
By Jason Sweet

Everyone likes surprises, right? Well, not always.

When it comes to a roadway project, there’s no

ambiguity for Robert Phillips, PE, City of Madison 

engineer. “We don’t like to be surprised,” he said. When

reconstruction of East Washington Avenue in Madison,

Wisconsin, began in early 2004, the City and the

Wisconsin Department of Transportation (WisDOT) had

concerns that most clients have with urban roadway 

projects: minimizing traffic disruptions, maintaining

access to businesses, and keeping the project on schedule.

Concerns like these are even more significant when

considering East Washington Avenue is a 4.5-mile 

six-lane, median-divided corridor with an average of

56,000 vehicles per day. It’s also a major link to

Interstates 90/94 and 39. Add its role as a gateway to

Madison’s downtown and University of Wisconsin 

campus – plus the fact that the City’s quintessential 

landmark, the state Capitol building, stands nearly 300

feet tall in granite grandeur at the avenue’s beginning.

The term “high profile” clearly fit this project.

The City and WisDOT retained Ayres Associates 

to provide construction observation services on this 

$74 million project designed to replace deteriorating

pavement and aging facilities; relieve traffic congestion;

improve pedestrian, bicycle, and public transit 

accommodations; and incorporate a range of aesthetic

improvements. Divided into five segments, the project

was completed in spring 2010.

Construction – that’s the obvious, tear-it-up-and-replace

perspective one gets while driving through a roadway

project site. But construction observation? Who’s 

observing what? Kimberly Ballweg, PE, supervisor of

construction engineering at Ayres Associates, served as

project manager and project engineer for the reconstruction

of East Washington Avenue. She explained that construction

observation means “ensuring the contractors build the
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project according to plans and specifications.” 

But Ballweg would be the first to say this definition

hardly conveys the complexity of the East Washington

Avenue project, which covered “just about everything that

could be involved in roadway reconstruction,” she said.

This included underground public utilities, concrete 

pavement, curb and gutter, sidewalks, bicycle facilities,

bridges, lighting, signals, pavement marking and 

landscaping, as well as public relations, railroad 

accommodations, and extensive private utility 

coordination.

Part of Ayres Associates’ responsibilities was to keep

the City and WisDOT informed of project issues, maintain

day-to-day records of the contractors and utilities coming

in and out of the project, and also serve as the primary

point of contact for anyone – client staff, contractors, 

utilities, or the public – who had questions or concerns. 

In the end, reconstruction was accomplished on 

schedule and within budget. Those directly involved with

the project pointed to a number of reasons for its success –

excellent technical expertise, detailed planning before 

construction, and top-notch contractors. But there was

another element that project stakeholders consistently

hailed as key: good communication.

Contractors rely on communication from the 

construction observation engineer so they can hit the

ground running upon arrival at a project site. Ideally, 

traffic control measures will be in place and the tasks of

utility companies completed – not always the case on a 
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Top left photo: Construction included this new pedestrian
overpass. Bottom left photo: The Capitol emblem, an aesthetic
flourish found on East Washington Avenue and throughout the
City (e.g., on retaining walls, bridges, and manhole covers).



complex urban roadway project. But reconstruction on

East Washington Avenue was generally a success on that 

front. Curt Neuhauser, PE, a project manager with WisDOT’s

Southwest Region, said, “It’s rare for contractors to extend

praise to field staff, but I’ve received many positive 

comments from the contractors involved on how smoothly

the project was executed.” 

One contractor in particular who knows a thing or two

about smooth projects is Trierweiler Construction &

Supply Co. Project Manager Roger Trierweiler and his

crew laid the concrete for the entire project, which won a

national pavement award based largely on pavement

smoothness. “When the project site is ready to go for us,

this helps us out tremendously,” Trierweiler said. “There

was very good communication on the East Washington

Avenue project.” On most projects, when communication

breaks down, “it usually ends up costing money,” he said. 

Costing money or even causing “total chaos.” At least

that was how Larry Capps, corrosion control supervisor at

Madison Gas & Electric (MG&E), described what can

happen without concise on-site communication with the

utility coordinator. The City and WisDOT contracted 

utility coordination separately with Ayres Associates, 

foreseeing the importance of continuity in having a 

single point of contact for the dozen or so utilities

involved with the reconstruction project. 

Capps said his experience on the East Washington

Avenue project exemplified how a utility coordinator can

“keep the peace” between a utility and a contractor on

issues such as scheduling. This good communication 

promoted overall cooperation, he said. “In several cases, a

potential conflict that could have been extremely expensive

or caused major delays was accommodated by working out

a design revision with the contractor and Ayres Associates,”
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Capps said.

The importance of communication extends to the 

thousands of people whose daily lives are affected by the

reconstruction. The City of Madison and WisDOT 

encouraged public involvement before and during 

construction of each segment, holding numerous planning

meetings to gather input from concerned residents and

businesses. Phillips said the public has “higher expectations

than ever” when it comes to being kept informed. 

During construction, part of Ayres Associates’ role was

to keep residents and businesses apprised of project 

developments through a project website, neighborhood

mailers, door-to-door contact, frequent meetings with 

businesses, and weekly email updates.

Staff at Simonson Water Heaters, located near the East

Washington Avenue and State Trunk Highway 30 

interchange, make deliveries – and use the roadway – 

constantly. Understandably, Jeff Simonson, company 

president, had concerns about delays and access to his

business. When reconstruction of curbing and street was

occurring in front of Simonson Water Heaters, Simonson

and Ayres Associates “were able to work out a compromise,”

he said, which left access to his business uninterrupted.

And Simonson added, “The redesign has made things 

better for traffic control for the entire area.” 
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Top left photo: Portion of the project area just before concrete
paving operations. Bottom left photo: Four lanes of roadway
were kept open to traffic throughout the five-year project.
Middle photo: Underside of bridge replacement over the
Yahara River used by pedestrians and bicyclists, part of the
reconstruction project. Right photo: A backhoe digs in, 
making progress on the project.



Good communication also means residents know how 

to respond to problems. When Randy Glysch, president of

the Carpenter-Ridgeway Neighborhood Association, and

his neighbors had concerns about a barricaded intersection

that prevented residents from entering the avenue, he knew

just what to do. “We contacted Kim Ballweg,” he said,

“and the problem was addressed and remedied the next day.”

Immediate and effective responsiveness can prevent 

what WisDOT project development supervisor Jeffrey

Gust, PE, called “big blow-ups that take up a ton of time.”

He said, “If you have poor communication, especially with

the public, they’ll go up the line and contact their legislators

or the media.”

Gust emphasized that a vigorous communication flow

ultimately keeps a project moving forward – swiftly. In

fact, he calculated that the five stages of the East

Washington Avenue project “were each about two years’

worth of work shoe-horned into one,” and he shared an

image emblematic of that productivity: He once drove

through a mile stretch of the project area and saw 26 

backhoes working at once. 

“Now that reconstruction is complete,” said Phillips

from the City, “people traveling on East Washington

Avenue have a much better driving experience than prior

to the project.” He also pointed to the reduction in street

flooding, safer pedestrian accommodations, and the 

aesthetic improvements that tie the entire corridor together.

Phillips said that enthusiasm for the revitalized street can

be seen in the surge of interest in property development

along East Washington Avenue and neighborhood

improvement initiatives. These are welcome outcomes,

though hardly surprises.
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