
 

2007 February 12

Mr. Donald R. Huff, Chairman
Mr. Eugene  S. Fleming, Vice Chairman
Mr. Jack Deming, Member
Otsego County Road Commission

Dear Commissioners:

Subject: I–75 Crossover and Alternatives

Thanks for Mr. Roper’s 2007 Jan 16 reply to my 2007 Jan 08 letter to the Commissioners 
expressing concern that the proposed project may not reduce the traffic congestion along M–32.  I 
presume that the letter reflects the board’s authority and approval.  The letter provides answers to a 
number of questions, and answers other questions by the omissions.  

I am disappointed that Mr. Roper’s letter did not address the fundamental question in my Jan 
08 letter regarding the extent to which a crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads will 
reduce the congestion along M–32 near the interchange with I–75.  The omission indicates that the 
factual information for those answers does not exist.  If spending $15 million in public funds to build 
an I-75 crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads does not reduce the traffic congestion 
along M–32 and does not have significant usage, the crossover could be dubbed the crossover from 
“nowhere to nowhere”.  A federal earmark for a bridge in Alaska got dubbed “the bridge to nowhere”.  
That earmark was deleted by amendment of the legislation.  

The results from the 2004 DLZ Report indicate that marginal benefit is indeed the conclusion.  
With regard to an interchange (not merely a crossover) at McCoy-Milbocker, the DLZ Report states 
that it 

“does not solve peak hour traffic congestion problems at the two 
existing I–75 interchanges”.

Yet Mr. Roper states in his letter,  “We knew from the study that the project with the biggest 
impact would be the construction of the south crossing.”  There is no such conclusion in the study 
(DLZ Report).  One can only conclude that neither the Commissioners nor the Task Force members 
read the DLZ Report.  

The recommendations flow directly from the DLZ Report:  stop work in the crossover at 
McCoy-Milbocker, redefine the earmark for federal funding, give high priority with MDOT for the 
road system changes at the congestion points along M–32, and conduct additional traffic studies as 
required.   

The Attachment provides a detailed analysis based on the DLZ Report, including support for 
the recommendations above.  

Sincerely,

Donald L. Nordeen

Attachment:  Analysis of DLZ Report



cc: Mr. Michael Roper. OCRC
Joe Duff, City Manager
Ken Glasser, Otsego County 
Bill Giles, Bagley Township 
Mary Sanders, Hayes Township 
Norm Brecheisen, Livingston Township 
Tom Deans, P .E., Otsego County Road Commission 
Brian Ness, MDOT North Region 
Dave Langhorst, MDOT North Region 
John Weisner, FHWA 
Jeff Ratcliffe, Otsego County Economic Alliance 
Nico Tucker, NEMCOG 

File:>>RoadCom70212 Crossover.cwk
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Attachment — Analysis and Application of the
Conclusions in the  I–75 Crossing Report

“I–75 Gaylord East-West Crossing Study Report”
by Donald L. Nordeen

2007 February 12

Introduction

Several studies have been conducted concerning traffic congestion and future needs in the 
last 10 years.  Several studies have been conducted to assess the traffic issues in central Otsego 
County:  Corridor Study, a landscape study by Capital Consultants, and the major study in 
2003-2004,  “I–75 Gaylord East-West Crossing Study Report” Prepared by DLZ Michigan, Inc. 
and Midwestern Consulting, LLC dated 2004 July (“DLZ Report”) [1]1.  The Introduction from 
the report states,

“This report presents information for the I-75 East-West Crossing 
Study in Gaylord, Michigan.  This study investigated traffic operations 
and road system improvements in and around the City of Gaylord.  The 
report is broken into six main sections, each of which describes an 
important element of the study:  

1.  Introduction and Background Information 

2.  Evaluation of the Existing Situation 

3.  Evaluation of Future Needs 

4.  Road Improvements  

5.  Public Involvement  

6.  Recommendations”

Measurements of traffic counts and flow were made.  The data were then used in a traffic 
simulation model to predict traffic flow and congestion without changes, and for a series of 
alternatives.  The Road Improvements section provides a summary of the alternatives considered 
and the projected results.  

I continue to have concerns that a crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads will 
have little effect on the traffic congestion on M–32 in the vicinity of I–75, about 1.7 miles away.  
There are many other alternatives for spending $15 million on road improvements in central 
Otsego County that should yield much higher benefits as the 2004 study indicated.  

Conclusions from the 2004 “I–75 Gaylord East-West Crossing Study Report”

My review of the DLZ Report confirms my concern.  With regard to a

“New interchange between the existing interchanges 282 and 279 at 
or near the existing Milbocker and McCoy Roads”, 

1 Numbers in [  ] designate references listed at the end of this letter.  



the report states that it 

“provides the best benefit for truck access into the industrial areas 
near the airport, but does not solve peak hour traffic congestion 
problems at the two existing I–75 interchanges.”  

As presently configured as an crossover only, there would be no truck access.  Consequently, 
the crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads provides no benefit for truck access 
and “does not solve the congestion along M–32.”  See DLZ Report for Alternative 2, pp 12 
and 15.  The DLZ Report recommendations are based on current conditions and on projected 
traffic congestion in 2015 and 2025 for both low and high growth scenarios.  

The DLZ Report does address what is required to remove the [present and projected 
future] congestion at the interchange at I–75 & M–32 and on M–32 in the vicinity of I–75, which 
the report describes as 

“Replacement of problem intersections with modern roundabout 
intersections and Road widenings on those segments where needed”.  

Two crossovers are also included.  The detail description of this alternative indicates problem 
intersections are at the I–75 & M–32 interchanges and at M–32 & Dickerson Roads.  The 
summary result is described as 

this alternative “provides the best overall peak hour traffic 
congestion relief, safety, and aesthetic opportunities”.  

See DLZ Report for Alternative 4, pp 12 and 15.  Table 2 on page 16 provides an excellent 
summary of the five alternatives studied, and clearly shows the minimal benefit from a 
interchange (not crossover) connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads, and the large benefit from 
Alternative 4 (changes in the congested areas).  The contribution of the two crossovers in 
Alternative 4 to the reduction in congestion along M–32 is not stated.  However, taking the 
results reported for Alternatives 2 and 4 together suggests little contribution from the crossovers.  

Based on rough cost information as compared to $15 million for the current plan, it appears 
that the cost to replace problem intersections is less than 1/3 the cost without a crossover 
connecting Wisconsin and Van Tyle Roads and about 1/2 with the crossover.  This represents a 
major reduction in cost and an even greater improvement in the benefit-cost ratio.  

The DLZ Report also provides insight as to why the crossovers do not provide significant 
benefit for the congestion along M–32.  Access to and from the west to either crossover to 
bypass the congestion requires use of South Townline Road which is about 2 miles to the west.  
On the east side of the I–75 barrier, the DLZ Report indicates only a small number of 
origins/destinations near Old 27 and McCoy Roads.  The combination of difficult to access from 
the west (origins/destinations must be 2 miles west of the congested area) and only a limited 
number of origins/destinations on the east is consistent with the DLZ conclusion of little or no 
benefit to the congested areas along M-32.  On the west side, the Air Industrial Park provides 
many origins/destinations.  However, for use of the crossover, the companion origins/destinations 
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must be on the east side of the I–75 barrier near the crossover. Since the traffic simulation studies 
did not show significant usage by traffic diverted from congested areas (as reflected in reduction 
in congestion along M–32), one must conclude that the use of a crossover at McCoy-Milbocker 
to access the industrial park will be low.  More traffic simulation work may be needed to 
quantify the possible use of a crossover connecting Wisconsin and Van Tyle Roads as an access 
to the industrial park.  

Please refer to the Appendix of this Attachment which is a copy (may be fuzzy) of  pp 12-
15 of the DLZ Report from which the above quotations are drawn.  An assertion of a reduction 
in the congestion along M–32 as a result of a crossover at McCoy-Milbocker is not consistent 
with findings reported in the DLZ Report.  The description of the alternatives and their benefits 
is provided in table form on page 16 of the DLZ Report.  

Other new information is available.  MDOT has addressed a similar road configuration and 
traffic congestion at US-23 & Lee Roads south of Brighton [2].  The reported cost is $3.6 million.  
Major improvements in traffic capacity are also reported.  The configurations constructed are 
similar to those recommended in the DLZ Report.  Another is a traffic improvement project for 
the I–75 interchange with M-81 in Saginaw [3].  Accurate and real data should now be available 
for both of these projects.  Both projects indicate that the traffic congestion in the area of I–75 
and M–32 should be addressed by making changes in the road system at those locations as 
recommended in the DLZ Report, not by spending $15 million for a crossover 1.7 miles away.  

Recommendations

The recommendations are derived directly from the DLZ Report, and are basically 
unchanged from those in the report:

• Work on the crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads should immediately be 
stopped.  

• The description of the project for the federal earmark and state funding should be changed to 
“road system changes to address the traffic congestion at the interchange of I–75 and M–32 
and in that immediate vicinity along M–32”, and should be approved by the Road 
Commissioners after public hearing published in the local newspaper.  

• MDOT should immediately become involved as a major participant to do the necessary 
design work for the changes required along M–32.  

• A traffic study should immediately be conducted to assess the benefit for including a 
crossover connecting Wisconsin and Van Tyle Roads (0.7 miles south of M–32) to determine 
whether or not a crossover at that location should be included in the project.  The study 
should also assess improvements that may be needed at the intersections of Van Tyle & 
Dickerson Roads and Wisconsin & Old 27 Roads.  

These are the recommendations that should have been studied by the Task Force.  With better 
information concerning the costs of crossovers, a very careful look at the benefits of including 
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any crossover should be made.  A conclusion is that neither the Commissioners nor the Task 
Force members read the DLZ Report.  

Complex Traffic Conditions in Central Otsego County

The traffic conditions in central Otsego County have a number of constraints.  The 
proximity to I–75 is major asset .  But it also creates a barrier to traffic flow.  In addition, there 
are many other barriers for a variety of reasons including:  Otsego Lake, industrial park and 
airport,.no E-W roads from M–32 to McCoy between Old 27 and Krys Road, Otsego Club 
parcel, no N-S roads from M–32 to Van Tyle between Dickerson and South Townline, 
meandering connection between Johnson Road and North Otsego Lake Drive,  awkward 
interchange at I–75 exit 279, eastbound Johnson Road ends at Krys Road though there is no 
geographic barrier preventing connection to M–32 at McCoy & Ranger Lake Roads.   Because of 
the many constraints, changes in traffic capacities at the various intersections have the effect of 
moving the points of congestion to other places.  The most obvious example is that future points 
of congestion are likely to be at M–32 & Wisconsin and at Wisconsin and Old 27, as the DLZ 
Report points out.  

In the larger picture, MDOT has not included a US-131 & I–75 connector in their five-year 
plan, which would certainly reduce the congestion at M–32 & Dickerson.  The general non-local 
consideration is traffic flow connecting I–75 to northwest lower Michigan (East Jordan, Boyne 
City, Charlevoix, Petoskey, Harbor Springs).  People familiar with local roads use various 
alternatives to avoid the congestion near I–75 & M–32.  Residents who live south of Exit 279 can 
use North Otsego Lake Drive and Old Alba Road to Hayes Tower Road to M–32.  Thumb Lake 
Road is also used to avoid M–32.  Local residents have a number of other alternatives as well.  

What is the Shared Objective?

The congestion along M–32 near I–75 and the bottleneck with backup on eastbound M–32 
at Dickerson Road are well understood.  The expectation is that the congestion will get worse as 
more growth occurs along M–32 west.  It is the only serious congestion at present, though the 
DLZ Report identifies a number of areas at which significant delays are likely to occur as Otsego 
County grows.  Also from the broader perspective, I believe the shared objective is “to address 
the traffic congestion at the interchange of I–75 and M–32 and in that immediate vicinity along 
M–32”.  A part of this objective may be to address the E-W barrier created by I–75.  An I–75 
crossover at Wisconsin-Van Tyle is the remaining alternative that may or may not help to 
accomplish the shared objective.  A crossover at McCoy-Milbocker is not beneficial according to 
the DLZ Report.  Improvements in traffic flow and capacity at the specific congested areas are 
the major part of this shared objective.  Without congestion at the interchange of I–75 and M–32 
and in that immediate vicinity along M–32, would there be much interest in I–75 crossovers?  
The DLZ Report identified many areas that need to be improved, and indeed comprehended 
those improvements in the various alternatives they presented.  
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Need Agreement on the Facts before Possible Meeting

Thanks for the offer in Mr. Roper’s letter to meet with the Task Force, but I think it is an 
issue for the elected Commissioners to address.  The Commissioners and the Task Force first 
need to review the DLZ Report, specifically the Road Improvements section on pp 12-16.  The 
Otsego County Road Commission was identified in Mr. Roper’s letter as an “Act 51 agency”.  A 
meeting with the Task Force might be appropriate after first developing a common understanding 
of the facts.  My experience is that meetings to discuss generalities without facts are generally 
not productive.  Based on Mr. Roper’s letter and my inquiries, my understanding of the facts 
follows.  I invite others to add to and correct any statements below.  Most of the statements 
below can be verified from meeting agendas and meeting minutes.  

• All public officials have the obligation for stewardship for use of any public funds from  any 
source.  

• Several studies have been conducted to assess the traffic issues in central Otsego County.  
The DLZ Report is the most complete, but is still a summary study.  Only five combinations 
of changes — identified as Alternatives 1 through 5 — were investigated.  None directly fit 
the current configuration limited to a crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads, 
although Alternative 2 is limited to an interchange with I–75 at McCoy-Milbocker Roads.    

• The DLZ Report provided alternatives and cost guidance for a number of changes that could 
affect traffic congestion at M–32 & Dickerson Road:  changes in the ramp configuration at 
I–75 & M–32, changes to the  intersection at M–32 & Dickerson with related changes to the 
I–75 & M–32 ramps, modern roundabouts, and other changes.  

• The benefits from crossovers only were not identified in the DLZ Report as changes to 
address the congestion along M–32.  However, taken in total, the benefits from crossovers 
only on congestion along M–32 are minimal.  

• The statement in Mr. Roper’s letter,  “We knew from the study that the project with the 
biggest impact would be the construction of the south crossing.” is inconsistent with the 
conclusions in the DLZ Report.  The DLZ Report stated that an interchange with I–75 at 
McCoy-Milbocker Roads “does not solve peak hour traffic congestion problems at the two 
existing I–75 interchanges”.  There is no factual basis for Mr. Roper’s statement in the DLZ 
Report.  

• The inter-governmental Task Force was formed without authorization, by resolution, of the 
Otsego County Road Commissioners.  Authorization by resolution for the various 
participants is unknown, but could be determined from meeting minutes.  The Commissioners 
did not define a charter for the Task Force by resolution at a public meeting.  

• The Task Force did not review the DLZ Report to determine the most cost-effective way to 
use a federal earmark.  The Task Force did not ask for a presentation by DLZ engineers and 
others concerning the recommendations in the DLZ Report.  
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• The Task Force did not review alternatives for addressing the broad and likely shared 
objective “to address the traffic congestion at the interchange of I–75 and M–32 and in that 
immediate vicinity along M–32”.  

• The Task Force did not review and understand the conclusions and recommendations in the 
DLZ Report, as described in Road Improvements section on pages 12-16.  

• The recommended language for inclusion in the federal earmark was not reviewed and 
approved by resolution of the Otsego County Road Commissions prior to its submission as 
the description for the federal earmark.  

• I did attend the 2005 May “presentation to our elected stated and federal legislators and 
MDOT” which was basically a “tell and sell” meeting to elected officials and/or their 
representatives.  This was not a meeting for public comment, but some comments were made 
by local citizens.  For example, my recollection is that I commented and expressed concern 
about crossovers being only a part of the recommendations in the 2004 study.  

• I–75 crossovers have not ever been in MDOT’s five-year plans for the reason that other 
projects have higher benefit-cost ratios.  

• Even though MDOT has stewardship over the interstate roads in Michigan, MDOT does not 
have policies or guidelines concerning the level of benefits to local traffic needed to justify 
material and permanent changes to interstate roads.  

• MDOT did not express concern about the minimal benefit from a crossover even though 
major changes in the I–75 roadway (two bridges, straight road to offset at the bridges, and 
borrow pit for fill dirt) were required.  

• Even though the interstate roads are property of the federal government, FHWA officials did 
not express concern about the minimal benefit from a crossover even though major changes in 
the I–75 roadway (two bridges, straight road to offset at the bridges, and borrow pit for fill 
dirt) were required.  

• The recommended improvements for the various intersections covered in the DLZ Report 
were not seriously considered by the Road Commissioners.  There have been no public 
meetings, noticed in the local newspaper, to receive comments and recommendations from 
residents on incorporating the findings in the DLZ Report into the road system plan for 
Otesgo County.  Any effort has principally focused on I–75 crossovers.  

• There were no public meetings, defined as those with notices in the local newspaper, to 
receive residents’ comments concerning the best way to spend earmarked federal funds for 
improvements in the road system within Otsego County.  

• There have been no formal reviews of the work of the Task Force with the Otsego County 
Road Commissioners in meetings that have been noticed in the local newspaper.  

• The Otsego County Road Commissions were not involved in the decisions regarding the 
scope of projects to be included in proposing a federal earmark.  The Commissioners did not 
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vote on any resolutions regarding the content and scope to be recommended for the federal 
earmark.  

• The statement in Mr. Roper’s letter explaining the the overwhelming vote against the millage 
for crossovers, “We made it clear to the voters that this was the case and the voters decided 
that one crossing was enough - at least that was the message we consistently heard.” is 
speculation.  There is no factual basis for this interpretation.  

• Funds from various sources, possibly including public funds, were transferred to the Otsego 
County Economic Alliance and were used for advertising and other expenditures advocating 
approval of the millage for crossovers.  

• There were no announcements of meetings of the Task Force that were published in the local 
newspaper.   

• The Task Force for did not make a quantitative assessment, or engage a qualified consultant 
to do so, of the traffic that would be diverted from the congestion along M–32 with a 
crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads.  

• The Task Force was not aware, until very recently, of the FHWA spacing guidelines for 
interchanges in rural areas.  While exceptions might be granted based on need, the justification 
is reported to be a use on the order of 600 trucks per day which is well beyond foreseeable 
use.  

• The Task Force did not consider that MDOT would not provide signs on M–32 directing 
traffic to the crossover since the connecting roads are not MDOT roads and do not meet 
MDOT standards.  

• The recommended language for a change in the description of the earmark was not reviewed 
and approved by resolution of the Otsego County Road Commissioners in a public meeting  
prior to its submission for inclusion in a revised federal earmark.  

The paragraph on page 3 of Mr. Roper’s letter beginning “The planned benefit ...” 
illustrates the consequences of making generalizations without facts and making unsubstantiated 
claims, and then acting upon them. That is why I have been specific in the facts (which I hope are 
checked).  Most of the facts presented above describe events which could have provided an 
opportunity for Task Force members to express concerns and to make reasonable inquiries on 
any part that did not seem right.  Reasonable inquiries are highly related to personal beliefs that 
there is much more that is unknown and is known.  Many times citizens in public forums ask the 
tough questions.  There were many opportunities to have prevented developing a proposed 
project to spend $15 million that “does not solve peak hour traffic congestion problems at 
the two existing I–75 interchanges” [DLZ Report pp 12-16] while claiming or inferring that it 
does.  

The first sentence, “The planned benefit of the Crossings project is improved traffic 
circulation throughout our community” is empty narrative and devoid of any meaning.  
Moreover, it is not supported by the results in the DLZ Report.  The implication is that there 
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aren’t facts or that facts available were not used.  This paragraph discounts the value of fact-
based decisions and infers that common sense is sufficient.  Common sense requires that all Task 
Force members should have read the DLZ Report as the first step.  Given the facts as we 
(hopefully) now know them, is there any other conclusion other than none of the Task Force 
members read the DLZ Report?  

The minimal benefits of a crossover connecting McCoy and Milbocker Roads are clearly 
defined in the section Road Improvements (pp 12-15) and in Table 2 on page 16 of the DLZ 
Report.  The DLZ Report did consider the large number of origins/destinations at the Air 
Industrial Park, described in Mr. Roper’s letter as “1600 people work in the Air Industrial Park”, 
not as justification for a crossover, but as input data for traffic simulations.  The report also 
described that there were few origins/destinations on the east side of the I–75 barrier.  
Consequently, the traffic simulation studies which simulate the connections between 
origins/destinations and their companion destinations/origins did not identify significant 
diversions of traffic from the known areas of congestion as described in the DLZ Report.  With 
the current traffic simulation tools, the “arm-waving” generalizations and unsubstantiated claims 
in this paragraph can be replaced with quantitative information of “loss of service” and other 
measures of congestion.  

Not addressing the fundamental question in my Jan 08 letter — namely traffic counts and 
traffic count changes at areas of congestion and usage of the proposed crossover — can only 
indicate that such information does not exist.  It is time to implement the recommendations 
summarized in the cover letter and described in detail on page 3 of this Attachment.  It is time for 
fact-based decisions.  
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Attachment — Analysis and Application of the 2007 February 12
Conclusions in the  I–75 Crossing Report by Donald L. Nordeen
“I–75 Gaylord East-West Crossing Study Report” Page 8 of 9



caused major backups.        "The backups went down the ramps and on to US-23 and 
caused a major tie-up during rush hour," Crosby said.              The double roundabout can 
handle upwards of 6,000 vehicles per hour with no backups. The double roundabout is 
designed to provide a constant flow of traffic. Vehicles get in the lane that will take them 
to where they want to go."  I presume that MDOT has traffic counts for I–75 & M–32 & 
Dickerson, and has official traffic counts and traffic capacities for US-23 & Lee Road.  

[3] I–75 & M-81 in Saginaw at <http://www.midmichigannotebook.com/content/story/10232/>.  The 
article reports " MDOT engineers confirm that a projected increase in traffic volume for 
the area was a factor in the decision to construct the roundabouts at the I–75/M-81 
interchange."  There do not appear to be high-traffic cross streets to M-81 in the area.  
But again, there must be hard data on construction costs and traffic capacities.  
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