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Chapter 1: History of the East Side Corridor 

 

 

Introduction 

The 61-page “Evaluation of Alternatives” Memorandum was prepared by Mary Gute of WSB on behalf of 

former Steele County Engineer Greg Ilkka and submitted to Phillip Forst of the Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA) and Dale Gade of the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) on 

August 13, 2024. It received formal approval from FHWA on September 3, 2024, and was subsequently 

circulated to Paul Sponholtz (current Steele County Engineer and project lead), Andrew Plowman (WSB 

Project Manager), Fausto Cabral (MnDOT District 6 State Aid Engineer), and others. 

The document pertains to State Aid Project 074-070-009, which evaluates route alternatives for the 

proposed East Side Corridor. According to the Memorandum, the East Side Corridor is a joint initiative 

between Steele County and the City of Owatonna. 

Given the Memorandum’s use in federal and state environmental review processes, its accuracy and 

transparency are not only procedural matters—they are legal, financial, and ethical imperatives. Any 

inconsistencies, omissions, or biased representations in this document can significantly impact affected 

residents, undermine lawful planning standards, and erode public trust. 

Page 1: Responsibility for East Side Corridor Project 

The Memorandum confirms that the East Side Corridor is a joint initiative between Steele County and 

the City of Owatonna. 

 

Page 3: Contradictory Use of Previous Studies 

For nearly a year, city and county officials—including commissioners, engineers, council members, and 

administrators—have consistently stated that this is a “new project with a new purpose”, thereby 

invalidating previous studies. This position has been publicly reiterated by City Administrator Kris Busse 

during City Council meetings and is documented in the public record. 

However, this Memorandum now incorporates and compares data from those very past studies. This 

shift in narrative—treating older reports as both invalid and valid depending on the context—creates 

confusion and undermines transparency in the decision-making process. 
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Page 3: 24th Ave: Misrepresented History and Right-of-Way Confusion 

The Memorandum references the 1999 study of 24th Avenue, which was rejected at that time for being 

too close to residential neighborhoods. That report recommended shifting the alignment 800 feet east 

to minimize noise and environmental impact (1999 Environmental Assessment Worksheet, p. 11). 

Importantly: 

• 24th Avenue was never designated as an officially mapped right-of-way. 

• In 2000, a 150-foot-wide right-of-way—located 1,200 feet east of Greenhaven—was officially 

mapped and filed as what became known as 29th Avenue (Doc: A280471). 

• The 2004 US 14 Beltline Study recommended preserving 34th Avenue (Alternative 5) and 44th 

Avenue for future corridors, noting 34th Avenue should serve as an internal collector with an 

overpass south of Highway 14. 

• That same study recommended against using the mapped right-of-way as a beltline, suggesting it 

should only function as a shorter city street at most. (Page 30) 

Subsequent planning and development reflected this shift: 

• 2004 to Present Homes and utilities were built on the officially mapped 29th Avenue right-of-

way. 150’ no longer exists.  

•  2005-2025 Steele County Transportation Plan identified (Page 11 & 15): 

o  29th Avenue as a short city street connector (Dane Road to Rose Street) 

o  34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) as the preferred inner corridor 

o 44th Avenue as the external beltline 

• 2006 Owatonna Development Plan also designated 29th Avenue as a shorter city street, not an 

inner collector and 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) as an inner corridor. (Page 24, 37, 49) 

• 2009: Both 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) and 44th Avenue were officially mapped as 150-

foot-wide right-of-way, aligning with the US 14 Beltline Study 2004. 

Contrary to the Memorandum’s claims, 24th Avenue was neither an officially mapped corridor nor 

comparable to current Alternative 3. Its designation as “Alternative A” in the 1990s placed it along what 

were then the outer edges of the city—similar in location to today’s Alternative 1. These distinctions 

matter because omitting them distorts both the historical planning context and public understanding. 
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Page 4: Deviations to Mapped Right of Way 

The Memorandum notes route deviations intended to avoid future development areas—specifically, 

vacant lots in a new subdivision north of town. However, similar efforts were not made to avoid 

established neighborhoods like North Country. 

Despite repeated resident inquiries, the county has not provided data or justification for why some areas 

were spared while others were not. This inconsistency raises concerns about fairness in how impacts 

were distributed and decisions prioritized. 

 

Page 6: Contradictions in Pedestrian and Bicycle Comfort Measures  
The Memorandum states that pedestrian and bicycle comfort measures were identical across all 

alternatives and therefore not used as criteria in selecting a preferred corridor. 

However, later portions of the document inconsistently highlight bicycle accessibility as a differentiator—

particularly in favor of some alternatives over others. This contradiction contributes to confusion and 

may mislead readers into thinking bikeability varied by route when it did not.  
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Page 7: Inconsistent and Misleading Data Comparisons 

Several discrepancies appear in the comparison tables, particularly around connectivity, access, and 

location within city boundaries: 

• Connectivity: Page 34 addresses connectivity but contains significant discrepancies, including 

inaccurate distances and incorrect highlighting. 

• Access to existing subdivisions: Noted yes for Alternatives 1–3. Alternatives 2 and 3 are shown 

to connect with existing neighborhoods, yet both would require continuous noise walls that 

effectively block access to the North Country Subdivision—functionally rendering them similar to 

Alternative 4, which is highlighted differently.  

• City Boundary Markings: Alternatives 1b and 1c are listed as “within city boundaries: Yes,” while 

Alternatives 2 and 3 are marked as “partially.” In fact, none of the alternatives lie entirely within 

city limits. These inconsistencies may affect how the public and agencies perceive regulatory 

oversight and annexation implications. 

• Future Growth Boundaries: The Memorandum states that Alternative 4 is on the “edge” of the 

future growth boundary. However, maps on pages 29 and 59 clearly show that the growth area 

extends to 34th Avenue (Alternative 5), placing Alternative 4 squarely within it—just like 

Alternative 3. The distinction presented is misleading. 

• Bicycle Accessibility: While earlier pages stated this factor was not considered in route selection, 

the table on page 34 flags Alternative 4 negatively in red for bicycle accessibility—despite all 

routes having equal provisions. This selective emphasis distorts the comparison. 
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Summary of Pages 4–7 

When corrected for accuracy and consistency, Alternative 4 closely resembles Alternative 3 in terms of 

location, access, and connectivity—but offers distinct advantages in terms of avoiding residential 

impacts. The inconsistencies in how these criteria are applied and visually highlighted suggest a potential 

bias in how data was presented to favor certain outcomes. 

Page 8: Biased Assessment Criteria in Route Comparison 

The Memorandum’s comparison of travel times and distances presents several inconsistencies, 

particularly in how routes are visually and numerically rated. 

Route Comparison 
According to WSB’s data on page 34 of the Memorandum, three out of five routes have similar travel 
times but slightly longer distances than existing trips. These were highlighted in yellow for Alternative 3. 
However, Alternative 4—despite showing comparable data—is flagged in red, suggesting a disadvantage 
that does not appear to be supported by the numbers. 

When accurate measurements are applied, the relative efficiency of Alternative 4 improves further, 
undermining the color-coded implication that it is a less viable option. 

Proximity to Homes: Alternative 3 
WSB acknowledged on October 3, 2024, that Alternative 3 curves west and comes within 17 feet of 
existing homes. This realignment was made to partially align the route within city limits over a stretch of 
approximately seven blocks (one subdivision). 

This proximity to homes raises several concerns: 

• It would immediately trigger the need for noise mitigation per regulatory standards. 

• It introduces significant safety risks for nearby families. 

• These factors are not fully addressed or acknowledged in the Memorandum. 

Growth and Annexation Areas 
All route alternatives lie within the designated growth area. However: 

• None are fully within the planned annexation area. 

• Alternative 4, like Alternative 3, is centrally located in the middle of the future growth area, as 
shown on maps on pages 29 and 59. 

• Unlike Alternative 3, Alternative 4 does not approach existing homes, preserving a buffer and 

avoiding the need to reduce the right-of-way. 

These distinctions are material and contradict how the routes were rated in the report. 

Route Ratings 
Despite similar travel times and volume-to-capacity (V/C) outcomes, Alternative 3 is rated high, while 
Alternative 4 is rated low. This discrepancy is unexplained and may reflect selective emphasis rather 
than an objective scoring system. 
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Bikeability Considerations 
The Memorandum initially stated that bikeability was not a factor in determining the preferred route 
(page 6). However, here, bikeability is used to negatively differentiate Alternative 4. This contradiction 
reinforces concerns about inconsistent evaluation criteria. 

 

 

Conclusion for Page 8 

When the data is accurately and consistently presented, Alternative 4 performs comparably—or in 

several cases better—than Alternative 3, particularly when residential impacts and long-term growth 

considerations are factored in. Yet, it was rated significantly lower without clear justification. 

Page 29 and 59 Growth Maps: 
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Page 9: Alternative 4: Unjustified Exclusion and Evaluation Bias  

Alternative 4, despite being statistically similar to Alternative 3, is rated significantly lower in the 

Memorandum. This raises concerns about inconsistencies in the evaluation process and the rationale 

used to eliminate it from further consideration. 

Connectivity 

According to page 61 of the Memorandum, Alternative 3 includes a planned $2.3 million noise wall, 

which would run along its only neighborhood connection. However, that same noise wall would 

physically obstruct access to the subdivision it claims to serve—North Country—rendering its 

connectivity similar to Alternative 4. 

When access restrictions are factored in, the connectivity benefit assigned to Alternative 3 becomes 

questionable, and its rating appears overstated. 

Land Use and Anticipated Growth Areas 
Pages 29 and 59 of the Memorandum show that Alternative 4 lies within the center of the planned 

growth area, just like Alternative 3. Its location supports future development and aligns with city 

expansion goals. 

Despite this, Alternative 4 is described as less favorable, without data to support how its placement 

within the growth boundary is meaningfully different from Alternative 3. 

Bikeability 

Page 6 of the Memorandum notes that bikeability was not used to determine preferred alternatives. Yet 

later sections selectively highlight this feature to down score Alternative 4. This contradiction 

undermines the objectivity of the evaluation process. 

Volume-to-Capacity (V/C) 
The Memorandum identifies meeting V/C goals as a key purpose-and-need criterion (criterion #2). Both 

Alternatives 3 and 4 meet this standard, yet only Alternative 3 receives favorable marks for doing so. This 

omission in the scoring for Alternative 4 distorts its overall performance in the matrix. 

Cost Considerations 
Alternative 4 avoids the need for both a $2.3 million noise wall and the $7.8 million urban road redesign 

required by Alternative 3. These savings represent a substantial cost difference. If Alternative 4 had been 

fairly evaluated, it would likely have been shown to be more cost-effective and less impactful to existing 

residents. 
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Summary of Findings 
Alternative 4: 

• Meets the same core criteria as Alternative 3 

• Avoids proximity to residential homes 

• Does not require a noise wall or costly urban design modifications 

• Supports city growth within the mapped boundary 

• Would likely be significantly less expensive 

The exclusion of Alternative 4 from further study, despite its clear viability, raises questions about the 

integrity and transparency of the evaluation process. 

 

Page 11: SEE Evaluation: Inconsistent Impact Ratings and Miscalculations 

Residential and Business Impacts 
The Memorandum lists 10 residential relocations for Alternative 2. However, this route runs adjacent to 

Hill Drive—a layout that appears no more disruptive than Alternatives 2 and 3 along North Country. The 

relocation counts for Alternative 2 may therefore be overstated. 
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For Alternative 3, the Memorandum claims no residential impacts. However, early layouts included the 

Larry Schultz homestead. If adjustments could be made to spare a single home, it raises the question: 

why couldn’t similar efforts be applied to preserve entire neighborhoods? 

Additionally, the North Country Subdivision owns the westernmost 50 feet of the mapped 150-foot right-

of-way. This directly affects at least 18 residential properties—a fact not reflected in the document’s 

relocation estimates. In reality, these homes would require relocation under standard design widths. 

The attempt to reduce the corridor to a 100-foot footprint to avoid eminent domain introduces its own 

problems: reduced safety margins, proximity to homes, and long-term usability concerns. Fair 

comparisons using the full 150-foot corridor standard would have revealed significantly more residential 

relocation impacts for Alternatives 2 and 3. 

Farmland Disruption 
Alternative 4 follows some existing parcel lines, which reduces bisecting farmland and lowers disruption 

to agricultural operations. Other alternatives, with the exception of alternative 5, are less efficient in this 

regard and create more fragmented farmland. 

Noise Receptors 

The Memorandum lists 27 noise receptors for Alternative 3. However, this figure appears based on a 

250-foot buffer. Within North Country alone, there are at least 35 receptors at 250 feet—and 39 when 

using MnDOT’s standard 300-foot measurement (per Figure R1). 

Nearby farmsteads would increase this number even further. Alternative 2, which follows a nearly 

identical path to Alternative 3, likely shares these impacts—but the numbers do not reflect that. 

 
Figure R1 – North Country Subdivision Noise Receptors 
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Utility Impacts 
Alternative 3 is listed as having low utility impact, which is inconsistent with on-the-ground realities. In 

North Country: 

• Overhead utility lines lie 50 feet east of the west edge of the mapped right-of-way 

• AT&T fiber optic lines run along the east side 

Relocating these utilities would be both complex and expensive, with costs for the fiber lines alone 

potentially in the hundreds of thousands, according to county officials. These Costs are not included in 

the cost analysis on page 61.  

Project Cost Discrepancies 

• Alternative 2 is rated as “low cost” at $34.2 million, though the Memorandum defines projects 

between $30–39 million as medium cost. This classification inconsistency reflects a pattern of 

imprecise data usage. 

• Alternative 3 has seen its costs more than double since project inception. It is listed in the STIP 

as an $8 million project. The cost of mitigation measures continues to rise without reassessment. 

Notably, Alternative 4 would avoid both the $2.3 million noise wall and the $7.8 million urban road 

upgrade, offering major savings. 

Additional Observations on SEE Analysis 
A significant issue with the SEE evaluation is that Alternative 3 is being compressed into a smaller 

footprint, unlike other alternatives. This narrower design was used to avoid triggering eminent domain—

but it introduces design compromises that other routes weren’t subjected to. Evaluating Alternative 3 

under a reduced standard, while holding Alternative 4 to full-width impacts, skews the comparison 

unfairly. 

If Alternative 4 had been evaluated using the same modified criteria applied to Alternative 3, it likely 

would have demonstrated even lower impacts and costs. It would not require a $2.3 million noise wall or 

a $7.8 million urban roadway segment for a single subdivision. These mitigation expenses are unique to 

Alternative 3 and should have weighed more heavily in the final evaluation. 

Yet, despite meeting the Memorandum’s documented purpose-and-need criteria, Alternative 4 was 

excluded from further study. This exclusion prevented stakeholders and decision-makers from 

conducting a side-by-side comparison that may have changed the preferred route recommendation. 

Concerns About Reliability and Data Integrity 

These discrepancies—many of which are easily verified through public records and basic math—raise 

larger concerns. If simple elements like color coding, impact counts, and buffer zones contain 

inaccuracies, it’s reasonable to question how much of the remaining analysis is similarly flawed or 

selectively framed. 

One specific example involves the use of thresholds in data visualization. A floodplain encroachment of 

636 feet is marked as “green” because WSB selected 699 feet as the cut-off. The proximity of these 

values—just below the threshold—suggests the metric may have been chosen to present the 

encroachment in a more favorable light. 
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This practice is troubling, particularly when: 

• The Shady Hills subdivision, developed within this same floodplain, led to significant flooding in 

nearby areas. 

• The risks of similar outcomes from this project remain unaddressed in the Memorandum. 

Would encroaching 699 feet into a floodplain truly avoid adverse impacts, or does that threshold merely 

serve a convenient narrative? 

Missed Environmental and Community Impacts 

Beyond the concerns above, the SEE report fails to address several key impacts that are typically 

required in environmental reviews. These include: 

• Environmental Justice 

• Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

• Archaeological and Historical Resources 

• Construction Impacts 

• Energy Use 

• Visual Impacts 

• Tax Base and Property Value Effects 

• Air Quality 

• Wildlife, Fisheries, and Protected Species 

• Vegetation 

• Floodplains, Hydrology, and Aquifer Impacts 

• Health Impacts 

• Socioeconomic Disparities 

• Light Pollution 

Summary of SEE Discrepancies 
The SEE analysis appears skewed in favor of Alternative 3 by: 

• Understating residential impacts 

• Downplaying utility relocation costs 

• Applying inconsistent cost thresholds 

• Using noise receptor buffers below MnDOT standards 

• Comparing routes under different design assumptions 

If Alternative 4 had been evaluated on equal terms—with full width right-of-ways, accurate relocation 

counts, and real-world mitigation costs—it would likely have emerged as significantly less impactful and 

more cost-effective than Alternative 3. 

If a project costing under $30 million is considered favorable, then a valid question remains: Would 

Alternative 4—if properly evaluated—have cost closer to $20 million? If so, would the benchmark for a 

“good value” remain fixed at $30 million? 

In light of the inconsistencies, omissions, and selectively applied thresholds, stakeholders are justified in 

questioning whether the Memorandum truly reflects a neutral and comprehensive evaluation, or if it 

was structured to support a preselected outcome—a violation of the environmental process. 
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These inconsistencies call into question the overall accuracy and objectivity of the Memorandum’s 

conclusions. 

Page 15: SEE Summary: Unequal Treatment of Neighborhoods 

Alternative 2, which runs adjacent to Hill Drive, is shown to require 10 residential relocations—a number 

acknowledged in the SEE analysis and seemingly used to justify rerouting that segment. 

In sharp contrast, Alternative 3 relies on a mapped 150-foot-wide right-of-way that cuts directly through 

the North Country Subdivision, where homes have already been built. This right-of-way was officially 

mapped in 2000 (Doc: A280471), but the land was later developed with full city permits and no recorded 

objections or restrictions. Residents built legally and in good faith—never informed that their homes 

were on a corridor that would be reclaimed. 

Despite this, the SEE analysis lists zero relocations for Alternative 3. 

Meanwhile, Alternative 4, which runs adjacent to residential properties but does not encroach on 

residential land, is rated more negatively and was dismissed from further study.  

The Memorandum statement “By Veering east, the segment of Alternative 3 north of Rose St avoids 

impacting the established neighborhood between Dane Rd and 26th St NE that Alternative 2 would go 

through” is key because it shows that WSB and Steele County made deliberate design choices to avoid 

one established neighborhood (Hill Drive), while failing to apply the same standard to North Country. 

 

The comparative logic applied here is inconsistent and difficult to justify. 

Visual Evidence of Encroachment 
Figure R2 clearly shows the officially mapped right-of-way overlapping with existing residential parcels in 

the North Country Subdivision. These are not future development sites—they are occupied homes. Yet 

the evaluation treats this encroachment as inconsequential, while simultaneously treating adjacent 

routing under Alternative 4 as a disqualifying factor. 

At the same time, the Shady Hills Subdivision, which consists of undeveloped lots, appears to have 

received proactive protection through alignment shifts that preserved its future development space. No 

such adjustments were made for North Country residents, despite their properties being directly 

affected. 
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Figure R2: Officially Mapped Right of Way—Encroachment of North Country Subdivision 

Implications of the Development Overlap 
The decision to continue planning Alternative 3 implies that the county intends to build a high-speed 

road through a neighborhood that was legally permitted and developed, rather than adjusting the 

alignment or compensating impacted families. 

This situation should require eminent domain, relocations, or a drastically reduced road footprint. 
However, instead of acknowledging this, the city and county are proposing to compress the corridor into 
just 100 feet because they cannot afford the cost of acquiring the developed land. 

This places the burden of a funding shortfall on homeowners—forcing them to live just feet from a high-
speed arterial without adequate buffer zones. It also introduces long-term safety concerns, design 
compromises, and degradation of quality of life, none of which are accounted for in the current 
evaluation. 
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By contrast, undeveloped lots in the Shady Hills subdivision were actively avoided in Alternative 2. More 
care was given to protecting future development than to mitigating harm to current residents. 

Summary 
The SEE analysis treats North Country as if it were undeveloped, despite the fact that the officially 
mapped corridor runs through existing residential properties. The failure to recognize, acknowledge, or 
mitigate this conflict reveals a serious inconsistency in how impacts were assigned and evaluated. 

The result is a contradictory and inequitable assessment. If the goal of the Memorandum is to avoid or 

minimize residential impacts, then Alternative 4 should have remained under consideration while 

Alternative 3 should have triggered a more serious relocation count. 

Page 17: Socioeconomic Disparities and Disproportionate Burden on 

Working-Class Families 

Disproportionate Impacts on Working-Class Neighborhoods 
The North Country Subdivision is located within a working-class neighborhood, built as part of the 2004 
housing boom to address affordability and access. This area is home to numerous essential workers, 
multi-generational families, and residents with disabilities. Many homeowners in this subdivision live 
paycheck to paycheck, with limited capacity to absorb the disruption of relocation, construction, or 
prolonged uncertainty. 

Yet, this community bears the most direct impact under Alternative 3—despite being the only route that 
requires a noise wall, encroaches on private residential property, and necessitates urban road 
modifications costing millions. 

Although the proposed corridor is designed to be 150 feet of right-of-way, North Country residents own 
50 feet of that corridor—land sold and permitted for housing after plans for the road were effectively 
abandoned in 2004. That year, the U.S. 14 Beltline Study recommended shifting the alignment to 34th 
Avenue (Alternative 5 today). 

 

Since then, homes were built with city approval on property no longer considered active right-of-way. 
Residents were told the road would not become a major highway. However, the current Memorandum 
classifies the route as a “major collector,” confirming its highway-grade design. 

 

This deception—and the manner in which it’s been handled— raises serious ethical and procedural 

questions. 

 



Challenging Misleading Data: Prioritizing Safety, Accuracy,  

and Accountability in the East Side Corridor Federal Memorandum  Page 15 of 51 

Key Concerns Raised by Affected Residents: 

Transparency 

• Why haven’t these facts been openly and honestly communicated to residents, elected officials, 
and the government? 

• Why were homeowners allowed to build in this corridor? 

Equal Treatment 

• Why are these residents being asked to accept a compressed design while other properties and 
subdivisions were proactively avoided? 

• Why wasn’t Alternative 4 retained for further study, when it avoids this neighborhood entirely? 

By Avoiding Eminent Domain, New Harms Are Introduced 

To avoid property acquisition, planners reduced the design width to just 100 feet—bringing the highway 
within 17 feet of existing homes. This creates new and significant disparities: 

Safety Concerns 

• A high-speed corridor this close to occupied homes introduces clear risks. 

• Yet, no formal safety study has been provided to assess the impact on nearby residents. 

Property Devaluation 

• No property value impact analysis has been conducted, despite the potential loss in home 
equity. 

Socioeconomic Discrimination 

• This neighborhood includes working-class families, individuals with disabilities, and those with 

limited means to fight back. 

• Avoiding impact in more politically influential or undeveloped areas while compressing the 
design through North Country appears inequitable—and raises potential conflicts of interest. 

Conclusion 
Decisions of this scale must be rooted in honest communication, fair treatment, and thorough analysis. 
Before this highway is pushed within feet of homes that were built in good faith, the following must 
occur: 

• Full evaluation of less harmful alternatives 

• The corridor’s history must be transparently acknowledged 

• Independent analysis of safety and economic impacts should be conducted 

Residents of North Country deserve the same level of protection and due process as any other 
community. 
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Page 18: The Mapped Right-of-Way: Abandonment, Reuse, and Legal 

Conflicts 

The Legality and History of the Right-of-Way 

Figure 1 from the Memorandum depicts the “Officially Mapped Corridor” officially filed in 2000 as a 150-

foot-wide right-of-way, in today’s footprint. At the time, the land was largely undeveloped and reserved 

on paper for potential future use. On March 9, 2004, a Joint Powers Agreement between the City of 

Owatonna and Steele County was signed. This agreement gave both entities: 

• First right of refusal on development within the corridor, 

• The ability to purchase property, and 

• A six-month window to delay or contest development on any affected parcels. 

In August 2004, just five months later, the U.S. 14 Beltline Study formally recommended routing the 
corridor along 34th Avenue (Alternative 5) instead. This marked a turning point. The original 150' 
corridor was effectively abandoned in practice—but not officially vacated. 

Despite having legal tools to prevent conflict, the first home was built within the mapped corridor just 
six months after the Joint Powers Agreement was signed, and no contest or purchase attempt was 
made. Over time, a fully developed residential neighborhood—North Country Subdivision—emerged 
along the corridor.  

Steele County and the City of Owatonna, did not retain easement rights, nor did it file legal claims to 
preserve the corridor through North Country. In fact, the county formally mapped 34th Avenue 
(Alternative 5) in 2009 as the replacement route. The city did not purchase the outlots until 2018—after 
years of foreclosure and conveniently timed with the reemergence of East Side Corridor planning efforts.  

Today, 50 feet of the 150-foot-wide corridor runs through these private, occupied properties. Yet no 
formal relocation plans, compensation offers, or mitigation strategies have been proposed. 

Legal and Ethical Concerns 
The Memorandum treats this area as if it remains an active corridor, despite the fact that: 

• No right-of-way was recorded or preserved, 

• Residents hold legal title to portions of the route, 

• And no compensation or eminent domain process has been initiated. 

Attempting to reassert use of this land without legal proceedings may conflict with property law and 
raises serious liability risks for both the city, county, and state. 
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Internal Awareness—And Withholding of Critical Information 
The seriousness of this situation was not publicly acknowledged until November 2023, when North 

Country residents raised the issue during public comment. Until that moment, County Engineer Greg 

Ilkka was unaware that the corridor directly overlapped with private homes. 

However, the then Assistant County Engineer, Paul Sponholz—who serves as the project lead— had 
access to the data and mapping that confirmed this direct encroachment. Despite this, he did not 
disclose the information to the public or to elected officials. Instead: 

• He offered assurances that the project would run adjacent to, not through, residential 
properties; 

• He downplayed impacts and stated that mitigation measures such as noise walls were 
unnecessary; 

• He collaborated with WSB to shift publicly released maps 25 feet east—not to change the actual 
alignment, but to visually reduce perceived impacts on North Country homes. 
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This pattern of omission and misrepresentation undermines the transparency, integrity, and credibility 
of the entire planning process. 

Why This Matters 
Public agencies are entrusted to act with transparency and prioritize the safety and well-being of 

residents. In this case: 

• The County relinquished its corridor rights in 2004, allowing legal development of homes now 
directly affected by the project; 

• Today’s leadership has not fully disclosed these implications to the public or elected officials. 

This is more than a technical oversight—it suggests potential negligence, possible misconduct, and 
certainly a failure of ethical governance. 

 

  
A closer examination clearly reveals the 

encroachment affecting North Country residents. 

 
Similar encroachment is observed in the Shady 

Hills Subdivision, though it involves undeveloped 
lots. 

Unequal Protections: A Tale of Two Neighborhoods 
The images below reveal a stark contrast. In Shady Hills, a more affluent subdivision, the route was 
shifted to protect future development. In North Country—where working-class families already live—no 
such effort was made. Homes were legally built after the county abandoned the idea of this location, 
proposed a highway within feet of homes.  

This unequal treatment raises serious concerns about transparency, fairness, and the values guiding 
public decisions. It reinforces existing social and economic divides—and leaves residents wondering if 
this document fairly evaluated alternative or was written to uphold a predetermined plan. 
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While the corridor still appears on maps, its legitimacy has eroded. Years of abandonment, approved 
development, and omission of key facts from the Memorandum undermine its legal and ethical standing. 
Reviving it now risks violating property rights and public trust. 

Reviving a corridor through private property that was sold and developed in good faith more than 20 
years ago undermines basic legal principles. It violates the public trust and may expose local and state 
agencies to legal and financial consequences. 

Page 19: Past studies 

Residents have long pointed to previous Beltline studies to highlight inconsistencies with the current East 
Side Corridor proposal. In response, officials often claim that past reports no longer apply because “this 
is a new project with a new purpose.” 

Yet, the Memorandum selectively relies on those same past studies to justify its current alignment, while 
ignoring inconvenient findings. 
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One clear example is the Memorandum’s use of Figure 2, which is labeled as representing alternatives 

from 1993. However, the map reflects today's footprint, not the 1993 alignment. This creates a 

misleading impression that the route was approved decades ago with full awareness of subdivisions that 

did not yet exist. 
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Figures R3 and R4 (below) show what Owatonna actually looked like in the 1990s. 

 
Figure R3: Maps the original 1990s alternatives, all located outside current city limits. 

 
Figure R4: Shows the 1995 landscape; most subdivisions now being impacted—including Greenhaven—were not yet built (red 

pin marks a current home location). 
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The Memorandum also mischaracterizes 24th Avenue. On page 3, it states that the corridor is “similar” 

to the current mapped right-of-way. In reality, 24th Avenue—referred to as Alternative A in the 1990s 

(Alternative 1 today)—was rejected in the 1995 Environmental Assessment and 1999 EAW due to its 

proximity to homes and associated noise impacts, the very same impacts today. 

As a result, the route was shifted 1,200 feet east—toward what is now Alternative C (Alternative 3/29th 

Avenue)—and officially mapped in 2000. Despite this, the Memorandum claims 24th Avenue was part of 

the mapped right-of-way, contradicting the historical record. 

 

Disadvantages to Alternative C: The Memorandum omits 2 additional disadvantages, including 

deviations around Echo Heights, as seen on official copies of the 1993 report on page 5, shown in Figure 

R5. 

 

Memorandum Page 16 

 
Figure R5 – Alternative C Disadvantages from 1993 Study 

These discrepancies point to a troubling pattern: selective reliance on historical data when it supports 

the current plan, and dismissal of that same data when it raises legitimate concerns. 
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Page 21: 1995 Environmental Assessment (EA) 

The 1995 Environmental Assessment (EA) narrowed the project to two corridors—Alternative A and 

Alternative C—as seen in the conclusions section on page 85 of the 1995 EA (Figure R6). Contrary to the 

Memorandum’s claim that no preferred alignment was identified, these two routes were explicitly 

carried forward to the 1999 EAW. 

 

Figure R6 – Conclusions section of the 1995 Environmental Assessment 

This Memorandum asserts that Alternative C would not impact native prairie. However, page 49 of the 

1995 EA highlights significant concerns raised by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 

about the contiguous native prairie habitat along County Road 80. Figure R7 illustrates the DNR’s 

concerns regarding this habitat, while Figure R8 confirms that the wetlands affected by this project 

include vegetation classified as wet prairie. 

According to the 1995 plat maps (Figure R9), what is referred to today as County Road 180 or Claremont 

Road was previously known as County Road 80. Additionally, Figure R10 demonstrates that the native 

prairie habitat not only runs directly through every proposed corridor but also extends beyond the study 

area. 

In contrast to the claims in this Memorandum, the documentation from the 1995 EA clearly shows that 

Alternative C does, in fact, affect native prairie habitat. 

Figure R7 – Page 49 of the 1995 EA report detailing the DNR's concerns about prairie habitat. 

Figure R8 – Page 40 of the 1995 EA report documenting wet prairie vegetation along County Road 80. 
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Figure R9 – 1995 Plat Map highlighting County Road 80. 

Figure R10 - MN DNR map of prairie wetlands along County Road 180/80. 
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The Memorandum references an October 18, 1994 meeting as context for route elimination. However, 

no documentation of this meeting has been made publicly available. When closed-door discussions 

influence long-term infrastructure decisions, transparency becomes not just ethical—but essential. Why 

wasn’t this documentation made public like other historical reports?  

 

While Alternative C was the closest to today’s Alternative 3 in following the ¼ section line, the 1995 EA 

found that it would impact homes on Hill Drive—the only established neighborhood along the route at 

the time (Figure R11). To mitigate those impacts, the alignment was shifted east, creating a buffer of 

approximately 1,200 feet from existing homes along the rest of the route. 

Figure R11 – 1995 EA, page 18, noting the impact to existing residents on Hill Drive. 

The 1995 EA also examined noise impacts from Alternative A on Greenhaven Lane, which was in the 

earliest stages of development. As shown in Figure R12, Alternative C was projected to carry nearly as 

much traffic but with significantly fewer residential impacts—leading to its recommendation over 

Alternative A. 

Notably, this recommendation was based on a neighborhood that was little more than platted at the 

time. Today, the same concerns apply: the impacts of Alternative A then, closely resemble those of 

today’s Alternative 3 (29th Avenue), while Alternative C aligns more closely with today’s Alternative 4, 

offering similar protective buffers. 

Figure R12 – 1995 EA, page 33, noting the residential impacts of routes located too close to residential properties. 

The Memorandum does not provide Average Daily Traffic (ADT) projections for any of the proposed 

routes. While it discusses potential reductions in downtown congestion, no route-specific traffic data has 

been shared with residents. Instead, the public has been told to expect approximately 5,000 vehicles per 

day—without any supporting documentation. 

This figure sharply contrasts with the 1995 EA, which projected up to 12,000 vehicles per day between 

Dane Road and Rose Street (Figure R13). Since then, both population and development have grown 

significantly, making it difficult to reconcile how current volumes would be less than half of what was 

estimated 30 years ago. 
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Figure R13 – 1995 EA, pages 15 and 18, showing ADT estimates. 

The 1995 EA included clear recommendations to protect surrounding neighborhoods. As shown in Figure 

R14, these included: “Avoid neighborhood disruption and negative effects on community cohesion by 

properly locating the roadway to avoid extensive acquisition and relocation.” The EA also emphasized 

creating safety buffers and adding landscaping between homes and the corridor. 

At the time, this guidance could have been followed with minimal impact—since subdivisions like North 

Country and Shady Hills had not yet been developed. Today, those same areas are built out, yet the 

mapped right-of-way remains unchanged. Instead of acquiring or relocating affected properties, Steele 

County and the City of Owatonna are moving forward with plans to place a high-speed road within feet 

of existing homes. 

For over two years, residents have stressed the importance of a safety buffer for a successful project, 

highlighting the dangers of relying on outdated 30-year-old plans that fail to reflect current realities. 

 
Figure R14 – 1995 EA recommendations for a successful project, as seen on page 28. 
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Page 22: Inaccurate Landscape Representation and Misleading Data 

Page 22 features another map—similar to that on page 20—that inaccurately depicts all alternatives 

using today’s landscape rather than conditions from 1995. These visuals falsely imply that subdivisions 

now in place existed at the time of decision-making. 

This misrepresentation distorts how alternatives were evaluated and misleads readers into believing 

current developments were part of the original analysis. By presenting modern data as if it informed 

historic decisions, the Memorandum gives a false sense of due diligence and undermines public trust in 

the process. 
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Page 23: 1999 EAW 

The 1999 Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) acknowledged that shifting the corridor too far 

east would reduce its benefits. Still, it explicitly recommended an 800-foot setback and a 150-foot right-

of-way to protect existing subdivisions from noise impacts (Figure R15). These figures were not 

arbitrary—they were selected to comply with Minnesota’s noise pollution regulations. This information 

was omitted from the Memorandum, despite the public addressing it many times.  

Figure R15 – Page 11 of the 1999 EAW, highlighting the necessary avoidance measures to prevent noise impacts. 

Noise Regulations 

The recommended 800-foot setback and 150-foot right-of-way were not arbitrary—they were 

purposefully selected to reduce noise exposure for nearby residents. In the 1990s, project consultants 

followed the regulatory principle of “avoid, minimize, mitigate,” placing resident safety at the forefront. 

Today, Minnesota Rule Chapter 7030: Noise Pollution Control serves as a benchmark for appropriate 

separation between roadways and homes. As shown in Figure R16, municipalities are legally responsible 

for preventing land use decisions that would result in immediate noise violations. 

Figure R16 – Minnesota Noise Pollution Rules:  https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.0030/ 

Minnesota Rule 7030.0050 classifies homes, schools, and hospitals as Noise Area Classification 1, where 

noise cannot exceed 65 dBA for more than 10 minutes per hour or 60 dBA for more than 30 minutes per 

hour during the day. Nighttime limits are even stricter, set at 55 dBA and 50 dBA, respectively (Figure 

R17), due to the well-documented health risks of disrupted sleep and prolonged exposure. 

Highways—especially truck routes like the proposed East Side Corridor—often exceed 90 dBA, far 

surpassing legal thresholds. Even typical road noise averages around 70 dBA, which is still above 

regulatory limits. This is precisely why 1990s consultants placed the corridor over 800 feet from existing 

homes—a critical buffer now being disregarded, despite repeated concerns raised by residents. 

 
Figure R17 – Minnesota Maximum Noise Regulations: https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.0040/ 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.0030/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.0040/
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Why 800ft? 

Figure R18 outlines vehicle classifications over 10,000 pounds—including semi-trucks, school buses, 

garbage trucks, delivery vehicles, construction equipment, and emergency responders. These heavy 

vehicles are major contributors to roadway noise, particularly along designated truck routes like the 

proposed East Side Corridor. 

Figure R19, based on MN Rule 7030.1040, shows noise limits for vehicles over 10,000 pounds, with Line 

A applying to those traveling above 35 mph. Even if the road is built at the far edge of a 100-foot right-of-

way—leaving just 50 feet of separation—noise levels would still exceed 90 dBA. According to the chart, 

levels drop to the daytime legal limit of 65 dBA only at distances near 800 feet. This indicates that 

effective noise mitigation for truck traffic requires setbacks greater than 800 feet. 

 
Figure R18 – Vehicle Classifications per the federal 

Government 

 
Figure R19 – Noise limits for vehicles over 10,000lbs 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1040/ 

 

How many trucks per hour would exceed the 6-minute noise limit? 
At 55 mph, the noise from a single truck lasts roughly one minute before dropping below safe levels. 

That means just six trucks or buses per hour would exceed the 6-minute exposure limit set by noise 

standards. 

With an Average Daily Traffic (ADT) estimate of 5,000 vehicles and 2.8% classified as trucks, this 

threshold is already exceeded. Using historical traffic data—closer to 13,000 vehicles per day with 1.1% 

truck traffic—the limit is still surpassed. 

Both scenarios fall short of the quoted 5–15% truck traffic and demonstrate that current setbacks are 

insufficient. To meet the 65 dBA daytime and even stricter 55 dBA nighttime standards, either truck 

volumes must be substantially reduced, or setbacks must exceed 800 feet. 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1040/
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What about other vehicles? 

Noise concerns extend beyond trucks. Motorcycles and passenger cars also contribute significantly to 

cumulative exposure. 

Figure R20 (Chapter 7030.1050) shows that motorcycles traveling 35 mph or faster can generate up to 90 

dBA at a 35-foot setback. At 800 feet, those levels drop to a safer 60 dBA, within daytime legal limits. 

Figure R21 shows that even standard vehicles, like personal cars, can exceed noise limits unless a 300-

foot buffer is maintained. 

With an ADT of 5,000 cars per day, evenly spaced, that’s one vehicle every 17 seconds. A car traveling 

600 feet at 40 mph takes about 10 seconds, meaning that at least 280 vehicles per hour would generate 

overlapping noise events. 

In effect, passenger vehicles alone would push noise exposure beyond the 30-minute legal threshold, 

even without truck traffic. 

 
Figure R20 – Noise limits for Motorcycles 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1050/ 
Figure R21 – Noise limits for other vehicles 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1060/ 
 

These findings underscore the importance of aligning the corridor’s design with existing noise 

regulations and maintaining adequate setbacks—especially given its designation as a truck route. 

How Noise Affects Outcomes 

The health risks of road noise are well-documented—from heart disease and cognitive delays to mental 

health challenges. These are preventable harms, and setbacks were designed to avoid them. The 800-

foot buffer appears to reflect a balanced compromise: offering protection from truck noise (which may 

require over 1,000 feet) and vehicle traffic (which may require 300 feet), with a focus on public health. 

Avoidance remains the most cost-effective and equitable solution. Ignoring these standards now—when 

communities were protected by them decades ago—leaves today’s residents unfairly exposed. 

Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) 
The 1999 EAW (p.12) concluded that visual impacts, like glare from headlights and streetlights, would 

not be a concern because the route was set 800 feet from existing residences. This finding came from a 

Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) conducted during the 1995 Environmental Assessment (see Figure R14 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1050/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/7030.1060/
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above), which helped confirm the selected alignment. The VIA specifically recommended avoiding 

proximity to subdivisions, further supporting the need for a route that maintains distance from homes. 

Expert Opinions 

Page 23 of the current Memorandum briefly references agency concerns—but downplays their 

seriousness. As detailed on page 25 of the 1995 EAW, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 

warned that the proposed alignment conflicted with Steele County’s water plan and posed risks to 

wildlife and wetlands—concerns that were ultimately dismissed. 

The Minnesota Historical Society also raised major concerns, identifying two likely burial sites and 

warning of disturbance near Maple Creek. To avoid damaging culturally significant areas, the Society 

recommended limiting construction to locations previously disturbed by roadwork—such as the 34th 

Avenue corridor (Alternative 5). 

 
Figure R22 – Minnesota Historical Society’s 1999 Recommendation 

1999 EAW Findings 

Although the 1999 Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) concluded with a negative declaration 

for an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), the EAW process itself was never completed. The absence 

of public comments suggests that final residential input was never collected, and the State of Minnesota 

has no record of the EAW being formally submitted. These oversights alone justify the need for a new 

and complete environmental review. 

The EAW identified nine key issues, including noise impacts—and proposed a 150-foot right-of-way 

paired with an 800-foot setback from homes to avoid harm. This reflected a clear strategy of impact 

avoidance, in line with both environmental and ethical planning practices at the time. 

Yet today, the current Memorandum selectively cites the 1999 EAW—leaving out key recommendations 

like the 800-foot setback and impact avoidance. These omissions distort the project’s history and ignore 

the very measures that once shaped a less harmful alignment. 
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Page 24: The Mapped Right-of-Way 

The 1999 EAW introduced the idea of an officially mapped right-of-way to guide Owatonna’s future 

growth. However, this was only a conceptual map—it did not involve land acquisition or establish legal 

right-of-way, as repeatedly confirmed by County Engineer Paul Sponholtz. 

Despite this, WSB applied the 1999 concept to today’s footprint, misrepresenting its original scale and 

intent. This revision distorted the planned setbacks—originally designed to protect residents and 

travelers—and was used to justify the current alignment to federal agencies. In doing so, the original 

goal of minimizing impacts and ensuring safety was undermined. 
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Page 25: US Highway 14 - Owatonna Beltline Study (2004) 

The 2004 U.S. Highway 14 – Owatonna Beltline Study, cited by WSB, recommended against using the 

previously mapped right-of-way. Instead, it proposed preserving both 34th and 44th Avenues, specifically 

identifying 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) as an ideal “internal collector”—the very function now 

assigned to the East Side Corridor. This is the only study to recommend an inner corridor; earlier reports 

focused solely on a “beltline”. 

Despite this, officials—including the County Engineer, Commissioners, City Council, and Administrator—

continue to claim that “this is a new road with a new purpose,” invalidating prior reports. Yet, these 

same studies appear to be the foundation of current recommendations. 

 

Figure R23 - US Highway 14 - Owatonna Beltline Study (2004): Recommendation for 34th Avenue to serve as an inner collector 

(Page 30, Recommendations). 

The study also noted that 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) was an existing gravel road with a 66-foot 

right-of-way (Figure R24). A historical bridge once spanned Dane Road, but the bridge sustained 

significant damage and was removed around 2005, as noted in Steele County Board Meeting Minutes. 

After its removal, nearby farmer, Mark Rypka, tilled under the road—explaining its current absence. He 

publicly confirmed this during the May 31, 2023 open house. Historical records, including Figure R25, 

show the road existence as early as the 1930s, and Figure R24 confirms the presence of at-grade railroad 

crossing, reducing the need for additional crossings. Public support for using 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 

today) dates back to at least 1993, as consistently documented in comments and prior studies. 

 

Figure R24 - US Highway 14 - Owatonna Beltline Study (2004) highlights the existence of a right-of-way along 34th Avenue 

(Alternative 5 today). 
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Figure R25 – 1937 Central Atlas Co. plat of Owatonna Township showing 34th Avenue (Alternative 5).  

Historical records, including a 1937 plat map, confirm that 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today) existed long 

before it was tilled under. More importantly, Steele County is documented as owning 18 acres of the 

necessary right-of-way (Figure R26). This isn’t just a mapped idea—it reflects actual land ownership. 

Unless the land was sold—an event for which no record exists in county archives—it is reasonable to 

conclude that Steele County still owns the corridor. 

Figure R26 - US Highway 14 - Owatonna Beltline Study (2004): Page 13 of the study documents Steele 

County’s ownership of 18 acres along 34th Avenue (Alternative 5). 

This 2004 study also emphasized maintaining sufficient setbacks to avoid the need for noise walls. In line 

with the 1995 report, subdivisions were planned with 800+ foot buffers to reduce noise impacts. In 

contrast, this current plan proposes a right-of-way just 100 feet wide—placing the road only 17 feet from 

homes in the North Country Subdivision. Despite this proximity, officials have told residents they do not 

plan to build a noise wall, even though it may be required. 
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Page 25: Future Transportation Plans 
On March 9, 2004, the City of Owatonna and Steele County entered into a Joint Powers Agreement to 

preserve the mapped right-of-way. This agreement granted the first right of purchase or refusal and a six-

month contention window should a permit be requested. However, six months after this agreement, the 

first house was built ON the mapped right-of-way without contention. The City and County failed to 

preserve this mapped right-of-way and now residents are being asked to bear the consequences. 

Subsequent planning documents—the 2006 Owatonna Development Plan and 2005–2025 Steele County 

Transportation Plan—showed major shifts from the original mapped route (Figure R27). New roads like 

34th and 44th Avenues were proposed, while the original corridor was shortened and buffered from the 

North Country Subdivision aligning more closely with Alternative 4 than Alternative 3. These updates 

reflect the abandonment of the original corridor concept and a shift toward lower-impact alternatives. 

The Steele County 2005-2025 Transportation Plan even included a connection between Dane Road and 

Rose Street—designed with North Country in mind, as it was already platted. Residents reasonably relied 

on that plan when choosing to live there. It influenced both their decisions and the subdivision’s 

layout—none of which contemplated a return to a long-abandoned corridor.     

 

 

Figure R27 – The 2005–2025 Steele County Transportation Plan illustrates planned growth between the North Country 

Subdivision, in its early stages of development, and a shorter proposed roadway. 

Page 25: 2011 Beltline Study 

The 2011 Beltline Study—completed by WSB—designated 44th Avenue as the preferred beltline route, 

later incorporated into the 2021 Highway 14 expansion. Yet, despite more than 30 years of planning, the 

beltline remains unfinished. Meanwhile, 34th Avenue (Alternative 5 today)—mapped as a 150-foot right-

of-way and intended to serve as an inner collector—remains unobstructed. This stands in contrast to the 

previously mapped (29th Ave) corridor now being revived, which has long since been developed and 

compromised. WSB’s current support for that route, despite their prior recommendation, raises serious 

concerns about the consistency and credibility of the planning process. 
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Page 28: Steele County 2040 Transportation Plan (2021) 

Several issues in the Steele County 2040 Transportation Plan and related documents raise concerns 

about transparency and process integrity. 

Memorandum Claim: 
The community expressed support for County ownership of the new 29th Avenue during public 

meetings, listening sessions, open houses, and survey responses. 

Concerns: 
The Plan was adopted on July 13, 2021, but the first East Side Corridor open house wasn’t held until July 

21, 2022—over a year later. That open house had just two days' notice in the local paper and postcards 

arrived only days before. This timeline calls into question how “community input” was gathered for 

support of 29th Avenue prior to public engagement. In fact, residents have expressed concerns and 

opposition consistently since that first open house. 

Memorandum: 
The 29th Avenue project will reduce traffic on CSAH 45 and Mineral Springs Road and is supported by 

prior beltline and east-side corridor studies. 

Concerns: 
No studies have been presented to support this claim. The Memorandum itself was the first to share 

data and showed that only ~800 vehicles might be diverted from a single intersection—saving less than 

two seconds per trip. It also showed no traffic relief for CSAH 45. The claim of broader congestion relief 

is not substantiated. 

New Development 

The Memorandum notes new developments but omits critical details: both the North Country and Shady 

Hills subdivisions were built directly over the originally mapped right-of-way. Instead of initiating 

eminent domain, the Responsible Government Unit (RGU) narrowed the project area to 100 feet, leaving 

just 17 feet separating it from existing homes. This is a drastic departure from the 800-foot setback and 

150-foot right-of-way originally recommended to minimize noise and visual impacts fails to provide the 

safe, cohesive travel experience that was initially planned (Figure R15). 

Completely omitted from the Memorandum is the Joint Powers Agreement 

(https://www.owatonnaeastsidecorridor.com/downloads/05jointPowersagreement.pdf), signed on 

March 9, 2004, which aimed to preserve land for a future right-of-way. The agreement granted first right 

of refusal, first right of purchase, and a six-month contention window. Just six months later, the first 

home was built on that mapped right-of-way with no objection. Homes have continued to be 

constructed on this alignment without contention since (as seen in Figure R2)—reinforcing the 

abandonment of the corridor concept by both the city and county. No formal right-of-way or easement 

was ever recorded—only a conceptual alignment. 

State and federal regulations require that projects avoid adverse impacts whenever feasible, followed by 

minimization and mitigation. The Memorandum itself acknowledges that Alternative 4 would offer the 

same benefits as Alternatives 2 and 3—making avoidance entirely feasible in this case. Yet, despite clear 

opportunity and regulatory guidance, the RGU has ignored this safer alternative. The safeguards that 

were designed to protect residents have been abandoned, and the consequences are now being unfairly 

shifted onto existing communities. 

https://www.owatonnaeastsidecorridor.com/downloads/05jointPowersagreement.pdf
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As noted in the Memorandum, The East Side Corridor will primarily serve future developments between 

the current boundary and 34th Avenue (Alternative 5), offering minimal benefit to existing 

neighborhoods. Alternative 4, which aligned with traffic needs and regulatory standards, was dismissed 

despite meeting stated goals. CSAH 45 and 48 traffic relief remains unproven. 

 

Next Steps 
"This ongoing study will also build on potential impacts identified in previous studies and consider efforts 

to avoid, minimize, and mitigate these impacts." 

On October 14, 2024, residents asked whether avoidance would be included in the Environmental 

Assessment Worksheet (EAW). As of January 2, 2025, no answer has been given. The County Engineer 

had previously stated all regulations were being followed—but the earlier EAW had already 

recommended a route over 800 feet from homes. That should have been reflected in this Memorandum. 

In November 2023, County Engineer Greg Ilkka admitted he didn’t know homes had been built on the 

mapped right-of-way—despite residents raising the issue since July 2022. (See Figure R2.) 

Residents have also offered compromise routes to reduce impacts. None have been considered. This lack 

of transparency and participation continues to erode public trust in the process. 

 

Conclusion: Selective History Used to Justify a Preselected Route 

Chapter 1 illustrates how selective historical interpretation has been used not to inform the best 

solution—but to validate a predetermined outcome. Rather than building on the full context of decades 

of planning, previous studies, and public feedback, this process has cherry-picked facts that support a 

specific route while ignoring key findings that emphasized avoidance, safety, and long-term cost savings. 

The original intent of the mapped right-of-way, the 800-foot setbacks to prevent noise and visual 

impacts, and repeated recommendations for inner collectors like 34th Avenue (Alternative 5) have all 

been downplayed or omitted. Meanwhile, today’s planning documents present a distorted narrative—

one where current development patterns appear to have guided the process from the start, even when 

those developments conflict with previous plans. 

This selective use of history paints an incomplete and misleading picture, one designed to rationalize 

building within 17 feet of existing homes instead of organically identifying the most balanced and 

responsible alternative. If the goal is truly to develop the most cost-effective, least harmful, and 

community-centered solution, the process must embrace the full scope of historical data and resident 

concerns—not rewrite them to justify an already-made decision. 
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Chapter 2: Traffic Studies and New Information 

 

The second chapter of the Memorandum focuses heavily on travel time, trip length, and congestion 

relief to justify the preferred alternative. However, the data used to support these conclusions is riddled 

with inaccuracies, biased assumptions, and questionable calculations—many of which contradict basic 

math or exclude more favorable alternatives. These errors raise serious concerns about whether this 

analysis was designed to explore all viable routes fairly, or merely to validate a predetermined outcome. 

Page 34:  Appendix C: Connectivity and Travel Times 

Emerging Inaccuracies and Misleading Assumptions 
Several issues undermine the credibility of the travel time data used to justify the preferred route: 

• Four of six modeled routes use incorrect distances, which directly skews travel time 

calculations. While travel time can vary, distance is a fixed metric and should not be 

misrepresented. 

• Actual measurements show: 

o 26th St. to Hy-Vee: 4.1miles, 11minutes  

o Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to Owatonna High School: 3.7miles, 8 minutes 

o Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to Hy-Vee: 3.9miles, 11 minutes 

o Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to the hospital:  5.1mi, 12 minutes 

Figure R28 – Accurate times and distances based on google from WSB designated points 

• At the May 30, 2023 open house, WSB representative Jack Corkle dismissed resident concerns 

that the East Side Corridor would not improve travel times, stating that such concerns were 

merely “opinions” and that tools like Google Maps were not reliable for calculating accurate 

distances or times. Ironically, the travel times and distances presented in the Memorandum are 

based on Google Maps data—the very tool residents were told was insufficient. 

These discrepancies call into question the accuracy of the data submitted to government agencies in 

support of the East Side Corridor. 

When accurate distances and times are used a different picture emerges 
When proper distances are applied, the perceived advantage of Alternative 3 nearly disappears. In fact, 

the time difference between Alternatives 3 and 4 is reduced to mere seconds on the one route—and 

even then, that route primarily benefits those who are now asking for the road to be moved farther from 

their homes. Most North Country residents will likely continue using their existing routes to reach 

destinations like Hy-Vee, regardless of which alternative is selected. 
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Figure R29 – Connectivity Comparison data for Alternatives 3 and 4 with accurate distances and time.  

(Note: assuming Alternative distances and times are accurate for this comparison) 

Based on accurate distances: 

• Alternative 3: 2 routes are faster, 2 are similar, 1 is longer. 
• Alternative 4: 2 routes are faster, 1 is similar, 2 are longer. 

Compare this to WSB’s claims: 

• Alternative 3: 1 route faster, 3 similar, 1 longer. 
• Alternative 4: 1 similar, 4 longer. 

 
Even WSB’s own data is inconsistently applied. For example, the route from 26th St & Kenyon Avenue to 
the high school shows a 10-minute travel time for both Alternatives 3 and 4. Yet Alternative 3 is 
highlighted yellow (labeled “similar/shorter distance”), while Alternative 4 is highlighted red (labeled 
“slower than existing”). 

This selective framing creates the illusion of a more significant difference between the alternatives than 
actually exists. 
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Corrected Distances Reveal Key Misrepresentations 

• Alternatives 3 and 4 perform more similarly than reported, with both offering two faster routes, 

not just one. 

• Neither alternative significantly improves access to Hy-Vee, rendering that metric largely 

irrelevant. 

Alternative 4 presents fewer residential impacts, making it the more responsible and 

community-focused choice. 

Real-World Travel Patterns Overlooked 
WSB and Steele County assert that the East Side Corridor is needed to reduce traffic through downtown. 

However, no surveys were conducted to determine whether the intended users—such as residents of 

North Country—actually use downtown routes or alternative paths. 

In contrast, residents conducted a small informal poll that revealed the majority of North Country 

residents already avoid downtown—even if it means taking less direct routes—in order to bypass 

congestion. This behavioral insight was overlooked by both WSB and the County Engineer. 

The following exhibits compare: 

• Google’s recommended routes, including distances and travel times, and 

• The routes residents actually use, which often prove faster in real-world conditions than 

Google’s estimates. 

For example, the route from Countryview & Fox Hollow to the hospital typically takes just 9 minutes via 

Greenhaven Lane, a path not reflected in the project’s analysis. 

 

Figure R30 – 26th St. & Kenyon Rd to destination points 
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Figure R31 – Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to the High School Google Recommended Route (left) 3.7 miles and Resident 

Preferred Route (right) 3.3 miles. Both 8 minutes travel time.  

 

 

 

 

 Figure R32 – Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to Hy-Vee Google Recommended Route (left) 3.9 miles and Resident 

Preferred Route (right) 4.7 miles. Both 11 minutes travel time.  
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Figure R33 – Countryview & Fox Hollow Ln to the Hospital Google Recommended Route (left) 5.1 miles and Resident Preferred 

Route (right) 5.3 miles. Both 12 minutes travel time (although resident route is often faster). 

 

The Memorandum fails to acknowledge that many residents already avoid downtown and are not 

contributing to traffic counts along the targeted routes. In fact, residents often choose longer routes, 

demonstrating a willingness to drive farther for only minor benefits—undermining the need for the 

proposed alignment. This makes the continued preference for Alternative 3 over Alternative 4—despite 

similar travel times and far greater residential impacts—appear less like an objective conclusion and 

more like an effort to justify a predetermined outcome. 

 

Page 36:  Traffic Analysis Memorandum 

This analysis evaluates:  
▪ Trip length and travel time between origins and destinations 
▪ Downtown congestion impacts 

However, it relies on the same inaccurate times and distances highlighted in the previous section. 

Notably, the chart on this page introduces an additional data set not found elsewhere in the 

Memorandum. 

 

That dataset—originally studied—was removed from final comparisons, because it showed no benefit 

from the East Side Corridor. If this route had genuinely offered improvements, the data would have 

reflected that. Instead, removing it appears to skew the analysis toward a predetermined outcome, 

rather than allowing the data to speak for itself. 
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Page 37:  Calculations 

While it’s reasonable to use Google Maps for estimating travel times along existing routes, it is troubling 

that WSB both relied on and manipulated this data inconsistently. Distance—unlike time—is a fixed 

variable. Any deviation in distance between two known points signals an error or manipulation. 

 

As professionals in this field, engineers are expected to apply fundamental mathematical principles—not 

manually add or subtract times from Google Maps or rely on broad assumptions. The formula is 

straightforward: 

Time = Distance ÷ Speed 

For example, the distance from 26th St. to 18th St. (3 miles), from Kenyon Rd. to Alternative 4 (1 mile), 

and then from Alternative 4 to the High School (1.25 miles) adds up to 5.25 miles. At 55 mph for 5 miles 

and 30 mph for the final 0.25 miles, the travel time is: 

• (5 ÷ 55 + 0.25 ÷ 30) × 60 = approximately 6 minutes (5:57) 

Yet, the Memorandum lists Alternative 4 from 26th St. & Kenyon Rd to the High School as taking 10 

minutes. Even factoring in multiple stop signs (adding an exaggerated 30 seconds each), this route would 

still take no more than 8 minutes. These mathematical discrepancies raise serious questions about how 

travel times were calculated—and why they differ so drastically from basic math. 

Compounding this issue is WSB’s own contradiction. At the May 30, 2023 open house, representatives 

told residents that Google Maps was not a reliable tool for measuring travel times. Yet that same tool 

appears to be the foundation for their own data—and selectively modified to suit the outcome. 

Similarly, the Alternative 5 (34th Avenue) route is 6.06 miles, which at 55 mph would take less than 7 

minutes (6:36), yet the Memorandum claims it takes 11 minutes. These exaggerated time differences 

were used to disqualify Alternatives 4 and 5—an outcome that appears unsupported by real data. 

Inaccurate and inconsistent calculations suggest these conclusions were not based on objective analysis, 

but rather tailored to disqualify specific alternatives. For a project of this magnitude, there is no 

justification for using hand-modified Google data and vague time assumptions like “1 minute per mile” in 

place of standard mathematical models or engineering software. 

The differences aren’t just minor—they’re astounding, and they call into question the integrity of the 

decision-making process itself. 

When standard mathematical formulas are correctly applied—even accounting for generous 30-second 

stops—a very different picture emerges. Alternative 3 offers no significant improvement over current 

routes, while Alternative 4 proves to be the fastest overall, with all routes showing time savings. 

Alternative 5 is only a few seconds slower on one route. (See Figure R34) 
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Figure R34 – Estimated Travel Times for Alternatives 3–5 Using Standard Time Formula with 30-Second Stop Delays Included. 

How did WSB’s "assumed" travel times for Alternatives 4 and 5 diverge so significantly from the travel 

times produced using standard distance-speed calculations? This discrepancy raises serious concerns 

about the validity of the assumptions used in the analysis. If basic formulas—combined with reasonable 

delays—demonstrate shorter or comparable travel times, then WSB’s assumptions appear to have 

artificially disadvantaged Alternatives 4 and 5, leading to their premature dismissal. 

Page 38-44:  Justifications 

These pages attempt to justify travel time differences between alternatives. However, the analysis did 

not use actual calculated times or consider current travel behaviors of residents—calling the validity of 

these comparisons into question. Even using inaccurate data, the Memorandum acknowledges that 

Alternatives 2 through 4 offer similar benefits. So why was Alternative 4 removed from consideration? 

Had proper calculations been applied, Alternative 5 likely would have remained viable as well. The 

pattern suggests bias in favor of a predetermined outcome rather than a fair evaluation of all options.  

Page 45:  Trip Time Summary 

Tables 8 and 9 rely on travel times and distances derived from methods previously shown to be 

inconsistent and unreliable. Given the questionable techniques used—such as adding and subtracting 

from Google Maps without proper calculations—these summaries should not be considered accurate or 

dependable until travel times are recalculated using standard methodologies. 

 Page 45:  Downtown congestion impacts 

This section fails to reflect the actual travel patterns of residents. Due to downtown traffic delays and 

poorly synchronized lights, many residents already avoid this area—opting for longer but faster-moving 

alternative routes. These routes, shown in Figures R31–R33, were not studied or acknowledged. 

Additionally, while the report claims future growth may increase downtown congestion, it overlooks a 

key fact: there is no east-west connector that bypasses downtown. The East Side Corridor, being a north-

south route, does not solve this core issue. For example, travel from NE Owatonna to the Hy-Vee area 

remains unaffected, making such data points irrelevant to the East Side Corridor’s justification. 
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As Owatonna was designed with a spoke-and-wheel road system meant to draw people into the 

downtown core, the report also fails to address potential economic and logistical consequences of 

diverting traffic away from downtown—the very heart of the city. 

Page 46:  Roads Approaching Capacity 

Figure 8 claims that certain roads are nearing or at capacity, yet no accompanying studies or data are 

provided to support this assertion. According to the Memorandum, the East Side Corridor may alleviate 

traffic at two locations—but these are essentially the same spot, just feet apart on Mineral Springs Road, 

with a reported net savings of only two seconds. 

More critically, this plan redirects traffic toward the already problematic intersection at 18th Street and 

Oak Avenue, a location long recognized for safety concerns. In effect, the proposal simply shifts the 

problem rather than solving it, acting as a temporary band-aid for congestion on Mineral Springs Road. 

As Owatonna continues to grow, Mineral Springs Road will likely remain a primary east-west connector 

regardless. This raises the question: does the East Side Corridor actually solve a problem, or just relocate 

it? 

 

That’s not to say a corridor on the east side of town isn’t necessary or unjustified—but using downtown 

traffic relief as the primary rationale is not a sound or measurable justification. The most significant 

benefit of this project is clearly tied to future development. If growth is the goal, then infrastructure 

must come first—but that requires transparency. Plans for future growth should be shared openly, yet so 

far, that data has been withheld from this project. 
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Page 47:  Roads Approaching Capacity Continued 

Table 10 in this report, shown below, is based on projected 2040 traffic data taken from the Steele 

County 2040 Transportation Plan. However, the 2040 Plan was developed and adopted after East Side 

Corridor studies were already underway and residents had been referencing data from the then-current 

2025 Plan. The timing of the 2040 Plan’s release raises legitimate concerns about whether it was 

produced, at least in part, to help justify the East Side Corridor—rather than serving as an objective, 

forward-looking planning document. 

 

In comparing data from MnDOT’s Traffic Mapping Application 

(https://www.dot.state.mn.us/traffic/data/tma.html), as referenced in this section, traffic volumes have 

decreased by 8–20% on all but one of the identified “congested” roadways between 2019 and 2024. This 

trend raises important questions about whether congestion is currently a legitimate concern warranting 

such significant infrastructure investment. 

Figure R35 – Current and Historical AADT: Traffic volumes in Owatonna have shown a downward trend over time. 

The only roadway that saw an increase—just 3.5%—was 18th Street, the same corridor this report 

acknowledges will see added traffic under the East Side Corridor plan. While the 2040 AADT projections 

suggest this segment may near capacity, reaching those levels would require a traffic increase of over 

30%, which is a significant and currently unsupported growth assumption. 

Inflated Diversion Estimates and Questionable Assumptions 
This report claims that a maximum of 3,800 vehicles could be diverted by the East Side Corridor—1,500 

from Bigelow Avenue and 2,300 from Mineral Springs Road. However, this total is misleading. Bigelow 

intersects Mineral Springs Road, and with only 12 homes on this segment of Bigelow, it's logical that 

many of the 1,500 vehicles also travel on Mineral Springs. Therefore, combining both figures inflates the 

number and risks double-counting traffic. The actual number of unique trips that could be diverted 

should not be assumed to be more than 2300 possible vehicles. 

https://www.dot.state.mn.us/traffic/data/tma.html
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Compounding this issue, the report assumes—without supporting evidence—that 50% of these trips 

would benefit from the East Side Corridor. Whether that number is accurate or inflated is unclear, as no 

origin-destination data or survey results were presented. 

However, actual calculations tell a different story. Traveling from Bigelow and Mineral Springs Road to 

the high school via Alternative 5 covers 6.3 miles—0.8 miles at 30 mph and 5.5 miles at 55 mph—

yielding a total travel time of approximately 7.5 minutes. The current route is 3.5 miles and takes 8 

minutes per Google Maps. Even though Alternative 5 saves 30 seconds, it adds significantly more 

distance—a tradeoff many drivers are unlikely to make. 

Alternative 3 offers a similar 8-minute travel time over 5 miles, assuming an average speed of 40 mph. 

Again, for no significant time savings and a 71% increase in distance, drivers may simply continue using 

current routes. 

 
Figure R36 – Travel Times Based on Distances and Speed Calculations 

Additionally, this area would not benefit from the East Side Corridor for most key destinations. For 

instance, Hy-Vee is already just 7 minutes away. Even if the East Side Corridor reduced travel time to the 

high school to 6 minutes, Hy-Vee—located 1.6 miles farther west—would still take at least 10 minutes. 

Current alternatives to the hospital are also faster. It’s unlikely that anyone would choose to drive east 

just to go west again. 

In reality, the only potential benefit of the East Side Corridor for these residents might be travel to the 

high school—but even that is questionable. While OHS serves approximately 1,500 students, it is highly 

unlikely that more than half of the 1,500–2,300 vehicles recorded at this intersection are headed there. 

A more plausible explanation is that much of this traffic is traveling to and from the nearby elementary 

and middle schools, which serve over 2,000 students just a few blocks away, that would not significantly 

benefit from the East Side Corridor. 

Given the flawed assumptions and lack of supporting data, even the claim that 800 vehicles would 

benefit is speculative at best. And even if that number were accurate, the projected benefit amounts to a 

cumulative savings of just two seconds per vehicle. Recent decreases in traffic volumes may already offer 

similar relief, at no cost, further undermining the justification for the project.  

 

Chapter 2 Summary: Traffic Data Manipulation Reveals Biased Outcome 

Chapter 2 critically examines the traffic data and connectivity analysis used to support the East Side 

Corridor project. It reveals that WSB and Steele County relied on questionable assumptions, inconsistent 

travel time estimates, and manipulated Google Maps data rather than using standard, transparent 

calculations. Multiple travel routes contain inaccurate distance measurements, and fundamental 

mathematical formulas were overlooked—despite being essential to traffic modeling. 
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Additionally, the report fails to account for real-world resident behavior, such as the common practice of 

avoiding downtown congestion by taking alternative routes. It also overstates potential benefits, such as 

time savings and diverted traffic volumes, without sufficient evidence or clarity on how those figures 

were derived. In some cases, traffic appears to have been double-counted, and unsupported 

assumptions—like 50% of drivers benefiting from the East Side Corridor—are presented as fact. 

What is clear is that recent traffic trends show a decrease in congestion, and standard travel time 

formulas demonstrate that Alternatives 4 and 5 are faster than Alternative 3. Yet, despite their 

advantages, Alternatives 4 and 5 were dismissed prematurely. 

By using imprecise assumptions and manipulated Google Maps estimates rather than accurate 

calculations, this report presents skewed data—raising legitimate concerns that the analysis was 

designed to justify a predetermined Preferred Alternative rather than objectively identifying the most 

effective, lowest-impact solution. 
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Chapter 3: Cost Analysis 

 

This chapter highlights how cost estimates were selectively presented to support Alternative 3. 

Alternatives 4 and 5, which may offer fewer impacts and cost-saving advantages, were excluded from 

detailed analysis. Key expenses—like noise walls and urban roadway—inflate Alternative 3’s cost, while 

lower-impact options were dismissed without full comparison. 

Page 61:  East Side Corridor Alternative Cost Estimates 

Given the prohibitive cost of home condemnations, Alternatives 1A, 1B, 1C, and 2 were never truly 

feasible. Alternatives 4 and 5 were dismissed due to alleged travel time disadvantages—even though the 

Memorandum repeatedly asserts that Alternatives 2–4 offer comparable performance. This analysis has 

mathematically disproven the claims of longer travel times. As a result, cost breakdowns for Alternatives 

4 and 5 were not included. However, using Attachment K, we can draw meaningful inferences about 

their potential costs and benefits. 

According to the current analysis, Alternative 3 includes 2 miles of urban roadway and 3.55 miles of rural 

roadway, totaling 5.55 miles. However, in its expanded form, the alignment only measures 4.6 miles. 

This discrepancy raises questions—where is the additional mile accounted for? 

Due to its proximity to existing homes, Alternative 3 would create significant noise impacts, 

necessitating a $2.3 million noise wall. In contrast, Alternatives 4 and 5 are located farther east, away 

from noise-sensitive areas, and would not require such mitigation as they effectively avoid residential 

impacts. Urban roadway was incorporated into Alternative 3 to comply with MnDOT’s speed 

requirements, yet rural roadway is substantially more cost-effective. 

Residents previously informed officials of a federal regulation that allows the purchase of land for 

avoidance, funded in the same way as noise mitigation. That opportunity was ignored. Now that federal 

funding has been withdrawn, the full cost of the $2.3 million (or more as a stand-alone noise wall) noise 

wall will fall on Steele County taxpayers. This represents a missed opportunity for both cost savings and 

impact avoidance—an outcome that could have been prevented with better engagement and 

responsiveness to public input. 
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See Figure R37 for a comparison of known cost-related elements. Although Alternatives 4 and 5 would 

require longer roadways due to their locations farther east, Alternative 5 already includes 66 feet of 

owned right-of-way—a significant cost offset. Much of the route also follows an existing roadbed, 

reducing both construction costs and farmland disruption. It includes an existing railroad crossing, 

avoiding the need to create a new one and closing Havana Road, preserving east-west connectivity. 

Furthermore, Alternative 5 has already been mapped as a 150-foot right-of-way corridor and crosses 

Maple Creek at a previously established crossing protecting natural resources. 34th Avenue prevents 

floodplain encroachment, reducing the need for costly flood mitigations and allowing for shorter bridge 

span. 

R37 – Cost analysis break down if Alternatives 4 and 5 had been included. Since Alternative 5 is an already existing roadway, 

there is a road bed that could be used as a basis for a new roadway reducing the “Roadway (Rural)” cost.  

Both Alternatives 4 and 5 are more cost-effective and faster than Alternative 3. The estimated cost 

difference between the two is approximately $300,000. However, when factoring in potential savings 

from existing mapping and infrastructure, Alternative 5 may ultimately be less expensive. In contrast, 

Alternative 4 would impact more farmland due to the absence of previously acquired right-of-way. 

Of all the options, 34th Avenue (Alternative 5) provides the greatest long-term flexibility, the fewest 

disruptions to residents and agriculture, and significant cost advantages. It is also the route local 

residents have consistently supported for more than 30 years. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, the inconsistencies in historical context, omission of critical data, and lack of basic 

mathematical applications in calculating travel times call into question whether this report genuinely 

followed the MEPA and NEPA processes to identify the most effective solution—or whether it was 

crafted to validate a predetermined outcome. Based on this review and supporting documentation, it 

appears to be the latter. 

While the East Side Corridor concept originated in the 1990s and a general route was identified, those 

plans were effectively abandoned in 2004 when the City of Owatonna and Steele County allowed homes 

to be built within the mapped right-of-way. This shift was documented in subsequent studies, and future 

transportation plans modified the alignment, including shorter and more easterly alternatives. 34th 

Avenue (Alternative 5 today) was specifically mapped and preserved as an inner corridor, consistent with 

multiple studies and policy goals. 

When standard travel time formulas are properly applied, Alternatives 4 and 5 are found to be equally 

fast—or even faster—than Alternative 3. They also have far fewer impacts to existing neighborhoods. 

While the project offers minimal current relief for existing traffic congestion, it does provide potential 

long-term benefit to future residents. Ironically, the neighborhood most affected by Alternative 3—N. 

Country—is also the one that stands to gain the most immediate benefit, and yet its residents have 

consistently advocated for avoidance since the first public open house in July 2021. Despite this, their 

input appears to have been disregarded, with inaccuracies and omissions passed along to state and 

federal authorities. 

A full cost analysis shows that Alternatives 4 and 5 are more cost-effective than Alternatives 1–3. 

However, that analysis was excluded based on inaccurate travel time assumptions—assumptions that 

were not grounded in formulaic math but rather Google Maps and estimates. This flaw significantly 

undermines the credibility of the stated rationale for selecting Alternative 3. 

Of the remaining options, Alternative 4 is the fastest and slightly more cost-effective, but it lies in a 

floodplain and would impact more farmland. Alternative 5—34th Avenue—offers a mapped corridor, 

existing roadbed, owned right-of-way, and fewer disruptions to farmland or homes. For over 30 years, 

residents have voiced support for this route. Nearly 600 people have now formally advocated for it. 

Based on all of the above, Alternative 5 (34th Avenue) should be considered the data-supported, cost-

effective, community-aligned, and environmentally responsible Preferred Alternative for the East Side 

Corridor. 

 


