
ESC EAW Comments #15 

Reliance on a Functionally Abandoned Mapped Corridor Renders the EAW Incomplete and 
Misleading 
 
This comment addresses the Responsible Governmental Unit’s reliance on a decades-old 
mapped corridor to justify the East Side Corridor project. The County’s and City’s own actions 
over more than two decades demonstrate that this corridor was not preserved and has been 
functionally abandoned. Continued reliance on it establishes a false environmental baseline and 
materially undermines the adequacy of the Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW). 
 

 
1. A Mapped Corridor Is Not a Preserved Right-of-Way 
 
The EAW repeatedly relies on the existence of a mapped corridor dated February 10, 2000 as 
justification for alignment selection, proximity to residences, and dismissal of avoidance 
alternatives. However, mapping alone does not preserve a right-of-way. Preservation requires 
affirmative actions such as acquisition, reservation through plat restrictions, zoning controls, or 
consistent enforcement through permitting decisions. Here, the corridor was mapped without 
acquisition of right-of-way and without implementation of land use controls. Treating a mapped 
planning line as an enduring entitlement misrepresents existing conditions and overstates the 
legitimacy of placing a high-capacity roadway immediately adjacent to established homes. 
 

 
2. County and City Actions Demonstrate Functional Abandonment 
 
The public record demonstrates a long-standing pattern of governmental actions incompatible 
with corridor preservation: 
 

• 1995-1999 planning documents acknowledged that any future roadway should 
avoid existing and future homes by approximately 800 feet, reflecting early 
recognition of residential protection as a planning constraint, recommend avoiding 
new crossings at maple creek, and minimize potential impacts. 

• In 2000, the corridor was mapped without acquisition of right-of-way or adoption of 
enforceable land-use protections. 

• In February 2004, the City and County entered into a Joint Powers Agreement that 
included mechanisms intended to preserve future roadway interests, including a 
right of first refusal and a six-month contention window. 

• In August 2004, the City and County completed the U.S. Highway 14 Beltline Study, 
which identified 44th Avenue East—not the mapped east-side corridor—as the 
preferred East Beltline alignment. That study relegated 34th Avenue East to an 
internal or collector function and did not advance the mapped east-side corridor as 
the beltline. 
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• Following that study, 44th Avenue East was physically connected to Highway 14, 
reinforcing its role as the operative beltline, while the mapped east-side corridor 
was neither preserved nor advanced. 

• These actions confirm that, by 2004, the mapped east-side corridor was no longer 
treated by the City or County as the functional beltline alignment, further supporting 
its abandonment as an operative transportation corridor. 

• 6 months after the Joint Powers Agreement was signed, the first residential home 
was permitted and constructed within the mapped corridor, without contention or 
exercise of preservation rights. 

• Over the following 20 years, additional homes were permitted and built on 50 feet 
of the mapped corridor in the North Country subdivision and approval of 
subdivisions constructed entirely over the mapped alignment were approved. 

• No right-of-way acquisition occurred during subdivision approvals, platting actions, 
or building permit issuance over the ensuing 26 years. 

• On February 5, 2005 an official corridor map for 34th Avenue East and 44th Avenue 
East were prepared and filed with the county in 2009. 

In August 2013, the City affirmatively abandoned the east beltline concept through formal 
action. 

At the August 5, 2013 City Council meeting, the then City Engineer stated on the record that 
approximately five miles of Municipal State Aid (MSA) mileage had been reserved for a future 
east beltline, including a non-existent segment that the City did not expect to ever connect or 
construct in the foreseeable future. Staff recommended reassigning that reserved MSA 
mileage, explaining that the designation could be moved without penalty and that reallocating 
it would increase state aid revenue. The City Council approved this recommendation by 
unanimous vote (Agenda Item 3.4.4, Resolution 72-13). 

This action constitutes an affirmative municipal decision to relinquish any remaining functional 
commitment to the east beltline concept. Regardless of alignment, the City treated the corridor 
as speculative and disposable rather than preserved or operative. This contemporaneous 
record confirms that, by 2013, the east beltline was no longer regarded as a viable or protected 
transportation corridor. (Watch the decision here: https://youtu.be/LzxSVqFOAjw) 

These actions are not passive oversights. They are affirmative land-use decisions fundamentally 
inconsistent with corridor preservation and demonstrate functional abandonment, regardless 
of whether formal legal abandonment procedures were pursued. 
 
Steele County and the City or Owatonna did not merely fail to preserve the right-of-way; they 
took affirmative steps to abandon the corridor by authorizing development within the mapped 
alignment and later relinquishing remaining corridor capacity. 
 
 

https://youtu.be/LzxSVqFOAjw
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3. Mechanisms to Preserve a Corridor and Actions Taken (or Not Taken) 

The public record demonstrates that although a planning map was recorded in 2000, the City 
and County repeatedly declined to use available legal mechanisms to preserve a corridor or 
right-of-way. Instead, they took affirmative actions incompatible with preservation. 

A. The recorded corridor map was not carried forward or indexed to successor 
parcels 
The Official Mapped Corridor recorded in 2000 was indexed only to generalized land 
descriptions (quarter–quarter sections) and was not indexed to parcel identification 
numbers created through subsequent subdivision approvals. County Recorder staff 
confirmed on December 26, 2025 that the document does not appear in parcel-
based searches and locating it would require searching historical tract descriptions 
predating subdivision. 

As a result, the corridor map does not appear in deeds, plats, or parcel records 
affecting current residential properties and would not be discoverable through 
reasonable diligence by homeowners, purchasers, or lenders. No mechanism existed 
requiring disclosure of the corridor upon sale or transfer of property. A planning 
document that is not carried forward to successor parcels and does not surface in 
parcel-based searches cannot reasonably be treated as a preserved or existing 
condition.  

Accordingly, the County’s statement on the public project website — “Shows the 
corridor on title record of affected property” — is factually inaccurate and has 
fueled public misinformation, which has unfairly shifted blame onto residents for 
impacts they had no reasonable way to anticipate.   

B. Subdivision plats did not reserve outlots or parcels for roadway purposes 
The recorded plats for the North Country subdivisions depict designated outlots; 
however, none of the outlots or portions of resident-owned parcels were reserved 
or dedicated as streets, rights-of-way, or transportation easements. The plats 
expressly dedicate only the streets and utility easements shown on the plat to the 
City for public use. No corridor, roadway reservation, or transportation easement is 
identified or described. 
 

C. Outlots were treated as residential land, not transportation infrastructure 
The outlots were assessed and taxed as residential vacant land through at least 
2019. From 2005 through 2012, the outlots carried substantial assessed land values 
(approximately $15,000–$33,000 per outlot), consistent with buildable residential 
land rather than preserved right-of-way. In 2015, the outlots were allowed to enter 
foreclosure and remained so until approximately 2018, when the lender approached 
the City regarding transfer due to stormwater pond maintenance obligations. At no 
point were the outlots treated, taxed, or managed as transportation corridor land, 
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and the County and City failed to take action to preserve the land.  
 

D. Subdivision approvals following mapping confirm non-preservation 
The corridor was mapped in 2000. The first North Country subdivision addition was 
approved on May 6, 2003. A Joint Powers Agreement intended to preserve future 
corridor interests was signed on March 9, 2004. Just one week later, on March 16, 
2004, the City approved North Country Addition No. 2 without purchasing the 
outlot, contesting the development, exercising any right of first refusal, or 
preserving a transportation easement—despite the corridor area remaining 
undeveloped at that time. Similar approvals occurred with North Country Addition 
No. 3 on September 25, 2005, again without any preservation action.  
 
Similarly, the Shady Hills subdivision was annexed, approved, and platted around the 
same period, with city lots occupying the entirety of the mapped corridor area. 

These were affirmative land-use decisions inconsistent with corridor preservation 
and demonstrate functional abandonment regardless of whether formal legal 
abandonment procedures were pursued. 

E. Formal relinquishment of corridor designation in 2013 
On August 5, 2013, the City formally approved removal of Municipal State Aid (MSA) 
mileage reservations associated with the East Side Beltline, stating on the record 
that the City did not see the project ever occurring, or at least not in the foreseeable 
future. This action was unanimously approved and memorialized in Resolution 72-
13, further confirming abandonment of any intent to preserve the corridor. 

Although a planning map was recorded in 2000, it did not create a right-of-way, did not 
establish easements, and was not carried forward to successor parcels created through 
subdivision. The City and County repeatedly approved development, issued permits, assessed 
and taxed land as residential, allowed foreclosure of outlots, and ultimately removed MSA 
reservations—each an affirmative action incompatible with corridor preservation. 

Reliance on a corridor that exists only in historical tract indexing, is undiscoverable through 
parcel-based searches, and was never preserved through enforceable land-use mechanisms 
establishes a false environmental baseline. Environmental review must evaluate whether the 
corridor remains valid at all, rather than assume its continued existence despite decades of 
contrary governmental action. 

 

 
4. Absence of Preservation Action or Legal Designation 
 
A 2004 resolution was referenced as supporting evidence for this project, however, public data 
responses indicate that no City Council resolution or formal action exists preserving 
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the outlots or corridor for roadway purposes. Recorded deeds for affected parcels contain no 
transportation reservation or right-of-way designation, and assessor records classify affected 
land as residential or vacant rather than transportation infrastructure. 
 
This absence of formal preservation action reinforces the conclusion that the corridor was not 
treated as a viable or protected roadway location. 
 

 
5. Passage of Time and Reliance 
 
As of the close of this comment period, approximately 26 years have elapsed since the corridor 
was first mapped. During this period, residents relied on governmental approvals to finance, 
construct, and occupy homes in close proximity to — and in some cases within — the mapped 
alignment. 
 
The EAW’s framing improperly shifts responsibility to residents for building “near a planned 
corridor,” when the City and County themselves authorized development inconsistent with any 
preserved transportation purpose. This mischaracterization affects the disclosure and 
evaluation of noise, safety, quality-of-life impacts, and the feasibility of avoidance alternatives. 
The EAW does not address the current land use in this regard. 
 

 
6. False Baseline and Predetermination 
 
By treating the mapped eastside corridor as an established and preserved alignment, the EAW 
relies on a false baseline condition. This assumption improperly constrains the alternatives 
analysis, discounts avoidance options that would restore residential separation consistent with 
earlier planning intent, and contributes to predetermination by treating the corridor as a given 
rather than a choice requiring environmental justification. The 2000 official map was not tied to 
individual parcel IDs, was not carried forward through subsequent subdivision plats, and was 
not re-recorded against successor parcels. As a result, recorded deeds and parcel-level title 
records contain no transportation reservation or right-of-way designation, consistent with 
decades of subdivision approvals and residential construction within the mapped alignment.  
 
Environmental review must evaluate whether the corridor remains valid at all — not assume its 
continued existence despite decades of contrary governmental action. 
 

 
7. Required Disclosure and Corrective Analysis 
 
To comply with MEPA, the RGU must: 
 

• Disclose whether it contends the mapped corridor constitutes a preserved right-of-way; 
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• Identify the legal basis for that contention, if any; 
• Explain how decades of residential development and plat approvals were authorized if 

preservation was intended; and 
• Reevaluate environmental impacts, alternatives, and avoidance measures without 

reliance on an unsupported assumption that the corridor remained valid. 
 
Absent this disclosure and reevaluation, the EAW is incomplete, misleading, and inadequate to 
support informed decision-making. 
 

 
8. Conclusion 
 
The County and City’s reliance on a corridor it failed to preserve — and actively allowed to be 
built over — undermines the credibility of the environmental review. The EAW cannot lawfully 
proceed on the premise that a corridor exists where governmental actions demonstrate 
functional abandonment. This deficiency alone warrants corrective analysis and further 
environmental review, including preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). 
 

 
 
Attached Exhibits 
 

• Exhibit A — Owatonna East Side Corridor Environmental Report (1995) 
• Exhibit B — East Side Corridor Environmental Assessment Worksheet (1999) 
• Exhibit C — Official Corridor Mapping (2000) 
• Exhibit D — Joint Powers Agreement (February 2004) 
• Exhibit E — U.S. Highway 14 Beltline Study (2004) 
• Exhibit F — Official Beltline Maps and Corridor Studies (2009–2011) 
• Exhibit G — North Country and Shady Hills Subdivision Plats and Parcel Maps 
• Exhibit H — First Home Built on Mapped ROW (9/2004) 
• Exhibit I — Representative Recorded Deeds (No Transportation or ROW Reservation) 
• Exhibit J — Assessor Land Use Classification Records (Residential / Vacant) 
• Exhibit K — City Public Data Response (No Resolution Preserving Corridor or Outlots) 

 
Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com 
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US Highway 14 - Owatonna Beltline Study  - 1 -                                          Printed 8/31/2004 
S.P. 7408-35 
Draft Roadway System Plan Report 

1.0 Introduction 

The City of Owatonna, Steele County and Minnesota Department of 
Transportation (Mn/DOT) have teamed up to study the proposed construction of 
a highway beltline system for the City of Owatonna and reconstruction on US 
Highway 14 (Highway 14). 

A March 1995 study titled “Owatonna East Side Corridor Environmental Report” 
completed by Short, Elliot, Hendrickson, Inc. identified 26th Street North as the 
alignment for a north beltline. This report provides a recommendation for the 
location for the East Beltline and provides technical data to assist the City of 
Owatonna, Steele County and Mn/DOT determine if south and west beltlines are 
feasible. This report also provides recommendations for the expansion of 
Highway 14 from two to four lanes between Highway 218/County State Aid 
Highway (CSAH) 48 and the recommended East Beltline, the Highway 14/CSAH 
45 intersection and the Highway 14/CSAH 6 intersection. 

Many variables have been analyzed in the development of the recommendations 
contained in this report.  Environmental elements including threatened or 
endangered species, historic properties, archaeological sites, existing hydrology 
and farmland impacts have been considered.  Traffic projections based on 
development expectations have been calculated for the potential beltlines and 
surrounding roadways.  Impacts to property owners and local opinions regarding 
the beltlines are also factored in the report recommendations. 

2.0 Project Description and Location 

This report is separated into East Beltline Option I, East Beltline Option II, West 
Beltline, South Beltline and Highway 14 improvements/intersection analysis 
sections (see Figure 1 in Appendix A for the project area). 

East Beltline Option I
Located along 34th Avenue East and approximately 1 mile east of the City of 
Owatonna, this route is approximately 4 miles long and extends from SE 28th

Street to CSAH 34 (26th Street North).  In this option, 26th Street North would be 
extended east to connect to the East Beltline (see Figure 2 in Appendix A). 

East Beltline Option II
Located approximately one mile east of East Beltline Option I, this option follows 
the alignments of County Road (CR) 59 and CSAH 43 (44th Avenue East).  This 
option is also 4 miles long stretches between SE 28th Street and 26th Street 
North.  As in East Beltline Option I, 26th Street North would be extended to the 
east to connect to this alignment (see Figure 3 in Appendix A). 

Located along 34
East Beltline Option I
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West Beltline
This option starts near the CSAH 7/CSAH 18 intersection on the south and ends 
at 26th Street North on the northwest side of Owatonna.  The West Beltline is four 
miles long and follows portions of existing 39th Avenue West (see Figure 4 in 
Appendix A). 

South Beltline
Paralleling and about ½ mile south of Highway 14, CSAH 18, CR 18, and SE 28th

Street have been designated as the beltline corridor for this route.  The South 
Beltline is located between CSAH 7/39th Avenue West on the west and the East 
Beltline option for a total length of 5.5 or 6.5 miles (see Figure 5 in Appendix A). 

Highway 14
This report includes analysis of the CSAH 45 and CSAH 6 intersections with 
Highway 14 and extension of the four lane section between Highway 218 and the 
recommended East Beltline.  Highway 14 is located on the south side of 
Owatonna (see Figure 6 in Appendix A). 

3.0 Project Purpose and Background 

Currently, the City of Owatonna does not have a designated beltline system. If a 
person living on the southeast side of town needs to go west on Highway 14, 
they either have to go south to Highway 14 then backtrack to the north or weave 
their way through the city.  Safety and congestion are becoming concerns for 
traffic traveling through the city as substantial growth is occurring with new 
housing developments to the north and east and new commercial/industrial 
developments to the west.  The City of Owatonna, Steele County and Mn/DOT 
have agreed that planning is needed to preserve a beltline corridor around the 
city before developments encroach on the land that would be needed for the 
roadway, driving up the costs and complicating the development. 

The 1995 study recommended the East Beltline be constructed at 24th Avenue 
East.  However, current Mn/DOT standards require interchanges be separated 
by one mile or more. Since the existing Highway 218/Highway 14 interchange 
and 24th Avenue East are less than one mile apart, a new location for the East 
Beltline needs to be identified.  This study will identify a new location for the 
recommended East Beltline.  The 24th Avenue East corridor has been mapped 
on the Steele County official map and the City has assumed responsibility for 
constructing the road.  It will be constructed as development warrants with 
access restrictions.  No driveways will directly access 24th Avenue East and 
street spacing will be between 1/8th and 1/4th mile.  The road will likely be 
constructed between Dane Road and 18th Street SE. 

The West Beltline is being studied among significant commercial and industrial 
growth on the west side of Owatonna. When Highway 14 is extended west to 
Waseca on the south side of Owatonna, Mn/DOT anticipates a new interchange 

developments to the west.  The City of Owatonna, Steele County and Mn/DOT 
have agreed that planning is needed to preserve a beltline corridor around the 
city before developments encroach on the land that would be needed for the 
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5.1 East Beltline Option I 

5.1.1 Existing Conditions 

East Beltline Option I, which will be referred to as 34th Avenue East, has 2.25 
miles of existing roadway in the corridor.  34th Avenue East is 1.5 miles long 
south of Havana Road and 0.75 miles long north of CSAH 35.  The 1.75 miles 
between Havana Road and CSAH 35 is farmland.  34th Avenue East is a rural 
gravel roadway with a 66 foot wide right-of-way. 

The 34th Avenue East crosses over Maple Creek on Bridge L-3908, a 17’ wide 
curb to curb structure.  Wash out areas are evident under the bridge at both 
abutments and extensive spalling, especially the underside of the deck, has 
resulted in large areas of exposed rebar.  Steele County will be removing the 
bridge in the summer of 2005 and construct a new township road.  The new road 
will not cross Maple Creek as the township bridge will not be replaced as part of 
this project.  See Figure 11 in Appendix A. 

34th Avenue East also crosses a judicial ditch and intersects the DM & E Railroad 
with an at-grade crossing.

There are 25 existing access points on 34th Avenue East.  Eight of those are 
public roadways including CR 18, Highway 14, CSAH 39, CR 80 and Havana 
Road.  It also intersects with CSAH 35, School Road and CSAH 19.  The other 
access points include field entrances, a railroad crossing and farm/home 
driveways.

Utility companies with existing facilities near 34th Avenue East include: AT&T, 
Alliant Energy, Charter Communications, Onvoy, Owatonna Utilities, Aquila, 
Qwest, Steele County and the Steele/Waseca Cooperative Electric.  Locations of 
the utilities will be required during design and before construction of the beltlines. 

5.1.2 Future Conditions 

a. Traffic Projections 
The projected land use for areas adjacent to 34th Avenue East include single 
family and multifamily dwelling units.  Approximately 4,000 vehicles per day are 
projected to travel the north section of 34th Avenue East if it is chosen as the East 
Beltline.  Between Highway 14 and Havana Road 34th Avenue East will have 
approximately 5,500 vehicles each day.  Only 500 vehicles per day are projected 
for 34th Avenue East south of Highway 14. See Figure 9 for the traffic analysis 
TAZ map, Figure 10 for the traffic forecast map and Appendix B for the trip 
calculation table. 
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6.0 Recommendations 

6.1 East Beltline 
This report recommends preserving both the 34th Avenue East and 44th Avenue 
East corridors for future roadway systems.  Traffic forecasts completed with this 
study indicate 34th Avenue East would be utilized more than 44th Avenue East.  
Also, 34th Avenue East would impact fewer property owners and has fewer 
existing access locations.  Based solely on those criteria, this report would 
recommend selecting 34th Avenue East for the East Beltline. However, factoring 
in desirable interchange spacing for safer and more efficient travel on Highway 
14, planning for future growth more than 20 years away between 34th Avenue 
East and 44th Avenue East, and choosing a system that will have the full support 
of the local government units, this report recommends placing an interchange at 
44th Avenue East and utilizing 44th Avenue East as the East Beltline because it is 
the better long term decision.  34th Avenue East could be converted into an 
internal collector to provide safe and efficient travel as Owatonna continues to 
grow.  An overpass could be constructed at 34th Avenue East to provide access 
to properties south of Highway 14. 

Mn/DOT will be preparing an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for Highway 
14 between Owatonna and Dodge Center beginning in 2005.  The EIS will study 
the overall roadway network including the area studied in this report.  That 
document will provide the final determination of the East Beltline interchange with 
Highway 14.  

This report also recommends grade separated crossings with the DM & E 
Railroad for both 34th Avenue East and 44th Avenue East. 

6.2 West Beltline 
This report recommends using the shown location as the West Beltline with 
several alternatives for the north segment of the beltline.  The West Beltline could 
be realigned to the west to avoid businesses south of Highway 14 West and the 
food processing plant wastewater disposal properties.  The preferred option 
would require the wastewater disposal property to be relocated so the West 
Beltline could travel straight north from Highway 14 West to 26th Street North and 
not include a second curve back to the west section line.  All options include a 
grade separated crossing of the DM & E Railroad.  See Figure 13 in Appendix A. 

6.3 South Beltline 
The option displayed in Figure 5 is the recommended option for a South Beltline.
The alignment may need minor modifications to reduce impacts on existing 
homes adjacent to the alignment.  CSAH 18/CR 18/SE 28th Street will be an 
alternate to traveling on Highway 14 for local trips.  If an overpass isn’t 
constructed at Highway 14/CSAH 6 (see information below regarding CSAH 6) 
the South Beltline will be the route traffic will take to CSAH 45 and Highway 218.   

This report recommends preserving both the 34preserving both the 34thth Avenue East and 44 Avenue East and 44thth Avenue 
East corridors for future roadway systems. 
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W Steele County Assessor
Minnesota

Parcel Number: 17-573-0220

Deed Holder: WISTE/GREGORY A & KARI R

Property Address: 2545 MOSSY CREEK DR NE

OWATONNA, MN 55060

  Map This Address

Mailing Address: 2545 MOSSY CREEK DR NE
OWATONNA, MN 55060 USA

PDF: Owatonna

Class: Residential

Tax District: 0761

Zoning: Single Family Residential

Sec-Twp-Rng: 12-107-20

Lot-Block: 00-00

Deeded Acres: 0.0000

Tax Description: BLK 2 LOT 20 NORTH
COUNTRY ADDN

Property Report: Property Report (PDF file) 

Applications & Exemptions

*Note: If any changes are entered on the forms, the Assessor’s office will call to confirm them before completing.



Parcel Detail: 17-573-0220

Exhibit H

Exhibit 

http://maps.google.com/?q=2545+MOSSY+CREEK+DR+NE%2C+OWATONNA%2C+MN+55060
https://azurereports.camavision.com/rpdf?newcid=MN0097&gid=240841
https://azurereports.camavision.com/rpdf?newcid=MN0097&gid=240841
https://azurereports.camavision.com/rpdf?newcid=MN0097&gid=240841
https://azurereports.camavision.com/rpdf?newcid=MN0097&gid=240841


  Valuation

Year Land Value Dwelling Value Improvement Value Total Value

2025 $59,800 $293,300 $0

2024 $55,500 $281,400 $0

$353,100

$336,900

  More Years...

  Land Front Foot Information

Lot Front Rear

Main Lot 93.00 93.00

Total Square Feet: 14,880 Total Acres: 0.340

  Residential Building Information

Occupancy Style Year Built Total Living Area

 Single-Family / Owner Occupied Split Foyer Frame 2004



1,376

Building

Occupancy: Single-Family / Owner Occupied

Year Built: 2004

Style: Split Foyer Frame

Area: 1,268

TLA: 1,376

Basement: Full

Heating: FHA - Gas

AC: Yes

Attic: None

Room Count

Bedroom Count: 3

Building Descriptions

Foundation: C Blk

Exterior Walls: Vinyl

Roof: Gable/Asph

Architectural Design: N/A



Occupancy Style Year Built Total Living Area

Plumbing

Style Count

Standard Bath - 3 Fixt

Shower Stall Bath -3 Fixt

Sink

Basement Finish

Description Area Units Range

Living Qtrs. (Multi) 1,156 Table

Porches

SF Area Style Bsmt SF Qtrs SF Qtrs Style Qtrs AC

24 1S Frame Open 0 0 Frame

Decks and Patios

Style SF Area

Vinyl/CompoDeck

Garage 1 of 1

Year Built: 2004

Style: Att Frame

Area: 1,020

Basement SF: 0

Int Fin Style: Finished Minimal

Int Fin Pricing: Average

Int Fin Area: 1,020

Qtrs Over Style: None

Qtrs Over SF: 0

2

1

1

Avg

Yes

288

  Sale Information

Sale Date Amount Sales Condition Codes Recording

  07/23/2015 $198,850
000 - NORMAL ARMS-LENGTH TRANSACTION
SALE

  01/24/2011 $0 101 - TRANSACTION WITH NO CRV



1535

13/43

E



Sale Date Amount Sales Condition Codes Recording

  04/30/2010 $144,000
021 - BANK SALE (INCLUDING HUD), AND
LENDING INSTITUTION SALES NOT EXPOSED
TO MARKET

  09/01/2004 $203,572
007a - PHYSICAL CHANGE/NEW
CONSTRUCTION (AFTER ASSESSMENT DATE;
BEFORE SALE)

  12/01/2003 $28,000
000 - NORMAL ARMS-LENGTH TRANSACTION
SALE

Sales Detail

Buyer: FARR/RODNEY N

Seller: BRANDENBURG/RANDAL

Sale Date: 09/01/2004

Sale Amount: $203,572

Sale Type: Deed

Sales Code: 007a - PHYSICAL CHANGE/NEW CONSTRUCTION (AFTER ASSESSMENT DATE;
BEFORE SALE)

Recording: Tapestry Land Records

eCRV ID: 382488 - eCRV Search

Additional Information: Sale Information

Sales Detail

Buyer: FARR/RODNEY N

Seller: JFJ DEVELOPMENT, L

Sale Date: 12/01/2003

Sale Amount: $28,000

Sale Type: Deed

Sales Code: 000 - NORMAL ARMS-LENGTH TRANSACTION SALE

Recording: Tapestry Land Records

eCRV ID: 382488 - eCRV Search

Additional Information: Sale Information

  Building Permit Information

Date Number Tag Descr Tag Date Amount Reason

11/03/2016 2016-01636 No 01/01/2017 1,350

10/20/2010 1001729 No 01/01/1900 500

07/30/2010 1001066 No 01/01/1900 500

06/21/2010 1000818 No 01/01/1900 25,000

06/02/2005 0500804 No 01/01/1900 4,479

01/15/2004 0400057 No 01/01/1900 148,210

01/15/2004 0400058 No 01/01/1900 6,300

01/15/2004 0400059 No 01/01/1900 6,200

Water Heaters

Fence

Garage Alteration

Building Alteration

Deck

New Const, Sing-Fam

Building Alteration

Building Alteration

https://tapestry.fidlar.com/Tapestry2/Search.aspx
https://www.mndor.state.mn.us/ecrv_search/app/openPublicEcrvView?ecrvId=382488&countyFinal=false
https://www.mndor.state.mn.us/ecrv_search/app/openEcrvIdSearch
https://steele.minnesotaassessors.com/sale/10ae5fad20bae7f84263da49a405c4a3
https://tapestry.fidlar.com/Tapestry2/Search.aspx
https://www.mndor.state.mn.us/ecrv_search/app/openPublicEcrvView?ecrvId=382488&countyFinal=false
https://www.mndor.state.mn.us/ecrv_search/app/openEcrvIdSearch
https://steele.minnesotaassessors.com/sale/8e650bfb80474a3d3b2431310bab4e91


  Taxation

Payable Year Classification / Homestead Estimated Market Value Taxable Market Value Tax Capacity Special Assessments Total Tax

2025 RESIDENTIAL-HOMESTEAD $336,900 $320,671 $3,207 $64.00

2024 RESIDENTIAL-HOMESTEAD $322,000 $313,740 $3,137 $64.00

For further tax information and/or to pay your current taxes

$4,840.00

$4,754.00

  More Years...

Exhibit I

https://tax.cptmn.us/PTaxPortal/#/parcelNav/Steele/&parcel%3D17-573-0220/17-573-0220/T


Administration Login • Terms of Use
Copyright   2002-2025 • Vanguard Appraisals, Inc.

All Rights Reserved

  Sketch

Sketch for PIN 17-573-0220

https://steele.minnesotaassessors.com/auth/login/
https://steele.minnesotaassessors.com/vai/terms-of-use
https://www.camavision.com/
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ESC EAW Comments #16 

Procedural Misrepresentation and Improper Sequencing Between May 26 Stakeholder Meeting and 

May 31 Open House 

This comment addresses inconsistent and misleading representations made by project representatives 
between the May 26 stakeholder meeting and the May 31 public open house, which undermined 
meaningful public participation and informed environmental review. 

At the May 26 stakeholder meeting, residents were explicitly told that all alternatives were still under 
study and that alignment selection had not yet been determined. Project representatives indicated that 
it was up to residents to propose their own mitigation measures, despite the fact that mitigation 
feasibility and effectiveness are core components of environmental analysis that must be evaluated by 
the Responsible Governmental Unit. 

When residents asked specifically about noise impacts, project representatives responded dismissively, 
stating words to the effect of: 

“Are you talking about a noise wall? You don’t want a noise wall. Those are for major projects 
like I-35 and Highway 14.” 

This response minimized foreseeable noise impacts, discouraged discussion of mitigation, and materially 
misrepresented the applicability of noise mitigation measures for a project of this scale and proximity to 
residences. 

As a direct result of this exchange, residents understood that noise impacts were being downplayed and 
that mitigation analysis was either premature or unnecessary — despite the project’s extreme proximity 
to homes. 

However, just five days later, at the May 31 public open house, the public was presented with only a 
single alternative, indicating that alignment selection had already occurred. This contradicted 
representations made at the May 26 stakeholder meeting, just 5 days prior, and deprived residents of a 
meaningful opportunity to comment on alternatives or mitigation strategies before a preferred 
alternative was effectively advanced. 

This rapid shift — from “all alternatives still under study” on May 26 to presentation of only one 
alternative on May 31 — demonstrates improper sequencing and undermines the integrity of the 
environmental review process. Public participation was rendered illusory because residents were 
discouraged from raising mitigation concerns and then presented with a predetermined outcome before 
such concerns could be meaningfully evaluated. 

Under MEPA, public participation must occur early and continuously, before decisions are made and 
positions harden. The inconsistency between these two meetings supports a conclusion that the 
Environmental Assessment Worksheet fails to reflect a transparent, good-faith alternatives and 
mitigation analysis and warrants preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  

mailto:OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com


ESC EAW Comments #17 
 

Failure to Disclose Supporting Data for Rejection of 34th Avenue Alternative 

This comment is submitted to document the absence of supporting documentation underlying 
the repeated assertion that 34th Avenue was “too far” and would not be used. 

In January 2024, residents formally requested the supporting documents, tabletop exercise 
materials, and studies relied upon to justify the rejection of the 34th Avenue alternative, 
including any analyses or exercises that involved residents from the east side of town. See 
attached email. This request was made in response to statements by project representatives 
asserting that 34th Avenue would not be used, despite its inclusion in prior planning documents 
and right-of-way mapping. 

To date, no such documentation has been produced or disclosed to residents, nor has it been 
incorporated into the environmental record. The Environmental Assessment Worksheet 
similarly contains no underlying data, modeling, or resident-informed analysis supporting the 
elimination of 34th Avenue as a reasonable alternative. 

MEPA and NEPA require early and continuous public participation in the evaluation of 
alternatives. This correspondence demonstrates that residents have been requesting 
supporting data regarding the rejection of the 34th Avenue alternative for multiple years, yet 
no documentation has been disclosed or incorporated into the environmental record. In 
October 2024, residents began formally documenting these requests, which resulted in a ruling 
against the County finding that data had been withheld, preventing meaningful public 
participation. The continued absence of response and supporting analysis reflects a failure to 
provide meaningful, ongoing public participation as required under MEPA and NEPA. 
 
The absence of these materials—despite repeated requests over an extended period—
demonstrates that the rejection of the 34th Avenue alternative is not supported by 
documented environmental or transportation analysis. This lack of disclosure prevents 
meaningful public review, undermines the credibility of the alternatives analysis, and supports 
the conclusion that the elimination of this alternative reflects predetermination rather than an 
evidence-based evaluation. 

Because the environmental record does not contain the information necessary to understand 
or verify the basis for rejecting 34th Avenue, the EAW is incomplete and misleading. 
Preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement is required to ensure full disclosure, 
meaningful public participation, and lawful consideration of reasonable alternatives. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com





ESC EAW Comments #18 
 

Failure to Evaluate and Disclose a Feasible Avoidance Alternative (Alternative 3B) 

MEPA and NEPA require that environmental impacts be avoided where feasible and that 
reasonable avoidance alternatives be fully evaluated and disclosed to the public. The 
Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) for the East Side Corridor fails this requirement 
by omitting Alternative 3B, a feasible avoidance alignment that was designed, modeled, 
evaluated, and treated internally as the appropriate response to identified noise impacts, yet 
was excluded entirely from the EAW. 

Project correspondence from June 2023 through mid-2024 demonstrates that Steele County, 
WSB, and MnDOT actively evaluated Alternative 3B, a realigned version of Alternative 3 
intended to shift the roadway east to reduce residential noise impacts. Internal emails confirm 
that modeling was performed on the realigned alignment, that cultural resources surveys and 
Areas of Potential Effect were expanded to accommodate it, and that consultant contracts were 
amended to reflect these changes. These actions show that Alternative 3B was operationally 
advanced and met project criteria, not merely conceptual. 

Contract amendment records confirm that detailed noise analysis and modeling had been 
completed for a realigned version of Alternative 3, identified in project correspondence as 
Alternative 3B. However, internal County Engineer review comments directed WSB not to 
identify specific alternatives or affected neighborhoods in public-facing materials. As a result, 
when the contract amendment was presented to the County Board on September 24, 2024, the 
completed analysis of Alternative 3B was not disclosed or clearly identified. The omission of a 
studied avoidance alternative from materials presented to decision-makers and the public 
renders the environmental process flawed and the EAW incomplete and misleading by 
omission. 

Additional correspondence shows that County staff and consultants explicitly intended to 
address noise impacts through roadway relocation rather than construction of a noise wall, 
and that moving the roadway to the Alternative 3B alignment was understood to be the 
avoidance option if residents voted for noise wall mitigation—something residents had made 
clear they were prepared to do. Internal emails reflect that the County anticipated shifting the 
roadway east if mitigation options were supported, confirming that avoidance was known to be 
feasible and was treated as the functional alternative to noise wall construction.  

Despite this, Alternative 3B is entirely absent from the EAW. While state and interagency 
correspondence referenced in the project record repeatedly acknowledges alignment shifts, 
realignments of Alternative 3, avoidance-based responses to noise impacts, and specifically 
“3B”, the EAW fails to disclose Alternative 3B as a distinct alternative, fails to evaluate its 
environmental impacts, and fails to compare it against the selected preferred alignment. The 
EAW fails to present Alternative “3B” entirely. The public record instead presents a truncated 
alternatives analysis that omits a feasible avoidance option known to and relied upon by the 
County. 



ESC EAW Comments #18 
 

Internal communications further demonstrate that avoidance was not rejected due to 
environmental infeasibility, but due to non-environmental considerations such as development 
agreements, land use preferences, and utilities. By proceeding directly to mitigation analysis 
and public discussion of noise walls while withholding a viable avoidance alternative, the 
County inverted the required sequencing under MEPA and NEPA, which require avoidance to be 
evaluated before mitigation. 

The public was never informed that Alternative 3B existed, had been designed, or had been 
studied. Alternative 3B was actively withheld from public disclosure. Residents became aware 
of Alternative 3B only through public data requests, not through the environmental review 
process. This omission deprived the public of meaningful participation and renders the EAW 
misleading by omission. 

Because Alternative 3B represents a feasible avoidance alternative that was known, studied, 
and treated internally as the appropriate response to environmental impacts, yet excluded 
from the EAW, the environmental review is incomplete and procedurally deficient. The 
omission of Alternative 3B invalidates the alternatives analysis and precludes a lawful Finding of 
No Significant Impact. At minimum, the EAW must be revised to fully evaluate Alternative 3B; 
preparation of an Independent Environmental Impact Statement is warranted. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com
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ESC EAW Comments #19 
 

Systemic Predetermination by Cooperating Governmental Units 

This comment is submitted on behalf of the East Side Corridor (ESC) group, representing 
residents from across Owatonna who have participated in this process since its public inception 
in July 2022. 

The EAW fails to comply with MEPA because the outcome has been predetermined through a 
series of actions by cooperating governmental units during the environmental review process. 

• On May 13, 2025, a Township resolution committed support to a specific ESC alignment. 
• On December 16, 2025, while the EAW comment period remained open, the City of 

Owatonna adopted a Resolution of Support committing to that same alignment, 
supporting right-of-way acquisition, and committing to cost sharing. 

These resolutions are referenced in, or relied upon by, the EAW. They demonstrate that the 
range of reasonable alternatives was narrowed before environmental review was complete. 

Predetermination under MEPA does not require a single decisive act. It is demonstrated 
through cumulative commitments that limit alternatives or render review outcome-driven 
rather than evaluative. 

Improper Reliance on Mitigation Instead of Avoidance 

The EAW improperly relies on mitigation to justify impacts rather than evaluating feasible 
avoidance alternatives. City officials stated on the record that final mitigation designs related to 
traffic and noise have already been completed, despite residents having no opportunity to 
review or comment. 

Mitigation measures discussed do not meet MnDOT or FHWA requirements and are 
constrained by extremely limited right-of-way (as little as 17 feet from homes). Avoidance 
alternatives that would substantially reduce or eliminate these impacts were removed from 
public consideration and excluded from meaningful analysis in the EAW. 

Failure of Purpose and Need 

Statements made by City officials confirm that the ESC is intended to spur development rather 
than address a demonstrated transportation necessity. This undermines the stated purpose and 
need and confirms that development objectives have driven alignment selection. 

Federal Undertaking and Environmental Justice 

The ESC has been designated a federal undertaking, subjecting it to NEPA, Title VI, and federal 
environmental justice standards. Residents were not clearly informed of this status, and 



ESC EAW Comments #19 
 

impacts to a concentrated residential area — including at least 57 homes substantially 
impacted by noise — have been minimized and fragmented rather than analyzed cumulatively. 

MEPA and NEPA do not allow disproportionate harm to be imposed on a small group of 
residents for the “greater good,” particularly where feasible avoidance exists. 

Required Remedy 

Because predetermination has occurred, the current EAW cannot support a lawful FONSI. The 
environmental review is legally deficient and must be corrected through preparation of a full 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or restart of the environmental review process in 
compliance with MEPA and NEPA. 

Environmental review must inform decisions before commitments are made. That requirement 
has not been met. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com 

 

mailto:OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com


ESC EAW Comment #20 

Public Comment: Website Inaccuracies, Notice Failures, and Improper Project 
Representations 

I. Scope of This Comment 

This comment addresses inaccuracies, omissions, and misleading representations contained 
on the official East Side Corridor project website, and explains how those deficiencies 
undermine public notice, informed participation, and the integrity of the Environmental 
Assessment Worksheet (EAW) record. Because the project website functions as a primary 
public-facing source of information, errors and omissions on the site materially affect the 
public’s ability to understand, evaluate, and comment on the project as required under the 
Minnesota Environmental Policy Act (MEPA). 

 

II. Website Inaccuracies and Public Notice Failures 

The project website contains multiple factual inaccuracies, omissions, and inconsistent 
statements that undermine lawful public notice and informed participation. 

• Basic project information, including prior meeting dates and timelines, has been 
incorrect or internally inconsistent. 

• The Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) comment period was not properly 
noticed on the website, did not comply with Environmental Quality Board (EQB) posting 
requirements, and the required public meeting was omitted from the website entirely. 

• Residents were not notified of the EAW until approximately two weeks into the 
comment period, and individuals who had explicitly requested written notification and 
updates did not receive copies of the EAW as required by Minn. R. 4410.1500(A)(13). 

• The only submission option initially provided was a 1,000-character online text field, 
which does not allow for meaningful participation, or physical mail, which creates cost 
and accessibility barriers. Email submission was only acknowledged as acceptable by the 
EQB after intervention, yet remains unlisted on the project website. 

In addition, the website fails to disclose that the project was formally designated a federal 
undertaking, omits required Non-Programmatic Categorical Exclusion (CatEx) documentation, 
and does not provide access to technical studies cited and relied upon in the EAW. These 
omissions materially impair the public’s ability to review the factual and legal basis of the 
project. The minimal studies that were available have been removed.  

The project website was unavailable for an extended period (approximately June 16–November 
16, 2025) after the domain was allowed to expire. Following delayed renewal, the website was 
not promptly restored, eliminating access during a critical period when the public reasonably 
relied on the website for accurate project status and participation information. This lapse 
occurred during a leadership transition in which the County was without a County Engineer for 



ESC EAW Comment #20 

nearly all of this period beginning June 6, 2025. The combined absence of (1) a functioning 
project website, (2) clearly identified engineering oversight, and (3) any consistent project 
communications or updates reasonably led residents to believe the project was no longer being 
actively advanced. Collectively, these failures demonstrate inadequate notice, incomplete 
disclosure, and unreliable public access to required information, undermining meaningful 
participation in the environmental review process as required under MEPA.

 

III. Introduction of New Project Conclusions Outside Any Public Process 

The re-launched website introduces new conclusions and scope assertions regarding project 
need, growth assumptions, and long-term corridor planning that do not appear in prior 
engineering documents, adopted plans, or publicly reviewed materials. 

These statements were published after the departure of the County Engineer and without 
reference to technical analysis, engineering review, or formal authorization by a governing 
body. The website presents declarative conclusions regarding the number of future north–
south corridors, growth patterns, and infrastructure necessity without citation to adopted plans 
or engineering studies. 

These statements appear to reflect administrative interpretation rather than technical 
findings, exceed the scope of administrative authority, and introduce new information that has 
not been subjected to environmental review or public process. Injecting new conclusions during 
an active environmental review undermines the integrity of the MEPA process and creates 
confusion regarding what has actually been studied, authorized, or decided. 

 

IV. Unclear Technical Authority and Oversight 

The project website and EAW were released during a period of staffing transition, including the 
departure of the County Engineer. The roles and authority for engineering oversight, technical 
authorship, consultant review, and decision-making are not clearly disclosed. 

Public-facing materials contain definitive statements regarding project need and scope without 
identifying: 

• who served as Engineer of Record, 
• what consultant roles were authorized for this phase, 
• what technical review occurred prior to publication, and 
• what governing body approvals, if any, supported these representations. 

Deciding major project conclusions during a period when the County lacked a clearly designated 
engineer, and relying on consultant work re-established administratively under master service 
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agreements rather than transparent, project-specific authorization, creates ambiguity regarding 
responsibility, accountability, and technical validity. 

 

V. Misrepresentation of Growth Areas and Study Boundaries 

The website states that the project area has been identified as a “primary growth area.” This is 
misleading. The map shown is explicitly a study area map, not an adopted land-use, zoning, or 
comprehensive plan designation. 

A study area is an analytical boundary, not a policy determination. Characterizing it as a growth 
area without citation to adopted plans improperly assumes future development that has not 
been formally approved. Using anticipated development within a study boundary to justify 
infrastructure creates a circular, outcome-driven rationale that undermines environmental 
review integrity. 

 

VI. Misleading Traffic Justifications 

The website references Owatonna High School as a traffic generator while omitting the school 
entirely from the study area map and failing to quantify its traffic impacts. Nearly all land uses 
generate traffic; invoking the high school without directional analysis, peak-hour data, or 
demonstrated network failure does not establish transportation need. 

Similarly, claims regarding a lack of north–south connectivity rely on selectively defined study 
boundaries that exclude existing facilities, creating an artificial appearance of a network gap. 
Assertions regarding downtown congestion, neighborhood traffic diversion, and future roadway 
failures are speculative and unsupported by disclosed modeling or origin-destination analysis. 

 

VII. Improper Expansion of Project Scope and Segmentation 

The website asserts that the City and County have “concluded the need for two or three 
north–south county road routes” east of Owatonna, including both CSAH 43 and the East Side 
Corridor. This represents a material expansion of scope that has never been adopted through a 
formal planning process or evaluated under MEPA and limits viable alternatives prematurely 
eliminated. 

Such conclusions have significant cumulative impact implications and cannot be evaluated 
through segmented, corridor-by-corridor review. Absent adopted plans and comprehensive 
analysis, these statements reflect impermissible predetermination. 



ESC EAW Comment #20 

 

VIII. Predetermination 

The project website states: “After reviewing decades of planning and studies, and considering 
recent changes in the area, the County and City determined that the 29th Avenue Corridor best 
balances existing and future traffic needs while minimizing impacts to houses and properties.” 
This statement reflects a conclusive determination of corridor selection and asserts that the 
balancing of impacts and needs has already occurred. Such conclusions necessarily presume the 
outcome of environmental review and demonstrate that key decisions were made prior to 
completion of any environmental analysis and prior to meaningful public participation, 
contrary to the purpose and requirements of MEPA. 

Predetermination is further evidenced by a video titled “Steele County East Side Corridor video,” 
which was added to the project website on or about December 11, 2025 and played at the 
public open house. The video states: “A key element of the [Imagine Owatonna] plan was 
identifying 29th Avenue as the preferred location for the new north–south road on the east side 
of the City.” This language presents the selection of the 29th Avenue alignment as an 
established planning outcome rather than a subject of environmental evaluation or public input 
and occurred while ESC preferred alignment studies were occurring.  

The website also states that “The East Side Corridor project will continue to move forward 
without federal funds,” and further explains that the County Highway Capital Improvement 
Plan approved by the County Board has committed funds for construction of the entire 
corridor within the next five years, with additional funding potentially provided by the City and 
the State. These representations demonstrate that the County has already committed to 
project implementation, including full construction, notwithstanding the ongoing 
environmental review process. Publicly committing capital funding, identifying construction 
timelines, and identifying substitute funding sources before environmental review is complete 
reflects an irreversible and irretrievable commitment of resources, reinforcing the appearance 
that environmental review is being used to justify a pre-selected outcome rather than to inform 
a decision. 

Taken together, the website narrative, the publicly disseminated video, and the stated financial 
and construction commitments demonstrate that the 29th Avenue Corridor has been treated as 
the preferred and effectively chosen alignment before environmental review was completed 
and before the public was provided a meaningful opportunity to comment on corridor 
selection. Presenting alignment selection, funding commitments, and construction timelines as 
settled decisions undermines the objectivity of the EAW, constrains consideration of reasonable 
alternatives—including avoidance and non-build options—and violates the fundamental 
requirement that environmental review inform governmental decision-making rather than 
ratify decisions already made. 
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IX. Inaccurate Statements Regarding Existing Infrastructure 

The website states that CSAH 43 is “still planned to ultimately connect directly to US 14.” This is 
factually incorrect. CSAH 43 has connected directly to US 14 for decades. This error raises 
concerns about whether the website content—and, subsequently, the EAW—were reviewed 
for technical accuracy prior to publication.

 

X. Mischaracterization of the “Officially Mapped” Corridor 

The project website overstates the legal and practical effect of the 2000 official map by claiming 
it preserved land, created rights of refusal, and appeared in title records. The public record 
demonstrates otherwise. The corridor was not preserved, rights of refusal were not exercised, 
and for decades the City approved annexations, subdivisions, and residential construction 
directly within the mapped alignment without objection or enforcement. 
 
Further inquiry indicates that the map was never indexed to parcel identification numbers or 
otherwise carried forward in a manner that would cause the mapped corridor to appear in 
property title records. Moreover, the official map depicted only a planning corridor and did not 
establish right-of-way, easements, or any other legal preservation mechanism. 
 
By omitting this history, the website presents a false baseline that materially misrepresents 
property rights, the status of the corridor, and the environmental context relied upon for 
project justification.

 

XI. Misleading Project History and Funding Narrative 

The website frames the project as a new 2021 initiative and describes federal funding as 
supporting “partial construction” prior to environmental review. This obscures decades of prior 
abandonment, shifting alignments, and pre-selection of the 29th Avenue alignment through 
alignment-specific RFPs issued before public disclosure. 

Environmental review is intended to inform decisions, not validate outcomes after funding, 
procurement, and alignment narrowing have already occurred. 

 

XII. Misrepresentation of Federal Involvement and Regulatory Status 

The website asserts that the project is no longer subject to federal environmental review 
because it is “not receiving Federal funding.” This is inaccurate. On April 1, 2025, MnDOT 
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Cultural Resources formally determined the project to be a federal undertaking, triggering 
federal environmental obligations regardless of later funding reallocation. Additionally, the 
project utilized COVID-19 relief funds under the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act (CRRSAA). These are federal funds that were used to partially fund the 
project. 

By citing MnDOT environmental regulations while simultaneously asserting that NEPA no longer 
applies, the website presents an internally inconsistent and misleading regulatory narrative that 
undermines informed public understanding. 

 

XIII. Mischaracterization of Public Engagement 

The project website repeatedly conflates information sharing with meaningful public 
participation. Key decisions—including alignment narrowing and federal concurrence—were 
advanced before and without formal public comment opportunity on those decisions was 
provided. Internal work sessions and post-decision briefings are repeatedly portrayed as 
engagement, despite lacking opportunities for public input capable of influencing outcomes. 
During this period, residents repeatedly requested opportunities for dialogue and were told, 
“Later— it’s not time for conversation yet,” while decisions continued to advance. 

This portrayal is contradicted by the documented record, including adjudicated findings that 
residents were unlawfully denied access to public data and subjected to hostile and 
intimidating conditions after exercising protected rights. 

 

XIV. Use of Condemnation Language Prior to Environmental Review Completion 

The website’s “Right of Way Process” graphic visually presents condemnation as an inevitable 
final step, despite the project remaining subject to environmental review and potential 
modification or denial. This framing is misleading, coercive, and risks chilling participation by 
signaling predetermination. Eminent domain or condemnation may not be a form of 
manipulating negotiations.  

 

XV. Conclusion 

Taken together, the project website contains systemic inaccuracies, omissions, and misleading 
representations that materially impair public notice, distort the environmental baseline, 
misstate regulatory status, and overstate public participation. Because the website functions as 



ESC EAW Comment #20 

a primary source of public information, these deficiencies directly undermine the adequacy and 
integrity of the EAW record and must be addressed as part of the environmental review. 

Because the project website functions as the primary public-facing summary of the 

Environmental Assessment Worksheet, its pervasive inaccuracies, omissions, and introduction 

of unsupported conclusions materially undermine the reliability of the environmental record. 

When the document relied upon by the public to understand the project does not accurately 

reflect the EAW—or introduces information not subjected to environmental review—the 

integrity of the MEPA process is compromised. These inconsistencies create material 

uncertainty regarding the project’s scope, impacts, regulatory status, and alternatives, and 

preclude informed decision-making. For these reasons, the deficiencies identified above 

support the need for preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement to ensure a complete, 

accurate, and transparent evaluation of the project and its reasonably foreseeable impacts. 

 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

owatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  

 

mailto:owatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com
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Failure to Analyze Downtown Impacts Despite Stated Purpose and Need 

A stated purpose and need of the East Side Corridor project is to divert through traffic away 
from downtown Owatonna in order to reduce traffic volumes on downtown streets. The 
Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) repeatedly relies on this objective as a project 
benefit. However, the EAW fails to evaluate the reasonably foreseeable environmental, 
economic, social, cultural, and fiscal impacts associated with achieving that stated purpose. 

The EAW does not include any analysis of how traffic diversion may affect downtown 
businesses, pedestrian activity, cultural events, community vitality, or the long-term health of 
Owatonna’s historic downtown core. No studies are provided examining potential changes in 
customer access, foot traffic, tourism, special events, or the economic resilience of small 
businesses that rely on downtown circulation. These are not speculative impacts; they are 
direct and foreseeable consequences of intentionally removing traffic from a central 
commercial and cultural area. 

The EAW also fails to evaluate whether traffic diversion and associated infrastructure 
investment may incentivize the relocation of businesses and employment centers away from 
the downtown area toward newly developed corridors. Large-scale commercial relocation is a 
reasonably foreseeable indirect effect of new transportation infrastructure, particularly when 
paired with expanded roadway capacity and greenfield development opportunities. Such shifts 
can accelerate downtown disinvestment, reduce economic diversity, and destabilize existing 
employment and service centers. The EAW provides no analysis of these relocation pressures or 
their cumulative impacts on the downtown economy. 

In addition, the EAW fails to assess the fiscal implications of potential downtown economic 
decline. If reduced traffic, disinvestment, or business relocation results in vacancies or 
diminished commercial activity, the resulting loss of commercial tax base would foreseeably 
increase reliance on residential property taxes and other public revenues to maintain municipal 
and county services. The EAW provides no analysis of potential reductions in commercial 
property values, sales tax revenue, or the downstream effects on taxpayers citywide. These 
fiscal consequences are reasonably foreseeable and directly connected to the project’s stated 
purpose. 

By asserting downtown traffic diversion as a project benefit while failing to analyze the 
consequences of that diversion, the EAW presents an incomplete and misleading 
environmental baseline. MEPA requires evaluation of reasonably foreseeable indirect and 
cumulative impacts, including economic and land-use changes induced by infrastructure 
investments. The EAW’s failure to study impacts that flow directly from the project’s stated 
purpose and need demonstrates that the scope of review is unlawfully narrow and outcome-
driven. 

Because downtown impacts are central to the project’s justification, they cannot be excluded 
from environmental review. The omission of this analysis materially undermines the adequacy 
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of the EAW and precludes its use to support a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). A full 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is required to evaluate the environmental, social, 
economic, and fiscal consequences of diverting traffic from downtown Owatonna and to allow 
informed decision-making and meaningful public participation. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

OwatonnaEastSideCoridor@gmail.com   

mailto:OwatonnaEastSideCoridor@gmail.com
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Defective Notice and Denial of Meaningful Opportunity to Participate 

Notice of the East Side Corridor Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) was not timely, 
adequate, or complete. Impacted residents—including residents who had specifically requested 
project updates and notifications—did not receive notice until approximately two weeks after 
the public comment period had already opened. As a result, a substantial portion of the 
comment period elapsed before affected residents were even aware that an environmental 
review was underway. 

In addition, residents who had affirmatively requested project updates and notifications did not 
receive the Environmental Assessment Worksheet itself, as required by Minn. R. 4410.1500 
(A)(13). Notice was provided without access to the environmental document subject to 
comment, requiring residents to independently locate a lengthy and technical record after the 
comment period had already begun. This fundamentally undermines meaningful participation 
and frustrates the purpose of public notice under MEPA. 

Compounding these defects, not all impacted residents received postcard notice at all. The 
failure to notify both impacted properties and those who expressly sought notice resulted in 
unequal access to information and systematic exclusion of those most affected. 

Meaningful public participation requires timely notice, access to the environmental review 
document, and reasonable opportunity to review and respond. Providing delayed notice, failing 
to distribute the EAW, and omitting impacted residents—including those who requested 
notification—from the notice process cannot be cured through post-hoc disclosures. These 
procedural failures independently preclude reliance on the EAW to support a Finding of No 
Significant Impact and support the need for an Environmental Impact Statement. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
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Comment: Failure to Analyze Noise Wall Constitutes a Fundamental Defect in the VIA 

The Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) fails to analyze the visual impacts of a noise wall, despite 
the project record demonstrating that noise mitigation was anticipated and actively under 
consideration prior to completion of the EAW. 

Noise walls are not minor or speculative features. They are: 

• Large, continuous vertical structures, 
• 20 feet in height, 
• Reasonable, feasible and recommended in one or more locations along the ESC, 
• Permanently alters viewsheds, neighborhood character, and landscape openness. 

The VIA’s omission of any analysis of a noise wall is particularly significant given that: 

• A noise wall vote was prepared for consideration as early as February 11, 2025; 
• The project alignment places the roadway in close proximity to existing homes; 
• Noise mitigation is foreseeable based on traffic volumes, roadway design, and 

residential adjacency; and 
• The EAW elsewhere acknowledges potential noise impacts requiring mitigation. 

Under MEPA, a Visual Impact Assessment must evaluate reasonably foreseeable project 
elements, including mitigation measures that would materially alter visual character. A noise 
wall cannot be deferred or excluded from visual analysis simply because final design details are 
not complete. 

By failing to evaluate: 

• The presence, height, length, and location of a potential noise walls, 
• Its visual dominance relative to existing landforms and structures, and 
• Its interaction with lighting, roadway elevation, and future development, 

the VIA presents an incomplete and misleading assessment of the project’s visual impacts. 

This omission is further underscored by the VIA’s conclusion that the project would not benefit 
from more detailed visual analysis to reach community consensus. That conclusion is untenable 
when a major visual feature—one that has already been the subject of public discussion and 
anticipated mitigation—is not analyzed at all. 

Because the visual impacts of a noise wall are foreseeable and potentially significant, the VIA’s 
failure to address them deprives decision-makers and the public of a complete understanding 
of the project’s true visual consequences. This defect cannot be cured through post-hoc 
explanation and supports the need for additional environmental review of an EIS. 
Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 

OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  

mailto:OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com
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Exclusion of the Public from the Joint Transportation Committee 

The Environmental Assessment Worksheet fails to disclose or address the role of the Joint 
County/City Transportation Committee in shaping key decisions related to the East Side 
Corridor. Public records and internal correspondence demonstrate that this committee 
functioned as a deliberative forum where alignment selection, mitigation considerations, and 
funding strategy were discussed prior to public notice or formal action. 

Despite its role, the Joint Transportation Committee does not publish meeting schedules, 
agendas, or minutes, and residents have been explicitly told that meetings are not open to the 
public. Requests for meeting records and schedules have been denied by Steele County, even 
though the committee is a formally constituted intergovernmental body referenced in board 
proceedings and internal emails. 

The absence of public access to this committee has materially impaired public participation. 
Residents were unable to observe deliberations, understand how alternatives were evaluated, 
or respond to evolving positions on mitigation and federal funding, despite requesting access 
and data. Instead, outcomes were presented as foregone conclusions, limiting the effectiveness 
of later public comment opportunities. 

MEPA requires early and often public participation, transparency, and good-faith public 
engagement before decisions are made, not after they are effectively settled. The use of closed 
or inaccessible committee meetings to develop consensus and direction for the East Side 
Corridor undermines the legitimacy of the environmental review, denies public participation, 
and constitutes predetermination. 

To date, neither the county nor the city have provided any responsive data to this request and 
the county continues to unlawfully deny this request without fulfilling MGDA requirements.  

Chilling of Public Participation Through Restrictive Communication Directives 

Public participation was further impaired by directives that discouraged residents from 
engaging with County staff or seeking information through ordinary channels. In 
correspondence responding to requests for Joint Transportation Committee information, the 
County Attorney instructed that “from this point forward,” all requests for documents and 
questions regarding the East Side Corridor were to be directed only to the County Attorney 
and the County Administrator. This directive was not limited to formal data requests under 
Chapter 13 but extended broadly to any questions about the project, originating from a basic 
question regarding what should be a public committee.  

Requiring residents to route all inquiries through legal counsel and executive administration has 
a foreseeable chilling effect on public participation. Reasonable members of the public may 
refrain from asking questions, seeking clarification, or engaging further out of concern that 
their participation will be monitored, delayed, or treated as adversarial. This is particularly true 
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where residents had already experienced hostility, denial of access to meetings, and repeated 
refusals to provide public information. 

MEPA requires meaningful, good-faith public engagement throughout the environmental 
review process. Directives that restrict communication, deter inquiry, and concentrate control 
over information flow undermine transparency and substantially impair the public’s ability to 
participate. This chilling effect further demonstrates that the environmental review process for 
the East Side Corridor was procedurally compromised. 
 
Conclusion and Request for Environmental Impact Statement 

This record demonstrates that the Environmental Assessment Worksheet for the East Side 
Corridor is affected by fatal procedural flaws that undermine the integrity of environmental 
review. Substantive decisions regarding alignment, mitigation, and funding were developed 
through closed and inaccessible committee meetings prior to and during the EAW process. The 
public was denied access to deliberations, schedules, minutes, and underlying data necessary to 
meaningfully participate, and lawful data requests were repeatedly denied despite clear 
evidence that such data exists and ALJ rulings that the data requests were valid and the county 
responded inappropriately. 
(www.OwatonnaEastSideCorridor.com/downloads/FindindsofFactConclusionsofLawandORderC
AH22-0305-40882.pdf pg. 22)  

These actions constitute predetermination and substantially impair public participation in 
violation of MEPA’s core requirements. Because these defects occurred before and during 
environmental review, they cannot be cured through revisions to the EAW or additional public 
comment. An Environmental Assessment Worksheet is therefore inadequate as a matter of law. 

For these reasons, the Responsible Governmental Unit must require preparation of a full 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the East Side Corridor, conducted with transparent 
procedures and meaningful public involvement, before any further project decisions are made. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  
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Availability of Records 
Due to deleƟon, destrucƟon, or loss of public data that was previously within the County’s 
possession, official copies of certain records were not available for inspecƟon or duplicaƟon. As 
a result, the best available evidence consists of screen captures from video recordings. Where 
porƟons of emails or documents are difficult to read, the visible content has been transcribed 
verbaƟm below the image to preserve accuracy and context. 

 

 
ESC Advocate's names start with M. 
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On Thu, April 25, 2024 at 10:30 AM Mary Gute <email> wrote: 
Chris & Becky – Would you be ready to discuss the results of modeling the realignments of 
alternaƟve 3 during a meeƟng with ESC PMT on May 13th? There is a joint transportaƟon 
commiƩee meeƟng with Owatonna and Steele Co late that week. The county could like to share 
with the commiƩee whether or not a noise wall would likely be needed with the shiŌed 
alignment(s). Please let me know if that date works for a call, and if there are any Ɵme on that 
day where you couldn’t do a call.  

Also, we’ll want to share with the city and county what noise analysis would be required if the 
county were to turn back federal funding and would just be required to do an EAW. I’ll look into 
this and let you know what I find, but I’m interested both of you weighing in too. Thanks! Mary 

Mary Gute 
Sr. TransportaƟon Planner 
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2025 STEELE COUNTY BOARD 

  COMMITTEE APPOINTMENTS (01/01/2025)  
 

2025 Chair: James Brady 2025 Vice Chair: John Glynn 

Internal / Policy Committees                                                                                                                   
 
Internal Central Services Committee  
James Brady, Chair (Board Chair)  
John Glynn, Member (Board Vice-Chair)  
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 

 
Land Use/Records Committee 
 John Glynn, Chair  
Jim Abbe, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 

 
Property & Maintenance Committee 
Jim Abbe, Chair 
James Brady, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 

 

Public Safety & Health Committee  
Joshua Prokopec, Chair 
Greg Krueger, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 
 
Public Works Committee  
Greg Krueger, Chair 
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
Board of Equalization  
All Commissioners 

 

 

 Joint Powers, Advisory Board, Regional Representation  
 

Alliance for Greater Equity 
Greg Krueger, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 

Cannon River 1W1P Joint Policy Committee 

Joshua Prokopec, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 
 
Cannon River Watershed Joint Powers Board  

Joshua Prokopec, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 

 
Children’s Mental Health Collaborative 
James Brady, Member  
Greg Krueger, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 

 
Community Corrections Advisory Board 
John Glynn, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 

 
Community Health Board (Dodge/Steele)  
John Glynn, Member 
Jim Abbe, Member  
Greg Krueger, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 

Counties Providing Technology  
Jim Abbe, Delegate 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
Criminal Justice Committee  
Greg Krueger, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 

 
East Central Regional Juvenile Center 
Jim Abbe, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
Economic Development Authority  
Jim Abbe, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 

  Extension Committee 
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 

 
Hope Drainage  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 



 

 

  

Joint Powers, Advisory Board, Regional Representation  
 

Intergovernmental Committee 
All Commissioners 
 
Intergovernmental Joint Agency Task Force  
Jim Abbe, Member 
James Brady, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 

Intergovernmental  Joint Transportation Committee 
Jim Brady, Member 
Greg Krueger, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 

 
Judicial Ditch 1, 6, 24  
Jim Abbe, Member 
John Glynn, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Member 

 

Judicial Ditch 2  
John Glynn , Member 
James Brady, Member 
Jim Abbe, Member 

 

Judicial Ditch 5  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Member 
Greg Krueger, Member 

 

Judicial Ditch 7, 10, 11, 12, 19, 23  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Member 

 
Law Library  
Jim Abbe, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 

Local Housing Trust Fund 
Greg Krueger, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 
 

MNPrairie County Alliance – All Commissioner 
All Commissioners  
 
 
 
 

MNPrairie County Alliance – Board  

Jim Abbe, Member 
Greg Krueger, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 

 

MNPrairie County Alliance - Finance 

 Greg Krueger, Member 

Jim Abbe, Alternate 
Finance Director, Member 
Administrator, Alternate 
 

MNPrairie County Alliance - Personnel 

Jim Abbe, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 

 
Multi-County Solid Waste Committee 
Jim Abbe, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 
 
Planning Commission Liaison  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 

 
Recorder’s Compliance Fund Committee 
John Glynn (Land Use/Record Chair) 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 

 
Regional Railroad Authority  
All Commissioners 

 
Rice-Steele 911 Dispatch Joint Powers Board  
James Brady, Member 
Jim Abbe, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 

 
SE MN Comm Action Agency (SEMCAC)  
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 

SE MN Emergency Communications Board  

Greg Krueger, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 
 

 



 

 

 

Joint Powers, Advisory Board, Regional Representation  

SE MN Emergency Medical Services  
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 

 
SE MN Recyclers Exchange (SEMREX)  
John Glynn, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Alternate 
 
SMART Transit Advisory Board  
Greg Krueger, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 
 
Soil & Water Conservation District Liaison  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
South Central Human Relations Center  
James Brady, Member 
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 
South Country Health Alliance  
Greg Krueger, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 
 
Southern MN Tourism  
Jim Abbe, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
 

Southern MN Association of Regional Trails 
Greg Krueger, Member 
Jim Abbe, Alternate 
 
Steele County Historical Society Liaison  
John Glynn, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 
Steele County Water Planning Committee 
 All Commissioners 
 
Steele County Weed Management Association 

James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 
 
Steele-Waseca Drug Court  
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
James Brady, Alternate 
 
U.S. Highway 14 Partnership  
All Commissioners 
 
Workforce Development Board  
Joshua Prokopec, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 
Zumbro River Watershed Partnership  
James Brady, Member 
John Glynn, Alternate 

 

 State / National  
 

Association of Minnesota Counties (AMC)  

All Commissioners 
 

AMC Policy Committees 
Environ. & Natural Resources: John Glynn  
General Government: Jim Abbe 
Health & Human Services: Greg Krueger  
Public Safety: Joshua Prokopec 
Transportation & Infrastructure: James Brady 

 

 

 

Minnesota Counties Intergovernmental Trust  

James Brady, Member 
Greg Krueger, Alternate 
 
National Association of Counties  
All Commissioners 
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Predetermination and Chilling of Public Participation Through Coordinated Public Messaging 

The Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) for the East Side Corridor is deficient due to a failure 
to ensure meaningful public participation, as required under MEPA and Minn. R. 4410. This deficiency is 
evidenced by internal coordination among City, County, and consultant staff regarding public-facing 
communications and responses to community input, which resulted in a chilling effect on public 
participation and an incomplete environmental record. 

Public data obtained during this process demonstrates that project officials and consultants engaged in 
coordinated discussions about how to respond—or whether to respond at all—to public comments, 
including comments and information shared on social media and other informal public platforms. 
Internal correspondence reflects a focus on managing messaging, anticipating additional public input, 
and controlling the scope of public engagement, rather than facilitating open dialogue or incorporating 
community concerns into environmental analysis. 

This approach to public engagement is inconsistent with the intent of MEPA. Meaningful public 
participation requires more than the technical availability of comment periods, which were also denied; 
it requires that agencies actively foster an environment in which residents can share information, raise 
concerns, and engage without those efforts being filtered, discouraged, or selectively addressed. 

After internal communications reflecting this coordinated approach to public-facing comments became 
known through public data, residents significantly curtailed informal participation. Community members 
reduced sharing information, asking questions, and raising concerns through social media and other 
public forums. This reduction in engagement was not the result of diminished concern about the 
project, but rather reflects the practical impact of how public input was being managed. The resulting 
chilling effect helps explain why the EAW record does not fully reflect the scope, substance, and 
persistence of community concerns that existed throughout the planning process. 

The consequence of this dynamic is an environmental review record that underrepresents public 
concern, omits issues raised outside narrowly managed channels, and fails to capture the full range of 
impacts and alternatives that warrant consideration. When public participation is functionally 
constrained in this way, the integrity of the environmental review is compromised. 

MEPA requires that environmental review be conducted with neutrality, transparency, and genuine 
public involvement. Where agency actions prioritize message control over engagement, and where 
those actions result in reduced participation and self-censorship by affected residents, the EAW cannot 
be relied upon as an accurate or complete disclosure document. 

For these reasons, the EAW fails to meet the requirements of Minn. R. 4410 for meaningful public 
participation and objective environmental review. Supplemental environmental review, including 
preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), is warranted to ensure that public concerns, 
alternatives, and environmental impacts are fully and fairly evaluated. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  
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Availability of Records 
Due to deletion, destruction, or loss of public data that was previously within the County’s possession, 
official copies of certain records were not available for inspection or duplication. As a result, the best 
available evidence consists of screen captures from video recordings. Where portions of emails or 
documents are difficult to read, the visible content has been transcribed verbatim below the image to 
preserve accuracy and context. 
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Social Media Posts (just a sample): 
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Narrative control coordination to public input (sample): 
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[Resident Name Address] corner of County View and Mossy Creek, 9 houses in from the project, so not really 
impacted by the project.  
 
[Resident Name] lives on Main Street downtown Owatonna. Not sure why she care, but she’s unhappy about an 
upcoming Main Street project that may impact her property so now she’s “supporting” NC residents.  
Paul Sponholz, P.E. | County Engineer 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
October 1, 2024 – WSB gave an ESC presentation the city council.  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
From: Sean Murphy 
Sent: October 2, 2024 6:37 AM  
To: Paul Sponholz, Andrew Plowman 
CC: Mary Gute, Ryan Erp 
Subject: RE: Updated Presentation – East Side corridor  
 
Hi All,  
 
Here are the relevant notes I took from public comments. Hard to get all their points when they’re reading so 
quickly to get out as much of their statements as they can in 2 minutes. 
… 
Goes on to recap reach resident that spoke in regards to the ESC.  
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Impaired Public Participation, Predetermination, and Incomplete Alternatives Analysis 

The Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) for the East Side Corridor is deficient under 
the Minnesota Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) due to impaired public participation, 
advancement of key decisions without transparency, and unresolved inconsistencies regarding 
authority over alignment and mitigation. 

Public data demonstrate that City, County, and consultant staff coordinated public-facing 
communications and responses to community input, with expressed concern about generating 
additional public comments. This approach reflects a focus on managing public engagement 
rather than facilitating it and is inconsistent with MEPA’s requirement for neutral and 
transparent environmental review. 

These process failures became especially pronounced following the April 8, 2025 County Board 
meeting, at which the County advanced actions to remove federal funding from the project. 
That decision materially altered the scope of environmental oversight and directly affected 
mitigation requirements, including noise mitigation and avoidance measures. Despite the 
significance of this change, residents were not provided a meaningful opportunity to 
understand how or why the decision was made, what alternatives remained available, or how 
the removal of federal oversight would affect environmental protections, despite repeated 
non-responsive inquiries. 

Following the April 8 meeting, residents sought clarification regarding how prior alignment and 
mitigation decisions had been reached and whether reasonable avoidance or safety 
alternatives remained under consideration. Those discussions did not occur. Instead, 
opportunities for engagement narrowed at precisely the moment when final mitigation 
decisions were advancing. As a result, informal public participation declined, and the 
environmental record does not reflect the full scope or persistence of community concerns 
related to safety, noise, and avoidance. 

In addition, explanations regarding decision authority and project location were inconsistent. 
Residents were advised that Owatonna Township controlled the project’s location, followed 
shortly thereafter by formal township action limiting the project alignment. The EAW does not 
disclose when alignment decisions were effectively determined, how authority was exercised 
among governing entities, or whether alternatives were foreclosed prior to environmental 
review. These unresolved inconsistencies undermine the integrity of the alternatives analysis 
required under MEPA. 

The next day, residents submitted public data requests on April 9, 2025 seeking records related 
to the transfer of federal funds and the basis for that decision. To date, those requests have not 
been fulfilled. The absence of this information has impaired the public’s ability to understand 
how the decision to remove federal funding was reached, how mitigation requirements were 
evaluated, and how environmental protections were affected. As a result, meaningful public 
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participation during a critical phase of environmental decision-making has been substantially 
limited. 

When a project advances through major funding, alignment, and mitigation decisions without 
transparent explanation or meaningful public engagement—particularly after federal oversight 
is removed during a period when residents had publicly announced their intent to pursue 
formal remedies to obtain access to project information —the resulting EAW cannot be relied 
upon as a complete or objective disclosure document. MEPA requires more than procedural 
availability of comment periods; it requires good-faith evaluation of reasonable alternatives 
informed by public participation. 

For these reasons, the EAW fails to satisfy the requirements of Minn. R. 4410. Preparation of a 
full Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is necessary to ensure that decision-making 
authority, alternatives, mitigation, and environmental impacts are fully and fairly evaluated. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Residents 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com 
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Omission of Federal Undertaking Analysis Undermines the Integrity of the Environmental 
Review 

This comment is submitted on behalf of multiple residents directly affected by the East Side 
Corridor project. It reflects shared concerns regarding the procedural integrity of the 
Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) and compliance with state and federal 
environmental law. 

The EAW fails to disclose, analyze, or integrate the project’s federal undertaking status, despite 
clear documentation in the administrative record confirming federal involvement. This omission 
materially undermines the public’s ability to participate meaningfully in environmental review 
and constitutes a fatal procedural defect under MEPA. 

Federal Undertaking Is Not Limited to Historic Review and Is Not Negated by Funding Changes 

“Undertaking means a project, activity, or program funded in whole or in part under 
the direct or indirect jurisdiction of a Federal agency, including those carried out by or 
on behalf of a Federal agency; those carried out with Federal financial assistance; and 
those requiring a Federal permit, license, or approval.” 
— 36 C.F.R. § 800.16(y) 

The County may argue that the federal undertaking determination applies only for historic 
purposes or that removal of federal construction funding eliminates federal involvement. 
Neither position is supported by federal law or by the project record. 

An undertaking is defined broadly to include projects carried out under federal jurisdiction, 
projects receiving federal financial assistance, and projects requiring a federal permit, license, 
or approval. Federal funding is not the sole basis for undertaking status, and changes in funding 
do not eliminate federal jurisdiction or approval requirements once they apply. 

Moreover, MnDOT’s Cultural Resources Unit expressly determined that the project constitutes 
a federal undertaking for both the Federal Highway Administration and the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers, agencies with independent federal environmental jurisdiction beyond historic 
preservation. Section 106 applies because the project is a federal undertaking; it does not limit 
federal involvement to historic resources alone. 

In addition to the $3.96M in federal funds that was removed from this project to avoid 
mitigations, the project has received federal financial assistance, including use of CRRSAA 
funds for project-related planning, engineering, and/or environmental studies, as documented 
in public meeting agendas and records. Federal financial assistance for any phase of a project—
including studies or planning—constitutes federal involvement and may not be segmented 
from later project phases to avoid federal environmental compliance. The use of CARES Act 
funds independently satisfies the federal financial assistance prong of 36 C.F.R. § 800.16(y) and 
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further confirms federal undertaking status regardless of subsequent changes in construction 
funding sources. 

Accordingly, the EAW’s failure to include federal analyses related to noise, farmland 
conversion, water and floodplain impacts, and railroad infrastructure cannot be excused by 
characterizing the undertaking as “historic-only” or by citing removal of federal funds. Federal 
undertaking status triggers federal environmental compliance obligations that must be 
disclosed and analyzed as part of the environmental review. 

Pattern of Funding Manipulation to Avoid Federal Mitigation 

The administrative record shows that beginning in April–May 2024, Steele County, the City of 
Owatonna, and WSB discussed removal of federal funding from the project for the stated 
purpose of avoiding federal noise mitigation requirements, including construction of a noise 
wall. These discussions occurred outside the environmental review process and prior to public 
disclosure. 

In March and April 2025, these discussions translated into action, with County staff initiating 
steps to move federal funds off the project following residents’ public announcement of 
oversight activities. At the same time, misleading public narratives were advanced blaming 
residents for project delays. Federal funds were not formally removed from the project until 
May 2025, more than a month after MnDOT’s CRU determined that the project constituted a 
federal undertaking. 

These actions were never disclosed or analyzed in the EAW. These steps were taken to avoid 
the federal mitigations residents were advocating for and done so without a documented vote 
of approval from the county commissioners.  

Federal Undertaking Determinations Excluded from Public Analysis 

On April 1, 2025, MnDOT’s Cultural Resources Unit, acting on behalf of FHWA, determined that 
the East Side Corridor is a federal undertaking for purposes of Section 106. That determination 
was later reaffirmed multiple times in July 2025. These determinations are included in the EAW 
attachments. 

However, the EAW’s narrative does not: 

• Identify the project as a federal undertaking; 
• Explain the implications of federal control or approval; 
• Analyze how federal involvement affects mitigation, alternatives, or timing; or 
• Integrate federal environmental obligations into the MEPA review framework. 
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By relegating the federal undertaking to attachments without analysis or supporting 
documentation, the EAW obscures the true nature of the project and deprives the public of 
meaningful notice and participation. 

Predetermination and Public Harm 

While federal obligations were known and unresolved, the County continued to advance the 
project, narrow options, and represent outcomes as predetermined. These actions occurred 
during a period of governance instability, including a prolonged absence of a County Engineer. 

Collectively, these actions demonstrate predetermination and irreversible commitment of 
resources prior to completion of lawful environmental review without proper oversight, in 
direct conflict with MEPA’s procedural safeguards and Minnesota State statues regarding 
County Highway Engineers. 

Conclusion and Requested Action 

Because the federal undertaking affects applicable mitigation requirements, the range of 
alternatives, and the legality of proceeding without further review, the EAW cannot lawfully 
support a Finding of No Significant Impact. 

Accordingly, residents request that the Responsible Governmental Unit: 

1. Fully disclose and analyze the project’s federal undertaking status; 
2. Address the environmental and procedural consequences of funding maneuvers 

intended to avoid federal mitigation obligations; and 
3. Require preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), or suspend further 

commitments until a legally adequate, integrated environmental review is completed. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Resident 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  
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Segmentation of the East Side Corridor and Related Projects 

Steele County, the City of Owatonna, and WSB repeatedly segmented interconnected projects into 
separate actions to avoid proper environmental review, minimize impacts on paper, and prevent 
residents from understanding the full scope of the development that would ultimately affect them. 

• Multiple projects were planned and advanced as one system—but reviewed as isolated pieces. 

These include: 

o The ESC (new arterial highway) 
o The newly introduced 26th St. roundabout 
o 18th Street expansion 
o The 18th St. railroad roundabout (built 50’ too close to the Railroad) 
o 18th St. Trails 
o The Owatonna High School relocation and construction 
o Utility expansion and substation upgrades planned through already-segmented 

corridors 
o ESC Trail Construction 
o Main St. Project 
o The Fire Station and Police Station 
o The Havana Project 
o CR 180 Railroad Crossing 
o 26th St Expansion  
o 26th St Mini Roundabout 
o 26th St. Roundabout 
o Adjacent housing and commercial development identified in Imagine Owatonna 
o Modern Aire Apartments 

Master plans and development studies: 

o Master Trails Plan 
o Master Downtown Streetscape 
o Imagine Owatonna 

Although these components form a single transportation and development system, they were 
deliberately separated into different processes so cumulative impacts would not be evaluated. 

• Federal law prohibits segmenting connected actions to reduce apparent impacts. 

Under NEPA and MEPA, agencies must evaluate: 

o connected actions, 
o cumulative actions, and 
o similar actions in a single environmental review. 
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Here, instead of completing a unified analysis: 

o ESC impacts were evaluated without considering the already-built roundabout directly 
connected to it and later coupled to the ESC project (needed to be in section 134 to 
continue-federal funding).  

o 18th Street expansion (with federal funding) was treated as unrelated, even though it 
establishes the traffic network that “necessitates” the ESC. 

o Noise, safety, and ROW impacts were artificially limited by excluding the segments built 
or planned immediately before and after the ESC. 

o The ESC EAW ignores the 18th St project entirely even though they operate as one 
continuous corridor in City/County planning documents. 

o Main St. Project that connects into the 18th St roundabout and received the ESC federal 
funds, carries downtown traffic and how the 2 impact each other.  

o The ESC did not study the CR 180  Railroad under pass that “sets itself up nicely for a 
East Corridor” and what impacts that may have in connecting new roads 

o What impacts the development taking place at the intersection of CR 180 and Main St 
that is “laying the groundwork for a dynamic, clean, and safe corridor. This 
transformation fosters connectivity from 26th Street to the new Owatonna High School 
and future developments that will continue to enhance the vibrancy of Owatonna” per a 
social media post.  

o What impacts and benefits connecting trails all the way around Owatonna might have. 
o The impact to downtown businesses.  

 

• The 2020 Parks & Trails Plan, 18th Street expansion, ESC, the high school project, and the 
roundabout share the same sequencing and purpose, yet were reviewed separately. 

When projects are viewed together, the sequence is clear: 

1. OHS High School relocation → increases traffic demands (WSB) 
2. 18th St expansion + roundabout → provides southern ESC connectivity (WSB) 
3. ESC → becomes the northern continuation toward 26th St (WSB)  
4. School-owned parcel identified as “future destination” → requires ESC adjacency for 

utilities and access (Undisclosed) 
5. Utility expansions → planned along the ESC corridor and 18th St to benefit 

developments (WSB/OPU) 
6. 180th Railroad bridge → Railroad bridge replacement over 180th St. (WHKS)  
7. Havana intersection modification → provides a connection from the ESC to Eastbound 

Hwy 14 (WHKS – but WSB mentions how it inter connects with the ESC in their RFP) 
8. Main St. → connect from the school to the center of town and was where ESC federal 

funds were transferred to (SEH) 
9. Streetscape Master Downtown → the master plan for downtown (WSB) 
10. Fire/Police Station → located on Main St. and downtown area (IES)  
11. New 26th St Roundabout → connects to the newly expanded 26th St. (WSB) 
12. 26th St. Expansion → connects to the 2 roundabouts. (Bolton & Menk) 
13. 26th St. Mini Roundabout → connector to the farther roundabout (WSB) 
14. Parks and Trials Master Plan → This connects all of the trails together around the 

perimeter of town including 18th St and ESC and determines the state trail tie-ins. (WSB)  
15. Imagine Owatonna → The roadmap to make them all work (Stantec) 
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These are not independent events — they are connected steps in a single regional development 
plan, and WSB holds a stake in most of them.  

The EAW even calls the ESC a “Regional” plan and officials referred to the ESC as “Project 
Destination” at the project open house. If they’re all connected the cumulative impacts need to 
be studied.  

• The roundabout was built 50 feet too close to the railroad and coupled to the ESC project—yet 
was still excluded from ESC EAW. 

o Railroad required 200 ft separation 
o County built it with only 150 ft 
o Railroad refused responsibility 
o County refuses to accept responsibility 
o Federal grant existed to fix this issue but County declined to participate in the program 

and possibly was later declined (June 2025?) 
o The County Engineer began construction on the 18th Street/railroad intersection — the 

southern access point of the ESC — without securing the required federal railroad 
permits. (His own public statements in a commissioner meeting.)  
Despite its direct functional connection to the ESC corridor, this hazardous and non-
compliant intersection was analyzed as if it were unrelated. 
Residents were told it was “a separate project,” even though: 

▪ it is the primary southern access point for the ESC, 
▪ its design affects ESC traffic flow and safety,  
▪ it was “coupled” to the ESC, and 
▪ it will likely have to be torn out and rebuilt to meet federal and railroad 

standards likely in the middle of ESC construction. 
o It has not once been mentioned to residents that the 2 projects have become one, it 

was only learned through public data.  
o The western connection to the roundabout is 18th St., home to the New Owatonna High 

School. The very traffic the ESC supposedly needed to help elevate.  
▪ Since the school was built traffic has substantially decreased in concerning 

intersections.  
o The trails in the master trail outline the trails along both 18th and the ESC and how the 

connect to Kaplans trail and 26th St, making a full loop.  
o Utilities were already expanded under the roundabout to set up for the ESC as recorded 

in OPU meeting minutes.  
▪ OPU approve the purchase of land to expand the East Substation and ran 

utilities under the 18th St roundabout to prepare for the new corridor.  

By excluding this intersection from cumulative ESC analysis, the County segmented impacts and 
withheld critical information about safety, cost, and design feasibility. 

The County simultaneously argued that the ESC is needed to fix traffic to and from the new High School 
located on18th Street, while claiming the projects are unrelated for environmental purposes. 
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This is classic segmentation: 

o Use one project to justify another 
o But exclude them from each other’s environmental analysis 

If the ESC is needed because of the High School and subsequent expansion, they are legally “connected 
actions” and must be reviewed together. WSB further address the ESC traffic and it connection with the 
Havana project in the RFP they submitted to the Havana project.  

Why an Environmental Impact Statement Is Required 

This pattern of segmentation is precisely why Environmental Impact Statements exist. The East Side 
Corridor is not a standalone roadway project but part of a connected regional system of transportation, 
development, utility, and trail investments that have been advanced in sequence and reviewed 
separately. When these actions are viewed together, they present cumulative impacts that cannot be 
adequately evaluated through a project-level Environmental Assessment Worksheet. 

The County has itself described the East Side Corridor as a regional project. Treating its component parts 
as independent actions obscures cumulative traffic, safety, noise, right-of-way, development, and equity 
impacts, and prevents meaningful evaluation of reasonable alternatives, including avoidance. MEPA 
requires that connected and cumulative actions be reviewed together before irreversible commitments 
are made. 

For these reasons, a full, independent Environmental Impact Statement is required. 

Owatonna East Side Corridor Resident 
OwatonnaEastSideCorridor@gmail.com  

Attached:  
Map highlighting project impacts 
Map connecting ESC and Havana Project 
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Regional Transportation Project 

o Red:  ESC.  

o Blue: current or recently completed connected projects.  

o Yellow: newly introduced projects on the ESC website.  
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ESC connected to the Havana Project on a Steele County Project Map 
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