




DOCUMENTATION SUPPORTING A FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT 
IMPACT FOR THE I-96, I-196 AND M-37/M-44 CORRIDOR IMPROVEMENTS 
IN THE CITY OF GRAND RAPIDS AND GRAND RAPIDS TOWNSHIP, KENT 

COUNTY, MICHIGAN 
 

 
 
SECTION I 
 
PROPOSED PROJECT 
 
1.1 Public Involvement 
 
An Environmental Assessment (EA) and Programmatic Section 4(f) Evaluation for the 
proposed I-196/I-96 corridor improvements in the city of Grand Rapids and Grand 
Rapids Township, Kent County was approved by the Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA) on November 4, 2005.  Legal notices announcing the public hearing and 
availability of the EA were placed in the Grand Rapids Press and the Grand Rapids 
Advance with a combined public circulation of 160,000 people.  A total of 39 people 
attended the public hearing that was held on November 29, 2005 at the Grand Rapids 
Township Hall.  The hearing was held in accordance with Federal and State Public 
Involvement/Public Hearing procedures.  The public comment/hearing requirements have 
been met as certified by the Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) Public 
Hearings Officer.  A copy of the letter is included in Appendix A.     
 
1.2 Project Description and Proposed Alternatives 
 
This EA and Programmatic Section 4(f) Evaluation is for corridor improvements on I-196 
from the Grand River to the I-196/I-96 junction; I-96 from Leonard Street to Cascade 
Road; and M-37/M-44 (East Beltline) from M-21 (Fulton Street) to Knapp Street in the 
city of Grand Rapids and Grand Rapids Township, Kent County, Michigan.  These 
improvements are being proposed to enhance mobility, improve access to the Grand 
Rapids metropolitan area, and enhance traffic safety.   
 
MDOT proposes the following actions as part of the Build Alternative:   
 

• Construct additional weave/merge lanes on I-196 between Ottawa/Ionia Avenues 
and College Avenue interchanges and between College Avenue and Fuller 
Avenue interchanges. 

• Construct an additional travel lane on I-196 between the Grand River and I-96 
junction, and on I-96 between Leonard Street and Cascade Road. 

• Separate weave and merge traffic by constructing freeway collector/distributor 
routes, adding travel lanes, and/or auxiliary lanes on I-96 from Leonard Street 
through the I-196 junction, M-44 (East Beltline), M-21 (Fulton Street), and 
Cascade Road interchange area. 



• Construct additional ramps at I-196/Ottawa Avenue, I-196/M-21 and I-196/I-96 
interchanges. 

• Construct additional travel lanes and intersection improvements (turning lane 
improvements, signal modifications, etc.) on the East Beltline (M-37/M-44) 
between Knapp Street and M-21. 

• Joint City of Grand Rapids and MDOT improvements on connecting cross streets 
and interchanges are also proposed, including Fuller and College Avenue 
approaches, Division (US-131BR)/Ionia Avenues boulevard proposals, and new 
off ramp to north bound Division Avenue. 

 
In addition to the construction actions listed above, MDOT proposes to rehabilitate, 
replace and widen or conduct preventative maintenance on 29 structures along the I-196 
corridor.  These structures will be designed to accommodate future freeway widening.   
 
1.3 Corrections and Clarifications to the Environmental Assessment 
 

1. Figure 1.4 (project phasing plan) has been has been revised to address 
typographical errors. 

 
2. Figure 6.1 (parks and trails map) was inadvertently left out of the final printed 

version of the document.  It was available to for public review on the website.   
 
1.3 Project Mitigation 
 
The project mitigation summary “Green Sheet” prepared for this project is included in 
Appendix B. 
 
SECTION 2  
 
COMMENTS AND RESPONSES 
 
The following are summaries of letters and comments that were received as part of the 
public record and comments that were received at the public hearing.  Each comment or 
concern has been addressed with a response.  Copies of correspondence received from 
Federal, State and local agencies are provided in Appendix C.  Written copies of 
comments submitted at the public hearing and by citizen stakeholder groups can be found 
in Appendix D. 
 
Comments were provided via email and responses to comments follow.  A copy of 
the complete email can be found in Appendix D.
 

1) Lane Expansion: I am opposed to any expansion involving additional lanes on 
I-196 between the river and I-96.  For over 30 years Belknap Lookout has been 
detached and fragmented from the rest of the city because of I-196.    
Additionally, the City Master Plan calls for improved connections to minimize the 



impact of freeways as barriers for neighborhoods.  The expansion of I-196 does 
not minimize its impact on surrounding neighborhoods.   
 
Response:  The additional lanes on I-196 are being constructed within the 
existing state owned right-of-way (ROW), adjacent to the existing freeway lanes, 
and in some cases within the median, and will not create additional fragmentation 
of the referenced neighborhood. 
 
2) The expansion also will increased noise and air pollution for surrounding 
neighbors and is a quality of life issue.  MDOT highlighted last night that sound 
proofing is cost prohibitive and not part of the plan.  
 
Response:  Noise analysis was completed based on existing federal standards as 
required, and primarily because the I-196 improvements are within the existing 
ROW noise levels do not change to the point of requiring mitigation.  Based on 
the MPO air quality conformity analysis, congestion is reduced and air quality is 
improved with the construction of the proposed improvements. 
 
3) Finally on the point of expansion.  This is a 30 year plan, but funding freeway 
expansion wasn't even creative or future thinking 30 years ago.  I thought that the 
point of M-6 was to alleviate pressure from downtown traffic, what went wrong 
that now we are adding more lanes. 
 
Response:  As indicated in the EA, this is a long term plan for improvements.  
Improvements will be made based on traffic and mobility needs and as funding 
becomes available.  As indicated in the EA, many areas are currently congested 
and will need improvements to enhance traffic flow and safety.  Traffic volumes 
on I-196 are expected to increase as new jobs are created in the Life Sciences 
corridor near downtown Grand Rapids.  M-6 was developed to address traffic 
congestion in the southern metro area, and was never intended to provide 
substantial relief to traffic going into and through downtown Grand Rapids.  As 
such, it is accomplishing its intended purpose.  
 
4) Cost:  The estimate we were given last night was $375,000,000 in 2005 dollars 
for a roughly 4 mile stretch with work being completed in 2030.  My 
understanding is that the cost for I-196 will be paid for by local, state and federal 
dollars.  I don't see this as a fiscally responsible choice for the City of Grand 
Rapids or the State of Michigan.  We need to be investing these dollars in 
building up the identity of Grand Rapids as a progressive and creative city, not an 
antiquated dinosaur that thinks the automobile is the future.  If there are legitimate 
safety concerns on I-196 then only fund those, but not the expansion of additional 
lanes. 
 
Response:  The cost estimate is for the total build out of the plan.  This will be 
accomplished incrementally as warranted by traffic need and within the federal, 
state, and local resources available during any given time frame, to minimize the 



financial impact.  Improving I-196 and access into downtown Grand Rapids will 
help to support the evolution of the metro area’s economy toward the rapidly 
expanding Life Science industry, as well as other sectors of the economy 
expanding in the downtown area. 
 
5) Pedestrians:   As an avid bike commuter, runner and walker I must advocate for 
more pedestrian oriented development in regards to the I-196 plan, and 
specifically the bridges and Division Ave boulevard.   
 
Response:  The Division Avenue boulevard concept was requested by the city 
and will involve city as well as MDOT funds to complete.  When the segment is 
ready for design and construction, MDOT will work with the city to identify 
opportunities to enhance pedestrian and non-motorized access. 
 
6) First and foremost are the Coit Ave overpass and Lafayette Ave underpass.  If 
these bridges are redone, they must be done in a way that is safe and promotes 
walkability for Belknap Lookout.  Three quick stories: A month ago I saw a 
young mother walking her baby in a stroller to the hospital crossing Coit Ave 
bridge.  She had to take her child out of the stroller because the current sidewalk 
has about a 1 foot edge and she was fearful that the stroller would tip.  She ended 
up carrying the child, pulling the stroller until she made it to the other side.  
Another recent story is that Immanuel Lutheran on Michigan has a partnership 
with Coit Elementary in Belknap.  They bus kids 3 blocks for programming 
because they don't feel the overpass and Michigan are safe for kids to walk.  
Finally, the most dangerous part of my bike commute in the morning is avoiding 
cars coming out of the parking ramp near this overpass.  With additional medical 
towers being constructed at Coit and Michigan, this will only get worse. 
 
Response:   Many of the problems indicated involve city streets, and as such are a 
local responsibility.  MDOT will work with the city to identify opportunities to 
enhance pedestrian and non-motorized access. As MDOT bridges are replaced, 
pedestrian and non-motorized traffic will be considered during the design phase.  
As part of MDOT’s Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS) policy, stakeholders will 
be involved in the design process, and non-motorized options will be considered, 
funding responsibilities will be identified, and funding options will be explored. 
 
7) The Division Ave Boulevard looks great.  I think of any part of the plan, this 
makes the most sense, but it should be the first.  With the additional north bound 
exit, I think this road could be better utilized.  Chances are it will reduce traffic 
congestion at College and Leonard exits and may reduce enough pressure that 
expansion becomes unnecessary.  Again, I would advocate that this boulevard be 
pedestrian friendly.  It can be a connector making pedestrian traffic flow better by 
tying in with the stairs that come down the hillside.  The plan should also include 
a strategy for recognizing and enhancing the Master Plan's TOD at the 
intersection of Plainfield/Leonard.  The Division Ave project must be integrated 
and coordinated with all the other activities happening on the Medical Mile, North 



Monroe, Creston and Belknap.  The impression I got at last night's meeting was 
that MDOT new nothing about these other initiatives and were designing the 
projects independently. 
 
Response:  The Division Avenue boulevard will be a joint MDOT/city of Grand 
Rapids project and was identified conceptually in this document.  As a joint 
project MDOT will rely of the city for coordination and compatibility with city 
plans in the areas impacted.  I-196 improvements are being coordinated with other 
Life Sciences corridor projects, with the city and within the financial resources 
available.   

 
Written comments were received from the Federal Aviation Administration via 
letter dated December 8, 2005.  A summary of FAA comments and MDOT 
responses follows.  A copy of the FAA letter can be found in Appendix C.   
 

1) The FAA recommends a separation distance of 10,000 feet between airports 
and hazardous wildlife attractants.   
 
Response:  Comment acknowledged; project is several miles from the Gerald R. 
Ford International  Airport. 

 
2) The FAA recommends that wetland mitigation projects be sited at least five 
miles between the farthest edge of airport operations and the wetlands. 

 
Response: Comment acknowledged.  Proposed wetland mitigation sites will be 
more than five miles from the edge of airport operations.   
 

Written comments from Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) 
were received via letter dated December 13, 2005.  A summary of MDEQ comments 
and responses follows.  A copy of the MDEQ letter can be found in Appendix C. 
 

1) A Corps of Engineers permit will be needed for work on the I-196/Grand River 
crossing. Section 2.19 needs to be corrected as it says a corps permit is not 
needed. 
 
Response:  This statement in the EA is correct based upon a letter from the 
Department of the Army, Detroit District, Corps of Engineers, dated 24 
September 2004.  This letter was not included in the EA and will be appended to 
the EA in Appendix C. 
 
2) Section 2.16 water quality-post construction- During early field inspections 
USF&WS and MDEQ asked for improvements to the water quality runoff at the 
I-196 crossing of the Grand River. Currently there are scuppers in the bridge 
which allow for direct runoff into the river from the road.  Additionally, impacts 
from coffer dams are not addressed in the EA. 
 



Response:  MDOT will evaluate the feasibility of eliminating bridge deck drains 
from the I-196 crossing over the Grand River in accordance with the MDOT’s 
statewide storm water discharge permit.  Pursuant to the requirements of the 
permit MDOT will utilize storm water best management practices, including the 
reduction or elimination of bridge deck drains to the maximum extent practical.     
 
3) Section 2.14. It is unclear where Detention Pond D is. 
 
Response:  The conceptualized detention pond D is located in the northwest 
quadrant of the I-196/I-96 interchange.  The feasibility and need for this detention 
area will be evaluated during the final design phase of the project.  If additional 
impacts to wetlands result from development of the detention pond, the area of 
impact and required mitigation will be determined as part of the permit 
application process. 
  
4) Table 2.5- it would have been helpful to list the drainage areas in this table 
rather than a reference number.  
 
Response:  Comment acknowledged. 
 
5) Section 2.15- MDEQ should be consulted early on (before applying for a 
permit) on construction method at the I-196 crossing 
 
Response:  MDOT will seek early input from MMDEQ during the pre-
application consultation meeting.    
 
6) Section 2.14-MDEQ would like to be consulted early on steps to minimize 
impacts to stream within the I-196/96 interchange  
 
Response:  MDOT will seek early input from MMDEQ during the pre-
application consultation meeting.   
 
7)  Section 2.17, top of page 35 should read approximately 1.16 acres of P_, EM_, 
Scrub-shrub wetland instead of 1.21 
 
Response:  This change will be made to the text to reflect the information 
provided in Table 2.6 as 1.16 acres. 
 
8) Section 2.18, 3rd paragraph- 2.25 acres of emergent wetland mitigation should 
read 0.43 acres of emergent and 1.82 acres of scrub shrub.    
 
Response:  The text will be changed to reflect the need to mitigate for 0.43 acres 
of emergent and1.82 acres of scrub-shrub wetland. 

 
Written comments received during the public hearing are summarized below with 
MDOT responses.  Copies of the written comments can be found in Appendix D. 



 
1)  Redesign of the US-131/I-196 interchange is needed regardless of the space 
constraints.   
 
Response: Comment acknowledged; but this interchange is beyond the scope of 
the EA. 
 
2)  There is no sign on M-6 EB and I-96 advising motorists that Grand Rapids is 
left/west.  People unfamiliar with the area are confused.   
 
Response: Comment acknowledged and the situation will be investigated. 
 
 3)  Create a dedicated through lane for west bound I-96 going downtown.  Keep 
weave/merge lanes out of it. 
 
Response: Comment acknowledged; through lanes are proposed for westbound I-
96 and I-96 into downtown Grand Rapids with this EA. 
 
4)  East Beltline double left turns.  Revise traffic at Calvary Church entrance.  At 
peak times dedicated through lanes are needed or more staging room and longer 
light cycles to move volume of traffic. 
 
Response: Comment acknowledged; signal timing will be evaluated as warranted, 
additional through lanes on the East Beltline are planned with this EA. 
 
5)  Local traffic is using Calvary’s lot as a shortcut to East Beltline. 
 
Response: Comment acknowledged. 
 
6)  Several Comments in support of the project and encouraging it to be put on a 
faster completion schedule were received.  
 
Response:  This is a long term plan.  Improvements will be implemented based 
the proposed schedule in the EA, and based on statewide and regional needs, 
priorities, and financial resources. 
 
7)  Excerpt and paraphrase from hearing transcript:  Is there is some kind of 
bridge railing that allows motorists to see the river while driving in a standard 
sedan?  It would make the downtown more beautiful.   

 
Response:   As part of MDOT’s CSS policy, stakeholders will be involved in the 
design process and issues like the one noted will be considered. 
 

Written comments were received from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
via letter dated December 13, 2005.  A summary of USFWS comments and MDOT 
responses follows.  A copy of the USFWS letter can be found in Appendix C.   



 
1) Since data on threatened and endangered species is updated continually, we 

recommend MDOT request updated lists if the project initiation date extends 
beyond six months of the date of the letter. 

 
Response:  Section 2.12, Endangered and Threatened Species, pages 28-29. 
MDOT will request a new listing of federally endangered, threatened, or 
proposed species if the project initiation date is later than June 16, 2006. 

 
2)  The EA should acknowledge the need for bird surveys on bridge structures 
prior to the start of construction.  

 
Response:  Section 2.13, Fisheries and Wildlife, pages 29-30.  MDOT will 
conduct a survey for the presence of migratory birds prior to the start of 
construction as per standard practice. 
 
3)  Section 2.17 of the EA describes mature woods which will be lost as a 
result of the project.  Potential impacts to wildlife species are not described or 
included in the EA. 

 
Response:  Section 2.17.  The comments presented in Section 2.13, Fisheries 
and Wildlife is accurate for the Beech-Maple woodlot present at the I-196/I-
96 interchange. Due to the size and juxtaposition of the woodlot the wildlife 
use has been altered from the characteristic fauna associated with this cover 
type. Bird species characteristic of Beech-Maple woodland, Wood Thrush, 
Red-eyed Vireo, Scarlet Tanager, Hairy Woodpecker, American Redstart, 
Great Crested Flycatcher were not observed during the breeding season.  Bird 
species characteristic of edge conditions were found during the surveys.  
These species include Northern Cardinal, American Robin, Downy 
Woodpecker, and Black-capped Chickadee.  As a consequence, breeding 
habitat for about 2-3 pairs of American Robins and Northern Cardinals, and 
single pairs of Tufted Titmouse, Black-capped Chickadee, and American 
Goldfinch are likely to be removed within the project area.  Foraging habitat, 
including food, cover and shelter resources for the above-mentioned species 
and mammals, including Woodchuck, Fox Squirrel, and Eastern Chipmunk 
will be removed.  None of the species impacted represent particularly rare or 
unusual species in terms of overall distribution or population numbers within 
the region.  This cover type within the region is however, being removed by 
residential and commercial development adjacent to the project site and in the 
immediate vicinity based upon direct observation and zoning and land use 
plans. 
 
4)  Efforts should be made to eliminate direct discharges of bridge deck runoff 
to the Grand River.  Additionally, the EA indicates coffer dams will be 
utilized during construction on bridge structures.  Temporary water quality 
impacts may result from in-stream construction activities. 



 
Response:  MDOT will evaluate the feasibility of eliminating bridge deck 
drains from the I-196 crossing over the Grand River in accordance with the 
MDOT’s statewide storm water discharge permit.  Pursuant to the 
requirements of the permit MDOT will utilize storm water best management 
practices, including the reduction or elimination of bridge deck drains to the 
maximum extent practical.  Regarding the coffer dams, we believe the 
potential impact from construction coffer dams is limited to benthic macro 
invertebrate populations within the coffer dam areas and will not have 
significant adverse impacts on benthic habitat outside the coffer dam areas. 

 
Written comments were provided by the West Michigan Environmental Action 
Council (WMEAC) via letter dated December 15, 2005.  WMEAC comments have 
been paraphrased.  The comments in their entirety are included in Appendix D. 
 

1)  Any expansion of the highway system will cause significant 
environmental impact due to increased consumption of natural resources, 
energy, and increased impacts to the natural environment.  It is unclear 
whether MDOT assessment tools determined these impacts to be 
significant.  In essence the EA indicates that while human health (at 
specific locations) may not be harmed by the project, the health of the 
natural environment will be minimally impacted.  This does not seem to 
be a sufficient examination of the total environmental impact. 
 
Response:  The environmental analysis conducted utilized accepted 
protocol for environmental assessments.  The analysis did not indicate 
impacts were significant and therefore an environmental impact statement 
was not warranted.  Some of the issues that you have raised, specifically 
regarding energy consumption, are beyond the scope of this EA.  
However, the improvements proposed will reduce congestion and delays 
for freeway traffic, and local traffic accessing the freeway, which will 
improve the operation and energy efficiency of vehicles using the 
highway.  Additionally, MDOT will consider the re-use of crushed 
concrete as aggregate base material for new sections of road during the 
design phase when appropriate. 
 
2)  The City of Grand Rapids has made a commitment to reduce 
greenhouse gasses by working towards a light rail system.  Choosing the 
preferred alternative puts funding into non-sustain able transportation 
strategies at the cost of funding towards a light rail system, at the cost of 
funding alternatives that get people out of cars and into transit (such as a 
light rail system), and getting trucks off the roads and onto rail freight.   
 
Response:  The city of Grand Rapids and the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (MPO) strongly support the preferred alternative in this EA.  
It will help to provide improved access to the downtown area and support 



redevelopment and job creation activities in the Life Sciences corridor 
adjacent to downtown.  Mobility improvements in the core Grand Rapids 
area are not, however, limited to the proposed long-term freeway 
improvements.  MDOT is actively participating in the Interurban Transit 
Partnership’s (ITP) major transit investment (GT-2) study, and is also one 
of the financial partners in the GT-2 study.  The transit options reviewed 
during the GT-2 study process, including light rail, street cars, and bus 
rapid transit, are not expected to eliminate the need for all highway 
improvements, nor will highway improvements alone address the mobility 
needs in the city.  The alternatives still being considered in the ITP study 
include transit options that are closer to the neighborhoods and businesses 
in the city, and can provide more direct service to the community and have 
a better chance for success.  It is necessary to look at and to make 
decisions that address freight and passenger, highway and non-highway 
transportation needs of the area.  This is an on-going effort that will 
continue through the MPO planning process.  However, some of these 
issues are beyond the scope of this project and the MPO planning process.  
We encourage WMEAC to provide input on this process via their 
memberships on the MPO committees. 
 
3)  Choosing the preferred alternative will induce greater traffic flow and 
ultimately encourage more traffic and sprawl.  More traffic and sprawl 
will in turn increase impacts to the natural environment.   
 
Response:  The Preferred Alternative was selected in order to maintain 
existing infrastructure and improve safety and traffic flow conditions from 
existing traffic conditions.  The highway improvements proposed in this 
EA are along urban corridors already developed.  MDOT is responding to 
existing traffic congestion on these roadway segments and providing 
support for redevelopment activities in the downtown area. 
Therefore while we agree that urban sprawl is one of the most challenging 
issues being faced by Michigan communities, we believe that controlling 
sprawl begins with the local units of government and their ability to 
develop and implement wise land use planning choices.   
 
4)  Another important consideration is the unreasonable investment in a 
system whose future is very short.  Is the issue of long term traffic patterns 
due to changing fuel prices taken into consideration by MDOT? 
 
Response:  Many of the traffic issues identified (congestion and safety) 
require immediate attention and can be more effectively and efficiently 
addressed during planned system preservation activities over the next 5 to 
10 years.  Other improvements are more long-term and will be 
implemented based on transportation needs, priorities and funding 
availability at that time. Other issues noted are beyond the scope of this 
project level EA. 



 
5)  The sustainability of Grand Rapids must be founded on justice.  The 
proposed investments direct large amounts of money for access to the City 
by whom?  The access strategies do not help all people in the community 
equally.   

 
Response:  As indicated in the city of Grand Rapids support letter, these 
improvements will promote economic development in the Life Sciences 
corridor near downtown.  The additional 2000 or more new jobs being 
created in this area will be available to residents within the city.  MDOT 
has also indicated that we will work with the city of Grand Rapids to help 
facilitate pedestrian connections to the neighborhoods north of I-196 and 
the Life Sciences corridor, as bridges are replaced over the freeway, 
during subsequent individual project development activities, consistent 
with the MDOT Context Sensitive Solutions Policy.   
 
Providing a transportation system that serves all community members 
requires a strategic approach to urban planning and local support for 
appropriate transportation options.  MDOT is committed to maintaining 
existing transportation infrastructure vital to all segments of society. 
Timely emergency service response and efficient transportation of goods 
are important to all segments of the population, regardless of demographic 
characteristics.  Improvements to I-196/I-96 will enhance safety, improve 
traffic flow, and correct deteriorated roadway segments and bridges. 
 
6)  We hope that MDOT incorporates a triple bottom line (environmental, 
economic and social sustainability) approach into their thinking and 
rework the proposed recommendations accordingly.  We see this as 
evident in the proposed collaboration on the Turner Gateway Project 
where rain gardens and other community based collaborations are taking 
place, and we encourage more of this type of work. 
 
Response:  MDOT has been working with the local units of government 
and the Grand Valley Metro Council, through the MPO planning process 
to develop long term comprehensive strategies for addressing 
transportation needs in the Grand Rapids metropolitan area.  We would 
like to encourage WMEAC to continue working with local units of 
government and the MPO so that long range plans that address some of 
your concerns can be feasibly developed.  
 
7)  Short of re-working the overall plan, WMEAC recommends selection 
of the No Build alternative for the reasons given. 
 
Response:  MDOT acknowledges WMEAC’s comments, but can not at 
this point in the process recommend selection of the No-Build Alternative, 
or delay the proposed project, because of the current infrastructure, safety 



and traffic flow needs.  Additionally, comments received during the public 
comment period were substantially in support of the project.  Therefore, 
while we are supportive of some of the concepts that WMEAC has 
presented, MDOT believes the Preferred Alternative best addresses the 
purpose and need of the EA.   
 
8)  WMEAC has indicated that it is in the process of exploring the interest 
for community-wide public forums.   
 
Response:  MDOT encourages public input into our planning process and 
we encourage WMEAC to continue its efforts towards improved public 
input.  The I-196 EA has been available for public comment since mid-
November 2005, the public was invited to the hearing on November 29th, 
and public input received during this process was in support of the 
proposed project.  This project has also been discussed through the MPO 
planning process on several occasions since the first public meeting last 
year.  In addition, more direct contact of affected neighborhood groups in 
the project area was undertaken in coordination with the City of Grand 
Rapids Planning Department. 
 
 

Written comments were received from the Environmental Protection Agency via 
letter dated December 12, 2005.  Responses to these comments follow.  A copy of the 
letter can be found in Appendix C. 
 

1)  We are concerned about the EA’s lack of documentation on public 
meetings.  The EA states hat two existing business will be displaced.  
These businesses are located in a neighborhood with significant minority 
and low income populations.  This issue raises Environmental Justice 
issues if disproportionate impacts to low-income or minority 
neighborhoods.   
 
Response:  Comment acknowledged.  Notice of public information and 
stakeholder meetings was provided to community organizations in the 
immediate area of the project. MDOT also e-mailed notice to community 
organizations regarding the public hearing in conjunction with the City of 
Grand Rapids Planning Department.  These organizations represent both 
minority and low income residents, and combined they cover the census 
tracts within the City of Grand Rapids that have the highest concentration 
of those populations.     
 
2)  The EA does not document the public’s concerns stated at the public 
participation meetings.  The EA should include detailed notes from all past 
public information meetings.   
 



Response:  Comment acknowledged.  As described in the response to the 
previous comment, communities within the project area were notified of 
opportunities to provide public input.  Section 3.2 of the EA describes the 
dates and locations of meetings which were held to facilitate early 
coordination with the local communities and stakeholders.  Comments 
received during the process have been incorporated into the findings and 
recommendations of the EA.  Input that was received at meetings and the 
public hearing were generally supportive of the project, with several 
individuals asking for a more expeditious project completion date because 
of current traffic flow conditions.   
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APPENDIX B 
 

Project Mitigation “Green Sheet” 
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Project Mitigation Summary “Green Sheet” 
For the Preferred Alternative

 
December 30, 2005 

 
Environmental Assessment 

Programmatic Section 4(f) Evaluation 
 

Proposed Improvements of I-196, I-96 and M-37/M-44 (East Beltline) in the City 
of Grand Rapids and Grand Rapids Township,  

Kent County, Michigan 
 

I. Social and Economic Environment 
 

a. Relocations - Adequate replacements are available for the two businesses and one 
residence that will be total takes for this project.  Minor strips of right-of-way are 
also needed at several businesses and residences to accommodate turn lanes and 
sidewalk improvements.  The minor loss of parking at several businesses will be 
reviewed during design to minimize or mitigate the impact.  Acquisition 
assistance and advisory services will be provided by MDOT in accordance with 
the Federal Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Property Acquisition 
Policies Act of 1970, as amended; and Act 87, Michigan P.A. 1980, as amended. 

 
b. Maintaining Traffic - MDOT will maintain one lane of traffic in each direction on 

trunkline roads but may have to detour traffic onto local roads for short periods of 
time.  A Motorist Information   Plan (temporary electronic message signs) will be 
developed and implemented during construction to identify lane closures and 
alternative routes.  Coordination with local officials will occur to facilitate 
emergency service and school bus routes. Access to residences and businesses 
within the project area  will be maintained during construction 

 
c. Pedestrian/Bicyclists - Non-motorized trails along both sides of the Grand River 

will be temporarily closed during the Grand River bridge replacement.  MDOT 
will provide detour signing for pedestrians and non-motorized vehicles during 
construction and access to the remainder of the trail will be maintained.  When 
construction on the bridges has been completed, the trails will be restored to their 
original condition or better.  During construction, the parking of vehicles or 
storage of equipment and materials on any public recreational property is 
prohibited.  
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II. Natural Environment  

 
a. Bridge Deck Drainage Issues - MDOT will evaluate the feasibility of eliminating 

bridge deck drains from the I-196 crossing over the Grand River in accordance 
with the MDOT’s statewide storm water discharge permit.  Pursuant to the 
requirements of the permit MDOT will utilize storm water best management 
practices, including the reduction or elimination of bridge deck drains to the 
maximum extent practical.  

 
b. Stream Crossing/Lakes/Streams - Construction access to the Grand River piers 

will be provided by a combination of cofferdams and causeways.  A Construction 
Staging Plan will be prepared and reviewed with MDEQ and other Resource 
Agencies prior to the Act 451, Part 31 (Floodplains) and Part 301 (Inland Lakes 
and streams) permit application.  The plan will include soil erosion/sedimentation 
controls including dewatering operations, temporary causeway/access pad design 
along with installation/removal phasing and stream navigation requirements 
(signing and lighting).       

 
c. Wetlands - Approximately 2.08 acres (0.63 acres of palustrine forested and 1.16 

acres of palustrine emergent) of wetlands will be impacted by construction of the 
Preferred Alternative.  Using the 2 to 1 mitigation ratio for forested and 1.5 to 1 
ratio for emergent, this project will require a total of 3.51 acres (1.26 acres of 
forested wetland and 2.25 acres of emergent) of wetland mitigation.  The 
mitigation site selected is the fish farm site adjacent to the floodplain on the south 
side of the Grand River in Robinson Township in Ottawa County. The wetland 
mitigation and monitoring plan will be included in the Act 451, Part 303 permit to 
be obtained from the MDEQ.  

 
d. Floodplains - The preliminary hydraulic analysis indicates the new Grand River 

structure will decrease the 100-year flood stage by 0.12 feet compared to the 
existing structure. The proposed stream and drain culvert modifications will be 
reviewed during design to verify hydraulic capacity. 

 
e. Threatened/Endangered Species - At the project pre-construction meeting, written 

identification materials/guidance will be provided indicating steps to be taken 
should an Eastern Box Turtle be discovered.  An updated threatened and 
endangered species list and an updated bird survey of the Grand River structure 
will be obtained prior to construction. 

 
III.   Cultural Environment  

  
a. Historic Resource - The SHPO has determined that the proposed work will have 

no adverse effect on historic properties.  If design changes occur in the vicinity of 
the historic properties, the MDOT Historian must review the changes and 
coordinate with SHPO and FHWA.           
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IV. Hazardous/Contaminated Materials 
 

a. Project Contamination - A Project Area Contamination Survey (PACS) was 
performed for this project.  Potential areas of concern have been identified and 
additional review (and testing if required) will occur during the design phase 
when slope-stake lines and construction limits are determined.  

 
b. River Sediment Contamination - River bottom sediments to be excavated for the 

pier widening in the Grand River will be tested prior to construction to determine 
potential contamination and required disposal methods. 

 
c. Contamination Exposure - A Workers Health and Safety Plan will be prepared if 

any asbestos, lead, or other contamination is identified. 
 

V. Construction 
 

a. Construction Access Pads or Work Areas - Cofferdams and causeways will be 
constructed in the Grand River to facilitate the widening of the piers.  All 
protection items included in the Construction Staging Plan to be developed 
during the design phase will be followed.  

 
b. Construction Permits - Permits  under  Act 451,  Parts 31, 301,  and 303, are 

required  from  the  MDEQ  for  this  project.   Coverage under the National 
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), which is administered by 
MDEQ, is also required.  The U.S. Army Corp of Engineers has stated that no 
permits for work in the Grand River will be required from their office. 

 
c. Time Restrictions - Based on the most current available data, no work in the 

Grand River will be allowed between March 1 and May 1 and also from 
September 15 to November 30, to protect fish spawning.  Work may occur during 
these times if it is done within an enclosed cofferdam to isolate the construction 
activity from the water. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Letters from Federal, State and Local Agencies 
 



















APPENDIX D 
 

Written Comments 



From:  Bob Parsons 
To: fabers 
Date:  12/5/2005 12:34:06PM 
Subject:  Re: MDOT Proposed Improvements to I-196, I-96 and M-37/M-44 
 
Mr. Faber:  Thank you for attending the hearing and for providing such 
thorough comments for the study team.  With this response I am forwarding them 
to the team and will add them to the hearing document to be submitted to the 
Federal Highway Administration after December 12. We appreciate your 
involvement in this study.  If I can be of assistance, please let me know.  
Thank you. 
  
  
  
Robert H. Parsons 
Public Hearings Officer 
Bureau of Transportation Planning 
Michigan Department of Transportation 
P.O. Box 30050 
Lansing, MI  48909 
(517) 373-9534 
parsonsb@michigan.gov 
  
"Seek first to understand, 
then to be understood." 
                        Stephen R. Covey 
 
>>> fabers <steve@cityvisioninc.org> 11/30/2005 11:26 AM >>> 
 
 
Steve Faber 
(616)456-0485 
 
I attended the Nov 29 public comment opportunity. 
Please include the following concerns and comments regarding Proposed   
Improvement to I-196, I-96 
and M-37/M-44: 
 
1) Lane Expansion: I am opposed to any expansion involving additional 
lanes on I-196 between the river and I-96.  For over 30 years Belknap 
Lookout has been detached and fragmented from the rest of the city 
because of I-196.  The west side of Grand Rapids experienced similar 
issues with US131.  Additionally, the City Master Plan calls for 
improved connections to minimize the impact of freeways as barriers 
for neighborhoods.  The expansion of I-196 does not minimize its 
impact on surrounding neighborhoods.  The expansion also will 
increased noise and air pollution for surrounding neighbors and is a 
quality of life issue.  MDOT highlighted last night that sound 
proofing is cost prohibitive and not part of the plan.  Finally on 
the point of expansion.  This is a 30 year plan, but funding freeway 
expansion wasn't even creative or future thinking 30 years ago.  If 
you build it, it will fill up with cars.  I thought that the point of 
M-6 was to alleviate pressure from downtown traffic, what went wrong 
that now we are adding more lanes. 



 
2) Cost:  The estimate we were given last night was $375,000,000 in 
2005 dollars for a roughly 4 mile stretch with work being completed 
in 2030.   I believe the original estimate for the South Beltway was 
somewhere around 450,000,000 for 20 miles of new freeway.  Although I 
have not heard final figures for the cost of the South Beltway, I 
have heard rumors of it creeping up to 1 billion once the various 
land acquisitions and easements were secured.  My understanding is 
that the cost for I-196 will be payed for by local, state and federal 
dollars.  I don't see this as a fiscally responsible choice for the 
City of Grand Rapids or the State of Michigan.  We need to be 
investing these dollars in building up the identity of Grand Rapids 
as a progressive and creative city, not an antiquated dinosaur that 
thinks the automobile is the future.  If there are legitimate safety 
concerns on I-196 then only fund those, but not the expansion of 
additional lanes. 
 
3) Pedestrians:  "Traffic Safety" is an oxymoron.  As an avid bike 
commuter, runner and walker I must advocate for more pedestrian 
oriented development in regards to the I-196 plan, and specifically 
the bridges and Division Ave boulevard. 
 
First and foremost are the Coit Ave overpass and Lafayette Ave 
underpass.  If these bridges are redone, they must be done in a way 
that is safe and promotes walkability for Belknap Lookout.  Three 
quick stories: A month ago I saw a young mother walking her baby in a 
stroller to the hospital crossing Coit Ave bridge.  She had to take 
her child out of the stroller because the current sidewalk has about 
a 1 foot edge and she was fearful that the stroller would tip.  She 
ended up carrying the child, pulling the stroller until she made it 
to the other side.  Another recent story is that Immanual Lutheran on 
Michigan has a partnership with Coit Elementary in Belknap.  They bus 
kids 3 blocks for programming because they don't feel the overpass 
and Michigan are safe for kids to walk.  Finally, the most dangerous 
part of my bike commute in the morning is avoiding cars coming out of 
the parking ramp near this overpass.  With additional medical towers 
being constructed at Coit and Michigan, this will only get worse. 
 
The Division Ave Boulevard looks great.  I think of any part of the 
plan, this makes the most sense.  At this point, it appears that 
Division is underutilized as a way to get to and from downtown.  With 
the additional north bound exit, I think this road could be better 
utilized.  This is slated to be the last project done in the plan, 
but it should be the first.  Chances are it will reduce traffic 
congestion at College and Leonard exits and may reduce enough 
pressure that expansion becomes unnecessary.  Again, I would advocate 
that this boulevard be pedestrian friendly.  It can either be another 
barrier separating Belknap from North Monroe or a connector making 
pedestrian traffic flow better by tying in with the stairs that come 
down the hillside.  The plan should also include a strategy for 
recognizing and enhancing the Master Plan's TOD at the intersection 
of Plainfield/Leonard.  The Division Ave project must be integrated 
and coordinated with all the other activities happening on the 
Medical Mile, North Monroe, Creston and Belknap.  The impression I 



got at last night's meeting was that MDOT new nothing about these 
other initiatives and were designing the projects independently. 
 
 
 
 
CC: VanNorwick, Chris;  WEERSTRA, VICKI 



















APPENDIX E 
 

Public Hearing Transcripts 











APPENDIX F 
 

Metropolitan Planning Organization’s (MPO) Approval of the Long Range Plan, 
MDOT and FHWA Concurrence Letters 



   
U.S. Department 
of Transportation 

 
Michigan Division 

 
315 W. Allegan St., Room 201 
Lansing, Michigan 48933 

 
Federal Highway 
Administration 

 
 

 
 

 
 
     December 13, 2005 
 
 
 
Ms. Susan P. Mortel, Director 
Bureau of Transportation Planning (B340) 
Michigan Department of Transportation 
Lansing, Michigan 
 
Dear Ms. Mortel: 
 
We have reviewed the air quality conformity analysis of the Grand Valley Metropolitan 
Council’s amendment to the “2030 Long Range Transportation Plan for the Grand Rapids 
Metro Area” submitted by your letter of October 26, 2005. The conformity analysis was 
performed for the addition of projects in Grand Rapids.  The air quality conformity analysis 
was reviewed by the Environmental Protection Agency. 
 
In consultation with the Federal Transit Administration Region 5, we find that the Grand 
Valley Metropolitan Council’s “2030 Long Range Transportation Plan for the Grand Rapids 
Metro Area” as amended, is in conformance with the transportation related requirements of 
the 1990 CAAA and the regulations for determining conformity of transportation plans and 
programs to State Implementation Plans (SIP) for air quality as contained in 40 CFR Part 
93.  A new conformity finding will be required if the Transportation Plan is modified by 
adding or deleting non-exempt projects, or if any of the triggering events specified in 40 
CFR 93 occur.  
 
If you have any questions regarding this action, please contact Cindy Durrenberger, FHWA 
at (517) 702-1829.  
 
 
      Sincerely yours, 

 
           /original signed by/ 
 

Cindy L. Durrenberger 
Transportation Planner 

 
For: James J. Steele 

Division Administrator 
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