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International Falls Safe Routes to School Plan Update 
SRTS Team Kick-off Meeting Summary 

October 11, 2016 @ 11:00 a.m. – Koochiching County PH&HS 
 

Attendees 
Ken Anderson 
Tara Besch 
Dawn Flesland 
Derek Foss 
Matthew Gouin 

Kevin Grover 
Perryn Hedlund 
Julia Herbert 
Tom Holt 
Tony Jaksa 

Rich Mastin 
Danielle Schermerhorn 
Russell Habermann 

 
Summary 
The meeting began at 11:00 a.m. in the Koochiching County Public Health and Human Services 
Building with Tara Besch, Koochiching County PH&HS Representative and Safe Routes to School 
(SRTS) Team Leader, introducing herself, welcoming everyone in attendance, and asking attendees 
to introduce themselves. After introductions, Besch passed the meeting to Russell Habermann, 
Associate Planner with the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission – Regional Planning 
Division (ARDC), who noted that the meeting would include a brief presentation about SRTS, a 
walk audit, a review of preliminary survey findings, and a group discussion. 
 
What is Safe Routes to School (SRTS)? 
Habermann introduced SRTS by giving a brief presentation that provided background about the 
program, speaking about the history of SRTS in International Falls, and outlining the upcoming 
planning process. Tara Besch also provided support for how walking and biking supports healthy 
living in the International Falls community. Habermann then noted that the upcoming process will 
tentatively include three meetings and one public review event, with the final plan document being 
published in mid-December. The full presentation is available for review at 
www.saferoutesifalls.wordpress.com. Also, to learn more about the Safe Routes to School program 
in Minnesota, please visit http://www.dot.state.mn.us/mnsaferoutes/.  
 
Walk Audit at St. Thomas Catholic School 
Habermann noted that the best way to start thinking about walking around the school environment 
is to interact with the existing walking environment. To prepare for a walk around St. Thomas, 
Habermann asked the Team to think about the following questions as they walked: 
 

• Do you have room to walk? 
• Is it easy to cross streets? 
• Do drivers behave safely? 
• Do walkers behave safely? 
• Is the route pleasant? 

 
Present members of the SRTS Team took a brief walk around St. Thomas Catholic School to 
experience walking in the area. Halfway through the walk, Habermann stopped the group and asked 
the SRTS Team to share their thoughts about the area and their responses to the questions listed 
above. Overall, they noted a strong infrastructure for walking in the area:  sidewalks were wide 
enough, clear, and level; intersections included curb ramps, landing pads, and occasional painted 
crosswalks; and the walkways were generally clear for passing. One negative that the Team 
particularly mentioned was the pedestrian danger at the intersection of 8th Avenue and 5th Street, 
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which they recommended be transitioned from a 2-way stop to a 4-way stop. Another obstacle 
mentioned was the parking of vehicles at the Law Enforcement Center across the street from the 
school. 
 
Review of Parent Survey/Classroom Tally Results 
Habermann explained that ISD #361 and St. Thomas Catholic School administered parent surveys 
and classroom tallies during the last week of September as a part of collecting input for the SRTS 
planning work. The surveys asked parents about how their children travelled to and from school and 
about their perception of walking and biking in International Falls; the classroom tallies collected 
how students travelled to and from school on three days in the last week of September. Although 
not all surveys and tallies had been analyzed in time for the meeting, Habermann shared preliminary 
findings: 
 

• The school bus and family vehicles are the most common forms of transportation for each 
school, although Falls High School and St. Thomas Catholic School have reported walking 
as another popular form for some students. 

• A significant number of students (approximately 45%) live more than two miles away from 
their respective schools, which creates a considerable obstacle to walking and biking for 
these students. 

• The most common barriers to kids walking or biking to school include:  sidewalks or 
pathways, safety of intersections and crossings, speed of traffic along route, amount of 
traffic along route, distance, and weather or climate. 

 
Group Discussion 
With the goal of identifying walking and biking obstacles that the SRTS plan will address, 
Habermann asked the SRTS Team to think about “Problem Statements” that could be used to 
identify goals for the future. The SRTS Team provided the following input: 
 

• Education  
o The public does not know proper etiquette for walking or biking in International 

Falls. (i.e. Is biking on sidewalks legal?) 
• Encouragement 

o All kids (even those living 500 feet from the school) are deterred from walking 
because everyone is in the bus pick-up zone and they can be picked up by the bus. 

o Extreme winter weather conditions deter student pedestrians and bicyclists. 
• Enforcement 

o Homeowners fail to remove snow from their sidewalks, creating significant obstacles 
for pedestrians in winter; street snow plowed onto sidewalks may make snow 
removal difficult for homeowners. 

o A lot of activity goes on at schools during drop-off/pick-up times, but police 
presence helps to keep conditions safe for everyone. 

o Excessive speed along 8th Avenue near St. Thomas creates the perception of unsafe 
conditions. 

• Engineering 
o Crossing of Highways 11/71 and 53 (wide crossing distance, high traffic, high speed) 

is dangerous for all pedestrians and bicyclists (both children and adults). 
o Crossing of 11th Street in front of Falls High Schools has no curb ramps. 
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o Lack of walking facilities hinder connections to Falls Elementary from the Stenberg 
Addition and South International Falls. 

o Some streets (i.e. 15th Street from 9th to 11th Avenue) are too narrow and are 
dangerous for walking and biking, no matter what; kids should be steered elsewhere. 

o Significant gaps of sidewalk are missing along 11th Street. 
o The intersection of 8th Avenue and 5th Street near St. Thomas School is dangerous as 

a 2-way stop. 
o Riverview Boulevard and Shorewood Drive do not have pedestrian facilities and are 

dangerous for walking or biking students. 
 
Other ideas presented during this brainstorming session include the development of a “Safe Route” 
network that would include highly publicized travel ways with markings (and possible “safe houses”) 
along the routes, the creation of maps to support this system, the enhancement of the former 
railroad grade to accommodate pedestrians and bicyclists, a concentrated effort to utilize and 
maintain existing facilities, the development of additional facilities (i.e. along 2nd Avenue East?), the 
employment of a crossing guard for dangerous road crossings, and the coordination of “walkpools” 
or “bikepools” from different neighborhoods. 
 
Next Steps 
ARDC will develop a meeting summary, and Tara Besch will distribute a copy to attendees; ARDC 
will develop a website and posters that can be used for SRTS outreach. ARDC will also further 
research existing conditions at the school sites and work with Koochiching County to complete a 
SRTS neighborhood assessment. Volunteers are encouraged to visit school sites to observe letting-in 
and letting-out periods, noting where students are prone to walk or bike. Besch will send out a 
Doodle poll to determine when the next meeting will take place. 
 
Update: The next SRTS Team meeting will take place on October 25, 2016, at 11:00 a.m. in Falls 
High School. 
 
Anyone interested in participating in the planning process is encouraged to contact Russell 
Habermann of ARDC by phone at 218-529-7552 or by email at rhabermann@ardc.org. 
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