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FINDING FUNDING
OPPORTUNITIES

By Kay Kruse-Stanton

Grants provide critical finances for projects

I
t starts with a vision: revitalizing a downtown, removing a dam, or providing an alternate 
water supply. The list of possibilities is as diverse as this country’s communities. Too often, 
however, these visions never progress past planning documents because of insufficient 

funds to progress to the next step.

There are tens of thousands of potential funding sources. The key is determining which 
grants and low-cost loans match the planned project, coordinating them to maximize their 
impact, and successfully navigating the application process for each funding source – one of 
the many services that Ayres Associates provides for communities across the country.

“We are specialists at finding funding opportunities and working out strategies to make the 
most of that funding for our communities,” said Scott Wilson, an Ayres vice president. “We 
look at how the project works from initial concept through project completion. Communities 
hire us to help them strategically combine all potential funding sources to make their visions 
come alive.”

Ayres has helped clients receive more than $164 million in grant and low-cost loan funding 
for projects, from planning through construction. A quick summary of three projects 

provides an idea of the variety of 
funding available and how working 
with Ayres from Day 1 can help make 
the most of available grants and loans.

MAP IT!
The goal of the U.S. Geological Survey’s 
3D Elevation program is to help local 
governments fund light detection 
and ranging data acquisition to help 
complete a high-definition topographic 
model for the entire lower 48 states. 
Taylor County in north-central 
Wisconsin provides an example of how 
to stretch funding from such a program 
to receive maximum benefit.

Ayres worked with the state 
Department of Administration to 
develop a group application for Taylor 
and four other Wisconsin counties, 
writing the technical approach, 
providing project budgets, and 
determining timelines for the projects.  

“Grouping the counties made the 
grant writing more efficient, improved 
everyone’s chances of winning the 
grant, standardized specifications and 
datasets for all participating counties, 
and reduced aircraft mobilization fees,” 
said Zach Nienow, Ayres’ Geospatial 
Services project manager. “Economy of 
scale helped reduce project costs due 
to the large overall project area.” 

Taylor County’s $136,400 grant 
represented half of the County’s total 
fees for the base project. The County 
used its Wisconsin Land Information 
Program grant funds and a U.S. Forest 
Service partnership to help cover the 
remaining cost. 

Ayres acquired the data in spring 2016 
and then processed the data to meet 
or exceed applicable U.S. Geological 
Survey Quality Level 2 standards. The 
County has already made good use of 
the resulting mapping, according to 
Bob Meyer, Taylor County surveyor.

“We had no accurate contour 
information for the County,” Meyer 
said. “Now, towns are using this 
information when they consider bridge 
and culvert replacements. Zoning 
uses it to look at where water stands 
in flatter areas and how that may 
affect where homes could be built. 
Once you have it, you find uses for the 
information that you never imagined. 
We’ve been relying on aerial photos, 
but having the contours is really 
useful.”

Meyer hopes the new elevation 
information will enable the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency 
to update the County’s floodplain 
mapping.

In all, Ayres helped 11 Wisconsin 
counties secure more than $1.47 
million in grants through this program 
to help cover the cost of LiDAR data 
acquisition and processing.  

IMPROVE IT!
 The Town of Ellsworth in Pierce 
County, Wisconsin, faces the same 
concern as most governmental 
entities: not enough funds for all 
projects residents would like to see 
completed. Town Chairman Roger 
Billeter appreciates Ayres’ help in 
securing transportation grants to 
improve two important roadways, 
670th and 710th Streets, near the 
Village of Ellsworth.

“It’s been tremendous,” he said. “Costs 
are rising for everything. The grants 
enabled us to get the roads better and 
safer. We probably would not have had 
enough money at the time to do the 
work on 670th.”

And the work had to be done: 670th 
carries traffic from East Ellsworth – 
the site of one of the area’s largest 
employers, a creamery – to a main 
highway out of town. It allows 

Town of Ellsworth, Wisconsin, 
670th Street
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Left rendering: The City of 
Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin, 
hired Ayres Associates to assist 
with significant improvements to 
Erickson Park, which is adjacent 
to Glen Loch Lake. The main 
goal of the project is to allow 
greater access to the park for 
an underserved population of 
individuals with limited mobility. 
Above: Site plan for the Erickson 
Park improvements.
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accessible boardwalk, a pedestrian 
bridge over a creek to link the property 
to nearby Irvine Park, and a bike trail. 
Ayres prepared several key portions 
of the grant application, including the 
project description and extensive site 
maps.  

Expanding the project nearly doubled 
the estimated development cost to 
about $1.7 million. Ron Bakken, one of 
the project’s lead supporters, said that 
at first the volunteers behind the effort 
“were pretty much single-minded. We 
wanted a park with the finest fishing 
from shore opportunities for those with 
disabilities.”

Now, he and others see the advantages 
of the expanded project. “We learned 
a good lesson on the importance of 
making connections to the greater 
community and how funding can 
follow,” he said. “We will have 
accomplished our goal of building a 
state-of-the-art fishing facility. But the 

other connections are just as significant. 
It’s been estimated that 1,400 people 
go to Irvine Park every day in the 
summer. There will be a natural flow 
between Irvine Park and Erickson Park.”

The group did not realize how popular 
bicycling is in the region, Bakken said. 
The planned bike trail will connect to 
established trails in the area and will 
serve as a Safe Routes to School path 
for a nearby elementary school. 

“We didn’t want to make the project 
bigger unless we were sure it was 
truly better,” he said. “Mission 
accomplished.”

The grant requires a 50% match, and 
the volunteer group had raised more 
than half of that by early summer 2017. 
If donations continue, construction 
will start this year with a planned park 
opening in June 2018. 

commuters and truck drivers to bypass 
the Village, lessening congestion in the 
community.

“The old road was badly deteriorated,” 
Billeter said. “The first half-mile of the 
project was just resurfacing, but the 
remaining mile also included widening 
and cutting down hills to improve 
visibility.”

Ayres helped the Town receive more 
than $305,000 from the 2014-2015 
Town Road Improvement Program – 
Discretionary for the project.

The second roadway, 710th Street, 
was also badly deteriorated. “It’s one 
of our main arteries,” Billeter said. 
“It carries bus traffic from the school. 
It’s convenient for the fire and police 
departments. It’s probably one of our 
most heavily traveled roads.”

Billeter secured letters of support for 
improving about a mile of 710th Street 
while Ayres’ Jeff Abramson, manager 
of Transportation Services West, 
coordinated the technical portion of 
the grant application for the Town. 
The result: Another $305,000 grant, 

this time from the 2016-17 Town Road 
Discretionary Improvement Program.

“In my opinion, Ayres has been 
awesome,” Billeter said. “Helping us 
with the grant. Helping us with the bid 
process. The engineering. And they 
didn’t wash their hands of us when the 
project was finished. It’s been great.” 

GO FISH!
Fish Chippewa! is a volunteer group 
that had one goal: turn 4.4 acres of 
Wisconsin lakeshore property owned 
by the City of Chippewa Falls into a 
spot where people with disabilities 
could enjoy fishing in Erickson Park. 
Expanding the project’s objective 
beyond just fishing helped the City 
receive a grant from the WDNR 
Stewardship Local Assistance program, 
funded by the federal Land and 
Water Conservation Fund: $851,000, 
the largest grant ever awarded in 
Wisconsin from that source.

Working with the City, Ayres designed 
a recreation facility where people with 
limited mobility could fish or launch 
a boat or kayak. The plan includes 
fully accessible pavilions, a wheelchair 

Ayres Associates has helped clients 
secure more than $163 million in grants 
and loans for a host of projects. Below 
is a breakdown of funding by category.
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BROWNFIELD FUNDING
HELPS JUMPSTART PROJECTS

An ambitious project is well on 
its way in Eau Claire, Wisconsin: 

reclaiming approximately 30 acres 
of former industrial land along the 
Chippewa River and developing it 
to include a major event center; 
wellness, aquatics, and recreation 
facilities; a River Education Center; 
potential commercial, mixed-use, or 
hotel properties; and the potential for 
improved trails and access to the river. 
The work will be completed in phases 
with a total project cost expected to 
exceed $80 million. 

It’s a private-public partnership 
among several entities that share a 
common goal of improving the land 
for the public good, which is also 
the overall goal of state and federal 
brownfield funding programs. The 
programs help communities assess 
environmental contamination at a 
site, clean up any contamination, 
and reclaim properties to benefit the 
region. 

“Often, a brownfield grant is the first 
step – the first outside funding that 
helps a project move beyond the 
planning stage,” said Scott Wilson, 
a vice president at Ayres Associates 
who works closely with communities 
to help them find project funding 
opportunities. “That investment 
and the improvement it funds bring 
energy to help a project progress.”

The Eau Claire project recently was 
awarded two U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) brownfield 
clean-up grants totaling $400,000. 

The funds will be used to clean up 
contaminated soils on a portion of the 
acreage. The project also received a 
$500,000 redevelopment grant from 
the Wisconsin Economic Development 
Corporation Idle Sites program – the 
largest award possible from the 
program. That funding source helps 
communities implement development 
plans for industrial sites that have 
been idle, abandoned, or underused 
for at least five years.  

Both awards require matching funds, 
and that’s where Ayres’ expertise 
helps during the planning and 
application processes. 

“We were able to coordinate 
applications so the awards serve as 
matching dollars for each other,” 
Wilson said. “That really stretches the 
local dollars available for the project.”

As projects move forward, Ayres 
continues strategizing with 
communities to find ways to mix and 
match funds to make the most of 
potential project dollars.

“We try to use the funding our 
communities are receiving – state 
and federal – to leverage even more 
funding opportunities,” Wilson 
said. “Funding agencies have a 
responsibility to weigh the likelihood 
of project success when they’re 
considering an application. The more 
investment in the project, the more 
progress in the project, and the more 
likely funding agencies will favorably 
consider an application.”

It’s a strategy that’s helped Ayres’ 
clients in five states receive 
brownfields funds and move project 
vision toward project completion: 
Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Wisconsin, 
and Wyoming. 

“They hired us to help combine all 
potential funding sources for the 
benefit of the community,” Wilson 
said. “It’s a strategy that works.” 

– Kay Kruse-Stanton

An old saying states that “a person 
who overlooks water under bridge 
will find bridge under water.”

For engineers and scientists studying 
bridge safety and stability, these words 
ring especially true. And they serve as 
an important reminder to routinely 
be mindful of bridges’ vulnerability to 
scour.

Scour – a naturally occurring process 
where flowing water removes 
sediment from around bridge piers 
and abutments – is recognized as 
the No. 1 cause of bridge failures in 
the United States. Without adequate 
design and countermeasures in place, 
scour can destroy infrastructure and 
undermine bridge foundations. 

It’s something that Rob Ettema, a civil 
engineering professor at Colorado 
State University in Fort Collins, has 
a vested interest in and has teamed 
with Ayres Associates to study for 
the National Cooperative Highway 
Research Program. Ettema and Paul 
Clopper, Ayres’ director of applied 
technology, are principal investigators 
of an ongoing research project 
involving contraction scour, a type of 
erosion that occurs when the flow 
of a waterway’s natural channel is 
narrowed and picks up speed traveling 
through the bridge opening. Their 
objective is to develop contraction 
scour equations that will be used as 
future guidelines for risk-based bridge 
design in various hydraulic conditions. 

Ettema said bridge scour is an often 
overlooked – but critically important – 
issue to research and evaluate.

“The way that the water can erode the 
bed level and the sides of the channel 
through the bridge waterway can lead 
to the instability and then failure of 
the bridge’s piers and abutments,” 
Ettema said. “The flow field varies 
over time and is often hard to forecast, 
so we need to continually develop 
better insight into what happens – and 
better predictive methods for bridge 
design.”

Combatting crisis
Scour vulnerabilities can yield 
catastrophic results, including bridge  
 

Fighting the forces of nature
By Jennifer Schmidt

When water levels rise, and bridges are at increased risk of damage or failure, 
scour countermeasures and plans of action are paramount


