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RECORD OF DECISION

Proposed Expansion of the Blue Water Bridge Port of Entry
Port Huron, Michigan

FHWA-MI-EIS-05-02-R
1.0 BACKGROUND

This Record of Decision (ROD) sets forth the basis for choosing the Selected Alternative for the
Blue Water Bridge Plaza in St. Clair County, Michigan. The project will improve the United
States Inspection Facility at the Blue Water Bridge Plaza and the 1-94/1-69 corridor leading up to
the plaza.

Federal Cooperating Agencies included:

e U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP)

e U.S. General Services Administration (GSA)
e U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)

e U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
o U.S. Coast Guard (USCG)

e U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)

1.1 Project History

The United States Plaza at the Blue Water Bridge was first expanded in the 1950s and a ramp
was added over M-25 (Pine Grove Avenue) to connect with the Port Huron bypass (now 1-94/I-
69), which was under construction at the time. Prior to this expansion, the entire plaza was
located between Pine Grove Avenue and 10™ Avenue. In 1983, The Michigan Department of
Transportation (MDOT) completed Draft and Final Environmental Impact Statements, which
recommended improvements to the United States Plaza (see Figure 1 Existing Plaza Facilities)
and the construction of a second bridge over the St. Clair River. In 1991, the final link of I-69
was built, completing a second freeway connection (Toronto to Chicago) via the bridge. During
the 1980’s and early 1990’s the plaza was expanded to include 13 primary inspection booths for
inbound traffic from Canada. Five outbound toll lanes and the secondary inspection facilities
that exist on the elevated plaza today were also added as a part of the expansion.

In 1992, an international task force studying the Blue Water Bridge crossing concluded that the
existing bridge did not have enough capacity for all vehicles wanting to cross and needed long-
term maintenance; therefore a new bridge should be constructed. An environmental document
that served as a re-evaluation document for the 1983 FEIS and met the requirements of both the
U.S. and Canadian environmental processes was completed in 1994. Construction on the
second Blue Water Bridge span began in 1995 and it was opened to traffic in July 1997. Each
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bridge has three lanes of traffic with the original bridge carrying traffic from Canada to the
United States and the new bridge carrying traffic from the United States to Canada.

In 1999, MDOT completed a Toll and Plaza Operations Study to identify short-term operational
improvements and to propose potential long-term plaza improvements. As a result of this
study, several short-term operational improvements were made including the conversion of
MDOT’s maintenance facility to additional truck parking and the expansion of space for
customs brokers.

In September 2002, MDOT began the current study as an Environmental Assessment (EA). The
project’s Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) appeared
in the Federal Register on January 27, 2005. A scoping meeting was held June 19, 2003 to describe
the study to the state and federal review agencies (see Figure 2) and conduct a site tour of the
plaza and surrounding area.

The Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) was signed August 10, 2007, and its Notice
of Availability (NOA) was published in the Federal Register September 18, 2007. A public
hearing was held on October 9, 2007 at McMorran Place in Port Huron, Michigan. The
comment period provided was 120 days for the DEIS. This formal comment period was
extended from 45 days to 120 days at the request of local stakeholders to allow all parties
sufficient time to review the DEIS.

In developing the FEIS and identifying the Recommended Alternative, full consideration was
given to public and agency comments on the DEIS, all alternatives considered and the
respective environmental consequences, and issues related to the proposed action. The FEIS
was signed March 20, 2009 and distributed. An NOA was published in the Federal Register
April 3, 2009.
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3.2 Identification and Evaluation of Alternatives

Many alternatives were considered for improvements to both the United States Plaza at the Blue
Water Bridge and the 1-94/I-69 corridor as shown in the timeline, Figure 2.

3.2.1 Illustrative Alternatives

The Ilustrative Alternatives development process included two phases. In the first phase, a
wide variety of concepts and ideas for plaza improvements were explored. Some of these
concepts were fully developed into alternative plans. Others were discarded once it became
apparent they would not meet the objectives of the project. Nineteen concepts were evaluated
during this phase of alternatives development.

The original 19 alternatives were narrowed down to six Illustrative Alternatives (A through F),
as well as a No-Build Alternative. After evaluating the potential impacts further and
coordinating with stakeholders, these six Illustrative Alternatives were reduced to four
Updated Alternatives. These Updated Alternatives were modified versions of the most feasible
[lustrative Alternatives. The modifications were based on the objectives of the study,
environmental concerns, traffic analyses, and both local stakeholder and public input.

3.2.2 Alternatives Carried Forward — DEIS

Four alternatives including the No-Build were analyzed and discussed in the DEIS. The DEIS
identified the City West Alternative as the Preferred Alternative. A brief description of the four
alternatives carried forward is provided below.

e The No-Build Alternative, which involves no expansion of the existing plaza or the I-
94/1-69 corridor.

e The City East Alternative, which expands the plaza in the city of Port Huron and
relocates Pine Grove Avenue to the east and makes improvements along the 1-94/I-69
corridor.

e The City West Alternative, which expands the plaza in the city of Port Huron and
relocates Pine Grove Avenue to the west and makes improvements along the 1-94/1-69

corridor.

e The Township Alternative, which relocates most plaza functions to a plaza in Port
Huron Township and makes improvements along the 1-94/I-69 corridor.

The alternatives carried forward were selected based on their ability to best address the reasons
for improving the plaza/corridor when compared with other potential alternatives. Comments
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received on both the DEIS and the Preferred Alternative indicated that the size of the proposed
plaza was a concern for many in the local community. As a result, the plaza requirements and
the overall size were re-analyzed by FHWA, MDOT, CBP, and GSA which resulted in the
Recommended Alternative.

3.3 Recommended Alternative

The DEIS identified the City West Alternative as the Preferred Alternative. A modified
Preferred Alternative was presented in the FEIS as the Recommended Alternative.

3.3.1 Rationale for Selection
Safety & Security

The Selected Alternative meets all safety and security requirements of an international border
crossing.

Eliminates a major roadway running beneath (Pine Grove Avenue) the CBP inspection
area.

e All major roadways are located downstream of the primary and secondary inspection
points on the plaza, enhancing the security of the facility and reducing the
vulnerabilities of the plaza to a terrorist incident that could shut the border crossing

down for a long period of time.

e The plaza layout minimizes the potential of cars and trucks from exiting the plaza
without being inspected.

e The plaza layout provides for separate and secure defined work spaces for CBP officers
that allow them to most efficiently complete their mission.

Accommodates CBP Technologies
The plaza includes sufficient space required by CBP.

e Features a facility layout that is preferred by CBP and GSA based on the U.S. Port of
Entry Program of Requirements (POR) discussed in Chapter 1 of the FEIS.

e Provides CBP flexibility to implement both current and future procedures and
technologies.
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Improved Flow of Traffic

The Selected Alternative best improves current and future traffic issues on the plaza, freeway
and local roads surrounding the plaza.

¢ Eliminates the existing weave on the westbound Blue Water Bridge by keeping trucks on
the right.

e The estimated delay at the plaza will be reduced from an existing average of 26 minutes
entering the U.S. to a projected three minutes average delay under the Selected
Alternative.

e Provides a 1-94/I-69 separation of traffic between Canadian bound traffic and local
bound traffic west of the Water Street interchange and eliminates the Black River Bridge
weave.

e Improves upon the current geometric and operational deficiencies at the Pine Grove
Avenue and 10t Avenue intersection by modifying the 10" Avenue intersection from a
six-leg intersection to a four-leg intersection. As a result, the number of potential vehicle
conflict points will be dramatically decreased.

¢ Reduces future congestion at the Hancock Street and M-25 Connector (future Pine Grove
Avenue) intersection.

Local Access Enhancements
Provides local access enhancements to and from the plaza and to and from the freeway.

e Provides enhanced access to the plaza from Pine Grove Avenue and to Pine Grove
Avenue from the plaza, to local destinations north and south of the plaza.

e Provides direct access to the city of Port Huron through the new Pine Grove Avenue/M-
25 Connector interchange. This is a substantial improvement over the indirect access
provided by the No-Build Alternative.

e Provides better north-south local access around the new plaza than other alternatives.
10" Avenue would continue to provide north-south access on the east and the relocated
Pine Grove Avenue would provide north-south access to the west.

e Provides a new reconstructed Water Street interchange.
e Provides a reconfigured Lapeer Connector interchange to provide full access.

e Relocates the International Welcome Center to a more visible and accessible location
along the freeway.
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Emergency Response

Emergency responders will still have two choices for north-south access around the plaza.
Emergency responders can utilize either 10" Avenue or the relocated Pine Grove Avenue as a
north-south alternate route if one or the other became blocked by a traffic accident or other
incident. Emergency access to the plaza would be through gated access from local streets which
is enhanced by being at street level. Access to the westbound 1-94/1-69 freeway is improved
with the full access Lapeer Connector interchange which enables better response times to
incidents west of the Lapeer Connector.

Gateway Effect

The Selected Alternative would provide a superior visual entrance to the city of Port Huron and
the Port Huron area when compared to the No-Build Alternative and other alternatives. The
Pine Grove Avenue boulevard design (see Figure 12) with direct access to either northbound or
southbound Pine Grove Avenue will increase both visibility and access to the city of Port
Huron. Opportunities to incorporate enhanced landscaping and signage are much greater
under this alternative compared to other alternatives evaluated.

Figure 12 Boat Form Boulevard Design
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3.3.2 Potential Reasonably Foreseeable Impacts and Benefits of the Selected Alternative

The impacts of the Selected Alternative are those of the Recommended Alternative that are
presented in the Summary of Impacts matrix in the FEIS Executive Summary. The Selected
Alternative will provide many benefits within the Port Huron Study Area. It will improve local
traffic circulation surrounding the plaza, improve overall access to the Port Huron community
including downtown Port Huron, improve safety on the freeway leading up to the plaza by
separating the Canadian bound traffic from the local traffic, and make improvements to the
Water Street and Lapeer Connector interchanges. A local wayfinding program will be
implemented which will be designed to increase access and awareness of key local tourism
destinations. Several enhancements into the design of the Selected Alternative will improve
non-motorized access and circulation between the city of Port Huron and Port Huron
Township, and connectivity with other existing non-motorized systems.

Other benefits include the development of an Economic Development Plan and an Aesthetic
Design Guide (ADG). The Economic Development Plan is a strategic plan that would build
upon existing strategic advantages, international trade opportunities, and the community’s
extensive transportation assets that can contribute to a stronger, more vibrant economy for the
future. The ADG will define an overall theme as well as specific community characteristics that
can be incorporated in the corridor and plaza architectural elements to assure these
infrastructure improvements reflect and blend into the Blue Water Community.

3.3.3 Consistency with Established Statewide Transportation Planning Goals

The project is consistent with MDOT’s Long Range Plan and is listed on MDOT’s 2009-2013 Five
Year Transportation Plan. The project is consistent with local planning goals and is included in
the metropolitan planning organization (SEMCOG) Transportation Improvement Program.

3.3.4 Environmentally Preferred Alternative
The Selected Alternative is considered the environmentally preferred alternative because it
incorporates the best features of the Practical Alternatives considered in the DEIS with the least
harmful impact to the natural and social environments. These features relate to reducing:

e Relocations,

¢ Emergency responder impacts,

e Plaza safety and security concerns,

e Access issues to the city of Port Huron from the Blue Water Bridge Plaza.

3.3.5 Cost Savings Considerations

A Cost Estimate Review was conducted March 16-20, 2009, involving specialists from FHWA,
MDOT and MDOT’s Consultants. During this review, the Recommended Alternative cost
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