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As noted in ReConnect Rondo’s (RCR) Purpose & Need Position Paper (October 2020), the Rondo
community within Saint Paul reinvigorated work in 2016 that was started in the 1980s to reconnect
the Rondo Neighborhood and reclaim a part of what was lost with the Interstate 94 construction
project back in the 1960s.

This community-led effort includes realizing restorative and equitable outcomes for the
neighborhood in the areas of housing, business opportunities, wealth creation, health, wellness,
environmental justice and equity, and social advancement while at the same time preserving the
history and heritage of Rondo.

This position paper is RCR’s formal response to MnDOT'’s Initial Alternatives for Rethinking 1-94
that were released for public comment in July 2023 and documents RCR’s formal request that
MnDOT incorporate the Rondo African American Cultural Enterprise District and Community Land
Bridge into the alternatives carried forward into the Tier 1 Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).

RCR is advancing the District and Land Bridge as a separate project, and we believe deeper
consideration of social, economic and environmental needs in the Rethinking 1-94 alternatives
evaluation and cumulative effects analysis will result in fulfilment of the commitments made by then
MnDOT Commissioner Charlie Zelle and Saint Paul Mayor Chris Coleman in 2015 to develop a
new vision for the corridor while working hand-in-hand with the communities along it.

1. Introduction
1.1. Purpose for the Rethinking 1-94 Alternatives Position Paper & Request for Inclusion
of the Rondo African American Cultural Enterprise District & Community Land
Bridge
This Rethinking 1-94 Initial Alternatives position paper from RCR aims to provide MNnDOT
with formal input on the Tier 1 Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) at the early stages of
the Tier 1 EIS process. The intent of this input is two-fold:
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e To provide input on the overall Rethinking 1-94 alternatives development process
that includes the community's needs and allows for consideration of infrastructure
solutions to reestablish connectivity and to directly address the social, economic,
and environmental needs of the Rondo community.

e To provide insight from the Rondo community and assistance to MNnDOT on
screening the initial alternatives.

With this position paper, RCR is providing MnDOT and the Federal Highway Administration
(FHWA) with input and preferences related to the ten (10) initial alternatives and rationales
for its opinion and conclusions reached for the alternatives.

In addition, RCR respectfully requests that MNDOT and FHWA include the Rondo African
American Cultural Enterprise District and Community Land Bridge within each alternative
carried forward in the Tier 1 EIS. RCR’s project is proceeding under its project development
process, separate from Rethinking 1-94, and its impacts would be essentially the same
under each 1-94 alternative. Hence, the District and Land Bridge could be treated in the
same manner that MnDOT and FHWA are evaluating bicycle and pedestrian
accommodations and transit considerations.

Background of ReConnect Rondo’s Ongoing Rethinking 1-94 Involvement

As noted in our previous position paper, RCR has had an ongoing dialogue with the
MnDOT Metro District and its Rethinking 1-94 Project and Community Connections Offices
for many, many years, and community members continue to meet regularly with MnDOT
staff to coordinate activities of the non-profit organization involved with MNnDOT’s Rethinking
[-94 project. This involvement in Rethinking 1-94 has been both formal and informal and is
anticipated to continue throughout the Tier 1 EIS process and likely portions of the Tier 2
environmental process to follow. This coordination is expected to continue through the
tenets of the partnership established between RCR, MnDOT and other local agencies.

ReConnect Rondo’s Statement of Purpose

ReConnect Rondo is a community-led advocacy organization dedicated to restoring equity
and opportunity to the Rondo neighborhood and revitalizing Rondo's African American
cultural enterprise district. An objective of the organization is to persuasively shape policy to
create opportunities that uplift the public health, economic, housing, and social conditions of
the Rondo communities and their constituents.

To that end, RCR represents Rondo and the other communities of Saint Paul in providing
this input.

2. Initial Alternatives Input

2.1.
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As stated in its Rethinking 1-94 Tier 1 EIS documentation, MnDOT is soliciting input at
different milestones on the various elements of the Tier 1 EIS, including Purpose & Need,
Initial Alternatives, and NEPA documentation. This input will be requested from local
governments, community organizations, and key stakeholders. As one of those community
organizations representing Rondo and other Saint Paul neighborhoods, RCR is providing
input in the form of this formal position paper.

RCR firmly believes that the Rethinking 1-94 project has a unigque opportunity to address not
just infrastructure needs within the 1-94 corridor through Minneapolis and St. Paul, but also
needs within the community. A significant amount of energy has been focused on the
effects on the Rondo neighborhood when 1-94 was initially constructed in the 1960s.
However, impacts from the interstate highway still exist in the surrounding communities and
must be addressed in the Alternatives Evaluation Process.

Specific Input on Each Category of Alternative

The District and Land Bridge will result in numerous benefits to the Rondo community and
its residents, including cleaner air, reduced traffic noise, social and economic opportunities,
cultural and historic preservation, the introduction of new technologies, water and runoff
capture and treatment, and a variety of other benefits for the neighborhood through our
restorative vision framework. Therefore, RCR believes that providing input on the 1-94 Initial
Alternatives is an important step in further enhancing Rondo's benefits.

RCR is aware of the broad scope of the Initial Alternatives by MnDOT in July 2023 and
recognizes that more details will be developed as feedback is received and additional
technical information is gathered. However, there are specific alternatives that better serve
the needs of the Rondo community and reduce the continuing adverse impacts of 1-94 on
the community.

In addition, RCR would request additional details about the transit considerations of each
alternative so that the Rondo community can be better informed on this aspect. The
following are RCR’s input and recommendations pertaining to each category of the
alternatives.

No Build/General Maintenance (GM) A & B — This set of alternatives, while minimizing
the amount of construction proposed, would, in essence, keep 1-94 in its current
configuration with no changes to the number and location of lanes while retaining the level
of existing transit service in the Rondo community. Under GM A & B, the existing lanes
would be reconstructed, and the shoulders would be widened within the same general
footprint. These alternatives would also include improved pedestrian and bicycle facilities in
areas where existing bridges will be reconstructed.

While keeping 1-94 basically “as is,” these alternatives retain the current configuration of |-
94 and do not measurably increase nor decrease any direct and indirect impacts on the
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surrounding Rondo neighborhood. As time passes and traffic continues to increase, the
community would likely experience an increase in noise and vibration, air pollution and
resultant respiratory health impacts, and other proximity effects of being adjacent to the
freeway.

In addition, these alternatives would not likely provide any benefits to the neighborhood
compared to other alternatives since little or no new construction would occur.

Recognizing that the “No Build Alternative” must be retained for comparison purposes, this
group of alternatives is acceptable to RCR and the Rondo community and is recommended
to be carried forward.

At Grade A & B — This set of alternatives would essentially remove the existing freeway
and fill in 1-94, creating an at-grade “boulevard” along the current freeway alignment. These
alternatives also incorporate a dedicated bus rapid transit line in the center of the boulevard
throughout its length. All existing interchanges and overpass bridges would be converted to
signalized at-grade intersections with the proposed boulevard.

While this set of alternatives would provide a connection across the current 1-94 right-of-
way similar to the Rondo Community Land Bridge, it is the opinion of RCR’s Technical
Team that any anticipated benefits are, at best, questionable and would be greatly
overshadowed by the direct and indirect impacts. Among these impacts are:

e Significant construction impacts of these alternatives

e Daily traffic volume on the boulevard and the resulting unacceptable intersection
Levels of Service at signalized and unsignalized intersections (even if 50% of the
existing 1-94 traffic utilized the at-grade option, this still results in over 75,000 vpd,
which would be the most heavily traveled “major arterial” street in the State of
Minnesota),

¢ Diverted traffic from the boulevard to the adjacent city street system would directly
impact adjacent existing homes, schools, and businesses and would likely far
exceed those of any other set of alternatives being considered.

e Costs—these alternatives would very likely be the most expensive of the
alternatives because of the amount of earthwork necessary to bring the existing
freeway to the same level as the existing development along the edges of the right-
of-way.

Lastly, the ability for pedestrians and bicyclists to safely cross the boulevard would be
significantly affected by the volume of east/west and turning traffic anticipated with the
removal of 1-94. One or more pedestrian overpass bridges could be constructed to facilitate
circulation from one side of the boulevard to the other. Still, these types of overpass bridges
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just further “separate” the two sides of the roadway and defeat the intent of creating a
pedestrian-friendly, walkable environment.

For these reasons, RCR has great concerns with this group of “at-grade” alternatives and
requests additional information from MnDOT about the traffic forecasts for both the at-grade
facility and intersecting and nearby street network, the anticipated safety measures to
provide access from one side of the facility to the other, and the direct and indirect impacts
of the facility.

While this alternative would dramatically change the footprint of 1-94 within the Rondo
neighborhood, RCR can only provide a recommendation to MnDOT for this category of
alternatives with this additional information.

Local/Regional Roadways A — This alternative includes the separation of through traffic
and local traffic into two separate roadway systems — a narrower freeway (2 lanes in each
direction) separated from two two-way local traffic roadways on each side of the freeway
space (at the same elevation as the current one-way frontage roads) for through trips. The
local system provides options for local vehicular traffic, bicycles and pedestrians, while the
regional system offers limited access for through traffic and includes transit operated on the
shoulder.

This option works very well with the proposed District and Land Bridge and provides two-
way streets on either side of the bridge while allowing development to occur on top of the
land bridge. This appears to provide the maximum accessibility for the District and Land
Bridge with the least impact.

For these reasons, this alternative is acceptable to RCR and the Rondo community and is
recommended to be carried forward.

Reduced Freeway A — This alternative includes rebuilding the existing 1-94 and reducing
the capacity of the current freeway to two general purpose lanes and one managed lane
with bus rapid transit in each direction. The existing frontage roads would remain generally
the same throughout the length of the project, but the number of overall lanes — freeway
plus frontage roads — would be reduced.

With the likelihood of a few changes to the frontage roads in the Rondo neighborhood, this
option would work well with the proposed District and Land Bridge and provide access to
either side of the land bridge and development on top of the land bridge. Fewer impacts
would be anticipated with a reduced freeway, resulting from lower noise, less pollution, and
fewer proximity impacts.

For these reasons, this alternative is acceptable to RCR and the Rondo community and is
recommended to be carried forward.
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Reconfigured Freeway A — This alternative involves rebuilding the existing freeway to
include three general purpose lanes and one managed lane, with bus rapid transit in each
direction. This option retains the same number of lanes today but changes the type of travel
lanes available. The managed lanes would be reserved for buses, carpools, and those
willing to pay for the use of the lane. The existing frontage roads would remain generally the
same throughout the length of the project. Still, some interchanges and access may be
reconfigured to allow access from the managed lanes.

Like the Reduced Freeway option, a few changes are anticipated for the frontage roads in
the vicinity of Rondo. Thus, this alternative would work well with the proposed District and
Land Bridge. These roadways would provide access to either side of the land bridge and
the development on top. Similar impacts would likely be anticipated with a reconfigured
freeway compared with the existing conditions.

Considering all of this, this alternative is acceptable to RCR and the Rondo community and
is recommended to be carried forward.

Expanded Freeway A & B — This set of alternatives would increase the overall capacity of
[-94 and involve rebuilding the existing freeway lanes and adding additional lanes — for A,
this would entail an additional managed lane, with bus rapid transit, in each direction. For B,
it would be the addition of one general-purpose lane and a bus “shoulder.” The total
number of lanes will vary because the current number varies throughout the length between
Minneapolis and Saint Paul. Still, it is anticipated that three to five general purpose lanes
will be in each direction, along with other added capacity for managed flow or transit.

While this alternative is similar to the freeway as mentioned above options, it is the opinion
of RCR’s Technical Team that the direct and indirect impacts associated with expanded
freeway in this alternative and the increased traffic on the freeway, frontage roads, and
surrounding city street system directly adjacent to existing homes, schools, and businesses
will be significant. The increased traffic will result in greater impacts — particularly noise, air
pollution, health and other proximity impacts — on the surrounding community.

Similar to the other three freeway options, few changes are anticipated to the Rondo
neighborhood's frontage roads; thus, this alternative could work with the proposed District
and Land Bridge—however, this would likely increase the anticipated width and,
consequently, the cost of the land bridge.

Similar to the at-grade alternatives, RCR has significant concerns about the expanded
freeway alternatives and is requesting additional information, particularly related to the
forecasted freeway and surrounding street network traffic, the anticipated freeway footprint,
and the associated direct and indirect impacts. This alternative could change the footprint of
I-94 under the proposed Rondo land bridge and increase the traffic within the street
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network. Still, RCR can only provide a recommendation to MnDOT for this category of
alternatives with the additional information requested.

Request for Incorporating District and Land Bridge

As was noted above, RCR requests that MNnDOT and FHWA include the Rondo African
American Cultural Enterprise District and Community Land Bridge within each alternative
that is carried forward into the Tier 1 EIS for detailed analysis. We would propose that the
inclusion of the District and Land Bridge be noted as “to be determined” and considered
similar to the way pedestrians and bicyclists are shown within each alternative. As the
impacts of the District and Land Bridge would be essentially the same under each 1-94
alternative (with the exception of the At-Grade Alternative), the District and Land Bridge
could be treated similarly to the non-motorized transportation.

By carrying the District and Land Bridge within each alternative, MnDOT and FHWA would
publicly acknowledge RCR’s efforts to advance and leverage their transportation project for
restorative and equitable community development. This acknowledgment could be
accomplished within the cumulative effects analysis section of the Tier 1 EIS.

In addition, since RCR’s project is proceeding under its project development process,
separate from Rethinking 1-94, RCR’s Technical Team will be analyzing the direct and
indirect impacts of alternative land bridge configurations within its NEPA and Section 106
Study and will almost certainly be required to address Rethinking 1-94 in its own cumulative
effects analysis. RCR proposes that the District and Land Bridge be treated in the same
fashion during the detailed alternatives analysis effort for Rethinking 1-94, and the RCR
Technical Team will readily share data and information pertaining to its work with the
Rethinking 1-94 Team.

Request for Assistance Incorporating the Livability Framework into Rondo
Community Land Bridge NEPA & Section 106 Study

Lastly, RCR requests MNnDOT’s assistance in incorporating the Livability Framework into
the Rondo Community Land Bridge NEPA & Section 106 Study. As MnDOT has continued
to develop this process and integrate it into the Rethinking 1-94 Tier 1 EIS and other
projects in the Metro District, RCR acknowledges the need to fold this into our efforts and
seeks MnDOT’s guidance in the best means of doing so.

3. Conclusions
Based on the information presented above, RCR recommends to MnDOT and FHWA that all of
the alternatives, with the exception of At-Grade Alternatives A & B and Expanded Freeway A &
B, be carried forward for detailed analysis and evaluation-in the Tier 1 EIS based on the
reasoning outlined above. Since these alternatives do not significantly alter the footprint of 1-94,
RCR’s Technical Team believes that they provide reasonable solutions when considering the
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continued development of the Rondo African American Cultural Enterprise District and
Community Land Bridge, as well as meeting the needs of the Rondo community.

RCR requests additional information related to the At-Grade Alternatives A & B and Expanded
Freeway A & B to provide a similar recommendation for these options. These alternatives alter
the 1-94 footprint when considering the continued development of the Rondo African American
Cultural Enterprise District and Community Land Bridge. Still, more information about the
forecasted traffic and direct and indirect impacts is necessary to formulate a proper response.
Similarly, RCR requests additional details about the transit considerations of each alternative so
that the Rondo community can be better informed on this particular aspect of the alternatives.

In addition, RCR requests that MNnDOT and FHWA include the District and Land Bridge within
each alternative carried forward into the Tier 1 EIS, similar to how pedestrians and bicyclists are
considered “to be determined.” This acknowledges the legitimacy of RCR’s efforts to leverage a
transportation project to drive restorative and equitable community development within Rondo.

RCR also requests MnDOT'’s assistance in incorporating the Livability Framework within its
upcoming NEPA and Section 106 Study. This will allow this state-of-the-practice approach to
be utilized for a project focusing on equity and restoration.

Lastly, we respectfully request that MNDOT and FHWA issue a formal response regarding this
input at your earliest convenience. In the spirit of partnership that we have with MnDOT, RCR is
fully prepared to meet with MNnDOT, FHWA, and any other agency partners to discuss this
request further and provide our input and support in the ongoing Rethinking 1-94 Tier 1 EIS
process.
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