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Other major cities in the U.S have been faced with the same question of what to do with 
highway infrastructure that has outlived its useful life. Their more thoughtful solutions have 
inspired our coalition to envision alternatives guided by economic development, quality of 
place, and smart transportation goals. 
 
1/ Multimodal Boulevard 
Many communities are tearing-down and replacing their urban interstates with multimodal* 
boulevards. The Indianapolis city grid is largely intact except where interrupted by the interstate. 
By reconnecting the street grid, commuters and residents have multiple opportunities to enter 
and exit the highway instead of one or two limited ramps that can’t handle peak travel times. 
Imagine a multimodal boulevard that provides north/south and east/west crosstown 
connectivity along the current inner loop interstate alignment. It would be characterized by low 
speeds, landscaped medians, and multiple connectivity points with the existing street grid.  
 
It would include one-way, very low-speed frontage streets separated from through lanes by a 
landscaped median with on-street parking and wide sidewalks. Development along the frontage 
streets would range from existing historic residential neighborhoods to mixed-use residential, 
commercial and retail or corporate offices, depending on location and land use contexts.  The 
new multimodal boulevard might even be less expensive than the proposed INDOT project!  
 
The new multimodal boulevard has a smaller footprint than much of the elevated portions of 
the existing interstate. New boulevard-facing development can occur on this excess right-of-
way, taking advantage of frequent transit, bicycle access and greenways. This large, newfound 
spatial resource has the potential for high value-capture potential, much like a TIF district. 
 
The multimodal boulevard incorporates park elements such as frequent tree plantings, public 
art, and an urban bicycle-pedestrian greenway connecting neighborhoods to parks and trails 
such as the Monon, the Indianapolis Cultural Trail, the Canal, Fall Creek and the White River.  
 
There are both good and bad examples of modern multi-lane boulevards regarding walkability, 
traffic management and safety. With that understanding, Indianapolis can lead the way in 
creating a nationally referenced boulevard as a model for transportation-based placemaking. 
 
* Multimodal: a transportation facility that safely accommodates multiple modes of travel 
including pedestrians, bicycles, and motorized vehicles (automobiles, transit, local freight) in an 
integrative/holistic setting commonly referenced as Complete Streets/Context Sensitive 
Transportation. A multimodal system supports community development patterns characterized by 
walkability and social equity. 
 
2/ How can the multimodal boulevard replace the complicated splits and interchanges to 
handle commuter traffic? 
Interstate traffic would transition to downtown at Boulevard Circles. The circles would be located 
at each existing interchange that INDOT plans to replace so they operate as a system. The 
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Boulevard Circles ultimately would connect each of the boulevard’s three legs (four if West 
Street were included). They would manage and integrate inbound/outbound commuter traffic 
onto the boulevard for its distribution onto the street grid, thereby eliminating the concentrated 
entry into, and egress from, the downtown grid that is so problematic today.  
 
The Boulevard Circles are large diameter “smart” traffic circles engineered to handle peak hour 
traffic volumes by utilizing new signalization technologies that mediate between incoming and 
through traffic. The incoming interstate spurs either merge onto the circle or pass under it.  
Local boulevard traffic circulates on a separate pair of lanes from thru traffic lanes. The two 
modes, boulevard through traffic and interstate traffic, are merged with que-detecting and 
balancing signalization (the Smart part) that meters their flow to achieve a relatively high 
volume but low speed circulating system. The raised median between the two sets of lanes 
prevents weaving except where controlled by signals. 
 
3/ How is the east side affected? 
INDOT plans lots of tear-down and rebuild along the east leg of 65/70, with vertical retaining 
walls for added lanes and ramps. The great divide will get greater. It begins at Vermont and 
continues into a reconstructed North Split. It includes a new wider bridge over Michigan and 
additional bridges over St. Clair. All of that will temporarily transition from the current 290-foot 
long bridge over the CSX RR tracks but is planned to widen that bridge and continue south with 
additional lanes in a third phase.  
 
Note that much of this raised section from south of Washington to the North Split, with its 
costly bridges, was originally configured that way because of the need to go over rather than 
under the CSX tracks (going under was prevented by the adjacent Pogues Run culvert).  
 
That leads to three basic questions that need to be explored: 
a 
Regarding CSX, why isn’t the 2003 Lilly proposal to shift the CSX tracks to the existing beltline 
RR being reconsidered in conjunction with interstate planning, especially now that increased 
frequency of very long trains is further isolating the near east side?  
b 
Regarding Pogues Run, why aren’t available technologies to siphon-drop the constraining 
Pogues Run under a depressed highway being considered?  Yes, there is such a thing. 
c 
And why build a slew of expensive (to build and to maintain) interstate bridges when either a 
depressed highway with narrower local street overpasses could be built or, if a boulevard proves 
feasible, no bridges and no railroad for greatly enhanced connectivity between downtown and 
the Near Eastside?  
 
Relocating CSX trackage through downtown is very central to how the east leg is improved. The 
tripling of CSX train frequency of its mile and a half long trains is becoming a big issue for east 
side connectivity.  
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This is relevant to the interstate inner loop in that rail relocation would eliminate the need for a 
series of very large bridges that exist only because of the need to get over that RR. Rail 
relocation is expensive but so are interstate bridges. As noted earlier, Lilly has been trying to do 
that for years. Now there are reasons to do it as part of a comprehensive transportation 
improvement.  

 

4/ How do you accommodate high volumes of traffic that pass through the inner loop? 
INDOT states that 25-35% of the total inner loop traffic is through traffic (traffic originating and 
terminating beyond the I-465 beltway). We believe that some of that can be incentivized to use 
an improved outer loop that offers similar or improved travel times. Nevertheless, the remaining 
65-75% is still a high volume that needs to be accommodated.  
 
We are aware that even though the proposed boulevard/community grid system is intended to 
distribute inner loop traffic more efficiently than the current interstate’s spaced ramp system, 
detailed modeling of traffic distribution could lead to a recommendation that some of the 
proposed surface boulevard occur above a depressed highway segment serving longer trips 
within the downtown perimeter. Its purpose would be to prevent overloading the surface 
boulevard to the effect of unacceptable neighborhood and congestion impacts. Striking the 
right balance is a priority objective of the proposed independent study. 
 

5/ How does the Multimodal Boulevard support regional economic development? 
Indianapolis is the central hub of Indiana, (and arguably the Midwest) for manufacturing and 
logistics, two inextricably integrated industries. Conexus Indiana, a private sector-led initiative, is 
focused on advanced manufacturing and logistics industries. It ranks Indiana nationally on a 
report card scale of A-F across nine categories.  
 
The state does well in most of those, with an A grade for both manufacturing and logistics 
health. But Indiana is stuck in the middle for human capital with a C grade. The report card 
emphasizes that human capital is the most important factor in company location decisions. That 
consideration should inform reconstruction of the inner loop. 
 
The interstate inner and outer loops and the spokes between them are important to both 
logistics (movement of goods) and to how they affect the quality of place that attracts and 
retains the human capital that is foundational to advanced manufacturing. Merely 
accommodating traffic without considering how that affects livability is not enough.  
 
The attraction and retention of a technically competent workforce, the educators that train and 
mentor them, and the sought-out research teams that drive innovation is highly related to 
quality of life and quality of place.  Such talent is highly mobile, going to places that aggregate 
talent in all fields by quality of place measures, some important ones being livability, social 
opportunity, diversity and mobility.  
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A viable alternative must be based on a balance between transportation and quality of place as 
a win-win for these two interdependent and mutually inclusive imperatives.  The Rethink 65/70 
Coalition believes we must redefine project goals. The feasibility study we want to undertake, 
with INDOT’s support, will apply quantitative and qualitative metrics that consider a wide 
spectrum of cost-benefit considerations. 
 
6/ How does the Boulevard Vision facilitate new development? 
The Boulevard would occupy a much smaller footprint than the existing interstate and its 
associated ramps that now bring high speed interstate traffic onto city streets. That excess right-
of-way can be repurposed for new development to dramatically expand the economic 
development potential of downtown Indianapolis. Notably, currently underperforming private 
parcels along both sides of the existing inner loop would accrue higher development potential 
and value if they front an attractive and accessible boulevard rather than an interstate wall.  
 
Preliminary estimates of new development potential along segments of the I-65 north leg alone 
indicate up to $200 million in assessed value generating over $7 million in annual property tax 
increment, with approximately $100 million bonding potential. That can be part of an innovative 
funding scenario for the Multimodal Boulevard, while also growing the tax base and stimulating 
general economic activity.  
 
FHWA must ultimately sign off on how right-of-way relinquishment is executed. But recent rule-
making indicates flexibility regarding use of excess right-of-way as long as highway purposes 
are protected and if the proposed disposition “includes a benefit to the public expected from 
the proposed use, addressing a long standing public need, a financial benefit to the public from 
the use, or a social or environmental benefit from the use”.  FHWA defers to State DOT’s for 
detailed execution of agreements that meet those broad conditions. 
 
7/ Beyond the economic development interest, what do the roadbuilding and logistics 
industries think about the proposed change of scope for this project? 
Road builders are indifferent to what they build as long as they are empowered to apply their 
resources productively and meaningfully and with continuity. The proposed alternative will be as 
big, maybe bigger, than the current INDOT project. The new development potential spinoff 
benefit to the general construction industry and the regional workforce will be significant. 
 
The logistics industry understands the need for a comprehensively designed overall system for 
inter-regional freight as well as for efficient freight and distribution systems that serve the 
Indianapolis area. The industry understands the cost-benefit of paying its fair share for 
modernizing that system. It is also anticipating autonomous vehicles and considering the cost-
benefit of managed lanes to facilitate that. The inner loop needs to be planned within that 
dynamic. 
 
The Rethink 65/70 coalition understands that these industries are important stakeholders and 
valued advisors for shaping the initiative. 
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8/ Are we forgetting the beleaguered commuter? 
Not at all. That’s a big part of the economy that can’t be ignored. Getting through traffic off the 
destination routes by better addressing the growing logistics traffic, and creating more 
distributive downtown connectivity are part of a solution. Linking housing choice and 
affordability to quality of life based economic expansion is another. Facilitating a first-rate public 
transit system at all scales, such that reduced personal transportation costs are part of the 
equation, is the third leg of a balanced and stable system. Those are not addressed in the North 
Split project phase of the big expansion. 
 
9/ How can the alternative be funded? 
The Multimodal Boulevard Vision Alternative is a suitable candidate for innovative funding 
strategies promoted by FHWA. We are examining strategies that could accelerate the larger 
project that is now constrained by incomplete funding. Those could provide economy of scale 
efficiencies inherent in a larger initial phase, including more effective, less disruptive 
maintenance of traffic during what will be an extended period of construction.  
 
We believe that a reduction of right-of-way and relinquishment of surface facilities to the City 
could shed INDOT of considerable maintenance costs. Likewise, it could create new revenue-
generating development that can be leveraged to help fund the costs and maintenance of a 
more visionary alternative. We will continue to explore value-capture concepts and many other 
funding concepts and programs typically available for this magnitude of infrastructure 
investment. 
   
10/ Is this just pouring money into Indianapolis at the expense of other communities? 
Indianapolis, as the capital city, should be viewed as synonymous with the State of Indiana as a 
positive relationship. Its regional economic health is mutually interdependent with that of the 
state and Indiana’s multiple regional economic centers as a dynamic interconnected system. For 
this reason, any infrastructure investment of this magnitude must do more than simply replace 
aging roads and bridges; it must enhance Indiana’s competitive position as a place that attracts 
talent and investment to create a healthy statewide economy. 
 
11/ How can this investment carry the capital city’s historic legacy of outstanding urban 
planning and design forward for future generations? 
 
Alexander Ralston’s 1821 platting plan for the new city of Indianapolis was inspired by his work 
with L’Enfant in Washington, D.C.  Ralston’s Mile Square plan consisted of a central circle with 
four radiating avenues bisecting a city street grid. Its center, now Monument Circle, is the Circle 
City’s iconic image.  
 
George Kessler’s 1907 Park and Boulevard System Plan, the growing city’s first urban design 
plan, transformed the then troubled watercourses into parks and parkways, turning the first ring 
of suburbs into livable places relating to downtown via the parkways and their grid-based 
boulevards. This plan shaped Indianapolis and laid the foundation for its future growth beyond 
the Mile Square.   
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The next transformative public work occurred 50 years later when the 1960’s interstate reshaped 
the city by breaking that grid, separating neighborhoods and moving people out of the city with 
a sprawl-inducing dynamic. It was a reversal of the connectivity created by the Mile Square and 
Park and Boulevard System Plans. And it wasn’t what Eisenhower, the father of the Interstate 
System, envisaged. He later stated that running Interstate routes through the congested parts of 
cities was entirely against his original concept and wishes in sponsoring the interstate system. 
[Notes from April 6th, 1960, Meeting Eisenhower Presidential Library Archives]  
 
Eisenhower’s vision was to connect cities across the nation. Spurs from outer beltways were to 
terminate in, not pass through downtowns. 
 
It is now 2018, another 50 years and another once in a generation opportunity to capture, build 
upon and extend the pre-interstate city-building, city-defining initiatives and fix, not expand, the 
mistakes of the 60’s. The effort must be based on criteria that go beyond level of service and 
least cost. It must be based on urban design principles of neighborhood connectivity and 
walkability, support equitable transportation and development, enhance adjacent property 
values and be an economic development catalyst that provides a return on the investment. It 
must be a sustainable design that creates sustainable community. We must think big and 
creatively as did Ralston and Kessler’s patrons when they commissioned those designers. 
 
 
 
We value the following comment from the Central Indiana Community Foundation, an 
organization committed to the future well-being of the region and its people: 
 
“Central Indiana Community Foundation is advocating for a full study of alternatives to 
INDOT’s plan. The plan that prepares Central Indiana highways for the next half century 
cannot create or compound inequity and disconnection. Connectivity is the main ingredient for 
success in the 21st century. This project has to be bold, visionary and prioritize the needs of 
people over cars.” 
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