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MEMORANDUM 
 
TO:  Randy Fifrick, Community Development Director - Village of Kronenwetter 
FROM:  Darryl L. Landeau, AICP - Senior Planner 
DATE:   November 25, 2019 
RE:   Kowalski Road Interchange 2.0 

 
 
You asked the NCWRPC to revisit our 2011 memo reviewing a course of action toward a 
Kowalski Road interchange and determine what may have changed based on current 
conditions.  We reviewed relevant state and federal information and spoke with Wisconsin 
Department of Transportation (DOT) officials, and our findings and recommendations are 
detailed below. 
 
From what we can gather, the basic process of getting a new interchange approved really has 
not changed.  There has been a change in the official justification criteria, and this will be 
discussed along with some new issues that may impact the process.   
 
The DOT recommends early coordination between their Regional Office and the Village.  This 
process begins with a written request and possible meeting(s) with DOT Region Planning Staff.  
From here, DOT would reach out to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) for a 
determination if they feel it is reasonable to proceed with an application. 
 
If the decision is to proceed, the Village works with DOT to submit a preliminary request for 
review and comment by the FHWA Division Office.  Interchange approval by FHWA is a two-
step process.  The first step is a finding of operational and engineering acceptability in 
accordance with the policy requirements for access to the Interstate System.  This requires 
completion of an interchange justification report.  If FHWA determines the proposal is 
acceptable, then project development may occur, however, this does not guarantee approval 
from FHWA. 
 
The second step is final FHWA approval.  This approval constitutes a federal action which 
requires NEPA compliance.  If the project passes this environmental review, FHWA can consider 
final approval.  Ultimately, the project will also need to meet other federal planning, design, 
and engineering requirements as it is developed.   
 



With regard to the policy criteria which must be satisfied in the interchange justification report, 
there does appear to have been a change.  In 2017, FHWA put out a revised policy that reduced 
the number of criteria from 8 down to 2.  However, outreach from the NCWRPC and Village 
Staff to DOT and FHWA indicate that the eight criteria are essentially still in effect. 
 
From the state perspective, DOT appears to still be focused on the eight criteria, but stated that 
they would seek guidance from FHWA on what has changed and what would need to be done 
with an Interstate System access request.  In their defense, it must be noted that they are 
currently operating under an organizational mindset toward extending the useful life of existing 
assets as long as possible with no eye on expansion.  This was established under the previous 
administration in conjunction with FHWA in recognition of increasingly limited financial 
resources.  Apparently most expansion projects in the works were scrapped all the way to the 
point of divesting right-of-way that was being acquired over time.  The majority of current DOT 
Region Staff have not had to deal with any type of system expansion proposal such as a new 
interchange since the FHWA policy was revised.  An organization the size of DOT is slow to 
change. 
 
From the federal perspective, the NEPA process requires a detailed analysis of the impacts of a 
proposed project and all possible alternatives to the project, such as how the need might be 
served by adjacent intersections or enhancing the local road system.  Basically, the eight criteria 
end up being addressed in the analysis for NEPA.  USDOT NEPA policy states, "Alternative 
courses of action be evaluated and decisions be made in the best overall public interest based 
upon a balanced consideration of the need for safe and efficient transportation; of the social, 
economic, and environmental impacts of the proposed transportation improvement; and of 
national, State, and local environmental protection goals." 
 
So it appears that the eight original criteria will need to be addressed.  Even if not required as 
part of the formal interchange justification report, the same questions will likely be asked in the 
initial request review or the environmental review.  The only way to address these questions is 
through a detailed study.  That being said, in the previous study 5 of the 8 criteria did not pose 
any issues, and the NCWRPC doesn't anticipate that to change.  However, the other three 
criteria which were previously identified as problems are likely to continue to be problematic. 
 
Analysis of the 2002 Interchange Justification Report is beyond the scope of the assistance the 
NCWRPC can provide the Village at this time, however, the following are the NCWRPC's 
observations regarding those three original problem criteria, (Note that some of the FHWA 
policy text, shown in italic, has been paraphrased for purposes of this memo.): 
 
1. The need being addressed by the request cannot be adequately satisfied by existing 

interchanges to the Interstate, and/or local roads and streets in the corridor can neither 
provide the desired access, nor can they be reasonably improved (such as access control 
along surface streets, improving traffic control, modifying ramp terminals and intersections, 
adding turn bays or lengthening storage) to satisfactorily accommodate the design-year 
traffic demands. 

 



Even if not required in the interchange justification report, DOT and FHWA are likely to ask the 
question(s): "Why is this project needed, and why can't that need be met more efficiently by 
other parts of the existing system?" 
 
It has been pointed out that the Village's Comprehensive Plan projects significant population 
growth, although the rates are not excessive and are actually down from those seen in previous 
periods.  In addition, one might argue that there has been significant commercial and industrial 
development since 2002 with more likely over the next 25 years with new areas being opened 
up for development. 
 
Unfortunately, growth and development, in and of itself, is not a need for interstate access 
from a FHWA perspective.  FHWA guidance indicates that need for an access point is based on 
regional traffic and not to solve local traffic issues.  Further, while the Interstate facility should 
not be allowed to become part of the local circulation system, it should be maintained as the 
main regional facility.  Improvements to parallel facilities should be considered in lieu of new 
access wherever feasible.  Local economic development is not completely lost on FHWA, 
however, it is one factor in the local / regional land use and transportation planning process. 
 
DOT expects improvements to the Business 51 and Maple Ridge interchanges to meet area 
traffic needs for at least the next 20 years.  The question of potential improvements to the local 
road system also remains.  It may be difficult to argue that the local road network cannot be 
adequately improved to accommodate traffic demand.   
 
DOT's current focus on system preservation over expansion may cause them to more heavily 
favor these "alternative solutions" to any need that might be part of the case for a Kowalski 
interchange.  Further, constructing the interchange may not be as simple as adding 4 ramps to 
the existing Kowalski overpass bridge.  Any additional requirements identified by DOT traffic 
analysis, such as additional lanes on I39, may come with the stipulation that the Village assume 
more of the financial burden for those elements not within DOT's current plans. 
 
3. An operational and safety analysis has concluded that the proposed access does not have a 

significant adverse impact on the safety and operation of the Interstate facility (which 
includes mainline lanes, existing, new, or modified ramps, ramp intersections with crossroad) 
or on the local street network based on both the current and the planned future traffic 
projections. The analysis shall include at least the first adjacent interchange on either side of 
the proposed access and other transportation improvements on the local street network. 

 
The system function questions in Criteria 1, above, leads to the operations and safety criteria 
here.  This criterion is actually in both the original 8 as well as the new 2 criteria policies, so 
there is no avoiding it.   
 
This is where the interchange justification report comes into play.  It provides the analysis and 
documentation to support the request for the interchange.  Other studies may be helpful (ie 
2007, 2009), but they are not interchange justification reports.  The previous justification report 
(2002) is 17 years old and would need to be redone.  The report is estimated between $200,000 
to $300,000 and likely take 12 to 18 months to complete with no guarantee of success.  This 



does not include environmental compliance or other expenses that may be required.  This new 
report would take into account changes in development since the previous study 17 years ago, 
as well as, projected future growth in the Village and its impact on traffic levels and patterns 
from what we are seeing today.   
 
5. The proposal considers and is consistent with local and regional land use and transportation 

plans. Prior to receiving final approval, all requests for new or revised access must be 
included in an adopted MPO Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) and in the adopted 
Statewide or Metropolitan Transportation Improvement Program (STIP or TIP). 

 
At this point, the proposed Kronenwetter Interchange concept has fallen out of most local area 
planning, but the MPO's Long Range Transportation Plan is the primary plan of concern here.  
However, if the interchange is to be built, with a little homework the MPO should be able to be 
convinced to once again incorporate it into the LRTP.  Once that happens, it will be back on the 
radar for other area planning.  Inclusion in the TIP and STIP is somewhat automatic if the 
interchange becomes an actual project.  Note that the next LRTP planning process is set to 
begin next year.  Village Staff should work with MPO Staff to ensure that the proposed Kowalski 
Interchange is incorporated into the process.  An essential early step is to make sure the 
interchange is integrated into the traffic modeling work the MPO will be requesting from DOT 
for the planning effort.  The current LRTP does not show any existing or projected service 
deficiencies in the Kronewetter area. 
 
In conclusion, it appears to the NCWRPC that considerable barriers remain in achieving a 
Kowaksi Road Interchange.  However, there may be a slight opening in the window of 
opportunity.  To further explore the potential feasibility of the proposed interchange, the 
NCWRPC recommends the Village consider the following steps: 
 

 Formally, request that the DOT North Central Regional begin early coordination, 
including consultation with FHWA, and meet with the Village to gain a better 
understanding of the current feasibility of a Kowalski Interchange. 

 

 Request that DOT seek clarification from FHWA regarding the Policy on Access to the 
Interstate System (ie 8 criteria or 2?) and the content required for an Interchange 
Justification Report. 

 

 If the answer to the above is 2, then request that DOT identify criteria that would need 
to be satisfied as part of the NEPA process in order to get the project approved as well 
as other statutes and regulations applicable to the approval process. 

 

 Ask DOT to clarify if funding the interchange justification report is the responsibility of 
the state or the Village and if there are any grants / other funding sources for such 
studies. 

 

 Request that the Wausau MPO incorporate the Kowalski Road Interchange into the long 
range transportation planning process including scenario modeling of the interchange. 

 
If you have any questions regarding this memorandum, please feel free to contact us.  We 
appreciate this opportunity to be of service to the Village of Kronenwetter.   


