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Introduction

With many local governments around the country now seeking to implement
regional and statewide projects that they champion, there are increasing
numbers of instances where projects are being impacted due to different
missions, visions, and priorities of the different agencies having a stake in these
projects. The SR 432 at I-5 and Talley Way interchange project in Kelso,
Washington is one of those projects. The experience of implementing this
project offers an opportunity to share lessons learned with others who are
considering similar ventures.

For the SR 432 interchange, there were several issues. This paper will focus on
four key issues that have been overcome and provide excellent insight for future
endeavors:

It is unusual for a MPO to become directly involved in project
implementation, and in retrospect, they would have turned over the
project to the Department of Transportation(DOT) earlier in the process

What was a priority for the local region was not a priority for the DOT,
which resulted in challenges for obtaining DOT staff time to participate in
project development, especially when it was time for policy decisions

The project had multiple agency partners who had different missions,
priorities, and responsibilities that added to the level of complexity of
potential solutions

The transfer of project responsibility from the MPO to the DOT occurred
midway through the normal DOT project development process, which
would have identified some constructability issues earlier in the process,
saving time and money.

Project Background

As a critical gateway and economic pipeline into the Kelso/Longview,
Washington industrial area, the 1-5/SR-432 and Talley Way interchange is a
functionally obsolete interchange with environmental and physical constraints.
The local, regional, and state agencies want to improve this interchange yet have
different missions and funding priorities.

The SR-432/1-5 at Talley Way interchange project had its roots in a preliminary
corridor study known as the “SR 432 Route Development Plan”, which was



completed in 2000. Co-sponsored by the Washington State Department of
Transportation (WSDOT) and the Cowlitz Wahkiakum Council of Governments ,
lead agency for the Longview-Kelso MPO, this Route Development Plan(RDP)
identified the SR 432/1-5 at Talley Way interchange as the highest priority
improvement project for the SR 432 corridor, due to its substandard design
geometry and current and future traffic congestion. The interchange operations
are further compounded by physical constraints, the matter of much of the project
area being included in a Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)-
designated floodway (which was later changed) and driveways which directly
access the system via the SR 432/Talley Way ramps.

Transfer of Jurisdiction

The interchange improvement project was determined by WSDOT to not be one
of their priority projects, and thus the Cowlitz Wahkiakum Council of
Governments (CWCOG) became the “champion” for the project. Using local and
congressional political support, CWCOG applied for and received two
Transportation and Community System Preservation (TCSP) funds totaling $3
million to undertake interchange planning, preliminary design, and compliance
with Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) processes including what is now
known as an Interchange Justification Report (IJR) and the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process, a Documented Categorical Exclusion
(DCE).



Project Area and Vicinity




In 2005, the Washington state legislature fully funded the interchange project
(%45 million) as part of the Transportation Partnership Act (TPA) package, a
statewide transportation improvement program. The TPA was upheld in
November 2005 by Washington state voters who defeated Initiative 912, which
would have rolled back the state gas tax providing the majority of funding for the
TPA.

Because the project evolved from a planning and NEPA study to a fully-funded
project, it was transitioned into a project that would be led by the Washington
State Department of Transportation (WSDOT).

Transfer Issues

Because CWCOG originally was the lead agency for the project, it put them in an
unfamiliar role: project development and implementation. Typically, councils of
government and Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPO) perform strategic
planning and program funding, and then turn over project implementation
responsibilities to the implementing agency, typically a local government or a
DOT. In this case, the project was not a WSDOT responsibility; therefore, if
CWCOG and the region desired this project to advance, they would need to take
on the lead role for project development themselves.

Another issue is the differing missions of the stakeholder agencies, visions for
the project that each may have, and the policy influence they have on project
decision-making. The SR 432 project was faced with state, regional, and local
agencies as well as private, economic interests all having a stake in the project
but wanting different results from the project, as shown in the table below.



Differing Missions and Priorities

Interchange Function of the Who is Influence on
Component Component Interested mission
-5 Interstate, WSDOT, FHWA Need to maintain
international, and Interstate integrity;
inter-regional local access is
travel and secondary
commerce
SR 432 Bi-state (Oregon CWCOG, Kelso, Need to improve
and Washington) | Port and City of traffic flow and
commerce, Longview, safety, especially
regional travel and | WSDOT for trucks. Local
freight movement access is
important to Talley
Way
Talley Way Truck and Kelso, CWCOG to | Need to improve
commute route some extent, local access
into Kelso business owners especially to

adjacent lands

Coweeman Park
Drive

Local retail access

Business owners,
developers

Improved local
access for
continued
economic
development.

The eventual decision-makers in the project are WSDOT and FHWA, neither of
which were considered the “lead agency” for the project at its early stages. Thus,
the project suffered from widely different viewpoints of what should be done,
without the decision-making oversight of the DOT.

The project development process, while successful in that it reached a preferred
alternative, was difficult in several ways: the design and environmental review
process, which includes FHWA and WSDOT, was procedurally difficult as the
system was not established to enable a regional agency to process design and
environmental documents through the WSDOT system, and it was difficult to
obtain priority and quality time for WSDOT’s decision-makers, who had several
other priorities to which to attend.

When the project was fully-funded by the legislature, along with the funding was
a requirement that WSDOT take the responsibility of completing the project on-

time and within the established budget. This essentially required that the project
transition from a CWCOG lead to a WSDOT lead.




Flow Chart of SR 432 Evolution

Normally, when WSDOT begins to develop a project, they work it through a
process whereby the design process includes a cost risk assessment (CRA: a
multi-day workshop of experts in several engineering fields who ascertain a
project’s cost range based on probabilistic outcomes of various risk items), a
constructability review, and completion of the project development and
environmental process. In the case of the SR 432 project, the decision was to
transfer jurisdiction and begin in the middle of WSDOT’s process, which was
after the initial CRA and constructability work would have been done.

Because the transfer of responsibility was implemented mid-process, and did not
go to WSDOT'’s “square one”, several issues arose related to the project design:

It was determined that the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s
floodway map was never revised, even after sediment from the Mt. St.
Helens volcanic explosion and emergency dredging of the Cowlitz and
Columbia Rivers was deposited in the project area, raising the land
contours above the FEMA floodway. This was later corrected by a
process called “Letter of Map Revision (LOMR)”, which took almost 18
months to complete.



The CRA and constructability review process determined that
geotechnical issues would result in the preferred design alternative being
impractical to build, and that if built the cost would exceed the project’s
budget. This process resulted in returning to alternatives development
and evaluation, with the eventual outcome of selecting a new preferred
alternative. This process took over a year to complete.

Because the project was transferred “mid process”, the project design completion
was delayed over two years until a suitable and constructible alternative was
developed.

Summary of Lessons Learned
So, what have we learned and what would we do differently in the future?

First, an MPO or COG should not take on project implementation responsibilities
unless it is part of their established mission for regionally-significant projects.
Some agencies, such as Metro (MPO) and Tri-Met (regional transit agency) in
Portland, Oregon have established a relationship on project development and
implementation for regional transit projects there. However, that is more likely an
exception rather than the rule.

If faced with a similar dilemma in the future, CWCOG would likely take the lead
on strategic project planning, which could consist of identifying key transportation
system improvements or changes directly required by the project, and perhaps
identifying a good purpose and need statement that can be advanced into the
NEPA process. The MPO would be a good forum to reach consensus on
incorporating the different agency viewpoints into a common project purpose.

At this point, the project should be turned over to the DOT to become the lead
agency, and lead decision-maker. WSDOT has become experienced in the past
several years at involving stakeholders in project development, including
comments on issues, developing and evaluating alternatives, and commenting
on design. Additionally, the process should start at where the WSDOT project
development process normally starts, which is cost-risk assessment and
constructability reviews. From that point, the established WSDOT process of
design development and acceptance, completion and approval of the
environmental impact review process, and project implementation and design
decisions can be used without causing project delays due to having to retrace
steps.



