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Executive Summary 
 
The Merrifield Road Corridor is located approximately six miles south of the urban core of 
Grand Forks, North Dakota and East Grand Forks, Minnesota.  This existing county road is part 
of a larger bypass route selected through a series of planning studies over the past nine years.  
This bypass route largely uses existing county roadways, with a new interchange with I-29 and a 
new crossing of the Red River of the North – with the latter being the subject of this study. 
 
Bridging the Red River of the North requires consideration of many other elements than simply a 
bridge.  First, a new bridge would create a hydraulic impediment into an extremely flood-
sensitive river.  Secondly, the roadway approaches would require new construction section lines 
between North Dakota and Minnesota do not directly align, as well as a connection to Polk 
County Road 58.  Since a river crossing would require a large volume of fill material, there is 
added synergy with constructing a new diversion for Cole Creek and Drain #4, which parallels 
Merrifield Road.  This diversion channel creates flood protection for the Grand Forks Country 
Club, which is particularly prone to flood damage from Cole Creek, but would require 
acquisition of new right-of-way, in addition to a bridge over the diversion for the existing north-
south township road (8th Street NE). 
 

Merrifield Road Red River Bridge 
Two alignments were considered for the potential Red River of the North crossing.  Since bridge 
costs are often a function of size, the most cost effective bridge alignment is a perpendicular 
crossing of the river.  Within the study area, the shortest crossing of the river is approximately 
800 feet in length (from bank to bank) and generally aligns with the existing Merrifield Road 
(extended).  Use of prestressed concrete or steel plate beam girders would be the most cost 
effective measures, with an anticipated construction cost of approximately $7,000,000. 
 
Due to the flood sensitivity of the Red River of the North, any stage increase due to a new bridge 
is closely regulated.  In order to provide sufficient clearance for 100-year flooding events, the 
low-chord elevation of the bridge must be at least 838.0.  This corresponds to a deck elevation of 
approximately 845.0.  With an eight-span perpendicular crossing, the anticipated stage increase 
for the 100-year event is less than 0.2 feet.  This is considerably less than the allowable stage 
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increase of 0.75 feet for this project type.  Therefore, construction of a river crossing at this 
location should satisfy the regulatory requirements for hydraulics. 
 

Roadway Alignment 
A road elevation of 840.0 would be above the 100-year flood event within the study area.  At the 
east and west areas of the study area, the existing roadways are at approximately this elevation.  
This indicates that a dry crossing during a 100-year event is possible with the replacement of the 
bridge over Cole Creek and use of fill between Cole Creek and the connection to Polk County 
Road 58.  In addition, a roadway at this elevation would nearly balance with the material 
excavated from a Cole Creek diversion located 1,100 feet south of Merrifield Road.   
 
A road elevation of 845.0 was also considered, equivalent to the Grand Forks Flood Protection 
project.  Although this is possible to construct, the connection to Polk County 58 is located at 
approximately 841.0, meaning that either significant improvements to County 58 would be 
required or the eastern connection would be under water when the west approach was passable.  
Therefore, a roadway elevation of 840.0 was determined to be the most feasible. 
 
The costs for roadway construction are anticipated to be approximately $2,500,000 for the North 
Dakota side and between $2,100,000 and $3,000,000 on the Minnesota side – depending on the 
preferred alternative.  The most cost effective alignment is Alternative 1, which is the northern 
alignment along the section line road (Township 810). 
 

Cole Creek Diversion 
The diversion of Cole Creek benefits the Country Club by managing flooding events, as well as 
reducing road construction costs by providing fill material and eliminating the need for a new 
bridge over Cole Creek.  This channel is anticipated to have approximately 5:1 sideslopes with 
an 80-ft bottom.  Specific features, such as a pilot channel, could be added depending on 
consideration of other cost benefits.  If a road elevation of 840.0 is selected, using the most cost 
effective alignment, the most feasible alignment is located approximately 1,100 feet south of 
Merrifield Road.  The cost of constructing this diversion channel is estimated to be 
approximately $2,200,000. 
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Maintaining connectivity of the existing north-south township road (8th Street NE) could be 
accomplished by two types of crossings.  The first is a crossing at an elevation of 820.5, which is 
the same elevation as the existing elevation of the Merrifield bridge over Cole Creek.  The 
second alternative is at 840.0, similar to Merrifield Road.  Due to the anticipated frequency of 
high water events over 820.5, in addition to the other connections of township roads, a 
connection of 840.0 is not considered feasible.  The anticipated cost of a crossing of 820.5 is 
approximately $700,000. 
 

Next Steps 
� Due to the size of this project, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will need to be 

prepared.  The most likely impacts anticipated are wetland, riparian area, and fisheries, 
however, these impacts are anticipated to be independent of roadway or diversion 
channel alignment.  Therefore, a tiered approach could be utilized to first identify the 
preferred alignment alternative and then quantify environmental impacts.  Based on the 
environmental review performed as part of this study, there do not appear to be any 
impacts that would prevent this project from moving forward. 

 
� The most feasible combination of project elements is anticipated to cost approximately 

$14,500,000 in construction costs in 2004, or about $20,000,000 by 2012.  This level of 
funding is more than local agencies typically can budget and preset State programs do not 
have a bridge crossings budgeted at this time.  However, this project is anticipated to 
have a Benefit : Cost ratio of 3.3, which should allow this project to compete well with 
others to receive a Federal earmark. 

 
� EIS documents require a lead agency to initiate the process; therefore a project champion 

needs to be determined.  Once decided, this agency should apply for funding to start the 
EIS process to identify a preferred alternative, which could take between two and five 
years to complete.  This lead local agency also needs to determine how to fund the 
environmental documentation process.  If federal monies are anticipated to be used for 
this process, the earmark procedure should begin as soon as possible. 

 
 
 




