
Reimagining I-94
Evaluating at-grade alternatives for Rethinking I-94



Introductions

● José Antonio Zayas Cabán, Executive Director, Our Streets

● Yasmin Hirsi, Advocacy Coordinator, Our Streets



1956 2003

Cedar-Riverside Before 
and After the Highways



Historic Harms of 
Urban Highways

Graphic courtesy of Hennepin History 
Museum “Human Toll” exhibit



Racial Covenants



Promises:

Increased property values

Increased investment

Reduced neighborhood traffic

Reduced air pollution

Reduced traffic deaths

Reduced congestion

Reality:

• Disinvestment and lowered property 
values

• Air and noise pollution

• Health disparities
✔ Asthma

✔ Dementia

✔ Lower life expectancy

• Divided communities

• Limited mobility for transit-dependent 
households

• Climate change & extreme heat

• Traffic deaths & injuries

Highways Continue to Harm



https://docs.google.com/file/d/176HK0wM_Bz1uTevK_P4SIcYyuquhp13N/preview


Black Neighborhoods & Freeways in the Twin Cities, 1940



● Pike’s Purchase: 1805 (removes Dakota) 
● Morrill Act land grants to University: 1862
● Bohemian Flats: 1920s and 1930s
● Highways: 1956-1969
● Urban renewal: 1960s-1970s
● University expansion: 1950-today
● New Town in Town/Private development:

1962-77 (Riverside Plaza built 1971-73)
● Today: potential of I-94 and I-35 expansion

Traffic and Transportation Committee Meeting - 
Minneapolis Planning Commission - 1950s. 
Courtesy Hennepin County Library

It has survived waves of 
dispossession



I-94 continues to harm Minneapolis
and Saint Paul neighborhoods



MN Pollution Control Agency Air Quality Scores 2015



Asthma Hospitalization Rate by Zip Code 2015-2019 



Life Expectancy at Birth by Census Tract 2010-2015   



Households in Poverty by Census Tracts 2019



Among largest gaps in the nation:

Black Families 28%

White Families 76%

Twin Cities Metro Home Ownership

76%

28%





● The Rethinking I-94 project is a 
generational opportunity

● We are organizing to:
○ Restore the I-94 trench to a 

multimodal street, reconnecting 
all neighborhoods

○ Use reclaimed highway land for 
new housing, businesses and 
parks via a community land trust

○ Implement policies to prioritize 
those who have been most 
impacted, ensure affordability, and 
prevent displacement

The Twin Cities Boulevard Movement



Direct Economic Impact 
on the Community

Repairing
Historic Harm

Changing the Advocacy 
Landscape

Momentum & 
Sustainability through 

Community Engagement

Density & Multimodal 
Transportation Options

Community-Led Events
& Campaigns

Racial Equity & Cultural
Competence

Accessibility & Equity for 
People with Disabilities

Intersectional
Community
Investment



*Note: mapped 
supporters are from 
October 2023 - February 
2024 



● Going door-to-door along the project corridor to raise awareness and collect community ideas
○ Over 30,000 doors to date
○ Significant support for the Twin Cities Boulevard vision can be found in every neighborhood along the corridor 
○ Support for a completely new vision for I-94 grows stronger the closer you are to the highway

● We commissioned this study to ensure that community members can legitimately consider highway conversion options 
and the potential benefits to their lives

Building a Community Vision



The original concept of the US highway 
system was to bring people to the edge of 
the city.

At that point a network of streets and 
boulevards would carry people into and 
through the city.

Plans changed and freeways like I-94 were 
built through urban neighborhoods.

Interstate Highways in
American Cities



Average length of 
trip on I-94 for 

eastbound 
entering trips is 

4.7 miles

Average length of 
trip on I-94 for 

westbound 
entering trips is 

4.8 miles

Average length of 
trip on I-94 for 

trips entering I-94 
within the study 
area is 3 miles

These trips can be made on a boulevard, 
restored street network or with other 
modes.

Most trips on I-94 are 
relatively short.

25% of trips on I-94 are 
less than 2 miles



120,000 people travel across I-94 on a typical day by a variety of modes.

Vehicular traffic is concentrated on select streets, exposing people walking or 
biking to aggressive freeway-bound traffic, noise and pollution.

I-94 is a mental and physical barrier.



Trips do not begin or 
end on I-94. 

Many people go out 
of their way to use 
I-94 for a short portion 
of their trip.

Thinking Beyond the Fence



Traffic projections for a boulevard conversion must 
consider how people will adapt to a changed network.



● I-81 will be removed through downtown
● I-481, which runs outside of the city, will 

be redesignated as I-81
● Project is approved and funded, and will 

begin construction this year

I-81 Syracuse, NY



● Replaced the collapsed Central Freeway with 
an at-grade boulevard, side access lanes for 
parking, slow vehicles and active travel

● Caltrans predicted commute times would 
increase by 2 hours, but congestion ended 
up improving

● Over half of the car traffic “evaporated”

Octavia Boulevard
San Francisco, CA









Existing Conditions
Cedar-Riverside/Seward



A-Boulevard



B-Restored



Existing Conditions
Prospect Park



A-Boulevard



B-Restored



Existing Conditions
Rondo



A-Boulevard



B-Restored



C-Boulevard conversion with land bridge
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Gauging the Scale of
the I-94 Corridor



Low
Density: 

Cleveland Ave
(5.9 du/ac)

Modest
Density: 

Payne Ave
(7.5 du/ac)

Moderate
Density:

Franklin Ave
(19.2 du/ac)

Land Use Density Sampling from
Local Commercial Streets



Cedar-Riverside South St. Anthony Park/Merriam Park

Midway Rondo

Land Capacity for New Community Development by Neighborhood



Low Density Modest Density Moderate Density

 

Additional Housing Units 510 - 565 650 – 720 1,665 – 1,840

Permanent Jobs 230 – 255 870 – 965 1,665 – 1,845

Added Market Value $202M - $223M $153M - $169M $267M - $295M 

Additional Local Property 
Tax Revenue

$3.2M - $3.6M $2.3M - $2.6M $4.7M - $5.2M

Summary of Prospective Boulevard Conversion Outcomes



● Lack of transparency & meaningful engagement
● Traffic modeling does not reflect best practices

○ The results are not meaningful, especially for predicting congestion and delay
● Evaluation process does not reflect the wide-reaching impacts of this project

○ Focuses on traffic capacity rather than community well-being
○ Does not consider the enormous benefits of highway removal

Identified Gaps in the Rethinking I-94 Process



● I-94 is not serving its intended purpose of long-distance, inter-city travel
● MnDOT’s model is inaccurate and the misleading results should not be trusted to 

predict future speeds and travel times
○ Traffic projections do not reflect real world examples
○ A boulevard conversion can adequately serve transportation needs

● Repurposing highway right-of-way would have significant economic benefits by 
new housing, businesses, parks and growing the local tax base

● Minnesota has an opportunity to set a national standard

Key Conclusions



● Create a working group to implement anti-displacement & community 
benefit policies and to study opportunities to repurpose highway land

● Broaden the study area
○ Include both downtowns and additional parallel streets
○ Add the portion of Highway 280 south of Energy Park Drive

● Add a “Restored Network” option to the alternatives analysis
● Fix misleading traffic models 

○ Model should account for short-term behavior changes and long term 
land use changes following highway removal

Recommended Changes to the Rethinking I-94 Process



● Improve community engagement
○ Create neighborhood specific concepts that show potential for 

repurposing land
○ Disclose the full range of social and environmental impacts of each 

project option
● Create a working group on highway conversion projects
● Update the evaluation process to reflect the priorities of impacted 

communities
○ Social and environmental harms should take precedence over travel 

times
○ Cost considerations must include maintenance and the economic 

potential of repurposing highway land

Recommendations cont.



https://docs.google.com/file/d/1BgFREZQaNZjbMnMzIeZjorKSxPqsVRj-/preview


Righting Wrongs
Many homeowners still benefit from the racist 
redlining practices that displaced and further 
disenfranchised Black Americans and other 
marginalized residents.

Thousands permanently lost their
homes and businesses to urban highways.

Neighboring communities continue to suffer from 
health issues due to highways

We know this is wrong.

Can you give up a few minutes of driving to help 
repair what was lost & create a better future?



A Generational Opportunity

Ramming I-94 through city neighborhoods was a 
mistake that we should not perpetuate.

We must look out 50 years and think about the 
consequences of this decision.

Minnesota can set the standard for infrastructure 
that advances reparative justice.

MnDOT has a moral obligation to build a project 
that advances reparations in Rondo, reconnects all 
neighborhoods, and addresses ongoing social and 
environmental harms.


