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Chapter 1:  Project History and Background 

1.0  Introduction 

Planned in the 1940s and built during the 1950s and early 1960s, the Cleveland Innerbelt was designed to move traffic around 
the south side of downtown. (See Figure 1-1.)  It was also intended to complement two existing freeways built in the 1930s 
and 1940s – Memorial Shoreway (SR 2) and the Willow Freeway (I-77). The Memorial Shoreway extended 10 miles along 
Cleveland’s lakefront north of the Central Business District (CBD) between Edgewater Park and Gordon Park. The Willow 
Freeway stretched along the eastside to the city of Independence in southern Cuyahoga County. The Innerbelt was designed 
to connect to Memorial Shoreway near East 30th Street, join with the Willow Freeway on the south side of downtown, and also 
link to a future freeway across the Cuyahoga River Valley to provide access to Cleveland Hopkins International Airport and 
points south. 

Construction of the 3.24-mile Innerbelt began in December 1954 with groundbreaking for a new eight-lane, high-level bridge 
south of the Lorain-Carnegie Bridge, which allows ships to navigate the Cuyahoga River without interruption. At the time of 
construction, this 5,079-foot long bridge, known as the Central Viaduct, was the widest in the state of Ohio. It began carrying 
traffic in August 1959. The second section of the Innerbelt, a new depressed roadway passing beneath the lakefront railroad 
tracks, opened in December 1959 between Memorial Shoreway and Chester Avenue. The center portion, connecting the 
Central Viaduct with the highway extension from the Shoreway opened in December 1961, although the last of the 37 access 
ramps for the Innerbelt was not available to carry traffic until August 1962. 

The Innerbelt has been in use for approximately 50 years, which exceeds its design life. Marked increases in traffic volumes 
came with the addition of new highway sections and new development in downtown Cleveland and its surrounding 
neighborhoods. In 1959, 20,000 drivers a day used the Central Viaduct. This volume more than doubled to 42,700 vehicles a 
day in 1963 after the Innerbelt was completed between the Central Viaduct and SR 2.  

The first section of I-90 opened on the west side of Cleveland from the Central Viaduct to West 41st Street in 1975, causing 
usage of the Innerbelt to increase to 119,500 vehicles per day. By 1990, more than 146,600 vehicles were using the Central 
Viaduct daily to cross the Cuyahoga River Valley. In 1991, I-490 opened between the I-71/I-90 interchange on the west side of 
the river and I-77 on the east through the Tremont neighborhood, diverting a portion of traffic from the Innerbelt. However, the 
Central Viaduct continued to carry 134,700 vehicles daily in 1991.  A 2007 traffic survey found that 132,000 vehicles per day 
continue to use the Innerbelt. 

Reconstruction of the Innerbelt was considered by the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT) in the late 1990s. A major 
planning effort, named the Cleveland Innerbelt Study (the Study) was launched by ODOT, its consultant team, and the greater 
Cleveland community in 2000. 

1.1  Project Location and Study Area 

The Cleveland Innerbelt is a high capacity, limited-access interstate highway extending from Cleveland’s Tremont 
neighborhood on the West Side of the Cuyahoga River, across the Cuyahoga Valley, around the southern and eastern edges 
of downtown to the City’s lakefront district at Burke Lakefront Airport.  The Innerbelt includes portions of I-71 and I-90, and 
connects to I-77, I-490, SR 2, and SR 176. 

  

 

Figure 1-1: Innerbelt Study Area Points of Interest 
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The Innerbelt Freeway provides access to and mobility through the City of Cleveland.  Downtown Cleveland depends on the 
Innerbelt Freeway’s ability to collect and distribute traffic between the radial freeway system of I-90, I-490, I-71, SR 176, and I-
77 and the local street system.  During the morning peak period, the Innerbelt Freeway functions to collect traffic from the 
system of radial freeways and distribute that traffic to the local street system.  During the evening peak period, the Innerbelt 
Freeway functions to collect traffic from the local street system and distribute that traffic to the system of radial freeways.  The 
Innerbelt Freeway also moves traffic between each of the radial freeways, thus allowing through traffic to bypass the local 
street system.   

The Innerbelt is an important segment of the federally designated interstate highway system that crisscrosses the United 
States to provide efficient movement of industrial goods and to link major metropolitan centers.  The Innerbelt is designated as 
Interstate 90 (I-90) and serves as the northern terminus for two others, Interstate 71 (I-71) and Interstate 77 (I-77). 

1.1.1  Study Area Description 

There are two main geographic areas that are referred to throughout this document: the Innerbelt and the Innerbelt Study 
Area.  The Innerbelt refers to the highway and its ramps specifically, while the Innerbelt Study Area includes additional 
freeways and the surface street network that are directly linked to the Innerbelt.  Both geographic areas are explained below 
as shown in Figure 1-2. 

The Innerbelt Corridor – The Innerbelt Corridor refers to the Innerbelt freeway facilities, as well as the freeway and surface 
street network that feeds the Innerbelt, shown on Figure 1-2.  That includes I-77 down to the Harvard Avenue interchange and 
all of the local streets directly adjacent to the Innerbelt.  The Innerbelt Corridor also includes the Cleveland central business 
district (CBD) and numerous City of Cleveland Neighborhoods and Community Development Corporations (CDC’s).   

The Innerbelt Freeway – The Innerbelt Freeway refers to the actual interstate roadway that is the central focus of the study, 
shown on Figure 1-2.  The Innerbelt begins at I-71 and West 25th Street and proceeds north along I-71 past the merger with 
State Route 176 (Jennings Freeway) to the I-71/I-90/I-490 interchange.  From this interchange the Innerbelt proceeds north 
along I-90, over the Central Viaduct Bridge, which carries the traffic over the Cuyahoga River.  From the Central Viaduct, the 
Innerbelt (I-90) continues north along the eastern edge of downtown Cleveland in a depressed section of freeway (Innerbelt 
Trench), through the Innerbelt Curve to where it merges with State Route 2 (The Shoreway).  At the end of the Innerbelt, I-90 
continues to the east through Cleveland and on to Lake County.  The Innerbelt includes all of the freeway ramp connections 
with the local street system as well as other interstates and state routes.   

Innerbelt Corridor Sections – Since the project’s inception, the Innerbelt Corridor has been divided into sections to facilitate the 
development and evaluation of alternatives.  These sections, illustrated on Figure 1-3, consist of similar physical, 
topographical, and operational performance characteristics and issues that differ from the neighboring areas.  The 
geographical sections of the Innerbelt from north to south are: Innerbelt Curve, Innerbelt Trench, Central Viaduct and Central 
Interchange, and Southern Innerbelt.  In addition, with the inclusion of I-77 from the Central Interchange to south of the I-77/I-
490 interchange, this geographical section is named I-77 Access. 

Figure 1-2: Innerbelt Corridor and Innerbelt Freeway 
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���  – The Innerbelt Curve is the Project’s northern-most section, near the Burke Lakefront Airport and Lake 
Erie. The Innerbelt Curve section consists of a fully directional system interchange between I-90 and SR 2.  South of the I-
90/SR 2 interchange is the Lakeside Avenue interchange, where access is available from eastbound I-90 and to westbound I-
90.  Then, south of the Lakeside Avenue interchange is the Superior Avenue interchange. This interchange provides full 
access to Superior Avenue (via East 26th Street for westbound I-90) and to the CBD from both eastbound and westbound I-90. 

��������������
�  – The Innerbelt Trench section lies between the Innerbelt Curve section and the Central Viaduct and 
Central Interchange section.  The Innerbelt Trench section consists of I-90 from approximately East 22nd Street, through the 
Carnegie Curve, and to Superior Avenue.  This section of I-90 is trenched: the freeway is depressed and bordered by walls or 
slopes on both sides with the adjacent streets and surrounding neighborhoods on an elevation above the freeway. 

The Innerbelt Trench distributes interstate traffic to the CBD and neighboring businesses and institutions through the city’s 
east-west street grid.  This is accomplished through service interchanges at Carnegie, Prospect, Chester, and Superior 
Avenues.  The interchanges at Chester and Superior Avenues are complete interchanges (fully directional).  The interchange 
at Prospect Avenue is missing one ramp, an exit from eastbound I-90.  This ramp is located at Carnegie Avenue, one 
crossroad south of Prospect Avenue.  Together, the ramps at Prospect and Carnegie Avenues provide a split, complete 
interchange with I-90. 

	�����������
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�����  – In previous documents, the Central Interchange and Central Viaduct Bridge 
were separated into individual sections to facilitate the development and evaluation of alternatives.  As alternatives progressed 
for the Bridge, a northern and southern alternative was selected which required corresponding northern and southern Central 
Interchange alternatives.  Therefore, they are combined for this document, due to their intertwined nature, into one section.  

The Central Viaduct and Central Interchange section is located south of the Innerbelt Trench section, north of the Southern 
Innerbelt section, and west of the I-77 Access section.  It includes the Central Interchange and the associated ramps on a 
triangular-shaped area of land bounded on the southwest by Broadway Avenue/Orange Avenue and the Cuyahoga River 
Valley, on the east by East 22nd Street, and on the north by Carnegie Avenue.  The section continues along I-90 south of 
Broadway Avenue, across the Central Viaduct Bridge, to just north of the I-71/I-90/I-490 interchange.   

Three distinct transportation functions occur within the Central Interchange: (1) interstate-to-interstate movements between I-
90 and I-77 (fully directional system interchange), (2) interstate to/from local roadway movements for both I-90 and I-77 
(service interchanges), and (3) local-to-local roadway movements (city street grid).  The urban conditions and the Cuyahoga 
River Valley are constraining factors regarding physical space.  Several ramps serve more than one movement, including 
ramps sharing interstate-to-interstate and local access movements. 

The Central Viaduct Bridge is a primary river crossing, moving Interstate traffic from the south (I-71) and west (I-90) across the 
Cuyahoga River to the downtown distribution system of the Central Interchange and further east to the Innerbelt Trench.  
There are four other river crossings available: the SR 2 Main Avenue Bridge, the U.S. 6/20 Veterans Memorial Detroit 
Superior Bridge, the SR 10 Lorain Carnegie Hope Memorial Bridge, and the I-490 bridge.  Of these, only I-490 serves 
interstate traffic.   

��
���������������  – The Southern Innerbelt section is south of the Central Interchange and Central Viaduct section.  It 
consists of I-71 from just north of the Fulton Road/West 25th Street to just north of the I-71/I-90/I-490 interchange.  Heading 
northbound, I-71 climbs from being trenched (at an elevation below adjacent street and surrounding neighborhoods) through 
the C-D Roadways section (west of the Fulton/W. 25th interchange) to being elevated on fill and structure (above the adjacent 
streets and surrounding neighborhoods).  At the I-71/I-90/I-490 interchange, the Innerbelt continues as I-90 on fill and 
structure until the Central Viaduct Bridge section.  The Southern Innerbelt section consolidates traffic bound for the City of 
Cleveland’s CBD from I-71 and the Jennings Freeway (SR 176) through a partial interchange.  Additionally, partial access is 

Figure 1-3: Innerbelt Corridor Sections 



 

 
 

1-4 

provided at West 14th Street, complementing the partial access to the north at West 14th Street/Abbey Avenue in the Central 
Viaduct section.  The Southern Innerbelt section also processes traffic between I-71, I-90, and I-490 through a single system 
interchange providing for all movements, except for westbound I-490 to eastbound I-90 and westbound I-90 to eastbound I-
490.  This movement is not currently provided at this location, but is provided via I-77.   

������

���  – The I-77 Access section is east of the Central Interchange.  This section consists of I-77 from approximately 
the Pershing Avenue partial interchange to the East 22nd ramp at the Central Interchange.  For the length of this section, the 
freeway is elevated on fill and structure above the adjacent streets and surrounding neighborhoods.  To the north are 
institutions such as Cuyahoga Community College, St. Vincent Charity Hospital, the Boy Scouts of America, and the Visiting 
Nurses Association.  To the east is the Maingate area.  To the south are a large regional U.S. Post Office and a state 
correctional facility.   

The I-77 Access section consists of a fully directional service interchange at Woodland Avenue/Orange Avenue/East 30th 
Street.  The functionality of this section is intertwined with the Central Interchange. I-77 feeds directly into and receives traffic 
from the Central Interchange, which serves interstate-to-interstate movements, interstate to/from local street grid movements, 
and local-to-local movements across the city street grid.  

1.2 ODOT’s Project Development Process (PDP)  

The Ohio Department of Transportation developed a Project Development Process (PDP), released in November 2004.  The 
PDP is a transportation decision-making approach for the progression of a project from planning through construction, which 
serves to ensure compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  (See Figure 1-4, from ODOT Project 
Development Process Handbook.)   The purpose of this section is to explain how ODOT’s PDP was applied to the Cleveland 
Innerbelt Project.   

The Cleveland Innerbelt Study began in August of 2000, prior to the adoption of the current PDP.  However, it utilized ODOT’s 
Planning Study Process which is very similar to the first four steps of the PDP.  This constituted the planning phase for the 
project and resulted in a Strategic Plan at the conclusion of Step 4 in the summer of 2004.  Step 5 was completed with the 
approval of the Conceptual Alternatives Study in August 2006, which was released for public review and comment.  During the 
progression of Step 6 in 2006, ODOT and FHWA decided not to produce an Assessment of Feasible Alternatives document, 
but to instead begin preparation of the Draft Environmental Impact Statement. 

In accordance with 40 CFR Section 1501.7, on September 18, 2001 the FHWA issued a Notice of Intent, (66 FR 49448, Sep. 
27, 2001), for the Cleveland Innerbelt action, which was in the planning phase of project development, indicating that an 
Environmental Assessment or EIS would be prepared. Since 2001 project development and public involvement activities have 
been ongoing.  To effectively and efficiently manage the Cleveland Innerbelt Project the FHWA, in cooperation with the ODOT, 
decided to prepare an EIS for the proposed Project.  An updated Notice of Intent to prepare an EIS was published in the Federal 
Register on September 7, 2006.    

When considering the application of the PDP to the Cleveland Innerbelt Project, several points are important to remember: 

���������������������� �������	��
�����!  The PDP describes a framework for decision making, where the decisions 
become more specific as greater levels of detail are available.  Broad ranges of options are gradually narrowed down to the 
eventual preferred alternative over the course of several steps.  However, no one process can fit every type of project exactly.  
For example, the type of information used to make project decisions is different for an upgrade of an existing interstate in the 
city than for a new rural freeway.  The PDP is specifically envisioned as flexible, allowing for all types of major projects.  It was 
designed with the intent that the project team customizes the process to the project type and setting, using the tasks listed in 
the PDP as a guideline for the type of information used to make each subsequent decision.  

�������"���#�������������������$
������ . It is critical to understand that the steps are not perfectly sequential.  
Beginning subsequent steps while certain tasks on one step are still in progress is permissible.  In order to expedite project 
completion, ODOT typically allows a task to begin when enough information is available in the current step to anticipate that 
the task is needed.  Tasks are begun on likely alternatives to keep the project moving ahead while documentation of the 
current step is prepared, reviewed, and accepted.  If the documentation and public involvement tasks reveal that consideration 
for additional options are necessary, those alternatives are added to the step in progress.  In general, the studies in the 
current step are not finalized until the documentation of the preceding step is available.  In other words, the documentation for 
Step 5 was completed before Step 6 studies were finished, not before they began. 

����%��������&�������&������
������'����� . While the PDP is a useful tool, the ultimate goal is sound project decision 
making.  ODOT is charged with making decisions that achieve the Department’s mission of improving safety and mobility 
while preserving economic vitality, effectively using tax payer dollars, and protecting and enhancing the community and 
natural environment.  Major transportation projects are extremely complex, with numerous local stakeholders, dozens of 
subject matter experts, several state and federal agencies, and a large project team.  Intelligent, well intentioned individuals 
can review the same information and come to completely different conclusions.  ODOT collects these opinions and considers 
them along with the technical results.   

For this project, ODOT announced at different times the state agency’s likely preferred alternative based upon preliminary 
results available at the time.  ODOT’s preferred alternative does not become the official preferred alternative for the project 
until after it is accepted by FHWA.  FHWA and ODOT, as joint leads for the project, intend to use the Draft Environmental 
Impact Statement to identify the Preferred Alternative per Section 6002.  The identification of a Preferred Alternative will be 
based on the balance of engineering, environmental, fiscal, Section 4(f) and community issues.  The final selection of an 
alternative will not be made until the alternatives’ impacts, comments on the DEIS, and public hearing comments have been 
fully evaluated.  Following consideration of input on the Draft and Final Environmental Impact Statements, the FHWA intends 
to issue a Record of Decision (ROD) in 2009.  
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������������ .  Despite the title, a “Concurrence Point”  is not one specific 
moment in time nor is agreement necessarily achieved among all parties involved.  The process requires the project team to 
use technical studies and public input to develop and then narrow down a range of alternatives to consider.  Each 
concurrence point represents a major decision point where input is sought.  For some projects, this is one specific point when 
one meeting is held or one document is reviewed.  For complex projects, the input process may take the form of multiple 
meetings over many months during the course of the work.  The key is that public input is obtained and considered prior to 
making the decision required at that concurrence point.  For this document, the decision made is the evaluation of Feasible 
Alternatives and the selection of the Preferred Alternative.  For more detailed discussion of the process for developing 
alternatives, please refer to Chapter 3.   
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*�#���%����2���/�/��1%3!   Section 6002 prescribes changes to existing FHWA and FTA procedures for 
implementing the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), as amended, and for implementing the regulations of the 
Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ).  These changes are the result of efforts to make the environmental review process 
more efficient and timely, and to protect environmental and community resources. This should result in expedited approvals of 
urgently needed transportation improvements such as those identified by USDOT's congestion initiative. Section 6002 of 
SAFETEA-LU describes the roles of the project sponsor and the lead, participating, and cooperating agencies; sets new 
requirements for coordinating and scheduling agency reviews; broadens the authority for States to use Federal funds to 
ensure timely environmental reviews; and specifies a process for resolving interagency disagreements.   
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The following are essential aspects of the SAFETEA-LU environmental review process:   

·  FHWA has received project initiation letter from State prior to start of NEPA.  

·  Copy of Project Initiation Letter has been placed in official project file. 

·  Participating agencies and cooperating agencies have been identified.  Notification letters on Participating and 
Cooperating agency status have been sent to identified agencies and placed in official project file. 

·  Lead/Joint lead agency status has been determined and documented. 

·  Coordination plan has been developed with consultation of participating agencies and placed in official project file. 

·  Schedule for the environmental review process was developed, provided to participating agencies, and placed in 
official project file.  

·  Opportunity for involvement of participating agencies and the public on purpose and need has occurred and details of 
involvement documented in official project file. 

·  Opportunity for involvement of participating agencies and the public for range of alternatives has occurred and details 
of involvement documented in official project file. 

·  Appropriate methodology to be used and level of detail required in analysis has been determined in collaboration with 
participating agencies and documented in official project file. 

For coordination with agencies under this process, please refer to Chapter 5. 
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n the environmental document is prepared for a major project – whether it is a Categorical Exclusion Level 4, an At times, 

Figure 1-4: ODOT Project Development Process for Major Projects (typical – not project specific) 


