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Western Lake Erie -
Degrading Ecosystem

• Aquatic Environment
• Dead zones

• High nutrient concentrations

• Coastal Ecosystem

• Impaired wetlands, uplands, migratory stopover sites, fish 
passages

• Conservation Efforts Ongoing  by other Stakeholders

• How does MDOT plan projects in this watershed and 
address these issues?
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Presentation Notes
For the audience, this is intended to be the “problem” slide explaining the challenges that MDOT was facing with planning projects in this area of the watershed.

Key Points:
1.  Both the aquatic and coastal ecosystem are degrading in Western Lake Erie. Large dead zones have re-appeared in the Lake primarily due to agricultural run-off.
2.The coastal plain contains many sensitive habitats including rare wet prairies and numerous current and former wetlands
This is not a new issue. Many conservation groups have been working to collect data and trying to find solutions to improve the environmental health of the area, which should help with Lake Erie improvements.
Based on all that is known about the system, MDOT realized that to plan projects in this area, something different was going to have to be proposed.  





Unique Opportunity for MDOT

• I-75:  A Gateway into 
Michigan

• Western Lake Erie Coast

• Partnering and 
stakeholder input

• Selected for a SHRP2 
Pilot project 
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This environmental context created a unique opportunity for MDOT.

Within this same area along the western Lake Erie Coast, the reconstruction of the I-75 corridor is being planned. 

I-75 is a critical corridor for the state as it is the busiest truck corridor in Michigan, providing a key link to Canada.  It was built in the mid-1950s very close to Lake Erie.  Complete reconstruction is needed to raise the grade of the freeway as much as 3 feet.  Because the drainage system will be reconstructed, the worst case scenario for impacts includes excavation from right of way fence line on the east to right of way fence on the west.

Because of the environmental sensitivity of this region, non-profit organizations have created conservation action plans to protect and restore habitats, making this an ideal setting for engaging outside organizations in partnerships for project mitigation.

Given the context of the I-75 corridor and the presence of rare plants in the right away along with up to 68 acres of wetland in the right of way, MDOT recognized that careful planning would be needed to implement a successful reconstruction project.  

MDOT applied to the SHRP2 Implementation Assistance Program and was selected as a Lead Adopter Incentive Recipient ($250,000) to Implement Eco-Logical for the benefit of the I-75 project, but also for others planning transportation improvements in the county. 





Goal of the Project

• To develop and implement a Collaboratively-based 
Landscape Scale Conservation Plan that facilitates 
rebuilding the I-75 Corridor while maximizing 
conservation and restoration outcomes in the region.
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This is the Mission Statement presented to the TAC committee. 

TAC = Technical Advisory Committee

We are “looking outside the ROW”…





Expectations for  
Project Success

•

•

•

•

•

Natural resource objectives for Project 
clearly defined

Balanced solution addressing natural 
resource and transportation needs

Long term strategy with resource 
agency consensus

Transparent process that includes 
existing stakeholders with natural 
resource concerns

Leverage existing tools and materials 
from stakeholders to drive cost-effective 
process for project
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Implementing Eco-Logical is expected to result in several successes for the I-75 project. 

These successes are expected to establish a plan for I-75 that addresses the transportation need while recognizing the sensitivity of the environment. 

It is about partnering and building credibility with the resource agencies to:

Develop a balanced solution that has long term viability
Demonstrate action from the transportation sector in meeting environmental targets established with stakeholder input and local/regional conservation priorities.
And leverages the existing tools, plans and relationships to establish cost-effective means to benefit the project. 



I-75 Corridor 

• $500 million project 
• Total reconstruction
• 5 phases
• Environmental 

Concerns
• Wetlands
• Threatened and Endangered  

Species
• Water quality
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I-75 was originally built in 1954 and requires reconstruction along its length from the southern Raisin River Lake Plain to the Huron River Lake Plain (This is correct – MB) 

The northern segment is planned for reconstruction in 2015.

Design on second segment (southernmost) is starting now to be shelf ready for construction in 2019. 

Along the corridor, there are upwards of 68 acres of wetlands in the right of way per the National Wetland Inventory maps. These habitats support threatened and endangered species, and are critical to the water quality of the watershed.  





Ecosystem Based Planning

• 2006 Eco-Logical 
Approach
• 6 Federal Agencies
• Time Savings
• Maximize 

environmental benefits
• Wetland banking
• Leads to the Integrated 

Ecological Framework 
or IEF
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Margaret will send summaries to assist with this.

Eco-Logical was developed in 2006 based on a partnership with 6 Federal Agencies:  Bureau of Land Management, the Environmental Protection Agency, FHWA, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the National Park Service, the US Army Corps of Engineers, the US Forest Service and the US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Overall, the approach applies tools to transportation planning to save time and money in project development while maximizing environmental benefits. 

Wetland banking is a good example of an ecological approach to mitigation for transportation projects.  Wetland banking costs less, provides greater environmental benefits, and streamlines project permitting.  MDOT has a well-developed banking program with 9 bank sites, however we do not have a bank site in the Lake Erie coastal plain and will need to create new wetlands for the I-75 corridor.

The development of the Integrated Ecological Framework (IEF) will benefit the I-75 project, as well as other future projects in the Western Lake Erie area.  The image shown indicates that MDOT will be back for other improvements on parallel and nearby routes which may also need natural resourcesmitigation.

MDOT may also apply the IEF process to future highway corridors in sensitive natural resources areas, such as I-94 near Lake Michigan in the SW portion of the state or US-2, the main highway for the Upper Peninsula, which also runs next to Lake Michigan sand dunes.  
 



SHRP2 Implementation
Pilot Project

•
•

•

•

Set up an Integrated Ecosystem Framework (IEF)
Core Team:
– MDOT – Project Lead
–
–

MNFI – Facilitate Conservation Planning
SEMCOG – Outreach, communication, 
ownership

Technical Advisory Committee (MDOT+ 
SEMCOG + FHWA + Federal Resource Agencies 
+State Resource Agencies+ Nature Conservancy 
+ Monroe County)

Stakeholder Outreach
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The SHRP2 project will involve three partners:
Michigan DOT will provide coordination and contract management.

Southeast Michigan Council of Governments will conduct all the outreach and GIS support and will own the website – the Regional Ecosystem Framework, that will then be used by other agencies within the region.

Michigan Natural Features Inventory will provide of conservation planning; build data sets and conduct a minor amount field work, if needed.  

We will have a Technical Advisory Committee made up of the three partners, FHWA, federal resource agencies such as the Army Corps of Engineers, the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Natural Resources Conservation Service, state resource agencies, the Nature Conservancy, and the Monroe County Planner. They will be meeting at least 12 times in the next two years, to review scope, work products, and make decisions as we go along – not just at critical points.

We also will have a stakeholder group of the interested public, local jurisdictions, the Monroe County Road Commission and the City of Monroe.  They are scheduled to meet 3 times during the study.  



Value to MDOT

IEF will:
• Identify conservation priorities to guide future 

mitigation
• Meld transportation and conservation planning
• Get early buy-in from key national, state and local 

agencies
• Streamline permitting process
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The result: �We hope to develop the conservation priorities that will enable us to conduct mitigation where its needed – melding transportation and conservation planning.

We hope it will allow us to engage all the agencies – national, state, and local – earlier in the process to establish a solid approach leading to a streamlined permitting process.  If MDOT has mitigation implemented or well under way by the time construction permits are needed, the agencies will have an easier time approving the requested permits.  




Proposed Role of TAC

• Define project scope and ID conservation 
priorities

• Identify key stakeholders
• Provide data and information
• Expertise
• Review all materials and suggest changes
• Approve the final product
• Facilitate implementation by serving 

as liaison
• Make decisions
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Each committee member has a lot to contribute and have assignments to help the process.  A key fole for the TAC is to help identify partnership opportunities for mitigation.  





Overview of the IEF Process

• IEF = Integrated Ecological Framework

• Step-by-step, peer-reviewed, science-based process 
that guides transportation and resource specialists in 
the integration of transportation and ecological decision 
making. 

• The IEF responds to two critical needs:
1. Identify potential impacts early in the planning process
2. Assure that mitigation provides effective, measurable, and high-

quality environmental outcomes
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The objective of the IEF is to integrate transportation and ecological decision making. 

This is successful by identifying potential impacts early in the planning process, to identify possible avoidance strategies or plan mitigation that provides effective, measurable, and high-quality environmental outcomes



Integrated Ecological Framework 
(IEF)

Step 1: Build and Strengthen Collaborative Partnerships

Step 2: Characterize resource status; Integrate cons. plans

Step 3: Create Regional Ecosystem Framework

Step 4: Assess Land Use and Transportation Effects

Step 5: Establish and Prioritize Ecological ActionsF
O

C
U

S

Step 6: Develop Crediting Strategy

Step 7: Develop Programmatic Consultation, BO or Permits

Step 8: Implement Agreements and Adaptive Management

Step 9: Update Regional Plan/Ecosystem Framework

Presenter
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For I-75, we are focusing on the first 5 steps of IEF

We are leveraging our TAC’s data and information with our internal staff to accomplish these items. 

We are also looking ahead to take advantage of programs/processes that are already in place.

For instance, for Step 8, we have a management plan for sensitive plan resources in the right of way that maintenance already uses in their current work.

In the first five steps we hope to characterize the natural resources potential impacted by reconstruction of I-75 in the context of the larger surrounding environment.  We will examine and compile data on existing conservation targets in the area, leading to a very detailed understanding of transportation impacts on the highlighted resources.  We will also look for opportunities during the design process to incorporate best management practices for water quality, means of avoiding threatened and endangered plants, wetlands, and other habitat. Since it is highly likely that total avoidance won’t be possible, we will quantify the mitigation needs, develop a set of prioritized actions and pursue partnerships for implementation of mitigation in advance of construction.  For example, we would like to identify and implement a new or several new wetland mitigation banks in conjunction with other public and non-profit land managers looking for opportunities to restore habitat.  



Tools to Facilitate IEF 
(Steps 1-5)

NatureServe Vista – Spatial Analysis

• Weight conservation 
values

• Model ecological 
condition

• Assess cumulative 
impacts

• Create conservation 
solutions
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As part of implementing the first 5 steps of IEF, we are developing a Geographic Information System with local data to analyze the project area. 

Many of our partnering conservation groups are ahead of us in collecting environmental data for the basin. They are sharing this information with us. 

While we recognize and appreciate the volume of data we have available to us, as part of our TAC we are weighing each type of data and recognizing that not everything is a priority.

This GIS based approach is also helping us with our cumulative impact analysis. This analysis will be improved over time for the basin as more and more agencies used this tool in the planning work as well. 

[Margaret, you may want to add some project specifics here.]




Resources to Inform IEF

• Existing Cons. 
Plans

Data Layers Models

Research Experts
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MDOT is not starting from scratch

MDOT has asked each TAC member to share info about conservation projects and unique data layers

We are leveraging our local experts, their data and tools to help us analyze the I-75 corridor in a cost effective manner. 

While MDOT performs environmental fieldwork related to highway improvements, the work is limited to the project impact area.  Conservation groups are looking at a larger framework and focused on measurable gains in their priority area of interest.  They have valuable data and information that can help MDOT understand the cumulative impacts of its actions.  Lake Erie is in trouble because of cumulative effects from multiple vectors. Likewise, re-building I-75  over 20 years will result in a cumulative impact on the environment that we will strive to minimize.




Final Products

• Biodiversity Conservation Strategy                  
(targets, threats, actions, goals, obj’s)

• Regional Conservation Priority Map

• Measured impacts from I-75 project

• Identified mitigation opportunities

• Mitigation agreements 

• Western Lake Erie IEF Website

Presenter
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Conservation targets are likely to include water quality, fisheries, wildlife access, control of invasive species, and native plant protection and propagation.  

The Regional Conservation Priority Map will connect existing conservation initiatives with the MDOT project area, so we can test our ideas about what is important to the conservation community and the public.  We can also identify potential partnerships through the ensuing dialogue generated by the mapping.  

We will also have measured impacts of the I-75 project, allowing us to develop detailed plans for mitigation which we hope to present to the regulatory agencies for approval.  Following that MDOT will begin mitigation implementation so that it is in place in time for future permit applications.  

Finally, we plan to have the IEF website permanently present on the SEMCOG website so the information will be available for future transportation planning.  



Benefits of Eco-Logical to I-75

• Relationship improvements with agencies and 
stakeholders, already benefitting other projects

• Approach to project design also benefits natural 
resources

• Cost-effective approach in applying existing 
tools and materials to project study

• Collaborative approach by multiple agencies 
recognized by public 
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There are a lot of benefits to implementing Eco-Logical for MDOT. 

These are translating directly to I-75, but are also being observed on our other projects where agency staff are more willing than ever to work out innovative solutions to problems.   

It is about changing perceptions. 

We are talking about balancing our project development approach with both transportation and natural resources. And, we are being recognized by our TAC partners for the steps we are taking to implement it. We are making commitments to this project and are planning how we are going to apply it to other projects in Michigan. 

And, we are doing this in a timeframe when MDOT is in a preservation mode. Our state can no longer afford to add capacity to the system.   Financial resources are focused on preserving the existing system, which is daunting because Michigan has one of the oldest freeway systems in the nation.  Economic conditions and population loss have reduced our gas tax revenues, leading us to tighten our belts.  Michigan started earlier than many other states because of the downward slide of the auto industry, so we have been in a preservation mode since 1998.  

As to cost savings of the Eco-Logical process , we cite our experience with wetland banking.  Average cost for a project specific wetland mitigation site is $62,000/acre while the average cost of a bank site is $30,000/acre or over half the cost of project specific mitigation.  If we do the math for the I-75 corridor, let’s say we have to mitigate for 45 acres of wetlands, that would mean creation of about 70 acres of new wetlands – at the project specific cost, this translates into $4,340,000.  For wetland banking, the cost would be $2,100,000.  Wetland banking is clearly the way to go, however, finding a site near the Lake Erie coast will be extremely difficult given the existing land use.  

For MDOT partnerships will be essential in identifying cost-effective wetland creation opportunities.  For example, there may be a game area or park that already has wetland restoration in it’s master plan, but they lack the funding to implement the plan.  MDOT may be able to partner with this group to implement their wetland restoration project.

Implementing Eco-Logical can be done in a cost-effective and beneficial manner. It isn’t about doing ‘new work’ but rather about improving how you do the work you already have planned. 
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