
16│TRENDS TRENDS│17

Makeover provides community, motorists  
with much-needed improvements

By Eric Widholm

F            or years, motorists 
traveling on Waukesha 
County Highway L in 

southeastern Wisconsin seldom 
realized they were driving through the 
City of Muskego, a vibrant community 
bordered by lakes with a rich, 
fascinating history.

“It was always just a long county road 
that happened to go through the 
City’s downtown,” said Jeff Muenkel, 
Muskego’s community development 
director.

Today, recognizing Muskego is no 
longer an issue after a 2.5-mile 
section of the east-west highway, also 

known as Janesville Road, received 
major upgrades from a multi-year, 
multi-agency, $17 million project. The 
effort was a collaborative venture by 
Waukesha County, which owns the 
roadway; the City of Muskego, which 
wanted aesthetic improvements; 
and the Wisconsin Department of 
Transportation (WisDOT), which 

helped finance part of the project. 
The section of this once-rural two-
lane roadway, from Racine Avenue to 
Moorland Road through Muskego, is 
now a bustling four-lane roadway – 
fresh with a new identity for the City 
shown through aesthetic roadway 
elements that light up the corridor 
day and night. The County’s goals 
also were met: less congestion 
for increasing levels of traffic and 
improved safety from reconfigured 
intersections, traffic signals, and a 
strengthened pavement structure.

Because of available federal funding 
the project was split into two. Phase 
1 was 100% County- and City-funded; 
Phase 2 was split between federal 
and City/County funding and involved 
extensive coordination with WisDOT.

“The project was executed almost 
without fault,” said Gary Evans, 
manager of Waukesha County’s 

Highway Engineering Division. 
“We didn’t have any issues during 
construction, and everything was 
done within the timeframes we set, 
so ultimately the project was a great 
success.”

The reinvigorated roadway comes 
at a perfect time for Muskego, a 
Milwaukee suburb of about 24,400 
people that celebrated its 50th 
anniversary in 2014 and was yearning 
for a chance to redefine its identity.

HELPING TO BRAND 
‘OUR DOWNTOWN’
“It’s our downtown. It’s our business 
district. It’s our main street into 
Muskego,” said David Simpson, 
Muskego’s city engineer. “We had 
been hoping for a long time to get 
that road reconstructed.”

Ayres Associates was the prime 
design consultant for the roadway 

reconstruction, utility upgrades, and 
associated improvements under 
a contract with the Waukesha 
County Department of Public Works. 
Engineering consultant GRAEF – under 
a separate contract with the City – 
designed the streetscape, landscape, 
and decorative lighting improvements, 
which added the finishing touches to 
Janesville Road. 

Because the project involved many 
interested parties, collaboration was 
critical for the project’s success.

“The roles for each consultant 
were very definitive,” said Kristine 
Anderson, Ayres Associates’ project 
manager, “and I think that’s what 
made it so successful, because it was 
such a highly collaborative project.”

Anderson said she’s pleased with 
the project’s outcome. “Driving it is 
like a night-and-day difference,” she 
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FUN FACTS ABOUT MUSKEGO

• The name Muskego is derived from the Potawatomi Indian name for 
the area, “Mus-kee-Guaac,” meaning sunfish. The Potawatomi were the 
original inhabitants of Muskego, and the City was their last hunting place.

• The City celebrated its 50th anniversary on November 9, 2014.

• Nearly a quarter of the city is covered with water, including three lakes. 
Big Muskego Lake is 2,260 acres. Most of the lake is less than 4 feet deep. 
Little Muskego Lake is 506 acres with a maximum depth of 65 feet, with 
an average of 14 feet deep. Lake Denoon is 162-acre, glacially formed lake 
with a maximum depth of 55 feet.

JANESVILLE ROAD PROJECT AWARDS

• The American Planning Association-Wisconsin presented the City with a 
2014 Great Places Award for its Janesville Road reconstruction project. 
The annual award celebrates places of exemplary character, quality, and 
planning to showcase the best places to live, work, socialize, and relax in 
Wisconsin.

• The project also earned the 2015 Project of the Year from the American 
Public Works Association Wisconsin Chapter.

said. “The traffic flows pretty well, 
and there’s a nice city feel to it and 
an identity. I think everyone got what 
they wanted out of the project.”

PUBLIC DISCUSSIONS  
DICTATE NEXT STEPS
Public involvement was crucial to 
project success, especially in the 
beginning to get a clear view of 
everyone’s priorities, Evans said. The 
County used a process called context 
sensitive solutions (CSS) to listen to 
and incorporate major project desires 
upfront. 

The CSS process, which began in late 
2007 and lasted about six months, 
involved a broad cross-section of the 
community. CSS is a collaborative, 
interdisciplinary approach that 
involves all stakeholders in providing 
a transportation facility that fits the 
community’s unique setting.

“People are educating us on their 
concerns, and we’re talking to them 
about what we see going on out 
there,” Evans said. “You’re working 
on the solutions to the problems 
together. It’s that educational element 
that really is valuable.”

Throughout the project the County 
and the City kept motorists, residents, 
and businesses informed about the 
progress. The roadway was kept open 
to traffic during construction, which 
ensured access to businesses. 

The City maintained a Janesville Road 
project status section on its website 
and a Facebook page dedicated to 
the project. There also were several 
community events encouraging 
residents to visit downtown and 
support local businesses during 
construction. 
One recurring event, “Jammin’ 

on Janesville,” was held the first 
Friday of each month during the 
summer, Muenkel said. The Muskego 
Area Chamber of Commerce and 
Tourism organized the event, 
which encouraged residents to visit 
downtown during construction and 
included music, food, and other 
attractions. It was so popular officials 
have continued hosting it as a regular 
event.

An important decision early on 
involved the City deciding to pay 
to place utilities underground to 
declutter the corridor and provide 
future maintenance benefits. 

Most utilities now are contained in 
one trench. This allowed for a clear 
site when roadway reconstruction 
began above ground, Evans said.
“The huge issue to me was the 
avoidance of utility conflicts,” he said, 

"because they can really mess up a 
project. This project was completed 
with little to no utility conflicts. 
Considering the number of utilities 
that had to be moved, that was 
significant.”

STREETSCAPING ADDS PIZAZZ
Erik Schmitt, GRAEF’s project manager 
for the streetscaping work, said he 
enjoyed having a clear footprint 
while working with Muskego officials 
to portray its new identity through 
landscaping and other amenities. 

As one of the first major roadway 
reconstruction projects within the 
City, the project presented a unique 
opportunity to reinvent Muskego as 
a contemporary lake community with 
a rejuvenated identity that embraces 
the character of the local lakes and 
is more reflective of the increased 
population density.

The streetscaping work was 
categorized into three distinct 
types: the intensely streetscaped 
“Commercial District;” mid-level 
enhancements of the “Market 
District,” home to secondary retail 
and office developments; and the 
“Parkway District,” which focuses 
primarily on street trees and 
softscaping in residential areas.

“From the nature of what the roadway 
was and what it became, it was a total 
transformation,” Schmitt said. “It’s like 
two different worlds. … It sort of sets 
the standards for development and 
improvements as they move forward. 
This was the first big initial project, 
and where it goes from here, the road 
map is laid out for them.”

Evans said even with multiple 
stakeholders, utility relocations, 
complexity of construction staging, 

and other project challenges, the 
engineering design plans – from 
preliminary concepts to the accuracy 
of construction documents – were 
nearly flawless, which led to a 
successful finished project.

“Plan quality is almost always a 
reflection of change orders, and the 
change orders were very low, which 
means Ayres Associates did a great 
job,” Evans said. “All around, the 
quality we got from Ayres was very 
good. From a capacity standpoint, the 
road is way better than it used to be, 
and that was our main reason to do 
the project. And the businesses and 
City of Muskego love it.” 



W ith many wanting a stake in the 
final design of the Waukesha 

County Highway L/Janesville Road 
reconstruction, getting everyone on 
the same page was vital. To do that 
the County used a process called 
context sensitive solutions (CSS) at the 
beginning of the project to recognize 
everyone’s needs and wants upfront. 
The CSS process, which began in 
late 2007 and lasted approximately 
six months, involved a broad cross-
section of the community. 

The CSS process for County Highway 
L, which was managed by a 
subconsultant with Ayres Associates’ 
input, used a step-by-step progression 
through project development.

“It worked really well,” said Gary 
Evans, manager of Waukesha County’s 
Highway Engineering Division. “The 
whole part of it is the notion of 
informed consent, and I’d say we got a 
lot of buy-in into what we were doing 
with the project."

The CSS process led to the design of 
an urban typical section with bike 
lanes, additional sidewalks, storm 
sewer and stormwater management 
improvements, and upgrades to side 
road intersections. Decorative lighting 
and streetscaping were incorporated 
into the design in coordination with 
the City of Muskego.

The CSS Advisory Group included 
more than 20 roadway users, from 
County and City staff to business 
owners and other residents. County 
and City staff attended each meeting 
along with technical staff from 
consulting firms. Five CSS Advisory 
Group meetings were conducted, 
along with one public information 

meeting with more than 200 
attendees in an open house format.

Jeff Muenkel, Muskego’s community 
development director, said the 
City used the CSS meetings as an 
educational resource. The City tried 
to balance its own needs with those 
of business owners, motorists, 
and residents. City staff also used 
the process to discuss the future, 
including expected redevelopment 
and financial assistance the City was 

able to offer existing businesses.

“Overall, it did get people thinking and 
got a lot of questions answered ahead 
of time that otherwise wouldn’t have 
been answered,” Muenkel said.

Evans said the County continues to 
use CSS on projects and sees it as a 
worthwhile exercise to gain project 
support and streamline design 
decisions in a collaborative setting.

– Eric Widholm

In addition to redefining its identity 
and reinvigorating its downtown, the 

City of Muskego hoped reconstructing 
Waukesha County Highway L/Janesville 
Road would spur improvements in the 
community. So far it has, city officials 
say, and they are delighted with the 
results.

Many business owners have improved 
facades or upgraded their buildings 
and sites during and after the roadway 
project. The finished roadway has 
helped draw new businesses to the 
city, including offices, commercial/

retail, and even large-scale housing 
developments.

“We feel the project has certainly 
spurred economic development,” 
said David Simpson, Muskego’s city 
engineer. “The intent of the project 
was to really make this an attractive 
area for development.”

Since 2011, the City has approved 
more than $240,000 in grants for 
Janesville Road business properties, 
said Jeff Muenkel, the City’s 
community development director. 

Those properties, in turn, have shown 
a total investment of their own of 
approximately $4 million. The City also 
approved approximately $233,000 in 
low-interest loans for businesses along 
Janesville Road. Those businesses then 
invested more than $1.28 million in 
their projects.

Muenkel said other larger 
developments are in the works, and 
the reinvigorated area has piqued the 
interest of many businesses looking to 
consider Muskego for future projects.

– Eric Widholm

ROAD PROJECT BENEFITS BUSINESS SECTOR

‘CSS’ DESIGN APPROACH BALANCES 
WANTS AND NEEDS FOR ALL USERS
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The intent of the 
project was to really 
make this an attractive 
area for development.

David Simpson, City Engineer, 
City of Muskego, Wisconsin

WHAT ARE CONTEXT SENSITIVE SOLUTIONS?
Context sensitive solutions (CSS) uses a collaborative, interdisciplinary 
approach that involves all stakeholders in providing a transportation 
facility that fits its setting. The approach leads to preserving and 
enhancing scenic, aesthetic, historic, community, and environmental 
resources, while improving or maintaining safety, mobility, and 
infrastructure conditions.

Guiding Principles
A CSS approach is guided by four core principles: 
1. Strive toward a shared stakeholder vision to provide a basis for 

decisions.
2. Demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of contexts.
3. Foster continuing communication and collaboration to achieve 

consensus.
4. Exercise flexibility and creativity to shape effective transportation 

solutions, while preserving and enhancing community and natural 
environments.

Outcomes
The outcomes of CSS should:
• Be in harmony with the community and preserve the environmental, 

scenic, aesthetic, historic, and natural resource values of the area.
• Be safe for all users.
• Solve problems that are agreed upon by a full range of stakeholders.
• Meet or exceed the expectations of designers and stakeholders, 

thereby adding lasting value to the community, the environment, and 
the transportation system.

• Demonstrate effective and efficient use of resources (people, time, 
budget) among all parties.

Source: Results of Joint AASHTO / FHWA Context Sensitive Solutions
Strategic Planning Process, Summary Report, March 2007


