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Date: December 3, 2024 
To: Members of the Capitol Area Architectural and Planning Board (CAAPB) 
From: Erik Cedarleaf Dahl, Executive Secretary, CAAPB 
 Peter Musty, Principal Planner, CAAPB 
 

RE:  Bridge Replacement: John Ireland Boulevard - Consideration 
of Proposed Design

This overview memo is presented ahead of necessary Board action regarding the proposed 
replacement of the John Ireland Boulevard bridge spanning I-94.  It accompanies and summarizes 
information developed for the Board by the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) to 
assist the staff, Advisory Committee, and Board Members in their decision.  As required by Statute 15B 
for all major improvements to public lands of buildings in the Capitol Area, it is the duty of Board 
Members to review the information prepared and then to deliberate before considering the 
recommended Board action.  

Under consideration is the Board’s statutory requirement to review and approve the 
proposed MnDOT design for complete bridge structure and deck replacement, along 
with further Board authorization to continue an interagency process to update John 
Ireland Boulevard from end to end (via a City-led publicly funded new project), that 
will enable both the bridge deck to be retrofitted and enable the corridor, also in need 
of maintenance and updates, to achieve the vision for John Ireland recently adopted 
in the 2040 Comprehensive Plan (via Capitol Mall Design Framework). 

The Board meeting will include an overview from CAAPB staff, opportunity for comment by Advisory 
Committee, Board member questions or discussion, and then a consideration of suggested language.  
The presentation from MnDOT will focus on summarizing the design process, the preferred concept, 
and then the design that was subsequently developed.  There is also a letter from the City of Saint Paul 
outlining their perspective on the project and proposing a set of next steps. Staff from MnDOT and City 
will be present to answer any questions. 

https://mn.gov/caapb/


 

The proposed design for the bridge replacement modernizes clearance, safety and 
accessibility standards, leaves in place the 1990’s gatehouses, restores the central 
grass median, and maintains existing thoroughfare (four traffic lanes, bike lanes and 
sidewalks). 

Construction is slated for 2026-2027.  The proposed design for the bridge addresses several existing 
structural and safety related conditions in the substructure and supporting spans of the current bridge.  
It will increase the clearance height below to meet a code minimum for interstate bridges.  The design 
of the bridge deck above is intended to simply replace (and modernize and/or bring up to structural 
and safety codes) the functional elements that now exist, which includes the restoration of all four 
lanes of motorized traffic, sidewalks, bike lanes, center grassy median, decorative railings, and lights.  
The existing gatehouses will be left intact.  The proposed design is shown below.   

 



Online Information (MnDOT): 
https://www.dot.state.mn.us/metro/projects/johnirelandbridge/index.html  
“MnDOT created a new website for the John Ireland Blvd bridge project at the outset of its work in 
March 2023. The website was promoted on all project materials and outreach, as well as sidewalk 
decals placed throughout the project area.  …” 
 
Attached Packet (MnDOT):  Community Engagement Report w/ Project Overview and Design Options 
“…In 2026, the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) will replace the John Ireland Blvd 
bridge over I-94 between Kellogg Blvd and Rice St in St. Paul. Constructed in 1967, the bridge is 
currently in safe condition, but a focused structural repair is necessary to ensure it remains safe for 
travelers based on modern weight limits. This project includes careful disassembling and rebuilding the 
structure of the John Ireland Blvd bridge, which carries four lanes of vehicle traffic over I-94. The bridge 
will be rebuilt within the same footprint as the existing bridge, and other safety and cosmetic changes 
will be made as well, including sidewalk repairs, updates to existing bike and pedestrian facilities, 
accessibility updates, and railing replacements. Options for bike and pedestrian improvements were 
refined and vetted by the community in spring/summer 2023. …”  

 
Attached Letter: Findings from Section 106 Review (Affects on Historic Properties)  Oct 2023  
The letter (from Cultural Resources Unit, Office of Environmental Stewardship, MnDOT) certifies that 
pursuant to Section 106 review, findings were that the preferred alternative under consideration 
results in no adverse effects on historic properties:  “…Based on the proposed project activities, the 
Project is anticipated to have a No Adverse Effect on the Minnesota State Capitol Mall Historic District 
or its contributing resources, including the Minnesota State Capitol Grounds. The Project will not 
physically affect the character defining features and will not diminish the property’s overall integrity.  
…” 

  

https://www.dot.state.mn.us/metro/projects/johnirelandbridge/index.html
https://www.dot.state.mn.us/metro/projects/johnirelandbridge/index.html


In 2024 the CMDF was just emerging as the bridge entered its final engineering work.  
Instead of MnDOT engineers forcing complex revisions to the bridge project that 
jeopardizes federal funding (or delay project construction due to a renewed Section 
106 Review), a “new project” led by the City (in partnership with MnDOT and CAAPB) 
will seek to implement the CMDF vision for John Ireland Boulevard from end to end.   

 
Interagency Collaboration.  On invitation of CAAPB team, MnDOT officials and bridge leads attended 
the charrette and followed the progress of the Capitol Mall Design Framework.  It was quickly 
discovered following the February community charrette for the Capitol Mall Design Framework that a 
vision for the Lower Mall and John Ireland was developing that went beyond the straight “restorative” 
approach that was enforced in the design for the bridge replacement.  While the MnDOT bridge deck 
design rigorously restores (but also modernizes) the current functions, the CMDF vision for John Ireland 
also retains historically important elements but expands and enlarges the walkable tree-lined 
promenade along the east side of John Ireland Blvd to create more canopy, calling for creation of a 
more curated sense of comfort with more welcoming and wayfinding features.  The promenade is a 
key part of the larger vision to better serve a greater range of activities in and near the Mall, 
establishing a continuous “destination” commons along the edges of the Lower Mall and MLK.  The 
new vision builds on the lunch-time energy and sense of place we now experience and carefully 
respects key historic elements, like the open center median.  As illustrated in the CMDF, the proposed 
upgrade reinforces and increases a range of comfortable spaces under the canopy, makes the walk 
safer and more comfortable, and, for the first time, creates a continuous memorable experience from 
the Capitol building to the Minnesota History Center, while making the Mall more welcoming. 

 

The design of the bridge deck (surface) has been optimized to allow for this future 
retrofit to accommodate a lane reduction and new promenade consistent with the 
CMDF.  The new project will also allow John Ireland (including the bridge abutment 
areas and intersections) to be calibrated with City projects in development on Rice 
Street, Kellogg, Summit, 12th Street, and the MLK Community Commons.  

 
It became apparent that shifting the design to meet the newly minted Capitol Mall Design Framework 
vision was impossible given the timing requirements of federal funding for the bridge work, that 
revisions to “comply” with the new CMDF vision were too risky, and that shifting the design could 
jeopardize the bridge project funding.  A federal requirement for historic review had been carefully 
executed by the beginning of 2023 (letter is attached).  It also became apparent that building just one 
piece (the bridge deck) of a new John Ireland project was not practical on a traffic planning level, 
creating added complexities at adjoining intersections, and that for John Ireland to be improved, the 
entire boulevard ultimately needed to be addressed holistically.  Finding a remedy meant 
collaborating. MnDOT, City, and CAAPB staff leads met regularly through the summer and fall of 2024 
and devised a solution that is now before the Board, embodied in the draft resolution.   



 

 

Along with approval and construction of the federally funded bridge replacement 
project, MnDOT is also offering to sponsor development of preferred concepts of how 
the bridge deck (bridge surface) can be retrofitted at a later date in order to meet the 
Capitol Mall Design Framework vision, within a City-led street redesign of John Ireland 
Boulevard addressing the length of John Ireland from the Cathedral to the Capitol. 

Approval will enable partner agency staff to continue to address John Ireland Boulevard holistically. 
The City of Saint Paul Public Works officials have provided a preliminary estimate of $16 million to $19 
million to rebuild John Ireland.  A review with State Historic Presentation office will be required, 
although shifts have already been achieved that calibrate the CMDF vision with the principles of the 
Cultural Landscape Report (CLR). The Board will be closely updated along the way.   

 
Attached: Letter from Minnesota Department of Transportation  Nov 2024 
This letter is attached and explains a commitment to sponsoring and partnering on the development of 
a holistic vision for John Ireland.  Key bullets from the letter outline parameters of a larger study: 
 

“…In order to accommodate the vision of the CMDF, MnDOT will commit to funding and 
programming of approximately $500,000 for consulting services in FY 2026 to: 

• Conduct concept planning and bridge analysis work of the John Ireland Bridge to determine a 
preferred concept of the John Ireland Bridge that can modify the bridge deck in the future. 

• Conduct concept planning and bridge analysis work of the two bridges on West 5th Street to 
determine a preferred concept of the John Ireland Boulevard that can be constructed in the 
future. 

• Develop an implementation plan, including funding strategies, for capital projects in the future 
that aligns with the CMDF for the bridge that could modify the John Ireland Bridge deck. 



• Participate in the development of an implementation plan for the John Ireland Boulevard 
corridor with the CAAPB and City of St. Paul. 

• MnDOT will work through the Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 
process in partnership with the CAAPB to ensure no adverse effects occur to the historic district 
in implementation of this comprehensive plan. …” 
 

 
 
The Capitol Mall Design 
Framework (CMDF), 
while preserving 
important cultural and 
historic elements like a 
central grassy median, 
calls for upgrades to the 
outer edges of the lower 
mall and along the 
length of John Ireland 
that will enhance the 

ability to program existing and new events, right size traffic lanes, add tree canopy, 
and create more informal comfortable places to stroll, rest, reflect, and interact.  All 
improvements are meant to improve safety and access to parking, transit, and campus 
destinations while ensuring the mall remains active and welcoming for Minnesotans.  

 



Attached: ‘Next Steps’ Letter from City of Saint Paul (Public Works)  Nov 2024  
This memo acknowledges the remaining City of Saint Paul goals unmet by the bridge deck design, such 
as a dedicated protected bikeway and further exploration of lane reduction but supports approval of 
the currently proposed bridge design in order to avoid risk to funding and if considered within the 
context of a future set of John Ireland Boulevard upgrades developed with partners. To that end, the 
City has prepared a preliminary estimate for the new project (not furnished in this memo due to its 
preliminary nature) that can be provided to Board members on request.  The City also acknowledges 
the logic of the City as taking the lead coordinating role for the John Ireland project once public funding 
sources(s) can be identified with partners.  

 

CAAPB Regulatory and Policy Review (Staff Summary)      
 

Statutory compliance.  By restoring the full functionality of the bridge and rigorously designing 
replacements for railings and lighting details, the project has avoided all advanced triggers for design 
competition, and the design has been reviewed regularly by staff and advisors, with several updates to 
the Board.  Bringing the design forward currently satisfies the Board duty to provide written approval 
of major changes to public lands in the Capitol Area.     

 

Comprehensive Plan/CMDF compliance.  CAAPB staff finds the project in full compliance with the 
2040 Comprehensive Plan as adopted in 2021.  The policy recently adopted by the Board in 2024 
within the Capitol Mall Design Framework (that will soon be attached to the Comp Plan) includes 
design guidance that is satisfied by approving the full resolution.  As explained, MnDOT’s expression 
and demonstration of funding support for initiating a larger John Ireland Boulevard project show, in 
the opinion of staff, the institutional commitment to achieve compliance with the CMDF. 

 

Cultural Landscape Report.  As explained above and in their attached letter, Section 106 reviews by 
MnDOT included consultation with the State Historic Preservation Office and serves as certification 
that the proposed project design will have no adverse effects on historic properties.  

 

Rules Governing Zoning and Design.  There are no regulations in the Rules that present compliance 
issues within any Zoning District or within the General or Supplemental Regulations, and there are no 
commemorative works impacted or proposed.  
 

 
Staff and Advisory Committee Recommendation to Board Members 
Executive Secretary, Principal Planner, and the Advisory Committee recommend consideration and 
approval of the following Board language on the following page. 
 

  



Suggested Board Action 
 

The Capitol Area Architectural and Planning Board (CAAPB or Board), as required under MN Statute 15B.0x, 
X.(x), reviewed information from Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT), including summaries and 
drawings shown and referenced in the Staff memo to the Board dated December 3, 2024, and approves the 
proposed design for a new bridge structure to completely replace the current John Ireland Boulevard Bridge 
structure spanning over Interstate 94 in the Capitol Area.   

 

Further, this Board approval recognizes; 

 

• that the MnDOT design process met all requirements related to CAAPB staff and Advisory Committee 
participation, stakeholder interactions, statutory competition requirements, public engagement, historic 
resources, and at all points sought to meet the established policy and design direction of CAAPB. 

• that the proposed design is in alignment with policy provided for in MN Statutes Chapter 15B, the 2040 
Comprehensive Plan for the Minnesota State Capitol Area, and the Rules Governing Zoning and Design 
in the Minnesota State Capitol Area. 

 

Further, this approval is contingent upon the recording of commitments outlined in letters from MnDOT dated 
November 14, 2024, and City of Saint Paul dated November 26, 2024.  Key commitments in these letters include: 

 

1. MnDOT will contribute $500,000 in Fiscal Year 2026 or later to develop a preferred concept design and 
implementation plan for a separate and future street improvement project (“new project”) for the 
length of John Ireland Boulevard within the Capitol Area.   

2. The planning and design of the new project will be led by the City of Saint Paul, beginning by the City 
initiating a Request for Proposals within calendar year 2025 to utilize the $500,000 provided by MnDOT.  

3. The three agencies will continue to work as partners in all design and planning and will seek advice and 
guidance of partners and affected stakeholders including interested individuals or groups in Saint Paul or 
Minnesota, nearby institutions such as Cathedral of Saint Paul and Saint Paul College, and other 
stewards of campus and the Mall such as the Department of Administration and Minnesota Historical 
Society and others.  

4. An objective of the new project is to create a John Ireland Boulevard corridor that is in alignment with 
the several City of Saint Paul policy goals stated in the November 26, 2024 memorandum and to bring 
the design of the bridge deck fully into compliance with newly adopted policy of the 2040 
Comprehensive Plan for the Minnesota State Capitol Area as developed and adopted Capitol Mall Design 
Framework (2024). 

5. Eventual implementation of the new project will be led by the City of Saint Paul, however, no funding or 
staff resources are currently allocated or available to facilitate this implementation. CAAPB, MnDOT, and 
the City of Saint Paul will collaborate during design and planning of the new project to identify and 
secure public funding sources for implementation.  
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