
Public Works Project of the Year
Wildcat Creek Walk of Excellence, Kokomo, Indiana

APWA Indiana

Use of good construction techniques and completion of the 
project on schedule 
 

Hanson has worked with the city of Kokomo, Indiana, to create a pedestrian- and bicyclist-friendly recreational trail 
along the north and south sides of Wildcat Creek through the heart of downtown Kokomo. Hanson was the lead 
consultant, directing the project from conceptual design development through final construction documents.

Modular precast concrete was used for the retaining walls along Wildcat Creek to reduce environmental impacts 
to the creek and lessen noise during construction. Using these modular block walls enabled the contractor to 
assemble the walls near the creek and install them using smaller, more compact and quieter equipment. This 
technique minimized disruptions to the creek, reduced the footprint of the area that would be affected during 
construction, quickened the construction process and accelerated the project’s progress.

Hanson also incorporated brick pavers into the trail’s design, which provided a water-permeable surface to 
improve drainage and water flow.

The completion date in the contract was Nov. 1, 2019. The project was completed on Oct. 15, 2019, two weeks 
early and under budget. To accomplish this, Hanson worked closely with the Indiana Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) to coordinate the permitting process throughout the project — keeping it on schedule.
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Safety performance and demonstrated awareness of the need 
for a good overall safety program during construction

This project was completed without any injuries. The main component of the safety program was situational 
awareness. While the work was performed, construction crews were always mindful of each other’s presence 
and their surroundings. Knowing that the Walk of Excellence trail will be around for generations to enjoy, workers 
focused on completing this project safely and successfully, adding value to the Kokomo community and taking 
pride in their contribution to this project.

Community relations

Like many U.S. cities, Kokomo has examined ways to revitalize and improve its downtown area. 
With the 84-mile-long Wildcat Creek running through the heart of downtown, the city has faced challenges in this 
former industrial area, such as flooding, trash dumping and deteriorating buildings. A trail wove through this area, 
but Kokomo’s mayor at the time, Greg Goodnight, wanted to clean up the entire corridor and create an attractive 
and Americans with Disabilities Act-compliant trail, featuring interesting and innovative elements on both sides of 
the creek. The mayor had a vision for an urban trail that would connect people to the city and nature and create a 
robust area for commerce, wellness and community.

The city turned to Hanson for help, which included providing options for the trail and development; helping 
visualize the potential trail and improvements; and creating an inviting space. Helping the mayor and the city see 
the space’s potential was crucial to this project’s advancement. Hanson used an innovative approach — virtual 
reality — to model the new trail, amenities and development. Using drone footage, aerial and ground surveys and 
LiDAR, Hanson created a virtual reality tour that allowed the mayor to walk along the trail and imagine being in the 
space before it was fully designed or constructed.

As the project got underway, Hanson’s design team developed public notices, surveys and permit notices that 
were distributed to the public to keep them apprised of project developments and construction updates. The 
design team also designed and constructed several lookout areas along the trail that provided the public with 
updates about the creek during the project.

Additionally, Hanson worked closely with the Kokomo-Center Township Consolidated School Corp. before, during 
and after construction to minimize disruptions for Central Middle School, which is located along Wildcat Creek, 
and provide an outdoor learning environment for students. The trail offers students safe access to the creek to 
collect water samples, conduct science experiments or observe nature. This encourages hands-on learning in a 
natural setting.

Hanson’s Jason Rowley, P.E., and Jim Trachtman presented this project to engineering students at the Rose-
Hulman Institute of Technology in Terre Haute, Indiana, on Oct. 23, 2019, to share its merits with future 
engineering professionals.
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Demonstrated awareness 
for the need to protect the 
environment during the project 

Hanson’s team extensively coordinated with federal, state and local agencies, such as the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, DNR, Indiana Department of Environmental Management and the local soil and water conservation 
district to reduce environmental impacts to the creek and surrounding areas, clean up the area, identify possible 
unfavorable soil conditions and prepare the necessary permits to ensure the project could proceed with minimal 
impacts to the environment and public.

Hanson’s design team conducted two environmental site assessments to identify any environmental concerns. The 
results from these assessments identified impacted soils and historical building foundations and involved working 
around a large, combined sanitary sewer that ran parallel to the project site. 

Hanson’s team also worked with the DNR to minimize impacts to the living things that use or access the creek 
daily. This involved using a minimal amount of riprap in the ordinarily high-water areas of the creek and along its 
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banks to make it easier for animals to cross the creek and move through 
this area. The project team also considered the importance of protecting 
the Indiana bat and the fish spawning season. The team timed the clearing 
of trees around the creek with the roosting of the Indiana bat and phased 
the construction accordingly.

 

Unusual accomplishments under adverse conditions

Several complexities and adverse conditions emerged during this project, such as the need to 
clean up an unsafe and deteriorating site; develop flood-control solutions; develop structural 

engineering solutions for four bridges and retaining walls; address geotechnical and soil considerations; minimize 
the relocation of a combined sanitary sewer; and coordinate with federal, state and local agencies during clean-up 
and permitting. Highlights included:

• Site conditions: As a former industrial area, the proposed trail site had been a dumping ground since 
the 1930s. Hanson worked with geotechnical engineers to develop soil-compatible designs prior to the 
construction of the trail, bridges and retaining walls. These designs also helped reduce impacts to the creek.

• Flood monitoring: Hanson prepared four construction in a floodway permits that modeled the proposed 
improvements to illustrate that the changes would not negatively affect the floodway. The team applied for 
four construction in a floodway permits from the DNR for four locations along the trail to accelerate the trail’s 
construction and meet the project’s tight schedules. 

• Structural engineering: To address the area’s unsuitable soils and building debris, Hanson’s structural 
engineers worked closely with Soils & Materials Engineers, the geotechnical subconsultant, to design 
inventive solutions for building the three bridges in the soils, which had the potential for settlement. The 
team chose helical piles, or driven H-piles, which could be drilled into the bedrock to support the structures. 
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Traditional H-piles were used to support two other structures. A fourth structure (the Washington Street 
bridge) was rehabilitated as part of this project.

Engineers minimized the potential for flood water to pool on the trail and surrounding areas and designed 
drainage outlets to discharge water safely and efficiently. This was paramount to the public’s health and safety, as 
well as to the protection of the trail and surrounding homes, businesses and environment.

By working together with the city, the team transformed an unsafe, unattractive and deteriorating industrial area 
into a safe, inviting and accessible trail that connects people to the city, nature and each other.

Additional conditions deemed of importance to the public 
works agency

Former Mayor Goodnight had a vision for an urban trail that would connect people to the city and nature and 
create a robust area for commerce, wellness and community. Hanson helped bring the concept to life by creating 
a 3D virtual reality tour, allowing the mayor and the city to see how the trail and design elements would look and 
function. It helped give the mayor the confidence to proceed with the project.

This project involved the design and construction of three bridges and the rehabilitation of a fourth bridge. With 
the trail’s location in a former industrial area that had unsuitable soils in many areas, Hanson’s structural engineers 
worked with Soils & Materials Engineers to design inventive solutions for building the bridges, including the helical 
piles.

The helical piles were used during Phase 1 of construction to carry the additional load of the new trail without 
the need to over excavate the impacted soils. This also made the trail easier to construct within the tight space 
constraints caused by steep banks, and the ability to drill the piles and leave them in place allowed the contractor 
to use smaller equipment.

The design team met weekly with the project’s owner to discuss design progress, which allowed the design team 
to make and adjust to changes weekly. This was helpful during the fast-paced design schedule and kept the 
project team and client on the same page. Hanson and Shrewsberry & Associates also created a materials and 
aesthetic guidebook to show which materials and design details — such as brick pavers, benches, planters and 
handrails — were being used.

The Wildcat Creek Walk of Excellence connects people with Kokomo’s downtown attractions, public transportation 
and outside venues and amenities, including an amphitheater, picnic tables and swings. The project has 
transformed an unsafe, unattractive and deteriorating area into a safe, clean, accessible and inviting space for the 
public. Whether people choose to walk on the trail, enjoy a picnic on the banks or sit on the swings across from 
the Wildcat Creek, the trail welcomes the public to enjoy Kokomo.
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Development of the project to meet a perceived need of the 
community 

The Hanson team worked with developers and engineers from the hospitality, retail, senior living 
and residential sectors, as well as the convention center and school district to coordinate the planning, design and 
construction of the trail and its impact on future development.

The trail was designed and built in coordination with more than $100 million worth of new and planned development. 
The trail has attracted businesses, including a bicycle rental shop, restaurants, apartment buildings, hotels, meeting 
venues and retail shops. 

The trail connects people with nature and the community. It also offers many wellness options, such as walking, 
running, cycling, rollerblading, canoeing and kayaking. This is important to the city as it seeks to improve the quality 
of life for its residents and attract people to Kokomo.

The project brings future value to engineering and the public in the sense that Wildcat Creek offers Kokomo-Center 
Township Consolidated School Corp. students with a real-life outdoor classroom. Students at Central Middle 
School enjoy safe access for collecting water samples, conducting science experiments or observing nature. This 
encourages hands-on learning in a natural setting.
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Use of alternative materials, practices for funding that 
demonstrates a commitment to sustainability

Hanson worked with the team’s geotechnical engineers to develop designs to make the soil along 
the creek suitable and stable for construction of bridges and retaining walls and reduce impacts to the creek. One 
way they demonstrated a commitment to sustainability was by using helical piles, or driven H-piles. The helical 
piles were easier to construct within the tight space constraints caused by steep banks, and the ability to drill the 
piles and leave them in place allowed the contractor to use smaller equipment.

Precast concrete walls and permeable brick pavers also helped minimize impacts to the creek and its banks. The 
project team designed unique features along the trail, including swings, benches, planters and handrails, creating 
a beautiful, useful and sustainable environment for years to come.

Economic challenges that the community faced and the 
rationale of the option chosen 

The Walk of Excellence project could not have happened without careful planning by the city of Kokomo. The 
city issued a bond and used its general fund to bring this project to fruition, improving the city’s downtown 
infrastructure. This project will support $90 million in public and private investment along the length of the trail, 
including an assisted-living facility, apartments, a baseball stadium, middle school upgrades, a hotel and a 
conference center. All of this will also spur economic development, including employment opportunities.

Creative use 
of municipal 
resources, 

equipment, labor or funds 
that produced measurable 
benefits to the community

With a $10 million budget, the team 
provided economical and cost-effective 
solutions to the city of Kokomo, resulting 
in a community improvement that was 
completed within budget. The team used 
landscaping, natural and manmade design 
elements, art and lighting to complement 
the trail and create a beautiful, welcoming space.
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The city also provided staff 
to deliver the project. Hanson 
supplemented the city’s staff, 
helping with design, inspections 
and other aspects of the project. 
The city managed its resources 
to complete a large combined 
sanitary sewer, water mains 
and street paving, curbs and 
sidewalks and traffic signals 
simultaneously during the 
construction of the Wildcat Creek 
Walk of Excellence project.  

This allowed the city to improve other areas of 
Kokomo’s infrastructure in conjunction with the 
design and construction of the trail. 
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The Wildcat Creek Walk of Excellence connects people with Kokomo’s downtown attractions, public transportation and outside venues and amenities, includ-
ing an amphitheater, picnic tables and swings.
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The Wildcat Creek Walk of Excellence features a brick-lined promenade that runs along the creek and a multifamily residential development between Union 
and Main streets in Kokomo. This area has benches, picnic tables, planters and lights that make it an attractive, comfortable gathering space for people — 
day or night.
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The trail travels alongside Wildcat Creek and an outdoor amphitheater and crosses under a historic railroad bridge and the Heritage Trail Pedestrian Bridge.
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As part of this new development, the trail has attracted businesses to the area, including a bicycle rental shop, where people can rent bikes to ride on the 
trail.
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The project team used landscaping, natural and man-made design elements, art and lighting to complement the trail and create a beautiful, welcoming 
space.
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The Wildcat Creek Walk of Excellence project has transformed an unsafe, unattractive and deteriorating area into a safe, clean, accessible and inviting space 
for the public. Whether people choose to walk on the trail, enjoy a picnic on the banks or sit on the swings across from the Wildcat Creek, the trail welcomes 
the public to enjoy Kokomo.
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