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Introduction 

In 2021, the Minnesota Department of Transportation District One (MnDOT D-1) launched an engagement 

project to collect information about public desires for the future of the Highway 169 corridor between 

Taconite and Pengilly in Itasca County. The goal of collecting this information was to help MnDOT D-1 staff 

and elected officials understand the public's desires for the future of the transportation corridor and, in turn, 

understand what work would be needed to realize the public’s vision. 

MnDOT D-1 hired ARDC Planning to develop engagement strategies to collect this information. ARDC 

Planning designed a two-fold engagement process that included: 1) a public survey to collect issues 

Highway 169 users face between Taconite and Pengilly and 2) stakeholder interviews to collect needs the 

Highway 169 corridor must accommodate into the future. 

The following document outlines the results of the engagement process.  
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Public Survey Results 

ARDC Planning consulted with members of the Western Mesabi Mine Planning Board, a group of local 

stakeholders, to create and distribute a survey to the public about Highway 169. With assistance by 

MnDOT D-1 staff, ARDC Planning administered the survey online (with a paper option provided by request) 

from June 11 through July 9, 2021. The survey, as distributed to the public, is attached in Appendix A.  

Summary Findings 

The survey attracted a total of 857 respondents, who were asked about their demographics, opinion about 

the current highway corridor, and opinion about a possible highway expansion. 

The average survey respondent was aged 36-50 years, was a resident of the 55744 zip code within the 

City of Grand Rapids, identified as a private citizen, and travelled the Highway 169 corridor between 

Taconite and Pengilly at least once a week in an automobile for private transportation purposes 

(commuting, shopping, etc.). 

Respondents gave Highway 169 between Taconite and Pengilly an average safety rating of 49 out of 100. 

When asked about safety issues they had encountered, respondents cited: 1) the Snowball Lake area (i.e. 

curves, lacking shoulder, narrow bridge, poor surface conditions during winter), 2) poor driver behaviors 

(i.e. people driving too fast, driving too slow, tailgating, passing, driving distracted), 3) fear of stopping to 

make a left turn and exit the highway (at multiple locations, including the Twin Lakes and Marble areas), 4) 

lacking visibility/sightlines due to vertical and horizontal curves along the roadway, 5) lacking shoulders (i.e. 

areas to pull-off the highway in case of an emergency), and 6) the presence of animals (i.e. deer). Select 

comments submitted to the survey about roadway safety are included below. 

“The Snowball Lake curve and narrowing of the lanes under the trestle are bad spots, 

especially in winter. The long curve after Marble before the 4 lane is also very slippery 

in winter. My biggest concern is a head on. Really if people would pay attention to 

driving, slow down and be less aggressive that would make the highway safer.” 

“When you are leading a long line of vehicles, it is very difficult to maintain the speed 

limit as the cars behind are trying to pass and there are not many safe passing zones.” 

Respondents gave Highway 169 between Taconite and Pengilly an average congestion rating of 57 out of 

100. When asked about congestion issues they have encountered, respondents cited: 1) back-ups due to 

the 30-mph zone through Calumet, 2) back-ups due to the narrow bridges near Snowball Lake, 3) back-ups 

due to turning traffic at popular intersections (i.e. CR 69, Scenic Highway, and community entrance roads), 

4) back-ups caused by slow drivers, 5) increased traffic during “tourist season”, 6) increased traffic during 

morning and evening commute times, and 7) increased traffic during mine shift changes. Select comments 

submitted to the survey about roadway congestion are included below. 

“One slow car can cause a lot of congestion because it is too difficult to pass. If one car 

needs to slow down to turn off the road, cars easily become backed up and the area 

congested.” 

“Some congestion after the slow down for Calumet. It usually isn't too bad.” 
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87.47% of all survey respondents expressed support for expanding Highway 169 between Taconite and 

Pengilly from a two-lane highway to a four-lane highway. When supporters were asked why they supported 

an expansion, respondents cited: 1) safety issues caused by poor driver behaviors (i.e. people driving too 

fast, driving too slow, passing dangerously), 2) traffic volumes believed to exceed the capacity of a two-lane 

highway, 3) a lack of continuity in the roadway configuration, 4) highway infrastructure believed to impede 

the ability for area economic development, and 5) long-held government promises to complete the Cross 

Range Expressway. When asked to prioritize the sections for expansion, respondents narrowly favored the 

Calumet to Pengilly section, followed by the Taconite to Marble section, then the Marble to Calumet 

section. Select comments submitted to the survey about a possible expansion are included below. 

“It would make passenger and freight transportation along this section more safe, 

especially if and when traffic volume increases and freight tonnage increases, both of 

which are possibilities in the next 5 years.” 

“My primary focus would be on the safety aspect of it. Many deaths have occurred 

needlessly on this stretch of highway. Any time you have a 2-lane highway connecting 

2 stretches of 4-lane highway, accidents are going to occur.” 

When broken down by cities adjacent to the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly, survey 

responses also revealed support for highway expansion from a two-lane highway to a four-lane highway: 

• In Taconite, 80.7% of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Calumet to Pengilly section for 

construction, followed by the Taconite to Marble section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

• In Marble, 89.5% of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Taconite to Marble section for 

construction, followed by the Calumet to Pengilly section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

• In Calumet, 76.9% of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Calumet to Pengilly section for 

construction, followed by the Taconite to Marble section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

• In Pengilly, 84.1% of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Taconite to Marble section for 

construction, followed by the Calumet to Pengilly section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

When broken down by ZIP code-based geographic groups (grouped as west of the corridor, within the 

corridor, and east of the corridor) who use the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly, survey 

responses also revealed support for highway expansion from a two-lane highway to a four-lane highway: 

• West of the corridor (including ZIP code 55744 [Grand Rapids]), 87.6% of respondents indicated 

support, prioritizing the Taconite to Marble section for construction, followed by the Calumet to 

Pengilly section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

• Within the corridor (including ZIP codes 55709 [Coleraine/Bovey/Marble/Calumet] and 55775 

[Pengilly]), 85.9% of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Taconite to Marble section for 

construction, followed by the Calumet to Pengilly section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

• East of the corridor (including ZIP codes 55769 [Nashwauk/Keewatin] and 55746 [Hibbing]), 88.5% 

of respondents indicated support, prioritizing the Calumet to Pengilly section for construction, 

followed by the Taconite to Marble section and then the Marble to Calumet section. 

Full survey results are attached in Appendix B.  
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Stakeholder-Identified Corridor Needs 

ARDC Planning reached out directly to 32 identified stakeholders (i.e. government officials, transportation 

professionals, industry leaders) to request considerations that MnDOT should undertake during any future 

scoping of a Highway 169 project in the area between Taconite and Pengilly.  

Each stakeholder was provided the following prompt: “What are the needs of the Hwy 169 corridor between 

Taconite and Pengilly? Or what functions does this corridor need to serve in the future?” 

This engagement took place via phone and email communication between June 11 through July 9, 2021. 

Summary Findings 

The stakeholder engagement attracted a total of six respondents, though some stakeholders who did not 

respond expressed that they engaged with the project via the public survey. The highway needs identified 

by stakeholders are as follows: 

• Safety: The highway segment near Snowball Lake, especially at the “S” curve and bridge 

underpasses, was brought forward as an area with significant safety concerns. Also, a desire to 

upgrade the at-grade highway crossing of the Mesabi Trail (just west of Pengilly) to a trail 

underpass crossing was brought forward. 

• Freight: Stakeholders referred to MnDOT’s District 1 Freight Plan (2019), which documented that 

the CN Railroad and BNSF Railroad anticipate no mainline railroad improvements west of Pengilly. 

However, area stakeholders have noted the importance in actively maintaining this east-west rail 

line connection (as the only east-west rail connection in this area) into the future. Also, mining 

companies, which rely on roadway deliveries that push DOT weight limitations for this roadway, 

expressed that a four-lane highway between Grand Rapids and Hibbing would be preferred to 

accommodate future commercial and industrial traffic. 

• Economy: Development agencies in Itasca County are working to attract wood product 

manufacturers to the area. If successful, expansion of this industry would attract additional logging 

truck traffic on Highway 169. On the tourism side, Visit Grand Rapids and Iron Range Tourism are 

currently working on a historic mine tour of the Iron Range, which would likely direct tourists to use 

Highway 169 as they explore mining sites.  
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Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly 

On behalf of the Minnesota Department of Transportation District One, ARDC Planning is 

engaging the public about the Highway 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly. 

Please take 10 minutes to share your opinion about Hwy 169 below. Your response will help 

inform MnDOT D-1 and public decisionmakers about the future of the Hwy 169 corridor in 

Itasca County. 

 

 

Note: The section of Hwy 169 in question will be undergoing construction during the summer of 

2021. This survey is not collecting input about the ongoing construction. For more information 

about that project, please visit https://www.dot.state.mn.us/d1/projects/marble-

pengilly/index.html.  



 

 
 

Demographics 

1. What is your age category? 

□ 15 and under 

□ 16-35 

□ 36-50 

□ 51-65 

□ 66-80 

□ 81 and over 

2. What is your zip code of residence? 

______________________________ 

3. What is your city/township of residence? 

______________________________ 

4. Which of the categories listed below do you identify with? (Select all that apply.) 

□ Private Citizen 

□ Business Owner 

□ Government Official (Elected or Appointed) 

□ School District Official (Elected or Appointed) 

□ Economic Development Professional 

□ Transit Company Representative 

□ Mining Company/Industry Representative 

5. How often do you travel the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly? 

□ At least once a day 

□ At least once a week 

□ At least once a month 

□ At least once a year 

□ Never 

6. What percentage of your use of the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly 

would you assign to each of the categories below? 

For private transportation of people (commuting, shopping, etc.) _______% 

For commercial transportation of people (public or private transit) _______% 

For commercial transportation of freight (public or private shipping) _______% 

Other: _________________________________________________ _______% 

Total    100% 



 

 
 

7. What mode of transportation do you most often use in the Hwy 169 corridor between 

Taconite and Pengilly? 

□ Walking 

□ Bicycle 

□ Off-Highway Vehicle (including ATV and Snowmobile) 

□ Motorcycle 

□ Automobile 

□ Bus (including Transit Bus and School Bus) 

□ Freight Vehicle 

□ Other: __________ 

  



 

 
 

Opinion about Current Highway Corridor 

8. Safety: On a scale of 0 to 100 (0 being not safe at all and 100 being very safe), how safe 

do you feel the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly is (as of 2021)? 

_________ out of 100 

 

9. Congestion: On a scale of 0 to 100 (0 being not congested at all and 100 being very 

congested), how congested do you feel the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and 

Pengilly is (as of 2021)? 

_________ out of 100 

 

10. What safety issues have you encountered on the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and 

Pengilly? If possible, please provide specific locations in your answer. 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

11. What congestion issues have you encountered on the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite 

and Pengilly? If possible, please provide specific locations in your answer. 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________  



 

 
 

Opinion about Possible Highway Expansion 

Past conversations about the Hwy 169 corridor have resulted in a push to expand Hwy 169 from 

a two-lane highway to a four-lane highway (with two travel lanes in both directions). The most 

recent estimates have placed this expansion of Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly to 

approximately cost between $115M and $150M. 

No funding is secured for an expansion of Hwy 169 at this time, and an expansion project would 

require the work of MnDOT and elected officials to pursue funding on the state and/or federal 

levels. 

The following questions ask your opinion about pursuing an expansion project of Hwy 169 

between Taconite and Pengilly. 

12. Do you agree that Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly should be expanded from a 

two-lane highway to a four-lane highway? 

□ Yes 

□ No 

□ I’m not sure and would rely on the professional opinion of MnDOT highway 

engineers. 

13. If you responded “Yes” to Q12, please explain why you think Hwy 169 between Taconite 

and Pengilly should be expanded to a four-lane highway. If you did not answer "Yes", 

skip this question. 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

14. If an expansion project is pursued for Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly, the 

project would be constructed in segments. Please arrange the segments below in the order 

you would you like to see them expanded to a four-lane highway (1 being the highest 

priority and 3 being the lowest priority). 

_____  Taconite to Marble 

_____  Marble to Calumet 

_____  Calumet to Pengilly  



 

 
 

Final Comments 

15. Please provide additional comments you want to share about the Hwy 169 corridor 

between Taconite and Pengilly below. 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

16. If you would like to receive updates about the Hwy 169 public engagement project, 

please provide your email address below. 

______________________________  



 

 
 

Appendix B: Full Public Survey Results 

Please note that all individual comments have been redacted from this report to protect the identify of 

respondents; for information about the types of comments submitted, refer to the public survey results 

summary findings included earlier in this document. 
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Q2 What is your zip code of residence?
Answered: 851 Skipped: 6

RANK # RESPONSES FREQUENCY

1 55744 220

2 55709 110

3 55775 93

4 55769 86

5 55746 76

6 55764 55

7 55721 36

8 55722 36

9 55786 19

10 55753 18

11 55716 13

12 56636 11

13 55719 7

14 55793 6

15 55792 5

16 55742 4

17 56628 4

18 55734 3

19 55768 3

20 55079 2

21 55748 2

22 55751 2

23 55781 2

24 55784 2

25 55790 2

26 55804 2

27-57 55021, 55304, 55347, 55441, 55703, 55705, 55708, 55710, 55732, 55736, 55752, 55754, 
55759, 55763, 55785, 55803, 55807, 55812, 55869, 55904, 56360, 56401, 56461, 56501, 
56549, 56637, 56657, 56680, 56685, 56709, 86326

1 EACH
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Q3 What is your city/township of residence?
Answered: 850 Skipped: 7

RANK # RESPONSES FREQUENCY

1 Grand Rapids 179

2 Nashwauk (City) 82

3 Hibbing 76

4 Pengilly 67

5 Marble 57

6 Bovey 50

7 Coleraine 42

8 Cohasset 39

9 Taconite 32

10 Greenway 22

11 Keewatin 18

12 Harris 16

13 Calumet 14

14 Lawrence 14

15 Lone Pine 12

16 Balsam 9

17 Deer River 9

18 Arbo 7

19 Goodland 7

20 Blackberry 6

21 Chisholm 6

22 Trout Lake 6

23 Warba 6

24 Duluth 5

25 Virginia 5

26 Bigfork 4

27 Nashwauk (Township) 4

28 Unorganized 4

29 Wabana 3

30-34 Cherry, Cloverdale, Evelth, Iron, Side Lake 2 EACH

35-73 Angora, Aurora, Balkan, Biwabik, Brainerd, Britt, Cottonwood (AZ), Deer Lake, Detroit Lakes, 
Eden Prairie, Embarrass, Faribault, Fayal, Feeley, Greenwood, Ham Lake, Hawley, Hill City, 
Hill Lake, "Iron Range", Jacobson, Jessie Lake, Laporte, Linwood, "Local Area", Makinen, Mt. 
Iron, Osakis, Onteneagen, Oxford, Plymouth, Rochester, Sago, Splithand, Spring Lake, Swan 
River, Torrey, Tower, Wawina

1 EACH
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Q5 How often do you travel the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite and
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Answered: 852 Skipped: 5
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Q6 What percentage of your use of the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite
and Pengilly would you assign to each of the categories below?
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0.12% 1

0.24% 2

1.18% 10

0.47% 4

95.17% 808

0.35% 3

1.77% 15

0.71% 6

Q7 What mode of transportation do you most often use in the Hwy 169
corridor between Taconite and Pengilly?

Answered: 849 Skipped: 8

TOTAL 849

# OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY) DATE

1 Car 7/9/2021 11:15 PM

2 Lawncare truck and trailer. 6/16/2021 8:03 PM

3 Ambulance 6/12/2021 11:24 AM

Walking

Bicycle

Off-Highway
Vehicle...

Motorcycle

Automobile

Bus (including
Transit Bus ...

Freight Vehicle

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Walking

Bicycle

Off-Highway Vehicle (including ATV and Snowmobile)

Motorcycle

Automobile

Bus (including Transit Bus and School Bus)
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4 Atv 6/11/2021 11:47 PM

5 Ambulance 6/11/2021 8:36 PM

6 6/11/2021 11:39 AM
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49 39,328 806

Q8 Safety: On a scale of 0 to 100 (0 being not safe at all and 100 being
very safe), how safe do you feel the Hwy 169 corridor between Taconite

and Pengilly is (as of 2021)?
Answered: 806 Skipped: 51

Total Respondents: 806
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57 46,207 804

Q9 Congestion: On a scale of 0 to 100 (0 being not congested at all and
100 being very congested), how congested do you feel the Hwy 169

corridor between Taconite and Pengilly is (as of 2021)?
Answered: 804 Skipped: 53

Total Respondents: 804
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Q10 What safety issues have you encountered on the Hwy 169 corridor
between Taconite and Pengilly? If possible, please provide specific

locations in your answer.
Answered: 729 Skipped: 128
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Q11 What congestion issues have you encountered on the Hwy 169
corridor between Taconite and Pengilly? If possible, please provide specific

locations in your answer.
Answered: 658 Skipped: 199
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87.47% 691

3.92% 31

8.61% 68

Q12 Do you agree that Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly should be
expanded from a two-lane highway to a four-lane highway?

Answered: 790 Skipped: 67

TOTAL 790
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Q13 If you responded “Yes” to Q12, please explain why you think Hwy 169
between Taconite and Pengilly should be expanded to a four-lane highway.

If you did not answer "Yes", skip this question.
Answered: 662 Skipped: 195
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Q14 If an expansion project is pursued for Hwy 169 between Taconite and
Pengilly, the project would be constructed in segments. Please arrange the
segments below in the order you would you like to see them expanded to a

four-lane highway (1 being the highest priority and 3 being the lowest
priority).

Answered: 739 Skipped: 118

45.70%
335

23.60%
173

30.70%
225 733 2.15

5.89%
43

58.22%
425

35.89%
262 730 1.70

49.11%
358

17.83%
130

33.06%
241 729 2.16

Taconite to
Marble

Marble to
Calumet

Calumet to
Pengilly

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 TOTAL SCORE

Taconite to Marble

Marble to Calumet

Calumet to Pengilly



Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly

Q15 Please provide additional comments you want to share about the Hwy
169 corridor between Taconite and Pengilly below.

Answered: 369 Skipped: 488



Hwy 169 between Taconite and Pengilly

Q16 If you would like to receive updates about the Hwy 169 public
engagement project, please provide your email address below.

Answered: 236 Skipped: 621
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