
Donald L. Nordeen
996 Doepath Place
Gaylord, MI  49735
Tel:  (989) 939-8240

2008 January 08
Mr. Kirk T. Steudle, P.E.
State Transportation Director
Michigan Department of Transportation
P.O. Box 30050 
Lansing, MI  48909

Dear Mr. Steudle:

Subject:  Proposed New I–75 Crossing in Gaylord

Unless you intervene to require an independent review of the justification for this project, the organizational machinery 
will likely authorize $13,000,000 for this project even though a 2004 study mostly funded by MDOT with local control 
determined that a new I–75 crossing will not address the principal traffic congestion which is along M–32 at and near I–75.  
This project was the result of an offer by Senator Levin to sponsor a federal earmark for a road project in Otsego County.  My 
concern is not with Senator Levin’s offer, but rather with the definition of the project by an unauthorized local task force 
(FOIA) who are not qualified to and did not conduct a benefit-cost analysis of alternatives, and chose the definition without 
oversight or public hearing.  If such an analysis had been done, it would have been produced long ago (FOIA).  The definition 
selected is inconsistent with the results, conclusions and other facts in the final report of the 2004 study which stated that the 
alternative of modern roundabouts and other improvements along M–32 “provides the best overall peak hour traffic 
congestion relief, safety, and aesthetic opportunities”.  This conclusion by the contractors for the 2004 study is consistent 
with the award-winning roundabout designs at M–81 & I–75 in Saginaw and at US-23 at Lee Road in Brighton.  The 
estimated cost of the M–32 roundabout alternative project is about $4,000,000 and provides more benefits than the proposed 
new I–75 crossing for $13,000,000.  

There are many reasons why projects get off track [1] (See page 2 for Endnotes.).  MDOT’s engineer on the local 
committee for the 2004 study strongly objected to the local committee’s direction for highest priority to new I–75 crossings as 
being inconsistent with the study’s results.  Without open meetings, the business interests trumped the interests of the citizens’ 
who use M–32 with a vehicle usage of up to 24,000 vehicles per day.  My FOIA research also shows that Senator Levin’s offer 
for a federal earmark resulted in the offer being “hijacked” (term also used by MDOT’s engineer) by business interests without 
public hearings and no involvement by the elected road commissioners (Act 51 agency) with management by a private 
organization which is an advocate for business.  Oversight, independent reviews and other checks and balances are both 
necessary and required.  This misdirection is sustained when those who have the authority and capability to address the issues 
refuse to act [2].  My request is for an independent review of the project definition before authorizing construction funds.  

The 2004 study and its report are both valuable.  Only the recommendations (Section 6 in the report) are inconsistent 
with the results, conclusions and other factual information, as MDOT’s engineer voiced to the local committee (FOIA).  Those 
recommendations in Section 6 are conjecture by the local committee.  The project justification in the Environmental 
Assessment was written after project definition, not before (always suspect), and is inconsistent with the results, conclusions 
and other factual information in the 2004 report [3].  Moreover, no signed document exists (FOIA) describing the justification 
(no accountability, always suspect).  The author of the justification is unknown.  

Significant policy issues are also involved.  It appears that MDOT does not have a policy to guide MDOT’s staff in how 
to ensure that earmarked projects that appear to not be wise and best use of public funds are brought to the attention of MDOT 
leadership.  See [4] for other policy issues.  

Because of the federal earmark, no government official is willing to ensure the necessary oversight and independent 
review.  The MI Div of FHWA has waffled and even approved the Environmental Assessment before the public comment 
period.  Local officials have done nothing (FOIA) except to rubber stamp the “hijacked” definition, with many officials 
identifying the funding as free money.  Local officials have not addressed questions by this citizen.  

My strong recommendation is that MDOT commission an independent review of the project justification including 
alternatives to eliminate traffic congestion along M–32 at and near I–75, and that the results of the independent review be 
shared with Senator Levin and other decision makers for appropriate action.  My analysis of the questions based on the 2004 
report are shown in the references.  I can furnish my engineering credentials upon request.     

Sincerely,

Donald L. Nordeen



Attachments:  See References for internet access.  

cc: All cc by email with paper copies in addition as indicated.  
Mr. Rudolph S. Cadena, MDOT Local Agency Programs (paper copy with attachments [b] and [c])
Mr. David Wresinski, MDOT Planning (paper copy with attachments [b] and [c])
Mr. Bruce Kadzbanb, MDOT Local Agency Programs
Mr. David M. Calabrese , Field Operations Group Leader, FHWA MI Division
Mr. Harold Chase, Senator Levin’s Traverse City City Office
Representative Kevin Elsenheimer
Senator Tony Stamas
Lansing State Journal, Michigan editor
Detroit Free Press, Michigan editor
Detroit News, Michigan editor
Traverse City Record Eagle, Michigan editor
Gaylord Herald Times, editor
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References with Notes

[a] “I–75 Gaylord East-West Crossing Study Report” Prepared by DLZ Michigan, Inc. and Midwestern Consulting, LLC 
dated 2004 July.  Available from Northeast Michigan Council of Governments (NEMCOG) at 
<http://www.nemcog.org/pdfs/I-75%20Crossover%20Study/Final%20Report.pdf>. 

This is the principal reference for traffic congestion, analysis, results, recommendations and priorities.  No other 
reference, analysis or report is cited in the draft Environmental Assessment.  

[b] D. L. Nordeen, “Cost-Benefit Comparison, I–75 Crossings”, 2007 March 26 with revisions.  Available at 
<http://swagman.typepad.com/curmudgeon/files/i75_crossings70326_cmprsnar.pdf>.  

This analysis uses the analysis methodology in Reference [a] for the specific alternative of a New I–75 Crossing 
and the alternative of Modern Roundabouts and other improvements along M–32 at and near Exit 282 with I–75.  

[c] D. L. Nordeen, “Analysis of the Preferred and M–32 Alternatives: Environmental Assessment I–75 Crossing 
Connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads”, 2007 Dec 11.  Available at 
<http://swagman.typepad.com/curmudgeon/files/ea_prefalt71110_analysisiiiar.pdf>.  

This analysis is based on the project justification in the draft Environmental Assessment.  The justification is 
compared to the results, conclusions and factual information in reference [a], and shows the justification to be grossly 
inconsistent with the results, conclusions and factual information.  In addition, a proactive analysis is presented based 
on the 2004 Study Report [a].  Both show that an alternative of Modern roundabouts and other improvements along 
M–32 at and near Exit 282 with I–75 to provide greater benefits at an estimated cost of $4,000,000 than then new 
proposed I–75 crossing at a cost of $13,000,000.  

[d] Index of Internet References on the New Proposed I–75 Crossing in Gaylord.  Available at 
<http://swagman.typepad.com/curmudgeon/i75_crossings_gaylord/index.html>.  

This index provides internet links to correspondence, technical reports, newspaper articles, and other information 
on the proposed new I–75 crossing in Gaylord and its principal alternative which is a Modern roundabouts and other 
improvements along M–32 at and near Exit 282 with I–75.  

Endnotes

[1] People Issues — All of these projects involve people and their actions.  Controversial projects always involve people.  
There is a continuous stream of examples of groups of people being involved in outcomes that are indefensible.  The 
current example in the national news is the drug scandal in baseball.  Why do such events happen?  

Any competent manager or executive understands actions and decisions by a group of people are sometimes 
indefensible .  Our language is rich on some of the reasons why:  “Look the other way.”  “It is not my responsibility.”  
“They have their blinders on.”  “The ends justify the means.”  “Don't rock the boat.”  “I did my part.”  “Who will tell 
the emperor that he has no clothes?”  “Go along to get along.”  “group think” (Professor Janis is my resource.)  “Group 
is dominated by an outside interest.”  “That action isn’t for my pay grade.”  “duck the issue”  “I did my part.”  “avoid 
conflict”  “Only one person thinks it is wrong.”  “I'm not going to blow the whistle.”  “It doesn't pass the smell test.”  
“Group is dominated by one person (sometimes called an alpha dog).”  “Don't shoot the messenger.”  “weasel words”  
“To speak out is a career ending move.”  “cover up” (Professor Argyrus is my resource.) ... .

[2] Leadership Factors — There are also a few leadership expressions that help in counteracting the above.  My favorite is 
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“Beware of what people want and do but will not say and will not explain."  Another from Richard Headlee (Headlee 
amendment) is “Hell knows no fury like a vested interest masquerading as a moral principle".  I had occasion to interact 
with Ross Perot on leadership issues while at GM.  A champion of one-liners, he would say, “You can teach an 
elephant to dance if you can figure out where to poke".  

Almost universally, where to poke is reasonable inquiry — the principal aspect of the fiduciary duty of care.  Where to 
poke is often an independent review to provide checks and balances.  But since executives can't make all the inquiries, 
they set up checks and balances in their organizations.  Quality is separate from operations.  Financial Staff reports to 
the CEO.  Test departments are separate from design.  Audit groups and processes are required.  These separations of 
powers create the independent reviews.  The good organizations work well as a result of the oversight, checks and 
balances, independent reviews, etc.  In this case, an independent review of the project definition is required at a 
minimum.  

[3] Project Definition for Federal Earmark — Written just for the Environmental Assessment (EA) with unknown basis, 
this justification refers only to the recommendations in Section 6 of the 2004 final report, which is conjecture by the 
local committee.  The recommendations were directed by the local committee and are inconsistent with the results, 
conclusions, and other factual information in the report.  The justification claims that the new I–75 crossing “is 
projected to be at  least as good as the other alternatives evaluated, and likely better” in reducing congestion along 
M–32 which is the principal congestion in Otsego County.  No reference is given, and the 2004 report states that a new 
I–75 crossing “does not solve peak hour traffic congestion problems at the two existing I-75 interchanges.”  My FOIA 
investigation shows that the Act 51 agency did not provide the justification for the project in the EA.  Without a signed 
document authorized by the Act 51 agency, there is no accountability.  The author of the project justification is 
unknown.  

[4] There are a number of policy issues involved with this project:

    (1) The proposed new I–75 crossing was not in MDOT's five-year plan at the time of its definition, and likely 
never was a major consideration by MDOT, likely because of its minimal benefit.

    (2) There are broader traffic congestion and road planning considerations in Otsego County than this specific 
proposed new crossing including no plans for a US–131 / I–75 connector which adds to the future traffic on 
M–32.  These were not included in the recommendations to Senator Levin regarding the definition of the 
earmark.  Future MDOT financial obligations were not addressed.  

    (3) As the steward for  I–75, I believe that MDOT has an obligation to provide an independent review and 
assessment of a project proposed by others, of the qualifications of those who have made the proposal, of the 
analyses that led to the selection of the project definition, and to make that information available to all decision 
makers and interested parties.  

    (4) The proposed new crossing is not consistent with a 2004 Crossing Study Report, sponsored by MDOT and 
other agencies, which had different recommendations.  The driving force for the 2004 study and the new project 
was to eliminate the traffic congestion along M–32 at and near Exit 282 with I-75.  The study report indicates 
that this congestion can best be addressed by improvements at that location for an estimated cost of $4,000,000 
compared to the $13,000,000 for the proposed new crossing.  

    (5) As steward for I–75, I believe that MDOT should have the obligation to ensure major local benefit for a project 
that demolishes all or part of two plus miles of perfectly good road way, reroutes the southbound lanes, 
requires mining of fill for two overpasses, and constructs two new bridges over the crossing connecting local 
roads.  Further, the ongoing cost to MDOT will increase with the two new bridge overpasses to accommodate 
connecting local surface roads.  Future investment by MDOT will likely be required to address the traffic 
congestion along M–32 at and near Exit 282 with I–75.  

    (6) Normal reviews of federal earmark highway projects are being bypassed as described extensively in the 
Department of Transportation Office of Inspector General’s Report, REVIEW OF CONGRESSIONAL 
EARMARKS WITHIN DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION PROGRAMS, Department of 
Transportation, Report Number AV-2007-066.  Date Issued: September 7, 2007.  Available at 
<http://www.oig.dot.gov/StreamFile?file=/data/pdfdocs/Congressial_Earmarks-_AV-2007-66----508_Compliant.pdf>.  See projects 
designated highway.  While earmarked projects may bypass meritorious review, they need not bypass 
meritorious review at the local level.  
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