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MEMORANDUM 

TO: Members of the MIC Policy Board 

FROM: Betsy Olivanti, Executive Director, ARDC 

  Sheldon Johnson, Executive Director, NWRPC 

CC: ARDC Commissioners and NWRPC Board of Directors 

DATE: October 21, 2026 

RE: MPO Determination and Next Steps 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

For 50 years, the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) and the 
Northwest Regional Planning Commission (NWRPC) have operated in good faith as the 
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) for the Duluth-Superior urbanized area. That 
understanding rests on the 1975 designation letters from the Governors of Minnesota and 
Wisconsin, which designated ARDC in cooperation with NWRPC as the MPO, the U.S. 
Department of Transportation’s 1976 concurrence in that designation, and ARDC’s annual 
grant agreements with the Minnesota Department of Transportation, which state ARDC’s 
status as the designated MPO (Attachments 1–3). Earlier this year, our agencies began 
updating our 1976 cooperative agreement with that understanding. 

On September 14, 2026, the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Minnesota and 
Wisconsin Division Administrators wrote to the Minnesota and Wisconsin Departments of 
Transportation confirming the finding of both states that “the Metropolitan Interstate 
Council (MIC) policy board is the MPO for the Duluth-Superior urbanized area” 
(Attachments 4–6). ARDC and NWRPC have received this determination and will proceed 
accordingly. The draft Amended and Restated Joint Powers Agreement previously shared 
with you is withdrawn and will not move forward. 

With the MPO role now clarified, ARDC and NWRPC look forward to working with the MIC 
Policy Board on agreements for the staƯing and fiscal hosting services our agencies have 
provided for 50 years. Local match commitments, if requested by the Policy Board, will be 
considered by each Commission through its normal budget process. 

ARDC and NWRPC will continue to provide staƯ and administrative support under our 
current 2026 agreements, which run through December 31, 2026. New agreements must 
be in place by that date for staƯing and federal funding to continue in 2027. 

We anticipate several meetings of the full MIC Policy Board with ARDC and NWRPC 
leadership in November and early December. We look forward to working with you to 
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ensure the Duluth-Superior area continues to meet the metropolitan planning 
requirements of the Minnesota and Wisconsin Departments of Transportation and the 
Federal Highway Administration. 

 

Attachments 

1. 1975 MPO designation letters from the Governors of Wisconsin (July 15, 1975) and 
Minnesota (November 7, 1975) 

2. U.S. Department of Transportation letter concurring in the MPO designation, March 
17, 1976 

3. MnDOT Grant Agreement No. 1061143 with ARDC, calendar year 2026 

4. MnDOT letter to ARDC regarding MIC as MPO, May 20, 2026 

5. WisDOT letter to FHWA Wisconsin Division regarding MPO designation, August 28, 
2026 

6. FHWA letter to WisDOT and MnDOT confirming the MIC Policy Board as MPO, 
September 14, 2026 
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Philip Schaffner  
Director 
MnDOT Office of Transportation System Management 
395 John Ireland Boulevard, MS 440 
Saint Paul, MN 55155 

May 20, 2026 
 

Kristi Kane 
Executive Director 
Arrowhead Regional Development Commission 
221 West 1st Street 
Duluth, MN 55802 

Dear Director Kane: 
 
This letter is in response to your request that the Minnesota Department of Transportation share the reasoning 
behind our interpretation that the Metropolitan Interstate Council (MIC) is the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (MPO) for the Duluth-Superior urbanized area.  
 
The December 14, 1973, MPO Designation letter sent from then Minnesota Governor Wendell R. Anderson to 
Mr. Edward C. Muse, employee of the Federal Highway Administration, establishes Arrowhead Regional 
Development Commission (ARDC) as an operational regional commission. It further establishes that federal 
planning funds will be “passed through” regional commissions for use by the appropriate metropolitan planning 
agency. It states, “each designated regional commission will be expected to recognize or establish an 
appropriate metropolitan transportation policy body to be responsible for transportation policy decisions.” The 
designation letter goes on to list Duluth-Superior as an urbanized area within the jurisdiction of the regional 
commission, ARDC.  
 
In reading the governor’s designation letter it tasks ARDC with serving as a pass-through entity for federal 
transportation funding and with establishing a MPO for the Duluth-Superior urbanized area. To that end, in May 
of 1975, ARDC and the Northwestern Wisconsin Regional Planning and Development Commission (NWRPC) 
entered into an agreement to create the MIC. The ARDC and NWRPC agreement provides that the MIC will 
develop programs and procedures that will result in interstate development plans. The agreement also states 
that the MIC has the power to adopt plans developed by “any planning agency” recognized by either state or the 
federal government.  23 CFR Part 450.300(a), Subpt. C states “…the MPO designated for each urbanized area is 
to carry out a continuing, cooperative, and comprehensive performance-based multimodal transportation 
planning process, including the development of a metropolitan transportation plan and a TIP.” MPOs are 
responsible for the adoption of long-rang transportation plans and Transportation Improvement Programs (TIP) 
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to prioritize and allocate federal transportation funding to their respective urbanized areas. Granting this power 
to the MIC further supports our view that it was set up to serve as the Duluth-Superior MPO. 
 
Federal code also defines a Metropolitan Planning Organization as “the policy board of an organization 
established as a result of the designation process under subsection (d)”, 23 U.S.C. § 134(b)(2). 
 
Finally, the MIC proports to be the Duluth-Superior MPO on their website stating the following, “The MIC was 
created as the MPO for the Duluth-Superior metropolitan area in 1975 under a joint agreement between the 
Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) in Duluth, Minnesota, and the Northwest Regional 
Planning Commission (NWRPC) in Spooner, Wisconsin.” Weighing language in Governor Anderson’s 1973 letter, 
the interstate agreement between ARDC and NWRPC, the current US Code definition, and the MIC’s own 
website, MnDOT’s interpretation that the MIC was created to serve as, and is currently, the Duluth-Superior 
MPO is credibly supported.  
 
If you have additional questions regarding the designation of the MIC, please contact MnDOT Statewide 
Planning Manager Brad Utecht at brad.utecht@state.mn.us or 651-366-4835. 
 
Thank you, 

Philip Schaffner 
Director, Office of Transportation System Management 

CC: Ron Chicka, MIC 
Duane Hill, MnDOT District 1 
Colleen Hoesly, WisDOT 
Sheldon Johnson, NWRPC 
Sheila Kauppi, MnDOT 
Scott Mareck, FHWA MN Division 
Allison McGuire, MnDOT 
Jason Nordberg, FHWA WI Division 
Brad Utecht, MnDOT 
Charles Wade, WisDOT 
 
 
Equal Opportunity Employer 
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September 14, 2026 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Wisconsin Division 
525 Junction Road, Suite 8000 

Madison, WI 53717 
   

Minnesota Division 
180 East Fifth Street, Suite 930 

St. Paul, MN 55101 

 

 
 
 

 
 
Ms. Kristina Boardman    Ms. Nancy Daubenberger 
Secretary      Commissioner 
Wisconsin Department of Transportation  Minnesota Department of Transportation 
4822 Madison Yards Way    395 John Ireland Blvd. 
Madison, WI  53707     St. Paul, Minnesota 55155 
 
Dear Secretary Boardman and Commissioner Daubenberger: 
 
After a thorough review of the issue regarding the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 
designation for the Duluth-Superior urbanized area, the Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA) confirms the finding by both the State of Wisconsin and the State of Minnesota that 
the Metropolitan Interstate Council (MIC) policy board is the MPO for the Duluth-Superior 
urbanized area. 
 
FHWA’s decision is based on its interpretation of the controlling statute 23 USC 134(b)(2). 
Specifically, because the MIC policy board was established to serve as the policy board for the 
Duluth-Superior urbanized area the applicable federal law clearly designates the MIC policy 
board as the MPO for that area. 
 
If you have any questions regarding this matter, please contact Jason Nordberg from FHWA 
Wisconsin Division at (608) 829-7523 or Scott Mareck from FHWA Minnesota Division at 
(651) 421-8083.  
 
Sincerely yours, Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Linda K. Swann Wendall L. Meyer 
Division Administrator Division Administrator 
Federal Highway Administration Federal Highway Administration 

 




