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vin Executive Summary

Executive Summary

The Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) initiated the /-15 Corridor Planning Study in
partnership with the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and in coordination with the Great Falls
Metropolitan Planning Organization. The 2014 Great Falls Area Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP)
identified the need to evaluate the Interstate System through Great Falls. The LRTP states that, “due to the
need for improvements to both Emerson Junction and Gore Hill interchanges and other identified needs for
added lanes and operational improvements on I-15 and 1-315, an Interstate Corridor Study for the Great
Falls area is recommended."*

The purpose of the study is to determine potential improvement options to address safety and
operational concerns within the study corridor based on needs and objectives identified by the public, the
study partners, and resource agencies. The study examined geometric characteristics, crash history, land
uses, physical constraints, environmental resources, and existing and projected operational characteristics
with the study area. A package of feasible recommendations was developed to address the transportation
needs of the corridor over the next 20 years. These recommendations would help the study partners
target the most critical needs and allocation of resources.

The study area includes Interstate 15 (I-15) through Great Falls, beginning southwest of the Gore Hill
Interchange (Exit 277) near Reference Point (RP) 277 and ending northwest of Emerson Junction (Exit 282)
near RP 282. Additionally, the study area includes Interstate 315 (I-315) and 10th Avenue S, west of the
Missouri River (RP 95). The study area includes a 300-foot buffer on either side of the roadway.

The study is a corridor planning document and not a design or construction project. MDT, Great Falls, and
FHWA used a collaborative process to develop the study, as well as conducting focused outreach efforts
to the public, key stakeholders, and resource agencies. Known and publically available resource
information was also evaluated. Activities completed for development of the study include the following:

e Research and analysis of existing roadway conditions

e Research and synthesis of known environmental resources and applicable regulations in the study
area

e Identification and documentation of projected conditions

e Identification of corridor issues and areas of concern

e Consultation and coordination with local officials, stakeholders, resource agencies, and the public

e Identification of corridor needs and objectives

e Development of corridor improvement options with consideration of costs, available funding,
feasibility, public input, and known environmental resource constraints

e Documentation of potential funding mechanisms for improvement options

ES.1. CORRIDOR AREAS OF CONCERN

Assessment of existing conditions within the study area and public and stakeholder input resulted in the
identification of roadway issues and areas of concern. The issues identified include existing roadway
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elements, traffic operations, safety, and environmental considerations. The identified areas of concern are
listed below.

TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM

Seven bridges along the Interstate have deck conditions that indicate the need for rehabilitation.
I-315 has poor to fair surfacing conditions.

I-15 mainline has two substandard vertical curves, one substandard horizontal curve, and one
location where the vertical grade does not meet current standards.

Seven of eight interchange on-ramps do not meet current standards for length.

Three of seven interchange off-ramps do not meet current standards for length.

Spacing between the 10th Avenue S and 14th Street SW Interchanges does not meet current
standards.

Six of the twelve intersections evaluated currently experience poor traffic operations during the
peak hour(s).

A trend of fixed-object collisions was noted along I-15.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

Areas of prime farmland if irrigated and farmlands of statewide importance exist within the study
area.

There are signs of instability and past landslides near the Gore Hill area.

Most of the study area is located within the Great Falls Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System
area.

I-15 crosses over the Sun River.

Two 4(f) resources are located within the study area.

The Missouri River/Warden Bridge is listed as an historic property.

ES.2. CORRIDOR NEEDS AND OBJECTIVES

The following needs and objectives were established based on the analysis of existing and projected

conditions, local plans, and input from resource agencies, stakeholders, and the public. These needs and

objectives were used to develop improvement options for the corridor.

NEED 1: IMPROVE THE SAFETY OF THE CORRIDOR

Objectives (To the Extent Practicable)

Reduce the frequency and severity of crashes.

Improve roadway elements to meet current design criteria to address identified safety concerns.
Reduce conflicts between vehicles of varying types and speeds.

Address identified crash trends and clusters.

NEED 2: ACCOMMODATE EXISTING AND FUTURE CAPACITY DEMANDS

Objectives (To the Extent Practicable)

Maintain level of service (LOS) standards for mainline segments and interchange ramps.
Improve operations and maintain LOS standards for intersections.
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NEED 3: PROVIDE FOR THE MOBILITY OF PEOPLE AND FREIGHT

Objectives (To the Extent Practicable)
e Provide for the movement and transfer of people and goods.
e Maintain the roadway for effective and prompt emergency response.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
e Environmental resource impacts of improvement options
e Local and regional planning efforts
e Funding availability
e Construction feasibility and impacts
e Security of the transportation system

ES.3. RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENT OPTIONS

Improvement options were identified to address corridor issues and areas of concern. The improvements
are intended to satisfy the needs and objectives defined for the corridor. The recommended improvement
options are intended to offer a range of potential mitigation strategies for corridor issues and areas of
concern. Small-scale improvement options identified may be as simple as modifying signing and striping.
Larger, more complex, reconstruction improvements were also envisioned. Strategies to mitigate potential
impacts would be more fully explored during project development activities.

Planning-level cost estimates were developed for each improvement option. The costs include estimates
for right-of-way, preliminary engineering, construction engineering, construction, and indirect costs. In
addition, an inflationary factor of 3 percent per year was applied to the planning-level costs to account for
estimated year of expenditure. Cost ranges are provided in some cases, indicating unknown factors at the
particular planning-level stage. All costs are listed in 2015 dollars. Appendix 5 contains planning-level
cost estimates, including all assumptions. Table E.1 contains a summary of the potential improvements,
along with planning-level cost estimates, potential funding sources, and agency responsibility.
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Table E.1: Recommended Improvement Options

o wmRSTATEIS

Construct auxiliary lane between Gore Hill
NHPP
iﬁ‘)‘(;?:ougie RP 278.1 to 278.5 and 10th Ave S interchanges in Mid-term MDT $1.9M
24 southbound direction. ISP
iti i inati NHPP
Road)/va){ RP 282.3 to 283.0 Install additional illumination along the Mid-term MDT $500k
Hllumination Interstate. HSIP
. Reconstruct roadway and bridge
NHPP
Reconstruction RP 282.3 to 283.0 structures to meet current design Long-term MDT $24.0M
of Roadway HSIP
standards.
Pavement b 00to 14 Resurface both directions of I-315. Mid-term NHPP MDT $1.0M
Rehabilitation
e [-15 Overpass (RP 0.01)
Bridge Deck e 14th St SW Overpass (EB) - . .
Treatment « 14th St SW Overpass Rehabilitate bridge decks. Mid-term NHPP MDT $600k
(WB)
. . . L NHPP
Diagrammatic ) pvesto14thstsw  [nstall overhead diagrammatic guide Short-term MDT $200k
Guide Signing signage for eastbound traffic. HSIP
Westbound Reconstruct I-315 wgstbound fahd the I- ' NHPP
. 14th St SW to I-15 15 on-ramp to provide an auxiliary travel Mid-term MDT $2.0M
Auxiliary Lane HSIP
lane.
NN Reconstruct I-315 westbound and the Fox NHPP
Auxiliary Lane Fox Farm Rd to 14th St SW  Farm Road intersection to provide an Mid-term HSIP MDT $1.2M
Y auxiliary travel lane. CMAQ
Lengthen NHPP
Southbound  10th Ave S Interchange Lengthen southbound off-ramp. Mid-term Wb MDT $260k
Off-ramp
Modify Lane  Central Ave west of e - STPU
Merge Interchange Modify signing and striping. Short-term Local Local $20k
Feptlafi . Secure‘a local prOJ.ect spc.)n.s.or to fund an . —
- Emerson Junction operational analysis/feasibility study of ~ Mid-term Private Local $250k
the Emerson Junction Interchange.
I i Install additional traffi | such NHPP $5.2M
ntersection Gae B ez nstall additional tra fic Fontro such as Mid-term HSIP MDT 2M to
Improvements roundabouts or traffic signals. $9.0M
CMAQ
NHPP
i iti i HSIP
Intersection Central Ave Interchange Install additional trafjﬁc Fontrol such as Long-term MDT $8.1M to
Improvements roundabouts or traffic signals. CMAQ $10.6M
STPU
, NHPP
Intersection Fox Farm Intersection Install dual eastbound left-turn lanes. Mid-term CMAQ MDT $100k
Improvements -

* Refer to Section 6 for more information on funding sources.
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ES.4. CONCLUSION

The ability to develop and implement any of the recommended improvement options ultimately depends
on availability of funding, right-of-way needs, and other project priorities. At this time, there is no funding
identified to complete any of the recommended improvement options contained in this study. Federal
funding allocations for the MDT Great Falls District and the MDT Traffic Safety Section are committed
through Federal Fiscal Year 2019, with numerous unfunded projects beyond 2019. There may be
opportunity, however, to develop smaller, lower cost improvements through alternative funding sources.

To continue with the development of a project (or projects) the following steps are needed:

e Identify and secure a funding source(s).

e Ensure improvement projects are consistent with long-range planning within the Great Falls MPO
and incorporated into the fiscally constrained TIP.

e For MDT-led projects, follow MDT processes for project nomination and development, including a
public involvement process and environmental documentation.

e For projects that are developed by others and that may impact MDT routes, coordinate with MDT
via the System Impact Action Process.

Should this corridor planning study lead to a project or projects, compliance with NEPA (if federal funding
is used) and MEPA (if a state action) would be required. The purpose and need statement for any future
project should be consistent with the needs and objectives contained in this study. Further, this corridor
planning study would be used as the basis for determining the impacts and subsequent mitigation for the
improvement options in future NEPA/MEPA documentation. Any project developed would have to comply
with CFR Title 23 Part 771 and ARM 18, sub-chapter 2, which sets forth the requirements for documenting
environmental impacts on highway projects.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The Montana Department of Transportation (MDT), in partnership with the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) and in coordination with the Great Falls Metropolitan Planning Organization
(MPO), initiated the /-15 Corridor Planning Study to assess the Interstate System through the Great Falls
area. The 2014 Great Falls Area Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) identified the need for an
Interstate Corridor Study. The LRTP states that, “due to the need for improvements to both Emerson
Junction and Gore Hill interchanges and other identified needs for added lanes and operational
improvements on I-15 and I-315, an Interstate Corridor Study for the Great Falls area is recommended."*

The purpose of the study is to determine potential improvement options to address safety and
operational concerns within the study corridor based on needs and objectives identified by the public, the
study partners, and resource agencies. The study corridor includes Interstate 15 (I-15) through Great Falls,
beginning southwest of the Gore Hill Interchange (Exit 277) near Reference Point (RP) 277 and ending
northwest of Emerson Junction (Exit 282) near RP 282. The study area also includes Interstate 315 (I-315)
and 10th Avenue S west of the Missouri River (RP 95). Figure 1.1 provides a map of the study area and
corridor.

1.1. PROCESS

The I-15 Corridor Planning Study is a pre-National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Montana
Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) study that allows for early planning-level coordination with the public,
stakeholders, environmental resource agencies, and other interested parties. The NEPA/MEPA
environmental review process is an approach to balance transportation decision-making that takes into
account the need for safe and efficient transportation and the impacts on the human and natural
environment.

The study does not replace the NEPA/MEPA process. The results of the study may be used to help
determine the level and scope of environmental review required should a project be forwarded into a
subsequent NEPA/MEPA process. The study would assist in facilitating a smooth and efficient transition
from transportation planning to future project development/environmental review, if a project is moved
forward. This study identifies both known technical issues and environmental conditions within the
corridor, and it identifies reasonable and feasible improvements to increase safety and efficiency for the
traveling public. Additionally, it defines potential impacts on the surrounding environment resulting from
various improvement options. The pre-NEPA/MEPA process discloses potential environmental impacts
and technical constraints, identifies potential mitigation measures that can be implemented, and
documents the information for the public and decision-makers before decisions are made and carried
forward. This study is a planning-level study to determine various improvement options within the study
area. It is not a design or construction project.
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I-15 Gore Hill to Emerson Junction 3
Corridor Planning Study

Chapter 2

Public and Stakeholder Outreach

An important aspect of the planning study process is to provide opportunities for ongoing and
meaningful public involvement. Education and public outreach are essential parts of achieving this goal. A
Public and Agency Involvement Plan (PAIP) was developed to identify public involvement activities needed
to gain insights on and to seek consensus about existing and future transportation needs. The purpose of
the PAIP was to ensure a proactive public involvement process that provided opportunities for the public
to be involved in all phases of the planning study process. Specific public outreach measures are noted in
this chapter. Meeting content, such as press releases, advertisements, agendas, presentations, minutes,
etc., are provided for all of the described activities in Appendix 2.

2.1. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

Two public informational meetings were scheduled over the course of the study process. Press releases
were distributed to area media outlets, and meeting announcements were advertised in the local
newspaper (Great Falls Tribune) twice (at 1-week and 3-week intervals) before the public meetings. The
ads announced the meeting location, time and date, purpose of the meeting, and the locations where
documents could be reviewed. Meeting minutes and materials are provided in Appendix 2.

2.1.1. INFORMATIONAL MEETING ONE

The first informational meeting was held on October 29, 2014, in the Gibson Room at the Great Falls Civic
Center. Thirteen people signed the attendance sheet at the meeting. Approximately 5 others were
present, but did not sign in, bringing the estimated total attendance to 18 individuals.

The meeting was held to inform interested parties about the scope and purpose of the corridor planning
study, to present the findings of the existing conditions analysis, and to solicit input on the existing
conditions and concerns within the study area that might be relevant to the corridor planning effort. The
meeting began with a presentation that included the study process, purpose, and existing conditions. The
presentation was followed by a question-and-answer period. The following comments were made during
the meeting:

e A new connection across the river is needed.

e A full movement interchange at Emerson Junction is important for the Great Falls Community.
e Itis difficult to maneuver large trucks at the Gore Hill Interchange.

e There are limited sight distances at the Central Avenue Interchange.

e The channelization at the Central Avenue Interchange can be confusing.

2.1.2. INFORMATIONAL MEETING TWO

The second informational meeting was held on May 28, 2015, following completion of the draft /-15
Corridor Study report. The purpose of the meeting was to present the draft report and to discuss the
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recommended improvement options. Twenty people signed the attendance sheet at the meeting, with
approximately six additional people present who did not sign in.

Comments were received at the informational meeting and subsequent to the meeting through email and
written comments. The following summarizes the public comments received:

e A noise analysis report was completed in 2003 for 10™ Avenue S which resulted in several
recommendations which have not been completed.

e Emerson Junction was not built as it was intended. The intent was to build a full-movement
interchange.

e A full movement interchange is needed at Emerson Junction to accommodate large trucks and to
provide access to industrial and manufacturing areas.

e Pedestrian accommodations should be included with any improvements to the Gore Hill
Interchange.

e Consideration should be given to relocating the Gore Hill Interchange further to the southwest.

e There was mixed reception of the roundabout concepts for Gore Hill.

2.1.3. OTHER PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT EFFORTS

A website (www.mdt.mt.gov/pubinvolve/il5) was developed to provide up-to-date information regarding
the study, as well as an opportunity to provide comments. Draft documents were posted for public review
and comment during the study process. Informational announcements were posted on the website to

encourage public involvement in the study.

Two newsletters were distributed that described the work in progress, results achieved, preliminary
improvement options, and other topics. These newsletters were made available at the informational
meetings, and they were posted to the study website.

2.2. RESOURCE AGENCY WORKSHOP

A resource agency workshop was conducted on November 13, 2014, to provide an overview of the study
and process and to confirm content and accuracy of the Environmental Scan document (see Appendix 3).
Each agency invited to participate in the workshop was sent a draft Environmental Scan for review. The
following agencies were invited to participate, and those noted in bold attended the workshop:

e  BNSF Railway Company

e Cascade County Floodplain Administrator

e City of Great Falls Floodplain Administrator

e Montana Department of Environmental Quality
¢ Montana Department of Transportation

¢ Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks

e Montana State Historic Preservation Office

e U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

e U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

e U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
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