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Project Description
The Cities of Des Moines and Pleasant Hill, Iowa are prepared to fill a critical gap in the regional
transportation network by leveraging investment from the RAISE Grant Program in partnership
with the U.S. Department of Transportation. The Southeast (SE) Connector is the result of the
successful partnerships between the two cities, local businesses, regional, state and federal
entities. The SE Connector is a long-planned, multi-modal urban arterial from downtown Des
Moines to U.S. Highway 65 through the southeast portion of Des Moines extending into the city
limits of Pleasant Hill (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Southeast Connector Project

FINAL PHASE

Construction of the proposed roadway will fill the 2.2-mile gap between SE 30th Street in Des
Moines and U.S. Highway 65 in Pleasant Hill, completing the SE Connector. The project
provides two vehicular travel lanes, curbs and gutters, street lighting, and a multi-purpose
shared-use trail with a green space on the south side. The construction also includes a 1,515
foot-long, seven-span bridge over Fourmile Creek (a source of historic flooding), the floodway,
and a grade separated railroad crossing. As with the previous section of the SE Connector from
SE 15th Street to SE 30th Street that was completed in 2016, this project includes right-of-way
acquisition and grading for a future full four-lane street with a center median.
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Figure 2. Typical Section of Project and Full-Build Improvement

As illustrated in Figure 2, the project includes construction of a two-lane roadway with the
future build consisting of a four-lane corridor. The cross section provides adequate pavement
width for future on-street bicycle facilities. The complete cross section will be constructed once
traffic demand warrants the full build section and there is community and financial support.
The SE Connector project is consistent with Des Moines’ Transportation Master Plan,
MoveDSM.1 MoveDSM aims to provide a transportation network for everyone, providing
transportation options for every user at every stage of life.
The SE Connector project is also consistent with the Des Moines metro-wide Tomorrow Plan,2 a
forward-thinking plan for the sustainable development of the Greater Des Moines region over the
next 40 years, by supporting the goals of the Tomorrow Plan:
Goal 1 – “Create a Resilient
Regional Economy” by completing a
critical multi-modal connection.”

Goal 3 – “Further the Health and Well-Being of
All Residents in the Region” by providing a
vitally important trail connection.”

1

https://cms2.revize.com/revize/desmoines/document_center/Engineering%20and%20Traffic%20Forms%20and%20
Documents/Traffic/MoveDSM_Transportation%20Master%20Plan.pdf
2

https://dmampo.org/the-tomorrow-plan/
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The completion of the SE Connector will accomplish the following:
➢ Improve Safety. The SE Connector will significantly improve safety of the region’s
transportation system by:
▪ Providing a controlled-access, urbanized roadway with a shared-use trail.
▪ Diverting traffic from existing streets that have a significant history of crashes.
▪ Eliminating the need for motorists and trucks to traverse three active railroad
crossings.
▪ Reducing response times for emergency services.
The SE Connector project will also reduce flood risk to the area by improving and raising
adjacent levees. This project includes the relocation and improvement of approximately
4,000 linear feet of the Southeast Des Moines levee system to reduce flood risk to valuable
assets, critical facilities and the community located generally north of the Des Moines
River and west of Fourmile Creek. This work is being done in partnership with the United
States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and in conjunction with improvements that are
underway to the overall City of Des Moines’ levee systems for the Des Moines River,
Raccoon River and Fourmile Creek.
➢

Improve the Movement of People and Goods. The SE Connector will increase the
region’s future capacity for the movement of people and goods by completing a critical
roadway network connection from downtown Des Moines to U.S. Highway 65.

➢

Enhance Regional Economic Competitiveness. The SE Connector will enhance regional
economic competitiveness by providing direct highway and interstate access to a new
railroad transload facility, a new mixed-use residential/commercial district and several
existing industrial and commercial businesses. Industrial companies and current
development projects on the southeast side of downtown will also greatly benefit from a
regional transportation connection to the highway and Interstate system providing reliable
and efficient movement of people and goods.

➢

Enhance Quality of Life for the Region and Local Businesses and Residents. The SE
Connector will enhance the quality of life of area residents by constructing an adjacent
shared-use trail, filling a critical gap within the region’s trail network while also providing
an alternative transportation option to access employment, medical care, and government
services. This portion of the Des Moines metropolitan area is home to comparatively lowincome, underserved, and disadvantaged residents who currently lack adequate
transportation options to jobs and other critical destinations downtown and in the southeast
region of Des Moines and will benefit from the SE Connector. This final project phase will
complete a crucial component of the Central Iowa Trails network by connecting the Martin
Luther King, Jr. Parkway Trail with the Gay Lea Wilson Trail in eastern Polk County.
Filling this gap and making this connection will provide residents safe access to hundreds
of uninterrupted miles of trails throughout central Iowa.

➢

Provide an excellent return on investment with a benefit-cost of 1.94.
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Project History
The City of Des Moines has long recognized the need for a new transportation facility to serve
the southeastern portion of the metropolitan area. Groundwork for the SE Connector began in
1979 with a study for a project originally known as the Commercial Business District (CBD)
Loop Arterial, which later was established as the Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway project. The
Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway project included the construction of approximately 2.3 miles of
new multi-lane roadway bordering downtown Des Moines that connected to Interstate 235. This
section of Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway was designed and constructed in multiple phases over
several years, with the final intersection at Fleur Drive completed in 2005. This portion of
Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway utilized various funding sources, including Federal and State
funds, coordinated through the Iowa DOT.
In 1999, the Southeast Diagonal Corridor/Project Location Major Investment Study identified the
need for a transportation corridor from Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway near downtown through
southeastern Des Moines to connect with U.S. Highway 65. Following the opening of Martin
Luther King, Jr. Parkway west of the Des Moines River, the City initiated the SE Connector
project in 2004 to extend the corridor to U.S. Highway 65. The Final Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS)3 was made available in January 2010 and the Record of Decision (ROD)3 was
published in May 2010.
The construction phasing for the SE Connector includes:
• SW 2nd Street to SE 9th Street (including Des Moines River Bridges) – 2010 completion
• SE 9th Street to SE 15th Street – 2015 completion
• SE 15th Street to SE 30th Street (2012 TIGER Grant) – 2016 completion
• Pleasant Hill Boulevard and Vandalia Road intersection – May 2021 completion
• SE 30th Street to U.S. Highway 65 (2021 RAISE Grant Application) – 2026 anticipated
completion
SE Connector project background, newsletters, maps, and other relevant documents are located
at www.seconnector.com.3
The U.S. Department of Transportation has previously recognized the critical importance of Des
Moines’ SE Connector Project. The City of Des Moines received a $10 Million TIGER Grant
for the SE Connector from SE 15th Street to SE 30th Street.4 As shown in Table 1, the City of
Des Moines has met or exceeded the expectations set forth in the 2012 TIGER Grant application
and agreement. The City has successfully completed several Federal aid projects, including
TIGER projects, and is able to comply with the requirements of a RAISE Grant to complete the
SE Connector project.

3

See http://www.seconnector.com/index.stm for the FEIS, ROD, and other documents.

4

https://www.transportation.gov/sites/dot.gov/files/docs/fy2012tiger_0.pdf
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Table 1. 2012 TIGER Grant – SE Connector, SE 15th Street to SE 30th Street
Expectation

2012 TIGER Grant

Expectation Met

Begin Construction 2013

Construction began 2013

Open to Traffic September 2016

Open to Traffic May 2016

Construction Estimated at $30
Million. Budget included
$3 Million contingency.

Final construction cost was
$31.5 Million

Schedule

Budget

Enhance System Connectivity

Direct route provided to the local
community and resulted in decreased traffic
on alternative routes.

Improve Capacity

More capacity to handle commuter,
freight, and active transportation modes.
Project attracted re-development in the
immediate area, including expansion of
Kemin Industries headquarters and the Des
Moines Transload Facility.

Economic Development
Benefits
Realized

The number of jobs in the vicinity of the
project increased. Property values increased
by more than $50 Million.
The crash rate since opening (41 crashes
per 100 million vehicle miles traveled) has
been lower than historical average crash rates
for municipal city streets in Iowa (396
crashes per 100 million vehicle miles
traveled). 5

Safety

The project eliminated the need for
vehicles to cross two at-grade railroad
crossings.

5

https://iowadot.gov/traffic/pdfs/crash_rate-density_comparables_segments_2007-2016_20170718_statewide.pdf
(using rate shown on page 2, divided by 100 for conversion)
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Project Location
This phase of the SE Connector will construct 2.2 miles of Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway from
SE 30th Street to the Pleasant Hill Boulevard intersection at U.S. Highway 65. This final phase
will complete the SE Connector that connects downtown Des Moines and Interstate 235 with
U.S. Highway 65/Iowa Highway 5 and provides regional connections to Interstates 80 and 35 as
illustrated in Figure 3.
Figure 3. Regional Transportation Network and the Southeast Connector Project

The project includes improved sidewalk and roadway connections to the existing street network
at SE 30th Street, including connecting to the SE 30th Street Viaduct over Union Pacific Railroad
Yard, currently being rehabilitated by the City.
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Additional improvements along this corridor include the construction of intersections with SE
36th Street and an extension of SE 43rd Street to Vandalia Road. Extending further east along the
corridor, the project includes the construction of a new 1,515 lineal-foot steel-girder bridge,
spanning over the Fourmile Creek floodplain, and connections with the Pleasant Hill Boulevard
intersection and U.S. Highway 65 interchange. As shown on Figure 4, these elements are
located within the City of Pleasant Hill corporate limits.

Figure 4. Local Roadway Network Improvements with the Southeast Connector Project
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Grant Funds, Sources and Uses of Project Funds
The City of Des Moines has incurred $4 Million on preliminary engineering and design. The
remaining total cost to complete the final segment of the SE Connector is estimated to be
$54 Million. The budget for the anticipated future construction project and funding breakdown
by activity is shown in Table 2 below.
Table 2. Future Project Costs and Funding Sources by Activity
Funding Source
Activity
Local

Other Federal

RAISE

TOTAL

Design

$ 1,000,000

$ 1,000,000

ROW

$ 4,000,000

$ 4,000,000

Engineering &
Inspection

$ 5,000,000

$ 5,000,000

Construction

$ 9,716,000
(22%)

$ 11,284,000
(26%)

$23,000,000
(52%)

$ 44,000,000

TOTAL

$ 19,716,000
(37%)

$ 11,284,000
(21%)

$23,000,000
(42%)

$ 54,000,000

The sources of the local funds are general obligation bonds and proceeds from property sales.
The other Federal funds are allocated from the Des Moines Area Metropolitan Planning
Organization (MPO) Surface Transportation Block Grant (STBG).6 The City of Des Moines was
awarded $11.284 Million in STBG funding from the MPO for Federal Fiscal Year (FFY) 2024,
as shown in the Draft FFY 2022-2025 Transportation Improvement Program (TIP).7 The Draft
FFY 2022-2025 TIP is expected to be finalized July 15, 2021, after the submission of this
application.8 U.S. Representative Cindy Axne submitted a $7 Million funding request for this
project as part of the Surface Transportation Reauthorization. Should this request be successful,
the RAISE fund amount would be reduced accordingly. RAISE funding would complete the
required funding to construct the final section of the SE Connector project.
6

https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/April-Policy-Meeting-Minutes.pdf,
https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2023-STBG-Funding-Awards.pdf,
https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/April-Policy-Meeting-Minutes.pdf,
https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/2024-STBG-Funding-Awards-Final.pdf

7

https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2022-TIP-Project-List.pdf

8

https://dmampo.org/transportation-projects/
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Selection Criteria
Safety
The proposed project will create and enhance transportation safety and mobility in the regional
and local street network. This final section of the SE Connector will provide a direct route for
traffic; bypassing railroad crossings and eliminating the need for traffic to utilize local streets and
congested routes. This will be accomplished through access control, new pavement with curbs
and gutters, storm sewer, street lighting, a grade separated railroad crossing, and
accommodations for multi-modal options to more equitably serve a portion of the community
that lacks such facilities. Adjacent existing routes lack many of these safety elements and are
comprised of open ditches, unpaved shoulders, limited, if any, sidewalks, no bicycle facilities or
other accommodations for non-motorized users.
Assessing the safety benefits of completing the SE Connector requires examination of the safety
deficiencies of existing nearby routes adjacent to the project area. The three major, alternate
routes in the project vicinity connecting Des Moines, Pleasant Hill and U.S. Highway 65 include
Vandalia Road, Scott Avenue, and E. University Avenue (State Highway 163).
Figure 5. Vandalia Road (Image from Google Earth)

An existing alternate parallel
route, Vandalia Road, has
safety concerns with
significant truck traffic and
little to no access control.

Vandalia Road is a two-lane rural minor arterial that lacks access control, paved shoulders,
sidewalks or non-motorized accommodations. Vandalia Road has many industrial properties
along the corridor resulting in a very high percentage of truck traffic. The truck traffic is
approximately 30% of vehicles along the roadway.
Scott Avenue is located to the north of the proposed SE Connector alignment. Scott Avenue is a
two-lane rural collector with limited drainage facilities along the corridor. A portion of Scott
Avenue is residential and has increased traffic from vehicles and trucks currently using this
route, despite Scott Avenue not being a designated truck route.
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E. University Avenue (State Highway 163) via E. 30th Street is also north of the proposed
project. E. University is a four-lane undivided principal arterial with poor curbs and drainage
systems.
The safety performance measures for these three roadway segments and Martin Luther King, Jr.
Parkway are shown in Table 3. The crash rate along E. University is 474 per 100 million VMT
per year, which is over ten times the crash rate for the previous section of the SE Connector (SE
15th Street to SE 30th Street) over the same period and over 1.75 times the statewide average
crash rate. The crash rate for Scott Avenue is over seven times the crash rate for the previous
section of the SE Connector over the same period and over two times the statewide average crash
rate. Figure 6 is a heat map displaying crash locations in the area transportation network.
Figure 6. Traffic Accident Heat Map Queried from Iowa DOT Crash Analysis Tool

Table 3. Safety Performance of Nearby Roadway Segments

Route

Segment Description

Length
(mi)

AADT1

No. of
Crashes2

Crash
Rate2,3

Statewide
Crash
Rate3,5

MLK Jr. Pkwy.

SE 15th to SE 30th (2-lane)

1.82

11,100

14

41

271

Vandalia Rd.4

Martin Luther King Jr. Pkwy.
to Pleasant Hill Blvd.

2.56

6,898

30

101

207

Scott Ave.

SE 30th to Oakwood Dr.

1.42

3,841

29

315

151

University
Ave.

SE 30th to Pleasant Hill Blvd.

2.00

18,969

303

474

271

1

Value based on weighted average of 2016 No-Build Output from the MPO travel demand model.
Based on crash history from 5/20/2016 thru 12/31/2020 (1,685 days).
3
Crashes per 100 million VMT per year.
4
Portion that connects with MLK Jr. Pkwy. is technically SE 30 th St.
5
Statewide 10-year average crash rate - https://iowadot.gov/traffic/pdfs/crash_ratedensity_comparables_segments_2007-2016_20170828_secondary_functionalclass.pdf
2
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One of the major safety improvements for this final phase is providing a continuous route that
avoids three at-grade railroad crossings:
• Two mainline railroad crossings on Vandalia Road.
• One spur line, with three sets of tracks, serving an agricultural-industrial processing
facility on SE 30th Street.
This is accomplished by making alternate street connections to local streets and constructing a
new bridge providing a grade separated crossing for a private spur line.
Avoiding at-grade railroad crossings eliminates the risk of collisions with trains and drastically
improves medical and emergency response times in the community. This is also important for
trucks hauling goods, chemicals, and hazardous materials. Several global and national industries
are located along this corridor that generate significant truck traffic, including:
• Helena Industries LLC, one of the largest chemical toll manufacturers in the United States.
• Kemin Industries, Inc., a global ingredient supplier that improves the health and lives of
humans, pets and animals.
• Cargill, Incorporated, a global provider of food, agricultural, financial and industrial
products.
• Magellan Midstream Partners, L.P., which transports, stores, and distributes refined
petroleum products and crude oil throughout the United States.
The Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater Reclamation Authority, made up of 17 metro area
municipalities, counties and sewer districts, and its regional wastewater treatment plant which
serves nearly 500,000 people, is also located near the SE Connector Corridor and generates
significant truck traffic for operation of the regional treatment plant and collection system.

Multiple national and global industries along the SE Connector Corridor, which
transport various goods, chemicals, and hazardous materials, will benefit substantially,
in terms of safety and efficiency, from the SE Connector.

An issue with trucks routing along Vandalia Road is trucks can become trapped between at-grade
railroad crossings during certain train switching operations. A large food products facility is
located on Vandalia Road at SE 30th Street that requires frequent train switching that blocks
Vandalia Road. If other train crossings are operating at a similar time, Vandalia Road users are
not able to enter or exit the Vandalia Road corridor. This situation presents significant travel
delays, and possibly significant safety impacts, for emergency vehicles and others traversing
through the area.
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Figure 7 shows the locations of the at-grade railroad crossings that can be avoided once the SE
Connector is complete and also shows how a national distributor of petroleum products can use
the SE Connector to avoid the at-grade railroad crossings.
Figure 7. Existing At-Grade Railroad Crossings and
Comparison of Existing and Future Petroleum Truck Routes

In addition to the safety benefits this project provides by limiting potential conflicts with vehicles
and trains, this project will provide a more efficient movement of goods for the railroad system
and the industries transporting materials and goods on the roadway system. This will lead to
lower transportation costs and minimizing delays.

The SE Connector will provide a safer alternate route and is anticipated to improve
safety along parallel alternative routes by decreasing current traffic demand on those
existing facilities.
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Environmental Sustainability
Climate Change
The City of Des Moines is committed to addressing climate change through sustainable policies,
actions, and other efforts, as evidenced by the recent earning of a top-three ranking on the U.S
Environmental Protection Agency’s 2021 list of mid-size cities with the most Energy Starcertified buildings. Understanding that inaction perpetuates inequality and ensures that the
burdens of climate hazards will be borne by the most marginalized and vulnerable residents, the
City recently updated its greenhouse gas emissions goals to align with the United Nations
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change recommendations.9 Furthermore, the City recently
committed to a goal of achieving 100% electricity from carbon-free sources by 2035 and has
installed electric vehicle charging stations in several of its public parking garages to incentivize
motorists to use electric vehicles. The City is in the process of developing a climate action and
adaption plan to help achieve these goals identified in the Des Moines Resolution Greenhouse
Gas Emissions Reduction Goals and Community 24X7 Carbon-free Electricity Goal.10
Environmental Justice
As noted in the Final EIS and ROD, the overall project area contains “higher levels of minority
and low-income populations.” The MPO’s biennial Environmental Justice Report (updated
November 2020) shows that the majority of the project area (Census Tract 53) is considered an
area of moderate concern by meeting five categories: non-white populations, households in
poverty, single head of household with children, households with person(s) over 65, and persons
with disabilities.11 These categories were flagged because the values exceeded the MPO regional
average. According to the EJSCREEN tool, the following environmental justice demographic
indicators exceed the National median values in the project area:
• Percent people of color
• Percent linguistic isolation
• Percent less than high school education
• Percent under age 5
• Percent over age 64
Other census tracts immediately to the west of the project area also exceed the median values for
each of the above demographic indicators, along with percent low-income population.12 As
shown in Figure 8 and Figure 9, there is a concentration of and low-income and people of color
population near downtown Des Moines.

9

https://www.dsm.city/news_detail_T2_R320.php

10

https://www.dsm.city/news_detail_T2_R385.php

11

https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/EJ-2020.pdf

12

https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
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Improving connectivity and providing additional transportation choices will provide
more efficient access to employment opportunities, critical services, and recreational
resources throughout the Des Moines region.
Figure 8. EJSCREEN Index – Low Income Population

Project Area

Figure 9. EJSCREEN Index – People of Color

Project Area
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Emission Reduction
The SE Connector will provide a direct route for traffic connecting downtown Des Moines with
U.S. Highway 65, bypassing railroad crossings, and eliminating the need for traffic to utilize
local streets and other congested routes. The proposed project will result in a decrease in overall
vehicle-miles traveled (VMT), according to the MPO travel demand model. Although the model
results indicate slightly more VMT in the future, the emissions impact may be offset with less
vehicle delay, as compared to traveling on current routes. Additional net reductions in emissions,
which are not directly captured in the benefit-cost analysis, will be realized with the avoidance of
the three at-grade railroad crossings. Eliminating the need to stop at railroad crossings reduces
delay and overall emissions due to idling. The continued transition to electric infrastructure and
electric vehicles in the future will also contribute to reduced emissions over time.
Improving the transportation system operations will decrease traffic congestion and
delay, reduce fuel consumption, and decrease greenhouse gas emissions from the
transportation sector.

Flood Mitigation and Storm Water Management
Following the 2008 Midwest Flood, USACE conducted the Des Moines River Regulated Flow
Frequency Study (DMRRFFS) to estimate the frequency and magnitude of future reservoir
outflows and downstream river flows. Completed in November 2010 and released in January
2011, the results of the DMRRFFS showed flood flow frequencies have increased over previous
USACE estimates and floods similar to the 1993 and 2008 events are more likely to occur than
previously estimated. In addition to identifying the higher risk of flooding, the DMRRFFS
showed that the existing levees in downtown Des Moines do not meet the standards for Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) accreditation of levees provided in Title 44 of the
Code of Federal Regulations (44 CFR) Section 65.10 of the National Flood Insurance Program
regulations impacting FEMA flood hazard mapping.
In response to the DMRRFFS and increased river flows, the City worked with USACE to
develop a Flood Mitigation Plan to improve the levee system. As part of that plan, the SE
Connector project includes the relocation and improvement of approximately 4,000 linear feet of
the Southeast Des Moines levee system to reduce flood risk to valuable assets, critical facilities
and the community located generally north of the Des Moines River and west of Fourmile Creek.
This work is being done in partnership with the USACE and in conjunction with improvements
that are underway to the overall City of Des Moines’ levee systems for the Des Moines River,
Raccoon River and Fourmile Creek.
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The value of this area protected by the levee system could exceed $1 billion as noted by the
USACE.13 This levee improvements planned as part of the City’s overall Flood Mitigation
Program are scheduled for construction in 2024-2027 as part of the Des Moines Levee
Alterations Program.14 The 1,515 ft bridge will span the Fourmile Creek floodway to improve
the conveyance of stormwater flow and mitigate flooding impacts upstream. The areas
surrounding the project lack adequate storm sewer systems, which intensify flash flooding. The
project will manage stormwater runoff through detention basins and enclosed storm sewers to
better convey stormwater runoff. In addition to providing storm water management, the
detention basins will provide opportunities for the storm water to recharge the ground water
table.
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers estimated the value of property protected by the
levee system could exceed $1 Billion, making improving the levee system in coordination
with the SE Connector Project imperative.
The SE Connector is part of a strategic effort to address extreme weather events that have
occurred with greater frequency in recent years. The portion of the SE Connector from Pleasant
Hill Boulevard to U.S. Highway 65 that opened to traffic in May of 2021 was elevated above the
500-year floodplain. The SE Connector will be elevated above the 100-year floodplain outside
the levee system to prevent closure of this critical access for the community.
Figure 10. 2010 Flood Event with SE Connector Location

The SE Connector will
provide safe access to the
Cities of Des Moines and
Pleasant Hill and eastern Polk
County during a 100-year
flood event. Currently,
existing roadways connecting
to eastern Des Moines and
southern Pleasant Hill are
inundated with floodwaters
during a 100-year flood event.

13

https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/DistrictProjects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
14

https://desmoines-levee-stantec.hub.arcgis.com/
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Figure 11. Proposed Levee System Improvements

Quality of Life
Removing Barriers
There is a lack of multi-modal transportation options in the southeastern portion of Des Moines,
which contains comparatively high levels of people with low-income, people of color, and other
demographic indicators of vulnerable populations, relative to other areas in the Des Moines
Metropolitan area. The project area is geographically close to the urban core of downtown Des
Moines, but is sparsely developed except for largely low-income neighborhoods and industrial
uses. The SE Connector will provide a new urban corridor with improved connections to the
existing street network that will safely accommodate all users equitably.
The SE Connector contributes to the City’s Comprehensive Plan, PlanDSM, and the Social
Equity goal of ensuring “that all residents have convenient access to healthy food, health care,
safe environments, and choices for an active lifestyle”.15 The City of Des Moines is pursuing the
development of a social equity plan to ensure the services are provided equitable throughout the
15

https://plandsm.dsm.city/
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community. In 2019, an Equitable Services Team was formed, comprised of City staff from all
departments, to develop an “Equity Framework.” On October 19, 2020, the Des Moines City
Council unanimously passed a resolution16 adopting the City of Des Moines Equity Framework17
for the Evaluation and Implementation of Equitable Delivery of City Services and Amenities.
The current budget includes funds to procure consulting services to evaluate and identify areas of
potential improvement to City’s services from an equitable standpoint.
Transportation Choices
The southeastern portion of the Des Moines community that is comparatively low-income,
underserved, and disadvantaged lacks safe and efficient transportation options, particularly for
east-west connectivity. This lack of adequate accessibility to transportation results in challenges
to the local community to access jobs, healthcare, schools, and other critical destinations. The SE
Connector will provide a safe and efficient multi-modal connection for the community to the
larger region. The project includes improved multi-modal connections to the SE Connector from
adjacent local streets, including SE 30th Street, SE 36th Street, SE 43rd Street, and Pleasant Hill
Boulevard.
Completing the SE Connector will allow for a net reduction in travel times for the southeast Des
Moines region. The SE Connector provides regional and local benefits to the transportation
network. Traffic that currently travels on Vandalia Road, E. University Avenue (State Highway
163), and other nearby city streets will have a safer and more efficient corridor to travel between
downtown Des Moines and U.S. Highway 65. The SE Connector will benefit the neighborhoods
on these other routes that will experience reduced automobile and truck through-traffic.
Completion of the SE Connector also allows for a more reliable transportation network by
providing a safe and efficient alternative to downtown Des Moines and the Des Moines
International Airport. With the connection to U.S. Highway 65, the completed roadway corridor
will allow traffic in the southern and eastern portion of the region a safe and efficient alternative
to U.S. Highway 69, Iowa Highway 5 and Interstates 35, 80 and 235 that may result due to traffic
incidents or other unexpected events. The SE Connector will allow safer and more efficient
access from rural portions of eastern Polk County and beyond to downtown Des Moines,
hospitals, government services, the State Capital, the Iowa State Fairgrounds, and other
important destinations.
The proposed project provides a safe and efficient multi-modal transportation facility
in an area of the community with limited transportation choices.

Nearby adjacent east-west routes have a general lack of active transportation accommodations.
The general lack of sidewalks or paved shoulders, bicycle lanes or trails, as well as transit, has a
detrimental impact on a community. The SE Connector will complete the missing trail segment
16

https://councildocs.dsm.city/rollcalls/2020/20-1693.pdf
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https://councildocs.dsm.city/Resolutions/20201019/46i.pdf
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in this area as shown in Figure 12. This will provide opportunities for alternative methods of
commuting, as well as recreational opportunities. The new 12-foot-wide shared-use trail will
provide for alternative transportation opportunities for area residents and fill a critical gap in the
Central Iowa Trails network by connecting the Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway Trail with the
Gay Lea Wilson Trail. In so doing, the opportunities for residents to be active, improve physical
and mental health and maintain a healthy lifestyle will be greatly increased as this connection
will provide direct access to the hundreds of miles of uninterrupted Central Iowa Trails. The SE
Connector fills a critical gap in the regional roadway network and a critical gap in the regional
trail system providing enhanced multi-modal connectivity to the cities of Des Moines and
Pleasant Hill and the entire region.
The Des Moines Area Regional Transit Authority (DART) currently does not have a scheduled
route that serves this immediate area on a schedule; the nearest route is approximately one mile
to the north of the project area.18
The SE Connector project fills an existing trail gap in the Central Iowa Trail System,
including connecting to part of the 110-mile Central Iowa Trail Loop which connects
parks, trails, neighborhoods, and businesses in five counties.
Figure 12. SE Connector Fills Existing Trail Gap in Central Iowa Trail System

18

https://ridedart.com/sites/default/files/routes/route-maps/System%20Map%208.23.2020.pdf
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Economic Competitiveness
Improving Movement of People and Goods
Completion of the SE Connector will provide a direct connection between downtown Des
Moines, U.S. Highway 69, U.S. Highway 65, the new railroad transload facility, as well as the
local street network. U.S. Highway 65 directly connects to Interstate 80 on the northeast side of
the Des Moines Metropolitan area. U.S. Highway 65 connects to Interstate 35 on the southwest
side of the Des Moines Metropolitan area.
This connection will enhance regional connectivity by providing travel time savings for freight
and commuter traffic. The SE Connector will result in an estimated two percent net decrease in
vehicle-hours traveled (VHT), which is significant when considering the amount of VHT in the
southeast Des Moines region.
The SE Connector provides improved access to several global, national, and local industries:
•

The Des Moines area is home to numerous global insurance and financial companies,
many of which are located in downtown Des Moines.19 The connection between
downtown Des Moines and U.S. Highway 65 and eastern Polk County will be extremely
beneficial to downtown businesses and commuters traveling to and from downtown.

•

As noted previously, there are several global and national industries located along this
corridor that will utilize the SE Connector for their main access, including: Helena
Industries LLC, Kemin Industries, Inc., Cargill, Incorporated, Magellan Midstream
Partners, L.P.

•

The Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater Reclamation Authority, made-up of 17 metro
area municipalities, counties and sewer districts, and the regional wastewater treatment
plant which serves nearly 500,000 people is located along the SE Connector Corridor.
The SE Connector will provide a safer and more efficient access for operations of the
wastewater treatment plant and collection system.

The SE Connector will significantly increase the region’s future capacity for the
movement of people and goods by completing a critical roadway network connection
from downtown Des Moines to U.S. Highway 65, as well as improving access to the new
transload facility and several global and national industries along the corridor.

19

https://www.uschamber.com/co/good-company/growth-studio/des-moines-iowa-insurance
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Figure 13. Magellan Midstream Partners, L.P. large terminal along the SE Connector

Approximately 80 tanker
trucks per day travel to and
from this large terminal on
S.E. 43rd Street that will utilize
the SE Connector to distribute
petroleum products.

Development Along the SE Connector Corridor
The completion of the SE Connector, as an extension of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway,
will benefit an adjacent census track (Census Tract 52) that meets the definition of an “area of
persistent poverty” as defined by the 2021 RAISE Grant Program. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Parkway traverses through the middle of Census Tract 52, which comprises the neighborhood
immediately south and east of downtown and the Iowa State Capital. Furthermore, the proposed
project will provide a direct transportation connection to undeveloped and brownfield sites near
downtown Des Moines, thereby promoting infill development and supporting planned growth
and development.
The previously completed portion of the SE Connector (2016) was a significant catalyst to the
expansion of Kemin Industries World Headquarters in 2017.20 Kemin Industries is a major
employer with over 650 employees in Des Moines, and over 2,300 employees worldwide. The
development of the SE Connector/Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway has demonstrated that
continued development of this transportation corridor will attract desirable re-development of
brownfield and under-utilized sites.
The new Des Moines Transload Facility is currently under construction near the crossing of U.S.
Highway 69 at Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway. This $25 Million facility, located on 31 acres
accessed directly from Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway, is a partnership with the Des Moines
Area MPO and funded partly through a Better Utilizing Infrastructure to Leverage Development
(BUILD) grant.21 This facility will provide direct service access to three Class I and one Class II
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https://news.kemin.com/2017-02-07-Kemin-Industries-Worldwide-Headquarters-Opens-in-DesMoines#:~:text=Des%20Moines%2C%20Iowa%20(February%207,located%20at%201900%20Scott%20Avenue
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https://railroads.dot.gov/environment/environmental-reviews/des-moines-transload-facility,
https://dmampo.org/transload-facility/
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rail lines and is projected to be completed in late 2021.22 Once completed, the facility is
projected to process 2,800 rail cars per year, or the equivalent of 11,200 semi truckloads per
year.23 It is estimated that 30 to 50 trucks per day will access the facility, which is anticipated to
primarily handle bulk commodities such as aggregate and rock salt, lumber and steel products,
pallets of shingles, softener salt, specialty grains and minerals. These trucks will access the
facility directly from the SE Connector/Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway, thus emphasizing the
importance of making the final connection to U.S. Highway 65.
Figure 14. Des Moines Transload Facility Under Construction (photo taken 7/1/2021)

The new transload facility,
providing direct service access to
three Class I rail lines and one
Class II rail line, is currently
under construction on a site with
direct access to the SE Connector.

The City of Des Moines has been engaged in a public-private partnership with a local
development team to redevelop and repurpose an area known as the Market District, which is
bounded by the Des Moines River on the west, SE 8th Street on the east, Vine Street on the north
and Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway on the south. This multi-phased redevelopment project,
which had its groundbreaking in June 2021, will transform an aged industrial area into a
proposed $500,000,000 multi-use, walkable residential/commercial district consisting of retail
space, office space, restaurants, multi-family housing, entertainment venues and a large park
space. Completion of the SE Connector will provide direct access to and from the Market
District area.
The SE Connector project, with its connection to an improved SE 36th Street, will improve
access to Hallett Materials, a supplier of sand and aggregate that operates a large pit north of the
project area. This pit operation sees between 60 to 100 truckloads of material hauled per day
which will utilize the SE Connector for access. Once the quarry ceases operations, it will allow
for the possibility of recreational use with the remaining lake, serving as a potential catalyst for
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https://www.dsmpartnership.com/news-media/news/construction-begins-on-des-moines-industrial-transloadingfacility
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https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Des-Moines-Transload-Facility-Draft-EA-for-publiccomment.pdf
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further growth and development in the area.24 As demonstrated by the Gray’s Lake Park in Des
Moines, converting old quarries into recreational areas can be transformational for a region.25
Most of the surrounding land immediately south of the proposed project is zoned for light
industrial, while most of the land immediately north is zoned for open space and recreation. Most
of the future land use surrounding the proposed project is planned for commercial, office, and
light industrial uses.26 Completing the SE Connector and the levee improvements will increase
nearby property values by reducing flood risk, improving access and allow for more
development opportunities in the area. The project impacts two existing salvage yards and will
help facilitate re-development of these areas. Any future uses are required to meet current
requirements in place for zoning, containment, stormwater and overall aesthetics.

State of Good Repair
This project will add two miles of two-lane roadway to the City’s transportation network. But
this new roadway is designed to carry the heavy traffic volumes, including truck traffic, which
will significantly reduce the burden on existing routes, many of which are not designed to handle
heavy traffic volumes. The SE Connector will reduce traffic on parallel routes, including
Vandalia Road, Scott Avenue, and E. University Avenue, some of which go through residential
areas.
The SE Connector will also provide an alternative route that allows vehicles to avoid at-grade
railroad crossings. While this is a significant safety aspect, maintenance costs association with
repairing the crossings will also be reduced. The significant truck traffic on Vandalia Road
results in annual repairs to the existing crossings. This project should reduce damage and the
frequency in which the crossings will need to be repaired. This also applies to railroad crossings
in the west portion of the project area near E. 18th Street and E. 15th Street.
The SE Connector project will reconstruct a portion of the Southeast Des Moines Levee System
and raise the levee to protect against the updated flow requirements for a 100-year flood event,
as noted by the USACE.27 This levee improvement is part of the overall Des Moines Levee
Alterations Program and will provide long term flood risk reduction for this section of the City.28

24

http://www.seconnector.com/PDFs/AgrimergentTechnologyPark.pdf

25

https://www.waymarking.com/waymarks/WMBKBT_Grays_Lake_History_Plaques_Des_Moines_IA
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https://maps.dsm.city/showmemycity/, https://www.pleasanthilliowa.org/151/City-Maps

27

https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/DistrictProjects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
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https://desmoines-levee-stantec.hub.arcgis.com/
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Partnership
The Cities of Des Moines and Pleasant Hill, Iowa are prepared to fill this critical gap in the
regional transportation network by leveraging investment from the RAISE Grant Program in
partnership with the U.S. Department of Transportation. The Cities have had agreements in
place since 2015 which coordinate funding, design and corridor preservation for the remaining
SE Connector located in both Pleasant Hill and Des Moines. The City of Des Moines is
responsible for administering the project construction and grant agreements for this final project.
Following construction, each city will be responsible for operation and maintenance within their
respective corporate limits.
The Cities worked together with the MPO to secure funding and complete the Pleasant Hill
Boulevard and Vandalia Intersection project in 2021 at the eastern terminus of the SE Connector
at U.S. Highway 65. As part of the intersection project, some of the stormwater management
facilities were constructed in preparation for the SE Connector and excess material from the
intersection project has been stockpiled for construction of the SE Connector project. The Cities
have also worked with adjacent landowners and developments, including the new transload
facility that is under construction, to plan for access to the SE Connector.
This project continues the partnership with the USACE to improve the USACE owned and
maintained Southeast Des Moines Levee that was built to reduce flooding from the backwater of
the Des Moines River and Lake Red Rock downstream. In response to the Des Moines River
Regulated Flow Frequency Study released in January 2011 by USACE and increased river flows,
the City worked with USACE to develop a Flood Mitigation Plan to improve the levee system.
As part of that plan, the SE Connector project includes the relocation and improvement of
approximately 4,000 linear feet of the Southeast Des Moines levee system to reduce flood risk to
valuable assets, critical facilities and the community located generally north of the Des Moines
River and west of Fourmile Creek. This work is being done in partnership with the USACE and
in conjunction with improvements that are underway to the overall City of Des Moines’ levee
systems for the Des Moines River, Raccoon River and Fourmile Creek. USACE has completed
reviews of the hydraulic modeling completed for the SE Connector and levee improvements.
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Project support letters have been provided in Appendix A. Letters have been received from the
following entities:
− Senator Charles Grassley, U.S. Senate
− Senator Joni Ernst, U.S. Senate
− Congresswoman Cindy Axne, U.S. House of Representatives
− Iowa Department of Transportation
− Polk County
− Des Moines Area Metropolitan Planning Organization
− Eastern Polk Innovation Collaborative Economic Development Organization
− Iowa State Fair
− Des Moines Airport Authority
− Greater Des Moines Partnership
− Des Moines Industrial
− Kemin Industries
− Helena Industries
− Hallett Materials
− Des Moines Cold Storage

Innovation
The project is incorporating several innovated technologies into the design and it is anticipated
that the construction contractor may utilize other innovative technologies during construction.
This project may incorporate stringless paving technology where the paving machines will be
controlled off the digital terrain model created by the design team. This technology speeds
construction and limits the source of errors during the construction process.
Consistent with the City of Des Moines Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) Master Plan,29
this project will interconnect the traffic signals along this corridor. The fiber-optic cables
utilized in the project will interconnect all the traffic signals along this corridor and connect to
the City’s entire traffic signal system for optimum performance and efficiencies. Along with the
interconnection of the signals, the project will install CCTV cameras, improved signal
controllers, and other improvements from downtown to SE 30th Street and on to the connection
to U.S. Highway 65. The project will also incorporate dynamic messaging to alert drivers on the
SE Connector and the adjacent highways of incidents or traffic information. This will improve
efficiencies and safety to the traveling public. The proposed project will include high efficiency
LED streetlights that provides high quality illumination while minimizing operations and
maintenance costs, as well as minimizing the impact on the environment.

29

https://cms2.revize.com/revize/desmoines/Final%20ITS%20Master%20Plan_COMBINED.pdf?pdf=ITS%20Mast
er%20Plan&t=1624207344559&pdf=ITS%20Master%20Plan&t=1624207344559
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Environmental Risk Review
Project Schedule
Table 4. Project Schedule
Task

Completion Date

Surveys

Complete

Environmental

Complete

STIP/TIP

Complete

Amend City Agreement

Q4 2021

Design (75% Complete)

Q4 2022

Right-of-Way Acquisition

Q1 2022

USACE Section 408

Q3 2023

USACE 404/DNR Permit

Q3 2023

Railroad Agreement

Q3 2023

Plans, Specifications and Estimates

Q3 2023

Bid Project

Q4 20231

Award Contract / Notice to Proceed

Q1 20241

Substantial Completion/Open to Traffic

Q4 20261

1

Assumes award of RAISE Grant

Required Approvals
All necessary environmental approvals have been provided for the proposed project. The Final
EIS was made available in January 2010 and a ROD was published in May 2010.30 The project
team has provided updates to the Iowa DOT Office of Location and Environment (OLE) for
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance review as details of the project have
progressed. The most recent update was in August of 2018 where the typical section, alignment,

30

http://www.seconnector.com/index.stm
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and drainage layouts were updated. The Iowa DOT OLE office concurred on these changes with
no comments. OLE also reviewed and approved the adjoining Pleasant Hill Boulevard &
Vandalia Road project, which was opened to traffic in spring 2021.
The project will require a 404 permit for impacts associated with the bridge over and
construction near Fourmile Creek. The 404 permit process with the USACE and Iowa
Department of Natural Resources will be initiated as part of final design.
The USACE Section 408 process is being followed as part of the described modifications to the
federal Southeast Des Moines Levee. This process has been initiated and will continue through
final design. The City of Des Moines and USACE staff have tentatively agreed to the process
for local modification of the federal levee. The 60% plan review comments from the USACE
have been received and are being addressed as design progresses.
Project coordination with the impacted railroads has been underway over the last several years.
Design comments and direction has been incorporated into the project plans. As plans are
further developed, railroad agreements will be drafted to approve project construction.
Agreements will be required with Norfolk Southern Railroad, Burlington Northern Santa Fe
Railroad (BNSF), and private railroad spur owned by Landis in conjunction with BNSF.
There are no legislative approvals required to move this project forward. Local and regional
support of the SE Connector is evident from the agencies providing support letters and actions to
date. The project agreement between the Cities of Des Moines and Pleasant Hill is being
updated regarding specific roles and responsibilities on this final project.
As noted earlier, the City of Des Moines was allocated $11.284 Million STBG funding from the
MPO for FFY 2024, as shown in the Draft FFY 2022-2025 TIP.31 The Draft FFY 2022-2025
TIP is expected to be finalized July 15, 2021, after the submission of this application. The TIP
will be updated to reflect RAISE Grant information following an award announcement.
As part of the NEPA process, significant public engagement occurred during the development of
alternative alignments. The engagement, documented in the FEIS, included five Project
Advisory Committee meetings, a Resource Agency Management Group, two public open houses,
two neighborhood drop-in centers, and numerous individual meetings with local residents and
business owners.

31

https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2022-TIP-Project-List.pdf
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Assessment of Project Risks and Mitigation Strategies
The greatest risks that may delay project delivery have been identified along with mitigation
strategies:
•

Railroad coordination – The railroad is currently reviewing layout of new overpass
crossing, crossing upgrades at SE 30th Street, and new pre-empted crossing & signal at
SE 43rd Street and Vandalia Road.

•

USACE 404 permit is a standard process that is incorporated into the design
development. As plans are developed to the required level of completion, the appropriate
permits will be submitted for review and consideration.

•

The USACE Section 408 process for the levee modification has been initiated and is
progressing. No significant issues are anticipated based on the ongoing coordination
occurring with the USACE Rock Island District staff.

•

Bridge and levee construction will occur in areas of potential high water. The
construction duration spans over several construction seasons to allow additional
flexibility. Contract requirements will address working duration and construction
phasing to accommodate possible high-water conditions.

The SE Connector project will be ready for construction to begin in 2024.
The City of Des Moines has successfully managed projects of this magnitude previously.
Professional services are used to supplement City staff. The design of the SE Connector is well
underway and will be completed on schedule to allow construction to proceed in 2024. Overall
project management is performed by experienced City of Des Moines staff.
The City of Des Moines has the experience, fiscal capacity, and fiscal management skills to
successfully ensure the SE Connector project is delivered in accordance with the applicable
local, state, and federal requirements. Local funding for the project is included in the City of Des
Moines Capital Improvement Program.32 As proven with the completion of Martin Luther King,
Jr. Parkway from E.15th Street to E. 30th Street (shown in Figure 15), the City of Des Moines has
a proven track record in managing grant funding and financial reporting.
The City of Des Moines has demonstrated the ability to complete projects that meet and
exceed requirements and expectations that come with discretionary grant funding.

32

https://www.dsm.city/departments/finance/capital_improvement_program_budget.php
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Figure 15. Looking west along completed section of SE Connector corridor
Downtown Des Moines

Benefit Cost Analysis
The 30-year benefit-cost analysis (BCA) for the project identifies significant anticipated travel
time savings to be realized. Along with expected safety benefits of the project, the total net
benefits are projected to substantially exceed estimated costs, resulting in a benefit-cost ratio of
1.94 (see Table 5). The BCA is conservative since it does not include the significant benefits
expected from, for instance, avoidance of three at-grade railroad crossings, improved quality of
life and health outcomes due to the shared-use trail, or increased property values. Detailed BCA
calculations and documentation are provided in Appendix B.
Table 5. Benefit-Cost Analysis Summary
Benefit-Cost Category

Present Value at 7%/3%* Discount Rate

Travel Time Savings

$69,970,931

Operating Cost Savings

($571,549)

Emissions Savings

($181,087)

Safety Benefits

$13,741,085

Operations and Maintenance

($719,324)

Residual Value

$1,485,039

Benefits Sub-Total

$83,725,095

Capital Costs

$43,049,629

Benefit-Cost Ratio

1.94

*All benefits and costs are discounted at 7% except for CO2 emissions, which are discounted at 3% per
USDOT BCA Guidance (Feb 2021).
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