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Spring Street is new, wider and faster. Did it improve the 
neighborhood? Some people say we should rethink 

priorities when it comes to street projects

The Wausau Area News & Enter tainment Weekly

INSIDE!



A
fter nearly two years, there’s lingering controversy over the 2013 
Wausau street project that rebuilt Spring Street on the city’s north-
east side. Some residents of that street are still incensed over the toll 
the construction took on their highly landscaped properties. 

But the issue shared with the greater community concerns traffic and 
speeding in neighborhoods: Where does the street engineering that focus-
es purely on making things easy for vehicles clash with residents’ concerns 
about a safe and quiet neighborhood? 

Of all the complaints voiced to police and city council members, speed-
ing tops the list.

Keene Winters, the city council member representing northeast Wausau, 
says the lesson he learned from the Spring Street project is that neighbor-
hood street “improvements”—yes, imagine air finger quotes here—can in-
advertently make the street less safe for those living there.

Sentiments are mixed around Spring Street. The head of the Forest Park 
Neighborhood Association says he’s pleased with how things turned out. 

When asked about it last week, another Spring Street resident, Martha 
Henry, said, “What’s not to like? They had to do it.”

That the city had to repair the crumbling street is pretty well accepted. What 
has been harder to accept is the noticeably faster traffic now that the road has 
been widened by two feet and sports fresh, smooth pavement. Another Spring 
Street resident, Pat Morath, says people are driving too fast now.

“It’s the back stretch of the Indy 500,” Morath says. “You’re dealing with 
a real hazardous situation for pedestrians. It really has not increased the 
safety one iota because traffic speeds have increased.”

The road is a connector between North Sixth Street and Horace Mann 
Middle School. Practically every parent of a middle schooler on that end of 
town uses Spring Street and probably has someplace to go after that.

It’s hectic during those times, but as Henry notes, traffic is light the rest 
of the day. Taking photos in the area at 7:30 am, it wasn’t hard to get four 
vehicles in the viewfinder at once. At 10 am, several minutes could pass be-
tween vehicle sightings. 

But there’s no question drivers are traveling above the posted 25 mph 
limit. Because of complaints about speeders on Spring Street, Wausau police 
did a study that recorded speeds and traffic counts continuously for two 
weeks. It found that 75% of drivers are exceeding the speed limit there. Half 
of the drivers go faster than 29 mph. (No speed study was done prior to the 
street reconstruction, so there’s no comparison to previous traffic habits.)

Current speeds there are “not alarming,” says Allen Wesolowski, a city 
engineer, who says he wouldn’t do anything differently. 

Still, he acknowledges faster traffic on Spring Street is understandable. 
While the road was in poor condition, drivers found other routes. Resi-
dents probably didn’t notice as traffic diminished, but they noticed when it 
increased. And, Wesolowski says, “You put a nice, smooth surface on a 
road, it naturally increases the speed.”

Also, traffic speeds now are just a sliver under the point where engineers 
would recommend upping the speed limit to 30 mph simply because of 
driving patterns. But Wesolowski knows the residents of the area would 
not welcome that. 

Dick Rayborn, who lives with his wife at the corner of Spring and 13th 
streets, heads up of the Forest Park Neighborhood Association, a group 
quickly formed in 2013 when residents were galvanized by the prospect of 
what appeared to be a thoroughfare coming past their homes. 

He didn’t like what he saw on the initial plans—mostly the part about 
installing sidewalks and removing lots of trees in the process. 

Although that uproar was largely due to residents balking at having their 
lawns uprooted, literally, there is a basis for worrying about a thorough-
fare-type personality to a road. It’s an established fact that drivers natural-
ly and unconsciously travel faster on streets that feel wide open. A street of 
the same width but hemmed in by trees, shrubbery and other traffic-calm-
ing objects (even parked cars) naturally induces slower speeds. Thus, it’s 
likely that if Spring Street had been cleared with 10 feet for sidewalks as 
originally planned, traffic would be even faster.

But the uproar changed the plans and sidewalks were not included. In the end, 
the neighborhood lost 18 trees instead of 150 trees on the seven-block stretch.

“To me, it turned out good,” Rayborn says. “I thought it turned out very well.” 
The street was rough, he says, and it would make no sense to leave it 

rough to discourage speeders. He is pleased that city officials agreed that 
sidewalks weren’t needed and that fewer trees could be removed from the 
right-of-way. 

Wesolowski says some complaints he has heard stem from the city mak-
ing the street 2 feet wider than before. Considering that the residents 
fought the idea of having sidewalks, he says it made sense to make Spring 
Street 33 feet wide, the city standard. Going narrower would have de-
creased safety for bicyclists, pedestrians and motorists, he says. 

According to Wausau Police Department Lt. Nathan Pekarske, Spring 
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Street isn’t by the numbers any less safe: 
“Checking crash history for the past six 
months showed that we had no reported 
traffic crashes on the newly renovated 
portion of Spring Street.” 

Morath’s retort to that is that there prob-
ably weren’t any crashes in the six months 
before the street was redone, either.

People drive the speed they’re com-
fortable with, the lieutenant says. When 
Sherman Street west of 17th Avenue had 
a posted limit of 25 mph, 85% people 
were driving up to 34 to 36 mph. With 
some misgivings, the city council upped 
the limit there to 35. A second speed 
study showed barely any increase in 
speeding. Eighty-five percent now go up 
to 36 to 37 mph.

But what’s comfortable for drivers can 
be uncomfortable for those living, walking 
and playing nearby. And for good reason. 

Winters found statistics that show how 
the severity of injuries to a pedestrian hit 
by a vehicle increase with speed—85% of 
pedestrians survive being hit by a car at 
20 mph, but the survival rate drops to 
15% at 40 mph.

Winters wants more to be done in the 
way of traffic calming, steps that get peo-
ple to drive slower, even when there’s not a 
squad car running radar. Other communi-
ties are figuring these things out, he says, 
but Wausau kind of shrugs its shoulders 
and says there’s nothing that can be done. 

Lt. Pekarske acknowledges that tradi-
tional remedies don’t have much effect. If 
police step up speeding enforcement for 
as much as a week in a certain area, it 
only takes a week to 10 days for speeds to 
return to previous levels. “When the 
presence is gone, people go back to their 
comfortable behaviors,” he says. 

Along Sturgeon Eddy Road in southeast 
Wausau, some calming efforts, like con-
stricting the street width at the crosswalk 
to Memorial Park, appear to have worked. 
Pekarske says there are fewer speeding 
complaints there recently, but more com-
plaints on Lakeview. He wonders if the 
problem was reduced or just moved. 

Madison has a specific program that 
can be requested by neighborhoods con-
cerned about traffic speeds. Scott Langer, 
the assistant city traffic engineer there, 
says citizens often suggest the installa-
tion of stop signs, thinking that will slow 
drivers down. It doesn’t work, he says. 
After a stop, people feel the need to make 
up time, so top speeds between stop signs 
are faster than what they were before the 
stop signs. Beyond that, he says drivers 
unconsciously gauge whether there is a 
real need to stop. “If people don’t see a 
reason for them, they tend to roll them.” 
That can increase danger to pedestrians 
counting on motorists to stop. 

Three things have worked in Madison, 
Langer says: pedestrian refuge islands, 
traffic circles and speed humps. 

A pedestrian refuge is a small median 
at an intersection—like a sidewalk island 
between traffic lanes. They allow pedes-
trians to cross one lane at a time and they 
constrict the roadway, causing more cau-
tion and less speed on the part of drivers. 

Traffic circles are mini-roundabouts, 
Langer says. Placed in the center of an in-

tersection, the raised circular section re-
quires drivers to slow a bit and steer 
around them. 

Most effective are speed humps, 
Langer says. Also called speed tables, 
they don’t make noise like speed bumps 
do or cause problems for snowplows. 
Speed humps, as Madison uses them, are 
10-foot-long plateaus about 3.5 inches 
higher than the roadway. They have a 
6-foot ramp on each end, Langer says, 
and are hardly noticeable at 25 mph, but 
quite noticeable at 35. 

Another traffic calming tool, Langer 
says, is the curb extension, also called a 
bump-out or choker. At intersections, 
they come out as far as an imaginary 
parking lane. They make that section as 
narrow as if there were cars parked on 
both sides. 

In Wausau, Lt. Pekarske says no matter 
what, the traffic flow on Spring Street 
has to be managed for efficiency and 
safety. The street would  still carry the 
same number of cars a day, 533 on an av-
erage weekday. But he likes the idea of 
traffic-calming measures, saying they 
make drivers think, “Wait a minute. I 
have to stop and do a double-take here.” 

A few things will be done differently 
this year, as what happened on Spring 
Street will essentially happen on Crocker, 
the next street to the north. City engi-
neers already have met with the neigh-
borhood association and Rayborn says 
that Sean Gehin, the engineer in charge 
of the project, has promised weekly up-
dates and his attendance at neighborhood 
association meetings as needed. 

Winters notes that even he didn’t no-
tice at first the mention of sidewalk addi-
tions in the Spring Street letter that went 
out in January 2013 to residents. When 
Winters saw it, he began going door to 
door. He says he would ask people if they 
noticed the prospect of sidewalks and al-
most invariably, they had not. It was on 
the second page of a letter he describes as 
“pro forma,” and people just didn’t read 
that far. 

Such letters should anticipate what is 
most likely to torque off taxpayers and pres-
ent that information prominently, he says.

Winters says a change in government 
would help, too, and is advocating to 
eliminate the Parking and Traffic Com-
mittee. To him, it makes little sense for 
that committee to be in charge of traffic 
flow while another committee, Capital 
Improvements and Street Maintenance, 
is in charge of street design. The two 
functions are connected, he says, and one 
committee should handle both. 

Linda Terwilliger still finds it hard to 
say anything positive about the project. 
She and her husband Tom have lived at 
the corner of Spring and Ninth since 
1973 and have spent a lot of time and 
money converting their yard to one big 
garden dotted with hostas, ferns and 
shrubs and lined with arbor vitae trees. 
Much of the beautiful landscaping—an 
undeniable neighborhood asset—was 
torn up in the street work because it was 
technically within the street right-of-way.

As many residents do, the Terwilligers 
had cared for the entire property, right up 
to the curb, for so long that they had 
come to think of it as their own. Some of 
it wasn’t theirs, though. The right-of-way 
extends to the back of where a sidewalk 
would be if one were built. The street 
work ripped that up and then some. 

The hard lesson learned was that the 
city owns a 60-foot right-of-way for most 
all streets like Spring Street. That means 
that beyond a standard 33-foot roadway, 
there is 27 feet left—13.5 feet behind 
each curb, enough for the typical 6-foot 
walk and 7.5-foot boulevard. Residents 
who put plantings and irrigation systems 
in that zone do so at their own peril. Cur-
rent city ordinances require permits for 
residents wanting to modify the right-of-
way, even though they’ve cared for that 
portion of “their” yards for decades.

The Terwilligers had a line of arbor 
vitae trees that were great for privacy and 
appearance, but were planted so close to 
the curb that nine of them had to come 
out to accommodate the street construc-
tion. That construction involved more 
than new pavement. The curbs were re-
placed, along with the aging storm sewer 
system, requiring construction crews to 
dig down 10 feet. 

Linda Terwilliger was among a group of 
20 Spring Street residents who spoke at 
city meetings against the extent of the 
project, especially against the tree removal 
that would have been more extensive if 
not for their protests. Half of the 18 trees 
that ultimately came down were either ad-
jacent to her property on city right-of-way 
or actually on her property. After watching 
the trees she and her husband had planted 
get cut, “I sat in the street and cried.” 

The takeaway that Winters and others 
see is that street work isn’t just about cars 
and traffic flow. It affects how people live. 
To make future projects go better, Terwil-
liger thinks at least one of the engineers 
should be schooled in urban planning. 

She realizes that of all those affected 
by the project, she took it the hardest. But 
she steadfastly feels that the Spring 
Street reconstruction damaged the neigh-
borhood in a lot of different ways. 
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