
Southeast Connector Project

Outcome Criteria

Criterion #1: Safety

Safety is a primary purpose of the Southeast (SE) Connector and will significantly improve 
transportation safety and mobility in the regional and local street networks for both vehicles and 
vulnerable non-motorized users. The project is estimated to bring the crash rate in the area below the 
state-wide average. 

The current area lacks many safety elements and consists of open ditches, unpaved shoulders, limited 
sidewalks, and a lack of bicycle facilities or other accommodations for non-motorized users, creating 
safety challenges. The project will include safety improvements and countermeasures that are lacking on 
adjacent existing routes.

This final section of the SE Connector will provide a direct route for traffic east of downtown Des 
Moines, bypassing railroad crossings and eliminating the need for traffic to utilize local streets and 
congested roadways. The project will increase safety through access control, new pavement with curbs 
and gutters, storm sewer, clear zone, geometry and alignment for a 45 mph design speed, street lighting, 
a grade-separated railroad crossing, and accommodations for multi-modal options to serve a portion of 
the community lacking such facilities. 

Safety Data

Safety deficiencies of the existing routes in this area clearly outline the safety benefit of completing the 
SE Connector. Figure 1 shows the three major parallel routes in the project vicinity connecting Des 
Moines, Pleasant Hill, and U.S. Highway 65, including Vandalia Road, Scott Avenue, and E. University 
Avenue (State Highway 163). Table 1 compares the safety performance of existing roadway segments. 

Figure 1. Three major parallel routes surrounding the SE Connector
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Located north of the proposed SE Connector alignment, Scott Avenue is a two-lane rural collector with 
limited drainage facilities along the corridor. While Scott Avenue is not a designated truck route, it has 
recently experienced increased truck traffic. As provided in Table 1, the crash rate for Scott Avenue 
is two times higher than the statewide average and more than six times higher than the previously 
completed section of the SE Connector (SE 15th to SE 30th Street).

Vandalia Road, shown in Figure 2, is a two-lane rural minor arterial. The lack of access control, paved 
shoulders, and pedestrian/bike accommodations, along with the multiple at-grade railroad crossings and 
high truck volumes (approximately 32% of daily 
traffic), create a more significant potential for 
injury and vulnerable user crashes. There are 
several at-grade railroad crossings on Vandalia 
Road, as detailed in Figure 3. 

E. University Avenue (State Highway 163) is 
approximately one mile north of the proposed 
roadway project. E. University is a four-lane 
undivided principal arterial with poor curbs 
and drainage systems. The crash rate along E. 
University is 435 per 100 million vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) per year. This crash rate is 
eight times higher than that of the previously 
completed SE Connector (SE 15th to SE 30th 
Street) and 1.5 times higher than the statewide 
average crash rate.

Figure 2. Vandalia Road

Route Segment Description Length 
(mi) ADT No. of 

Crashes
Crash 
Rate

Statewide 
Crash 
Rate *

MLK Jr. 
Pkwy

SE 15th to SE 30th
(2-lane) 1.82   11,100 25 51 271

Vandalia 
Rd.

Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Pkwy. to

Pleasant Hill Blvd.
2.56   6,898 39 91 207

Scott Ave. SE 30th to Oakwood Dr. 1.42   3,841 40 303 151

E. University 
Ave.

SE 30th to Pleasant Hill 
Blvd. 2.00   18,969 399 435 271

Table 1. Safety Performance of Nearby Roadway Segments

Diverting the traffic away from these alternative routes by providing a roadway with current design 
standards will reduce the crash rate in the area significantly. These tactics are consistent with the 
safe system approach identified in the National Roadway Safety Strategy. E. University and E. 30th 
Street have been identified on the high-injury network within the Des Moines Vision Zero plan. The 
implementation of the project will encourage traffic to use the SE Connector which will remove 
approximately 700 trucks per day from driving through disadvantaged residential neighborhoods. 

https://iowadot.gov/traffic/pdfs/crash_rate-density_comparables_segments_2007-2016_20170828_secondary_%20functionalclass.pdf

https://www.transportation.gov/sites/dot.gov/files/2022-02/USDOT-National-Roadway-Safety-Strategy.pdf
https://www.dsm.city/departments/engineering_-_division/vision_zero/index.php
https://iowadot.gov/traffic/pdfs/crash_rate-density_comparables_segments_2007-2016_20170828_secondary_%20functionalclass.pdf
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Non-Motorized Benefit

Not only does the SE Connector project enhance safety for trucks and passenger vehicles, but it will 
also provide increased safety for vulnerable users such as pedestrians, cyclists, and users of non-
motorized vehicles by providing a 12-foot-wide multi-use trail with a 12-foot landscaped separation 
from the roadway edge. This multi-use trail will fill an existing gap in the Central Iowa Trail System 
and connect to the 110-mile Central Iowa Trail Loop, thus providing an uninterrupted connection to 
parks, trails, neighborhoods, and businesses in five surrounding counties. This connection will provide 
residents with a safe non-motorized commuting option and provide residents in this underserved area the 
ability to safely travel to daily needs.  A total of seven non-motorized crashes were reported on two of 
the existing parallel routes during the same period as the crash analysis (Table 1).  There were five (5) 
non-motorized crashes reported on E. University Avenue, two (2) on Scott Avenue and none on Vandalia 
Road.

At-Grade Railroad Crossings

One of the significant safety improvements for this final phase is providing a continuous route that 
avoids the three at-grade railroad crossings described below and as illustrated in Figure 3: 

•	 Two mainline railroad crossings on Vandalia Road 

•	 One railroad spur line, with three sets of tracks, serving an agricultural-industrial processing facility 
on SE 30th Street 

The SE Connector project will allow approximately 1,400 trucks per day to avoid at-grade railroad 
crossings completely. The project includes street connections at SE 36th Street and SE 43rd Street to 
Vandalia Road, a bridge over Fourmile Creek, and a private railroad spur line. The street connections 
provide direct access between the existing industrial area and the new SE Connector.

Avoiding at-grade railroad crossings eliminates the risk of collisions with trains and drastically improves 
community medical and emergency response times. This alternate route is also a significant safety 
enhancement for the many trucks hauling goods, chemicals, and hazardous materials to and from this 
industrial area. Several global and national industries along this corridor generate significant truck 
traffic. 

With at-grade railroad crossings on Vandalia Road and a lack of connecting streets, trucks and 
emergency service vehicles traversing Vandalia Road can become trapped between the at-grade railroad 
crossings, particularly during train switching operations. A large food products facility located on 
Vandalia Road at SE 30th Street requires frequent train switching operations, which can block Vandalia 
Road. If other train crossings operate concurrently, Vandalia Road users cannot enter or exit the corridor. 
This situation presents significant travel delays and significant safety risks to this area. 

Figure 3 shows the locations of the at-grade railroad crossings that traffic can avoid once the SE 
Connector is complete and indicates how Magellan Midstream Partners, a national distributor of 
petroleum products, can use the SE Connector to avoid the at-grade railroad crossings. 

Along this corridor, the newly constructed transload facility transfers products from rail cars to trucks for 
local and regional distribution. The trucks currently access the major highways through the City’s local 
street network or along Vandalia Road, crossing these multiple at-grade rail crossings. The SE Connector 
will provide a safer, more direct route with no at-grade rail crossings between U.S. Highway 65 and SE 
15th Street for distributing goods from the transload facility to major highways and interstates. 

https://dmampo.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=c48776f60395490eb3029f5b29fc7b88
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Figure 3. Existing At-Grade Railroad Crossings and Comparison of Existing and Future Routes

Criterion #2: State of Good Repair

State of Good Repair is a primary purpose of this Project and addresses current and projected 
vulnerability of the current routes that threaten future network efficiency, mobility of goods and people 
and supports economic growth in the area such as the expansion of the transload facility.

This road project will add two miles of two-lane roadway to the City’s existing transportation network. 
Currently, most truck traffic uses three existing routes: Vandalia Road, Scott Avenue, and E. University 
Avenue. The existing roads were not designed or intended for the volume of traffic, especially truck 
traffic. The SE Connector will significantly reduce the burden on these existing routes, some of which 
travel through residential areas. 

The SE Connector will also provide an alternative route that allows vehicles to avoid at-grade railroad 
crossings, decreasing the annual repairs needed to existing crossings along Vandalia Road and crossings 
near SE 18th and SE 15th Streets. Reducing the number of railroad crossings for residents and freight 
vehicles will also result in safer transportation for all.

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 
United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). 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.

Once completed, lifetime operation and maintenance costs are projected at $743,763. These financial 
requirements fit within the City’s budget that is supported by the state Road Use Tax Fund (RUTF) and 
are affordable. Annual maintenance costs for the added roadway are a very small portion of the City’s 
current annual Street Maintenance budget of $16 million. RUTF proceeds currently exceed $33 million 
annually.

https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/District-Projects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/District-Projects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
https://www.dsm.city/business_detail_T6_R412.php
https://www.dsm.city/business_detail_T6_R412.php


Southeast Connector Project

Criterion #3: Economic Impacts, Freight Movement, and Job Creation

Movement of Goods

Completing the SE Connector will further enhance regional connectivity by providing a more direct 
route for freight traffic, resulting in travel time savings. The area’s most visible example of freight traffic 
is the new $25 million transload facility, which began warehouse operations and accepted its first load 
in February 2022. Completing the SE Connector will provide the needed connection to a mid-continent 
crossroads of two major national transportation corridors, Interstates 35 and 80. 

The Des Moines Transload Facility, operated by Des Moines Industrial (DSMI), is located on 40 acres 
accessed directly from Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway at SE 15th Street. DSMI has noted that this 
is the only rail-based transloading facility in the country with connectivity to four separate railroads 
(Burlington Northern Santa Fe, Norfolk Southern, Union Pacific and Iowa Interstate Railroad) and is 
less than one mile away from one of the busiest intersections in the United States, I-35 and I-80.  This 
facility provides direct service access to three Class I and one Class II rail lines, offering unparalleled 
rail carrier access within the region. Currently, the facility processes 2,500 rail cars and 10,000 trucks 
annually. Through this project, the City of Des Moines plans to work with DSMI to relocate an existing 
stormwater basin to the south side of Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway. The relocation of this basin 
will allow DSMI to expand their warehouse facilities by 125,000 square feet and would also result in 
servicing 3,500 rail cars and 14,000 trucks annually. To date, the transload facility employs 65 direct 
employees, with the expansion to add up to 50 direct employees and up to 75 temporary construction 
workers. The transload facility currently processes commodities critical to infrastructure and agriculture 
in the broader region. This includes rebar, drywall, sand, lumber, fly ash, scrap metal, lime, de-icing salt, 
cover crops, organic crop and farm fertilizer.

In addition to the transload facility, the SE Connector provides improved access to and from several global, 
national, and local industries:

•	 Downtown. As previously mentioned, the Des Moines area is home to numerous global insurance 
and financial companies, many of which are located in downtown Des Moines. The connection 
between downtown Des Moines, U.S. Highway 65, and eastern Polk County will benefit downtown 
businesses and retail and commercial districts along U.S. Highway 65 near Pleasant Hill. 

•	 Existing Corridor Businesses. Several global and national industries are located along the existing 
SE Connector corridor that will utilize the corridor for access, including Helena Industries LLC, 
Kemin Industries, Inc., Des Moines Cold Storage, Solar Transport, Cargill, Incorporated, and 
Magellan Midstream Partners, L.P. 

•	 Wastewater Authority. The Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater Reclamation Authority (WRA) 
is a regional wastewater treatment plant that serves 18 metro area municipalities, counties, and sewer 
districts, which equates to nearly 500,000 people. The SE Connector will provide safer and more 
efficient access for operations and maintenance of the wastewater treatment facility and collection 
system, especially as the facility plan is finalized to prepare for future expansion and growing service 
area demands of the WRA.

INFRA Grant funds would be leveraged to construct the final 2.2 miles of the SE Connector between SE 
30th Street and U.S. Highway 65. Completion of the final segment of the SE Connector will improve 
freight movement through the area by connecting the National Highway System (NHS) from Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Parkway and SE 14th Street (U.S. Highway 69) to U.S. Highway 65 to serve area 
businesses and the transload facility. The City will work with the Iowa Department of Transportation to 
have the SE Connector between U.S. Highway 69 and U.S. Highway 65 added to the NHS. This would 
likely include removal of Vandalia Road from the system.

Completion of the SE Connector will directly result in more efficient and lower cost shipping for the region.

https://www.dsmindustrial.com/
https://www.dmmwra.org/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/planning/national_highway_system/nhs_maps/iowa/des_moines_ia.pdf
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New Development Along the SE Connector Corridor

The proposed project will provide a direct transportation connection to undeveloped and brownfield 
sites near downtown Des Moines, thereby promoting infill development, supporting planned growth and 
development, and future employment. 

The project includes the construction of intersections at SE 30th, SE 36th and SE 43rd Streets, as well 
as improvements to those roadways. SE 30th Street improvements will replace the existing roadway 
between the newly rehabilitated viaduct to the north and reconstructed roadway to the south. SE 36th 
and SE 43rd Street improvements extend south to Vandalia Road. Extending further east along the 
corridor, the project includes a new bridge spanning over Fourmile Creek as described above, and 
connections with the Pleasant Hill Boulevard intersection and U.S. Highway 65 interchange. 

The development of the SE Connector/Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway has demonstrated that the 
continued development of this transportation corridor will attract desirable redevelopment of brownfield 
and underutilized sites. Below are a few examples: 

Kemin. Kemin Industries is a major employer with over 750 employees in Des Moines and more than 
2,300 workers worldwide. Their nutritional ingredient products reach 50% of the worlds population 
daily and have annual revenue of over $1.1 billion. The previously completed portion of the SE 
Connector (2016) was a significant catalyst to the expansion of Kemin Industries World Headquarters 
in 2017. Kemin intends to keep growing and is currently in a two-year due diligence period with the 
City to purchase additional underutilized City-owned property. Kemin has indicated that they need 
the completion of the SE Connector to provide access to Highway 5 in order to efficiently move 
goods and raw materials and expand their business reach. The completion of the SE Connector would 
provide that.

Helena Industries. Helena, a toll chemical manufacturer, employs 200 people in Des Moines and 
ships 15 million gallons of agricultural products annually. To prepare itself for future growth, Helena’s 
Des Moines campus expanded from its original 20 acres to 50 acres and finally, in 2018, to its current 
100+ acres. In the last five years, they have invested over $60,000,000 in new construction. They are 
discussing future projects with their customers that could significantly eclipse the value of the above 
mentioned investments. All projects on the table have a completion date of 2026 or sooner. Access to 
SE Connector will be a significant part of their growth.

Des Moines Cold Storage. With an annual revenue of $10,000,000, Des Moines Cold Storage 
continues to grow nationally and internationally. Approximately 20% of their product is exported, 
much of it to China. They just completed a 60,000-square-foot expansion and purchased an adjacent 
15 acres for future development. Though they have rail access on-site, much of their business is 
conducted via truck transportation. The completion of the SE Connector will simplify their trucking 
routes.

Hallett Materials. 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 60-100 truckloads of material daily, 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 further growth and development in the 
area. As Gray’s Lake Park in Des Moines demonstrated, converting old quarries into recreational areas 
can be transformational for a region, and require good access for future recreators.

Market District. 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 
slated to transform 260 acres of blighted, low-intensity industrial area into a vibrant new mixed-use 
neighborhood, and represents one of the largest redevelopment efforts underway in the City’s history. 
The groundbreaking occurred in June 2021. 12 Southeast Connector Project
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The redevelopment area is located on the southeast quadrant of Downtown Des Moines and is proximate 
to the city’s riverfront, central business district, the state capitol, and the popular East Village Historic 
District. The SE Connector roadway passes through Downtown Des Moines and the Market District, 
providing a major transportation artery to these economic hubs. Upon full build out of this multi-year 
redevelopment effort, it is anticipated that the area will yield an additional 3,400 housing units, 210,000 
sq. ft. of commercial office space, and 135,000 sq. ft. of retail and entertainment space valued at over 
$750 million.
 
Additionally, the area’s infrastructure is being substantially upgraded with the reconstruction of 
numerous streets that will handle multi-modal transportation options. Infrastructure work also includes 
reconstructing public utilities and underground and overhead utility wires. 

All of this work would not be possible if the previous sections of the SE Connector had not been 
constructed to provide a new front door and access to an area previously not very visible or easily 
accessible by major collector streets. Completing the last segment of the SE Connector roadway project 
will provide direct transportation access to and from this growing activity center and better access to the 
remainder of Downtown Des Moines. 

Vacant and Underutilized Property

Completing the SE Connector and the levee improvements will increase nearby property values by 
reducing flood risk, improving access, and allowing for more development opportunities in the area. 
Most of the surrounding land immediately south of the project is currently zoned for light industrial, 
while most of the land immediately north is zoned for open space and recreation. The project is expected 
to facilitate the redevelopment of underutilized parcels.

Figure 4. Vacant land and redevelopment opportunities surrounding the SE Connector project
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Currently, there are 343 acres of vacant or underutilized property proximate to the remaining segment 
of the SE Connector roadway project, as shown in Figure 4. Based on comparables of nearby industrial 
developments, it’s estimated that an additional $194 million in newly assessed valuation could be 
constructed on these properties if entirely built out. Assuming 25% lot coverage and one job/750 sq. ft. 
for manufacturing uses (assumption from Des Moines Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 
Long Range Transportation Plan), 4,982 jobs could be created in this area. 

Criterion #4: Climate Change, Resiliency and the Environment

Most of the project location is within Census Tract 53 in Des Moines which is a Historically 
Disadvantaged Community (Justice40 community). Although the roadway corridor will connect 
downtown Des Moines and U.S. Highway 65, this corridor will not divide neighborhoods and business 
districts of historically disadvantaged populations in the area. This corridor provides a means for 
historically disadvantaged residents to have better access to life essentials, such as food outlets, medical 
services, employment, retail and business services, recreational amenities, and government services.

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. 
According to the travel demand model, the proposed road project will initially 
decrease overall vehicle miles traveled. Although the model results indicate 
slightly more VMT in the future, the emissions impact will likely be offset due 
to less vehicle delay and idling compared to traveling on current routes. The SE 
Connector will reduce travel time and decrease vehicle hours traveled (VHT). 

Providing a direct connection to the new transload facility, thus providing an 
opportunity to transport goods via rail as opposed to trucks, will reduce emissions by up to 75% to 
transport these same goods, according to a report issued by the Association of American Railroads. 

The additional net reduction 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. This project will divert 
approximately 700 trucks per day from traveling through adjacent disadvantaged neighborhoods. 
Reduced truck traffic on alternate routes through underserved communities and new transit opportunities 
will lower emissions and noise pollution. The continued transition to electric infrastructure and electric 
vehicles in the future will also contribute to reduced emissions over time. As described in Equity, 
Multimodal Options and Quality of Life (Criterion #5), the SE Connector creates an opportunity 
to provide transit service to the project area providing both residents with employment options and 
benefiting nearby businesses.

Understanding that inaction perpetuates inequality and ensures that the most 
marginalized and vulnerable residents bear the burdens of climate hazards, the 
City updated its greenhouse gas emissions goals to align with the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change recommendations. Adoption of 
climate goals, including 24/7 clean electricity by 2035, a 45% reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, and net-zero emissions by 2050 establishes 
the long-term targets the City must work toward. A City Climate Action and 
Adaptation Plan (ADAPT DSM) is drafted and being finalized for City Council 
adoption this year.  The project aligns with ADAPT DSM by providing the 
opportunity for alternative transportation modes, completing the bike network, 
and other factors contributing to the reduction of fuel demand.

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.

Improving the 
Transportation system 

operations will decrease 
traffic congestion and 

delay, reduce fuel 
consumption, and 

decrease greenhouse 
gas emissions from the 
transportation sector.

https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Mobilizing-Tomorrow-FINAL.pdf
https://www.dsm.city/departments/city_manager_s_office/sustainability/climate_action_plan.php
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Construction Materials

The Iowa Ready Mixed Concrete Association and Iowa Concrete Paving Association will be 
transitioning from Type I/II Cement to Portland Limestone Cement, which will reduce the carbon 
footprint by approximately 10% but does not decrease the durability or performance of the concrete.
 
The SE Connector project will encourage using recycled materials as much as possible. The previous 
federally funded Pleasant Hill Boulevard intersection project generated the removal of more than 
275,000 cubic yards of excess soil from the floodplain. This extra soil has been stockpiled on City 
property just south of the proposed corridor and will reduce project costs by eliminating an off-site 
borrow source, thus, reducing fuel consumption for the construction of the levee and earthwork 
associated with this project. 

Flood Mitigation and Storm Water Management

Following the 2008 Midwest Flood, USACE conducted a study titled the Des Moines River Regulated 
Flow Frequency Study (DMRRFFS) that showed that flood flow frequencies have increased over 
previous USACE estimates, and floods similar to the 1993 and 2008 events are more likely to occur. 
Additionally, the DMRRFFS showed that many reaches of the existing levees in Des Moines do not 
meet the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) standards for accreditation 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. Figure 5 shows the extent of flooding in the project 
area in 2010.

Figure 5. 2010 Flood Event with SE Connector Location

In response, the City worked with USACE to develop a Flood Mitigation Plan to improve the levee 
system along the Des Moines River, Raccoon River, and Fourmile Creek. 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, generally located north of the Des Moines River and west of 
Fourmile Creek, as shown in Figure 6, to reduce flood risk to valuable assets, critical facilities, and the 
community. The value of this area protected by the levee system could exceed $1 billion, as noted by the 
USACE. 

https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/Missions/Flood-Risk-Management/Des-Moines-Flow-Frequency-Study/
https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/Missions/Flood-Risk-Management/Des-Moines-Flow-Frequency-Study/
https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/District-Projects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
https://www.mvr.usace.army.mil/About/Offices/Programs-and-Project-Management/District-Projects/Projects/Article/1169954/red-rock-remedial-works-southeast-des-moines-southwest-pleasant-hill-levee-des/
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Figure 6. Levee and Floodway in Project Area

The SE Connector project will manage stormwater runoff using detention basins and enclosed storm 
sewers to better convey stormwater runoff. The detention basins will also provide opportunities for the 
stormwater to recharge the groundwater table. 

The SE Connector is part of a strategic effort to address extreme weather events 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 
roadway will be elevated above the 100-year floodplain outside the levee system to prevent the closure 
of this critical access route for the community.

The Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for this project shows no adverse impact on the environment 
and will enhance flood protection against heavy rainfall events that are being experienced much more 
often than previous projections.

Criterion #5: Equity, Multimodal Options and Quality of Life

The project area is geographically near the urban core of downtown Des Moines and is sparsely 
developed except for predominantly low-income neighborhoods and industrial uses. More multi-
modal transportation options are needed in the southeastern portion of Des Moines, which contains 
comparatively high levels of historically disadvantaged people with low incomes, people of color, and 
other demographic indicators of vulnerable populations, relative to other areas 
in the Des Moines Metropolitan area. The SE Connector will provide a new 
urban corridor with improved connections to the existing street network that 
will safely accommodate all users. This new corridor will not divide existing 
neighborhoods or include any physical barriers to the region; the project will 
provide improved access to essential services, employment, and recreational 
opportunities.

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.

https://seconnector.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CondensedSEConnectorFEIS-January2010.pdf
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The completion of the SE Connector will directly benefit a Historically Disadvantaged Community 
(Census Tract 53) as defined by the Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool (CEJST), Figure 7. 
As an extension of Martin Luther King, Jr. Parkway, the project is adjacent to and will also benefit an 
adjacent census tract (Census Tract 52) designated as a Historically Disadvantaged Community and Area 
of Persistent Poverty. 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 Capitol. 

Figure 7. Project Area - Areas of Persistent Poverty and Historically Disadvantaged Communities

The MPO’s Environmental Justice Report shows that much of the project area within Des 
Moines(Census Tract 53) is an area with high concentrations of non-white populations, households in 
poverty, single heads of household, and persons with disabilities. The project area within Pleasant Hill 
(Census Tract 108.04) has a high concentration of households with person(s) over the age of 65. These 
categories were identified because the values exceeded the MPO regional average.

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.” Equitable DSM allows residents to obtain information regarding 
the City’s equity efforts. The City of Des Moines is pursuing the development of a social equity plan to 
ensure services and amenities are provided equitably throughout the community. 

•	 2019 – an Equitable Services Team was formed, comprised of City staff from all departments.

•	 2020 – Des Moines City Council unanimously passed a resolution adopting the City of Des Moines 
Equity Framework.

•	 2021 – the Equity Toolkit was finalized to evaluate existing and proposed programs and policies.

•	 2023 – An Equity Assessment will be conducted to assess equity in delivery of City services, policies 
and other operations to identify areas of potential improvements.

https://maps.dot.gov/BTS/GrantProjectLocationVerification/
https://dmampo.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EJ-2021-Final.pdf
https://plandsm.dsm.city/
https://www.dsm.city/departments/city_manager_s_office/equitable_dsm/index.php
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Public Involvement

Several public meetings were held at the onset of the SE Connector project’s initial phases, including 
the overall plan for the entire corridor. As part of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
process, significant public engagement occurred during the development of alternative alignments. The 
engagement, documented in the Final Environmental Impact Statement (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 residents and business owners. 
Three public meetings were held relating to the environmental process and project development. Project 
newsletters are available on the project website: www.seconnector.com/newsletters. 

Project support letters have been provided in Letters of Support. The first letter is a joint message from 
the Mayors of Des Moines and Pleasant Hill.  The SE Connector was developed as a community with 
broad public support from residents and businesses.  In addition to our congressional delegation, directly 
affected businesses and involved agencies at state, county and local levels have provided support for the 
SE Connector. 

Movement of People

As Iowa’s largest metropolitan area and capital, Des Moines is a major 
economic engine within a predominately agricultural state. Major employers 
in the Des Moines area include insurance and financial companies such as 
Principal, Nationwide, Wellmark, Wells Fargo, EMC Insurance, and many 
departments of state government. Many of these employers are located in 
downtown Des Moines, where the workforce is estimated to be approximately 
71,000 (post-covid). These employers rely on safe, efficient, reliable road 
access and transportation options for their employees to get to work. 

Completing the SE Connector will provide a direct connection between downtown Des Moines, U.S. 
Highway 69, U.S. Highway 65, and 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 65/5 connects 
to Interstate 35 on the southwest side of the Des Moines Metropolitan area, reducing travel times. 
These types of connections are essential in more rural states as the laborsheds tend to be much larger. 
The laborshed for Des Moines extends 174 miles from north to south and 183 miles from east to west. 
In a sparsely populated state like Iowa, people commute up to 100 miles for their job. The connection 
provided by the SE Connector will help businesses attract and keep their workforce with more accessible 
and direct commutes. 

Transportation Choices

The southeastern portion of the Des Moines community is comparatively low-income, underserved, 
disadvantaged, and lacks safe and efficient transportation options, particularly for east-west connectivity. 
This lack of adequate access to transportation choices results in challenges for the local community 
to access jobs, healthcare, schools, food, retail, 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 multimodal connections to the SE Connector from adjacent local streets, including 
SE 30th Street, SE 36th Street, SE 43rd Street, and Pleasant Hill Boulevard. 

The SE Connector provides regional and local benefits to the transportation network. Completing the 
SE Connector will allow for a net reduction in travel time for the southeast Des Moines region. Traffic 
currently traveling on Vandalia Road, E. University Avenue (State Highway 163), and other nearby city 
streets will have a safer and more efficient corridor between downtown Des Moines and U.S. Highway 
65. Neighborhoods on these other routes will experience increased safety through reduced automobile 
and diverted truck traffic to the SE Connector.

The proposed road 
project provides a safe 

and efficient multi-
modal transportation 

facility in an area of the 
community with limited 
transportation choices.

https://seconnector.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CondensedSEConnectorFEIS-January2010.pdf
https://seconnector.com/newsletters/
https://seconnector.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Letters-of-Support.pdf
https://www.uschamber.com/co/good-company/growth-studio/des-moines-iowa-insurance
https://iwd-lmi.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=eb66d9d3a5dd494481110352bbf55199
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Completing the SE Connector also allows for a more reliable transportation network by providing a safe 
and efficient alternative route 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 portions of the region an alternative to U.S. Highway 69, Iowa Highway 5, and Interstates 
35, 80, and 235. This is particularly important when traffic incidents or other unexpected events create 
a delay on those highways and interstates. The SE Connector will allow safer and more efficient access 
from rural portions of eastern Polk County and beyond to downtown Des Moines, hospitals, and 
government buildings.

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. 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, and transit has a 
detrimental impact on a community.

Transit options are limited in the project area. Des Moines Area Regional Transit Authority’s (DART) 
nearest fixed route is approximately one mile to the north of the project on E. University Avenue (State 
Highway 163). Currently, the project area is only served by DART’s paratransit service for people with a 
disability that prevents them from using fixed-route bus service. DART has identified the project area in 
southeast Des Moines as the proposed location for a new operations and maintenance facility. The City 
is cooperating with these efforts, sharing information and has made City property available as a possible 
location near the planned intersection at SE 36th Street. The planned project improvements will support 
access to this new location. Relocation of the DART facility would make transit service feasible in the 
immediate project area and facilitate transit access to area residents and current and potential employees 
of nearby businesses. DART anticipates facility construction beginning in 2025.  

The SE Connector will complete the missing trail segment in this area, as shown in Figure 8. This will 
provide opportunities for alternative methods of commuting, as well as recreational opportunities. The new 
12-foot-wide multi-use trail will provide 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 significantly increase as this connection will provide 
direct access to the hundreds of miles of uninterrupted Central Iowa Trails. 

Figure 8. SE Connector Fills Existing Trail Gap in Central Iowa Trail System

https://www.ridedart.com/provide-feedback-possible-new-operations-and-maintenance-facility
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Criterion #6: Innovation Area: Technology, Project Delivery, and Financing

Technology

The road project will incorporate several innovative technologies into the design. It is anticipated that 
the construction contractor may utilize additional innovative technologies during construction such as 
stringless paving technology. This technology controls the paving machines off the digital terrain model 
created by the design team. The 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, 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 central traffic 
signal system for optimum performance and efficiency. The fiber-optic cables will be a 48-strand single-
mode cable that will provide the City with over 36 extra fiber strands for future technology deployment. 
These additional cables will allow the City to be flexible in the future and better adapt to future 
connected vehicle technology. Along with the interconnection of the signals, the project will install 
CCTV cameras, improved signal controllers, and other improvements from downtown to U.S. Highway 
65. The project will also incorporate preemption to coordinate the traffic signal phasing and the railroad 
crossing signals. This will improve efficiency and will contribute to safer railroad crossing conflicts. The 
proposed project will include high-efficiency LED streetlights that provide high-quality illumination 
while minimizing operations and maintenance costs and environmental impact.

The construction project will encourage using recycled materials as much as possible. The previous 
federally funded Pleasant Hill Boulevard intersection project generated over 275,000 cubic yards of 
excess soil removed from the floodplain. This extra soil was hauled and stockpiled on City property just 
south of the proposed corridor. The accumulated soil will reduce project costs by eliminating an off-site 
borrow source, thus, reducing fuel consumption for the construction of the levee and earthwork.

Project Delivery

This last segment of the SE Connector is unique in that it has required the cooperation of two cities. 
The Cities of Des Moines and Pleasant Hill, Iowa, are prepared to fill this critical gap in the regional 
transportation network. The Cities have had agreements in place since 2015 that coordinate funding, 
design, and corridor preservation for the remaining SE Connector alignment in both Pleasant Hill and 
Des Moines. Along with the consultant engineer, the two Cities have been meeting monthly for the 
past eight years to share information, find consensus, and make decisions. The City of Des Moines 
is responsible for administering the project construction and grant agreements for this final segment. 
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 Road 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 the construction of the SE Connector project. The Cities have also worked with 
adjacent landowners and developments, including the recently completed transload facility, to plan for 
access to the SE Connector.

The proposed project does not have direct innovations related to project delivery and financing.


