In Rochester: Loop road doubtful, 'frontage' road now possible off Route 11
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ROCHESTER — An abundance of wetlands around the Route 11 Wal-Mart could kill plans to build a full-scale road network around the store.

CLD Consulting Engineers, retained by the city for such projects, concluded there are too many wetlands throughout the hundreds of acres that were eyed for a loop road around the store, said City Manager John Scruton.

Experts from the state Department of Environmental Services and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers also reviewed the site and determined getting permits to construct the loop road posed issues, Scruton said.

The loop project originally called for both a road that would run from Little Falls Bridge Road west to the Farmington town line, and a frontage road that would run in front of corridor business, channeling customer traffic away from the state highway. 

The City Council has not decided the project's fate, but a key councilor signaled there's little chance the group will move forward with the loop portion of the project, which lacks the support of experts hired to review its feasibility. 

"You're either walking in the water or walking on the rocks," Ward 5 Councilor Ralph Torr, chairman of the Public Works Committee, said of the area considered for the loop.

At least 40 percent of the area is wet, and a "key landowner" — one of seven that would have been "needed" to move the plan forward — is opposed to the plan, according to Scruton. 

For years, the city has eyed the loop road as an economic generator for the Route 11 corridor, where business traffic has increased in recent years, thanks to expanded buildings, new businesses and the construction of a nationally-known hotel. 

With the full loop project in doubt, the city's shifting its focus to developing the frontage road. 

In its first phase, the frontage road would begin at a new traffic light about 1,200 feet northwest of Wal-Mart, where the all-but-discontinued Class VI Two Rod Road meets Route 11, Scruton said.

From there, the road would head about three-quarters of a mile toward the city, going in front of Wal-Mart and past the Little Falls Bridge Road intersection to another new light across from Crane Drive, Scruton said.

A "possible alternative" would start the frontage road a few hundred yards from the intersection with Crane Drive, running behind businesses and Northgate Apartments before coming out to a traffic light on Route 11, he said. 

Either plan would allow for about 250 acres to be developed for new or expanding businesses, Scruton said.

Packy Campbell, owner of RSA Realty, said the plans don't need to include a full-fledge loop system to be beneficial. The frontage road would conceivably go behind his office. 

"As landowners in that area, we stand to benefit from increased value of our land and increased traffic for our businesses," he said. 

Ward 1 Councilor Ray Varney said the frontage road is a good way to promote access management, something state transportation officials have stressed is key to developing the road. 

He also said the frontage road could expedite plans for businesses wanting to locate in the area.

"It aids in development, because if you've got a frontage road down there, then folks don't have to be quite so concerned about the permitting process to access the state road," he said. "So we could do things a little bit easier."

The city manager said the prohibitive land conditions around the full-fledged loop road do not pose a setback to efforts to market the area to businesses.

"The more information we get, the better we're able to market the area," Scruton said. 

The road network is not on tonight's City Council meeting agenda, but councilors may discuss it. 

Plans for a frontage road still have a way to go before becoming a reality. 

The proposal has to work its way through the public works committee. It must then be agreed on by the full council, which will have to consider overall costs. 

CLD's work came out of a $236,600 contract, which is paid from the $750,000 councilors set aside for the project. 

