
COMPROMISE CAN MOVE THE  

THOMAS STREET PROJECT FORWARD 

 

Compromise begins with the recognition of sources of conflict.  While compromise can bring 

progress—and progress is what is needed on Thomas Street—it is not a panacea.  It generally means a 

proposal that does something less than what all parties wants.  Everyone who chooses to read onward 

should be prepared for moments of unhappiness. 

 

Background:  Thomas Street has repeatedly proven to be an unwieldy project for the council to 

manage.  At least part of that is due to some inherent conflicts in its design.  Thomas Street is largely a 

road construction project that is being planned by the Capital Improvements and Street Maintenance 

(CISM) Committee.  Meanwhile, with the loss of federal highway funds, the project is entirely financed 

by economic development funds (i.e., Tax Incremental Financing monies) which fall under the 

jurisdiction the Economic Development (ED) Committee.  A good first step in a compromise would be 

to agree on the roles that each committee will play in the process. 

 

Beyond that, the high price tag has been hard to swallow.  In the case of Thomas Street, there has been 

a lot of focus on designing a roadway, and almost no thought given to the economic development that 

will have to occur to generate the revenue to pay back the economic development bonds.  This is 

another source of conflict.  It can be addressed by taking the most economical approach to the road 

design and adding some economic development planning to the project. 

 

Role for the CISM Committee:  Refine the Graef Plan to minimize costs and minimize right of way 

acquisitions.  This can be done by borrowing elements from the Korpela Plan and other public 

comments.  For example, the CISM Committee should take a hard look at eliminating median strips, at  

applying for waivers of federal lane width requirements where they can be prudently implemented, and 

by combining bike and pedestrian traffic on expanded sidewalks rather than setting aside space for bike 

lanes in the road.  Keep the road's footprint as small as possible. 

 

Everyone should remember that the Graef Plan recommends four lanes between 3
rd

 Avenue and the 

Wisconsin River.  This stretch of roadway already bears additional traffic, and it is expected to grow.  

People on the west side take 3
rd

 Avenue to Thomas Street to access the east side.  Traffic on the east 

side crosses the river at Thomas Street and filters back throughout the west side using 1
st
 Avenue.  We 

need a road that can handle that traffic—and someday a bridge to match. 

 

For now, we should proceed with our plans based on the traffic data in hand.  However, the CISM 

Committee should also recognize that there is real public opposition to the expansion of the street.  To 

address residents' concerns, the CISM Committee should do two things.  First, it should conduct one 

more traffic study of this area as soon as possible.  Let's double-check our findings before we start 

taking people's homes.  Secondly, it should conduct a feasibility study of returning 1
st
 and 3

rd
 Avenues 

to two-way, neighborhood-style traffic now that the “Snake River Bridge” is gone and the 17
th
 Avenue 

corridor is open.  All parties should agree in advance that the results of these studies will govern policy.  

 

In addition, the current two-lane bridge between two stretches of four-lane road raises the specter of a 

bottleneck.  The CISM Committee may want to split the project into two phases and defer action on the 

3
rd

 Avenue to the river section until we are closer to the scheduled bridge replacement. 

 

Role for the Economic Development Committee:  The first thing that the ED Committee should do is 

recognize that Thomas Street has been in limbo for too long and that has stunted development in the 



area.  To spark repairs and new economic activity, the ED Committee should establish a revolving loan 

fund to make low- and no-interest loans to residents and businesses in the Thomas Street corridor who 

want to improve their properties.  Such a program should be designed to create an incentive for 

residents and businesses to stay on Thomas Street and to relocate to Thomas Street. 

 

The ED Committee should be in charge of any property acquisition in excess of the minimum right of 

way needed to reconstruct the road.  Understandably, there are going to be some people who want to 

leave Thomas Street and have formed their future plans around being bought-out.  The ED Committee 

could develop a process to take “applications of interest” from people who want to leave and consider 

them on a case by case basis.  With the revolving loan program in place, the city's Economic 

Development Department should actively seek counter-parties who want to relocate to Thomas Street, 

and the ED Committee can act as a clearinghouse in bringing parties together.  It may even consider 

individual development agreements that help bring the parties together. 

 

Fiscal Note:  In a final note, it cannot be overstated that the price of the project has been a significant 

concern for the council and the public.  Both committees would do well to “sharpen their pencils” and 

strive for a total project cost that does not exceed $10 million. 
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