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Chapter 4:
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

INTRODUCTION
Public outreach and engagement was critical to the 
Beyond the Loop PEL and informed every step of the 
process. At each decision point, the project team paused 
to gather the public’s input to inform next steps. There 
are a vast array of opinions and ideas for the future of the 
Study Area. The public outreach approach sought both 
to understand what the public wanted while balancing a 
diverse set of needs and wants. 

It was important for stakeholders to be actively engaged 
in the process and see their input refl ected in how and 
why decisions were made. The bridge and Downtown 
Loop are community assets. They both currently serve 
many roles and their functions have evolved over time. 

Originally, the river crossing was constructed to serve a 
growing industrial city. It evolved to carry commuters to 
post-war suburbs. Now it splits a growing neighborhood 
and it serves a corridor the surrounding community is 
now re-imagining.

The O’Neil Bridge carries thousands of cars and trucks 
every day. But the impact of the bridge goes beyond 
traffi  c counts and patterns. Concentric rings of impact 
fan out from the bridge and study area. Each of those 
areas has a diff erent relationship to the bridge. To some 
it is simply the means to cross the river. For others, it 
is part of their neighborhood. Each relationship carries 
diff erent expectations and needs for the bridge.

The northern section of the Downtown Loop was built 
to serve a diff erent kind of Downtown. Constructed 
in the mid-50s, the Downtown Loop was an “urban 
renewal” project and its right-of-way acquisition cut 
through the Central Business District, River Market, 
Columbus Park, and historic northeast neighborhoods. 
As a consequence of its construction, nearly half of the 
Columbus Park neighborhood was demolished. When 
complete, the 4-mile loop, was known as the Alphabet 
Loop - it featured 23 named exits, using every letter of 
the alphabet but I, O, and Z.

Similar to the O’Neil Bridge, the northern segment of 
the Downtown Loop serves a diff erent purpose for those 
who are moving through the corridor from one freeway 

Construction of the original Broadway Bridge in 1955.

Model of the Downtown “Alphabet” Loop proposal prior to 

construction.
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connection to another, than it does to those for whom it bisects where they live. It serves a function of national and 
international importance as a freight corridor and is a signifi cant transportation corridor for the bi-state region. Each 
of those stakeholders with their diff erent relationships to the corridor provided meaningful input to the study team.

Right-of-way acquisition for the northern half of the Downtown Loop consumed a corridor of exisiting structures, separating the River Market 

from the Central Business District along 6th Street in Downtown Kansas City, Missouri.

SUMMARY OF OUTREACH ACTIVITIES

A wide variety of opportunities for interested parties to become involved were deployed, and the process was trans-
parent and eff ective. The plan was consistent with the strategies and goals documented in MARC’s Public Partic-
ipation Plan (PPP). All meetings, workshops and charrettes were open to the general public, and allowed for full 
and meaningful participation for anyone in attendance, regardless of knowledge or ability level. All meetings were 
well-publicized and information about the project and process was distributed to the media in an eff ort to keep the 
general public informed. Additionally, community organizations responded to requests for dozens of presentations 
from the project team.  The mobile-friendly ADA compliant project website was deployed to provide access and 
further public participation. In summary, the study process included the following public outreach activities:

Technical Advisory Group
Coordinated with a Technical Advisory Group (TAG) that served as the primary means of agency coordination 
for the PEL Study. The TAG included local, state, federal, and tribal staff  to provide technical input and expertise 
throughout the study. TAG meetings also included representatives from local businesses, environmental advocacy 
groups, and representatives from major regional institutions. Letters of invitation were prepared and sent to local, 
state, tribal, and federal agencies seeking participation and feedback throughout the PEL process.

Study Management Team
Engaged with a Study Management Team (SMT), comprised of local individuals who bring unique knowledge and 
skills that complemented those of the TAG. The SMT’s role was to make recommendations and/or provide key 
information and materials to the Study Team. 

Visioning/Scenario Planning Workshop
A Visioning/Scenario Planning Workshop was conducted to obtain early feedback and develop a foundation for 
continued community outreach. The workshop informed the development of the Purpose and Need. Stakeholders 
had the opportunity to incorporate their ideas and priorities for the study corridor. The workshop focused on what 
the community wanted for the corridor in 60 years.
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Open House Meetings
Three large public open houses (in addition to the Visioning Workshop) were held in conjunction with key project 
goals, such as the development of the Purpose and Need, and transportation goals and objectives. The public 
meetings were also utilized to obtain input and feedback on the evaluation analysis methodology and development of 
strategies. Thousands of stakeholders were engaged as part of the PEL process.

Urban Land Institute
Coordinated with the Urban Land Institute (ULI) as part of a national Technical Advisory Panel (TAP). The PEL 
team reached out to the ULI to provide national expertise to engage with local stakeholders as part of the planning 
process. Public input was analyzed and gathered as part of the TAP. Interviews with 100 stakeholders were 
conducted as part of the ULI activity.  

Web Site and Social Media
A study-specifi c website was created and resides at www.beyondtheloopkc.
com to communicate project information and public involvement activities 
throughout the PEL process. The public utilized the website to provide 
feedback via surveys hosted and promoted on the website. 

Small Group Meetings
Other outreach tools and events, such small group and agency coordination 
meetings/briefi ngs, were prepared and conducted throughout the duration of 
the PEL Study. The Study Team held monthly meetings with the neighborhood association presidents and industrial 
area representatives throughout the planning process. All totaled, 53 small group meetings were held as part of PEL 
public outreach eff ort.

Over 150 people gathered at the Kansas City Library Central Branch in Downtown as part of the project’s kick-off  Visioning Workshop.
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SUMMARY OF PUBLIC INPUT
As the PEL Study progressed, the project partners and public had the opportunity to review the following four PEL 
milestones during public meetings: Purpose and Need, evaluation screening methodology, PEL recommendations, 
and fi nal PEL report. 

Visioning Workshop
The O’Neil Bridge and the northern section of the DowntownLoop do not exist in isolation, they are linked to the 
region’s future and new ideas, for it should refl ect a shared vision. To kick-off  the PEL, the Study Team developed a 
scenario planning workshop in partnership with the Foresight 750 Series from the Transportation Research Board of 
the National Academies of Sciences. The Visioning Workshop asked participants to imagine diff erent scenarios that 
may happen 60 years into the future.

The facilitated discussion encouraged stakeholders to “stretch” and grapple with challenging decisions that refl ect 
unique potential futures. First, the group provided input on what both Downtown and the region might evolve into, in 
the decades ahead. Then the group was asked a critical question: To achieve the future we want, what infrastructure 
will we need?

When asked about their vision for the future, the group of 156 attendees used their phones to connect to a real-
time, in-room poll. The answers from each attendee for the 10 poll questions was displayed in aggregate for all 
attendees to review and discuss.

The group was asked about their transportation priorities for the future, and the top fi ve priorities identifi ed were 
(Figure 5.1):

1. Travel Choices (driving, transit, 
biking, walking, ect.)

2. Neighborhood character

3. Transportation safety for all 
modes

4. Environmental quality

5. Economic development

In a near plurality, 48 percent, of 
those participating believed that the 
Downtown will continue to grow in 
population at the high rate of 20-
30 percent through 2040. The 
group was less bullish on population 
projection in the Northland. Current 
projections indicate that 20,000 
homes could be added north of the 

Figure 5.1 - Transportation Priorities Identifi ed at Visioning Workshop
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river by 2040, a growth rate of 18 percent. Forty-two percent of participants in the Visioning 
Workshop believe the Northland will grow at a more modest 10 percent. Nearly one-third of 
participants agreed with projections that growth would continue at 10-20 percent.

Participants were also asked to assess the impact of connected and autonomous vehicles on the number of cars and 
drivers using the transportation network. There was little consensus, other than it has the possibility of changing both 
how we travel and what is needed from our surface transportation system. Forty-two percent of participants thought 
there may be fewer cars and fewer drivers. Nearly as many, 39 percent, thought there may be more cars and more 
drivers. Two opposite ends of the spectrum, endorsed as equally plausible. Despite the uncertainty, there was 
agreement that the impact of connected and autonomous vehicles was an important part of this study and should 
impact the planning process.

As part of the Workshop, participants were asked about the economic development potential of investments in the 
O’Neil Bridge and north side of the Loop. An extraordinary 88 percent of polled in the room believed that economic 
potential was high (55%) or very high (33%). 

Participants in the room were also asked to weigh where the focus of the project should be, in a spectrum between 
economic development and transportation needs (Figure 5.2). The group leaned toward the primary focus on the 
PEL should be economic development. 

We next asked some region-specifi c 
questions. The average commute in 
Kansas City is 22 minutes in length. 
Twice as many participants accessed 
the commute as short (42%) rather 
than too long (21%). Overall, a 
wide plurality thought the region’s 
average commute was either short or 
acceptable (67%). However, there is 
a threshold for the public’s tolerance 
for commute times. Fifty percent 
of participants polled want their 
commute to be 30 minutes or less.

When asked to rank which area of 
the region would be impacted most 
by changes in the study area, the 
group ranked the aff ected areas:

• Northland

• River Market/Columbus Park

• Downtown

• Jackson County

• Kansas City, Kansas

• Johnson County

Finally, the group was asked to assess the safety of the Loop particularly. Very clearly, participants believe the Loop is 
not safe. Nearly all participants called the Loop “Not Safe” (69%) or “Dangerous” (19%). 

The results of the Visioning Workshop became the building blocks for the formation of the project’s Purpose and 
Need statements (Figure 5.3). After draft statements were written, the Study Team responded to comments from 
the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and converted the statements to refl ect Needs and Goals. 

Figure 5.2 - Transportation versus Economic Development Focus

Transportation Focus Economic Focus
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Figure 5.3 - Public Input Helped Establish Project Purpose & Need

These Needs and Goals are examined in detail in Chapter 1. Their direct tie to the Visioning Workshop and results 
from public input is clear. Draft Purpose and Goals were posted on the project website and available for comment. 
Ultimately the project’s Purpose and Goals were approved and adopted by both the SMT and TAG, included in this 
fi nal document, and advanced into the NEPA process for the replacement of the O’Neil Bridge.

Meeting materials for the Visioning Workshop, results from the in-room polling, a informational brochure about the 
project, and a post event press release of results were all posted for public review on the project website.
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Review of Baseline Traffi  c Data
On two days in the fall of 2016 the Study Team sent helicopters above Kansas City’s 
Downtown Loop. High-defi nition video was taken to track traffi  c movements in and out of the Loop. The data, taken 
once in the morning rush hour and once in the evening rush hour, helped the Team to understand how traffi  c moves 
through the Loop, where it turns and travels. 

For those passing through the Loop, the data did not indicate where each vehicle’s starting origin or fi nal destination 
was (additional analysis would be used to determine origins and destinations), but it did give the Team an idea of how 
residents, commuters, businesses, and freight use the downtown loop (Figure 5.4). The data was a snapshot in time 
that, along with other data, helped to ensure the project’s traffi  c models accurately refl ect current movements in the 
Downtown Loop. 

As the Study Team began to look at alternatives, this traffi  c count data was made public as part of an interactive data 
visualization tool. Promoted on social media, interested members of the public were encouraged to examine the data 
and provide comments, thoughts or ideas about the data. This data, along with comments received both online and 
through presentations of the data and tool at small group meetings, was used to populate and calibrate the models 
used to test the potential alternatives presented to the public in future steps.

Open House #1 - Initial Strategies Review

The Study Team presented initial strategies for both the O’Neil Bridge and Downtown Loop to the public in an Open 
House that asked participants to physically mark a preference for a series of strategies. 

Displayed in a series of rooms at the Mid-America Regional Council were three bridge strategies, nine North Loop 
options, two bicycle and pedestrian illustrations and choices, and initial choices for Route 9 through Columbus Park 
and the River Market.

Each strategy had been assessed by the project team and given a 1-5 ranking where 1 did not meet the Purpose 
and Goal criteria, and 5 indicated that the criteria was completely met. For ease of visualization, the rankings were 
converted to a Harvey Ball matrix which would consistently be used throughout the remainder of the PEL project. 
Cost was also generally estimated and assessed on a similar 1-5 spectrum.

Figure 5.4 - Video Capture of Downtown Loop Traffi  c Movements

The Downtown Loop is a complex 

transportation network at the 

heart of the region. It passes 

through vibrant neighborhoods 

while providing critical national 

and international travel links.
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A simplifi ed map of each of the alternatives was developed and displayed alongside renderings of land-use, building 
massing, and neighborhood connections, and the above-mentioned evaluation matrix. 

After viewing each display board, with all its information, the public was asked to place a dot on a ranking 
continuum. On one side the public was to indicate if they “did not like the option,” and on the other side if they 
“really liked the option.”

Prior to the public meeting, members of the SMT and TAG were asked to participate in the same dot assessment 
of each option on a separate but identical set of illustration boards. This was done to test if the SMT and TAG 
assessments of the alternatives would be diff erent than the public. In the end, there was little diff erence between the 
evaluation by the SMT and TAG and the general public.

More than 100 members of the public provided input on the nearly 20 initial strategies. The in-person participation 
was augmented by 1,693 members of the public whose “dot-like” votes using the same scale, graphics, and 
information were recorded online. It was important to the Study Team that the in-person open house and digital 
experiences were as close to the same as possible. With over ten times the participation online, it not only helped to 
assess the alternatives as presented, but allowed 450 members of the public to leave detailed comments. 

Unlike in the public meeting, the Study 
Team could also map where people 
who were participating in the online 
survey lived by their zip code (Figure 
5.4). The result of this mapping shows 
participation in the project across the 
region, with particular interest in the 
city’s Northland, Downtown Central 
Business District, and Ward Parkway 
corridor, typically some of the most 
civically active areas.

The public had an opportunity for a fi rst look at potential strategies at the Initial Strategies Review Open House.

A “Word Cloud” taken from the over 450 comments submitted by the public.
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The public’s comments and assessments refl ected the diversity of the community and their 
relationship to diff erent aspects of the project. There were a few points of clarity that the Study 
Team used to continue to refi ne alternatives.

Regarding the O’Neil Bridge, the overwhelming consensus was 
that a new bridge was the preferred alternative (median score of 
10 out of 10), and that new bridge should be more closely aligned 
to directly connect to I-35 (median score of 8 out of 10) with 
exits to Downtown as a secondary, but critical, concern. The 
public also indicated a desire (56%) for the new bridge to have 
protected bike and pedestrian accommodations, which include a 
10-foot cycle track and separate 6-foot pedestrian sidewalk. 

In general, the public responded more positively to strategies 
that reduced or eliminated the footprint of the existing north 
side of the Loop. There was little support for options that 
retained the existing confi guration under a “No Build Scenario” 
(median score of 1 out of 10). More support was identifi ed for 
making “Safety Adjustments” (median score of 2 out of 10).   All 
the strategies for reducing the footprint of the highway scored higher than the “No Build” scenario (median score 
of 4-5 out of 10). The highest scoring scenario by a signifi cant margin was the full removal of the interstate (median 
score of  7 out of 10).

An option that had not been fully considered broadly, but gained signifi cant support in the Initial Strategies Open 
House, was to bring Route 9 to grade through the River Market and Columbus Park (median score of 9 out of 
10). Additionally, this would allow for reconnecting Independence Avenue across the north side of the Loop, 
reconnecting the historical grid, and refl ecting the City’s Kessler Parks and Boulevard Plan.

Both the consensus on the O’Neil Bridge replacement and the reconnection of Route 9 and Independence Avenue 
could move forward independently of any decision about the Loop confi guration.

Importantly, the input received at the public meeting and online mirrored one another. This was a good indication to 
the Study Team of the validity of feedback received in the two-pronged (open house and online) approach.

The results of the public’s input helped to narrow the options. Those options were then screened for traffi  c fl ow, 
undergo an engineering review, and subjected to a region-wide Dynamic Traffi  c Assignment (DTA) model, the fi rst 
of its kind in the area. 

Mapping the zip codes of respondents demonstrates region-

wide participation.

Figure 5.5 - Zip Codes of Meeting Participants
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Urban Land Institute TAP
The results of the Initial Strategies Open House, along with traffi  c counts, and documentation, became the basis for 
an analysis of the north side of the Loop by the Urban Land Institute. The week-long eff ort brought a national panel 
of experts in land use and development to Kansas City to hear about the PEL study and make recommendations to 
the community. The panel heard a presentation from the PEL Study Team, took a tour of the study area, and spoke 
with a cross-section of over 100 local stakeholders to better understand the project and its potential.

The ULI TAP focused particularly on the economic development potential of the project, bringing several 
development experts to the conversation. This refl ected the public input received by the PEL Study Team that saw 
this project as having signifi cant economic development potential.  

Providing a fresh set of eyes and a national perspective, the TAP included:

• Glenda Hood, Tri-Sect, LLC, Orlando, Florida

• Dean D. Bellas, Urban Analytics, Inc., Alexandria, Virginia

• Bill Clarke, Planning Consultant, Ross, California

• David Greensfelder, Greensfelder Commercial Real Estate LLC, San Francisco, California

• April Anderson Lamoureux, Anderson Strategic Advisors, LLC, Boston, Massachusetts

• Todd Meyer, Forum Studio, Chicago, Illinois

• Adam Weers, Trammell Crow Company, Washington, D.C.

• John Paul Weesner, Kittleson & Associates, Orlando, Florida

Chaired by Glenda Hood, now in private consulting, but previously serving as Florida’s Secretary of State and the 
Mayor of Orlando, the ULI panel suggested a focus on “people infrastructure” as the region contemplates how major 
infrastructure can reconnect Downtown as the center of Kansas City. 

The panel had a number of fi ndings, but below are the projects it prioritized (bolded priorities have a direct 
relationship to the PEL project):

1. Develop a Downtown Master Plan

2. Get creative with outreach strategies to bring in a wider, more diverse set of community partners

3. Leverage education program momentum

4. Work on improving regional cooperation

A roof-top reception kicked off  

the ULI’s Technical Assistance 

Panel review of the Loop.
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5. Expand KC Streetcar

6. Focus on Downtown infi ll for immediate development

7. Bring Route 9 back to grade
8. Reconnect Independence Avenue to Downtown and surrounding neighborhoods
9. Integrate the North Loop vision in a city strategic visioning exercise

The evaluation by the ULI panel concluded that the north side of the Loop was not ready for development today, 
the market in Downtown Kansas City could support (without subsidy) additional commercial and residential parcels 
by 2028. The panel observed that in a decade the developable land currently occupied by the highway in the Loop 
could be needed to support the public and private sectors’ desire for growth. The panel advised that the City and 
region prioritize infrastructure investments and preserve maximum fl exibility.

Open House #2 - Revised Strategies
The fi nal series of public engagement opportunities provided an opportunity for the public to review traffi  c data and 
impacts, more detailed alignment information, and refi nements of alternatives based on previous public input.

The meetings were targeted to two distinct groups; a neighborhood meeting for those who live directly in the 
Study Area and a commuter meeting for those who travel through the study area to work. Both meetings were well 
attended with over 100 at the neighborhood meeting and over 80 at the commuter meeting held north of the river.

The format of the two meetings was the same as the Initial Strategies Open House. A series of informational displays 
were set up at each meeting, which asked the public to evaluate each strategu or option on a scale of 1-10, with 1 
meaning the option was “not liked” and 10 that it was “liked very much.” Again, a corresponding online survey was 
deployed to extend the reach of the project and allow for those who could not attend the meeting to provide input. 
Hundreds chose to participate online. Like the fi rst meeting and parallel online survey, the feedback received in-
person and online mirrored one another.

Interestingly, the results from both meetings, held in separate locations with very diff erent attendees, also mirrored 
each other. With very slight variations, the assessments made of the same information at each meeting, were nearly 
identical. 

In the fi rst public meetings, the Study Team heard a desire from the public for a new bridge. In the months between 
meetings, the Study Team worked with city, regional, state, and federal offi  cials to support a plan to raise the $200 
million required to build a new river crossing. With a 75 percent “yes” vote of residents of Kansas City in April 2018, 
the funding package for a new bridge was complete and MoDOT initiated the NEPA process. 

This meeting, held prior to the public vote, refi ned and displayed alternatives for how to connect a new O’Neil Bridge 
to I-35 and Downtown. Four primary alternatives were evaluated and presented for public assessment. Scoring 
highest, both in the Open House and online, were the Broadway Direct Connection Alternative (median score of 6 
out of 10) and the 5th and 6th Street Connection Alternative (median score of 6 out of 10).

The public continued to strongly support a 16-foot protected bike and pedestrian accommodation on a new bridge.
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The public was presented in this meeting four primary strategies and associated renderings for the future of the 
North Loop which were refi ned and modeled in response to public input. In response to clear direction from the 
public, no alternative presented in this Open House increased the footprint of the interstate.

Again, the public responded more positively to removing the interstate. The highest scoring scenario by a signifi cant 
margin was the Remove and Reclassify Alternative that would eliminate the interstate in the North Loop (median 
score of 8 out of 10). This score was higher than the full removal option received in the fi rst round of public input 
(median score of 7).

The North and South Compressed Alternatives, that narrowed the interstate’s footprint and shifted it either north or 
south freeing up right-of-way for development, also received more support than in the fi rst public meetings (median 
score of 5 out of 10). Ramp Consolidation, named “Safety Adjustments” in the fi rst round of meetings, also scored 
higher, but was the least desired alternative (median score of 4 out of 10). The Study Team took this input not to 
indicate that the public does not want safety improved, but rather that they were assessing the alternatives relative 
to one another. Thus, the public’s assessment of the alternatives in order of preference was:

1. Remove and Reclassify

2. South Compressed 

3. North Compressed 

4. Ramp Consolidation

As this report posits in other chapters, changes to the north side of the Loop could be staged. The Ramp 
Consolidation Alternative could become the fi rst step toward full removal or a compressed footprint. 

There was continued strong support for bring Route 9 to grade through the River Market and Columbus Park. 
These meetings asked the public to assess three diff erent potential confi gurations for a reconnected Independence 
Avenue. Across both meetings and online, the widest confi guration (78 feet, with two lanes each way, and a 16-foot 
median) for Independence Avenue had the most support (52%). 
Overheard at the public meetings was a recognition that the wider 
street provided room for a potential streetcar extension.

Finally, the Study Team asked the public to evaluate a series of 
gate-to-gate travel times if the North Loop was removed (Figure 
5.6). The travel routes were presented graphically alongside 
existing travel times, “No Build” 2040 travel times, Remove 
and Reclassify 2040 travel times, and Remove and Reclassify 
2040 travel times with autonomous and connected vehicles were 
assessed. 

The study’s eff orts to present travel time data to 

the public was noticed as far west as Oakland, 

California. Connect Oakland is a project which 

shares many attributes with this PEL.
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Generally, the model showed a 20 percent decrease in travel time when the eff ect of 
autonomous and connect vehicles was included. This was the fi rst time the public in our region 
has been presented 2040 travel time assessments, with an attempt to account for some 
connected and autonomous vehicles in the fl eet using the transportation network. 

Additionally, the Study Team sought as part of this exercise to understand what people thought of specifi c future 
delays to routes they currently drive daily. The public was asked whether the future travel time assessments were 
unacceptable (a score of  1) or seemed reasonable (a score of 10). The public does not seem to be concerned about 
the delays associated with fully removing the interstate, and indicates travel times, mostly delays, seem reasonable 
(median score of  7 out of 10).

CONCLUSION
This public process involved neighborhoods, cities, states, and national voices to inform a unique planning process. 
Thousands of participants from across the region shaped the decisions made during the PEL at each step. Critical 
decisions were held until the public could weigh in. The public had an opportunity to see the impact their input 
was making on the project and the Study Team was rewarded with insightful thoughts and comments from the 
community. The Study Team challenged the public to think about the future they wanted and what infrastructure 
would be needed to support that future. This PEL document refl ects a true partnership between the public, 
stakeholders, and the Study Team.

Both at the Open Houses and online, the public were presented with estimates of travel time diff erences across a series of typical routes through 

Downtown Kansas City.

Figure 5.6 - Gate-to-Gate Travel Times Excercise


