this issue.
Where can I find information about how to obtain a transponder, what the fees are, and how to use MnPASS lanes?
For information about using the MnPASS system, go to:   www.mnpass.org.   
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