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The historic buildings that line North Sib-

ley Avenue in Litchfield’s downtown create a 

conundrum for those planning reconstruction 

of U.S. Highway 12 next spring.

The project requires heavy equipment, 

significant digging and the vibrations that 

come with such work. Meanwhile, most of the 

buildings are made with materials that would 

be extremely difficult to replace if they were 

destroyed by construction.

“It’s interesting,” said Susan Granger, ar-

chitectural historian and co-owner of Gemini 

Research. “A lot of the buildings in Litchfield 

are builds of a kind of a hand colored — kind of 

a cream color, tannish brick — that was made 

locally at a brickyard, (which) went out of busi-

ness decades and decades ago.”

The Minnesota Department of Transporta-

tion project is slated to run from May to October 

2020. Along with Highway 12/Sibley Avenue, 

reconstruction will include East Fourth Street 

to East Commercial Street, the Highway 12 and 

Highway 22, and North Holcombe Avenue to the 

corner of East First Street.

The project runs through the heart of Litch-

field’s downtown historic district, with many 

of the buildings constructed in the early 1900s 

or before.

Before construction, a vibration specialist 

will go into every downtown building and 

conduct a detailed inspection of their condition, 

Granger said.

“So they’ll look and see if there are cracks or 

whatever,” Granger said. “They will document 

all that, and they’ll do the same thing after 

construction. So the idea is if there were any 

changes like a crack got bigger or something, 

that could ... be attributed to the construction.”

After the first survey is finished, the vibra-

tion specialist will set a vibration level that is 

safe for each building, she said, and a portable 

seismographs will be installed in the basement 

of each building.

“They send out a signal and the vibration 
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Traffic on Sibley Avenue North in downtown Litchfield will be rerouted as part of U.S. 

Highway 12 reconstruction in spring and summer 2020. The age and makeup of many 

of the main street buildings creates special concerns for the project.
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As a milk hauler for First District Associa-

tion, Patrick Riley has witnessed his share of 

bad driving habits.

That’s why he welcomes Minnesota’s new 

hands-free driving law.

“I have daily near misses where someone 

starts to drift into my lane and when they get 

close, you can plainly see the phone in their 

hand,” Riley said. “Last summer I had to take 

the shoulder to avoid one car. It’s both sexes, 

all ages.”

Beginning Aug. 1, drivers will receive 

a moving violation if found holding their 

mobile phone or any other handheld devices 

while driving, as a result of a law passed by 

the Minnesota Legislature earlier this year.

Violation of the new law will result in a 

petty misdemeanor and a $50 fine including 

court fees for the first offense. For a second 

and subsequent violations, drivers will be 

fined $275 each, plus court fees. Drivers may 

use their cellphone to make calls, text, listen 

to music or podcasts and GPS, only by voice 

commands or single-touch activation.

“The driving force of this law is the reduc-

tion of distracted driving-related crashes, 

specifically fatal crashes,” Meeker County 

Sheriff Brian Cruze said. “Studies show a 

reduction (in accidents) when hands-free laws 

are enacted. So our focus will be to first edu-

cate, then enforce accordingly. (Cellphones) 

have become a major distraction, thus the 

law change. But we can’t forget about other 

distractions. We want people to be safe as they 

travel down the road, and we want people to 

feel safe and confident other drivers are do-

ing the same.”

Currently, it is difficult for police officers 

to determine whether drivers are texting or 

using their GPS, but the new law will make it 

easier to stop drivers simply because they’re 

holding their cellphones in their hand, Cruze 

said.

“I don’t think the new law will create any 

new challenges for enforcement,” he said. “In 
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Beginning Aug. 1, Minnesota drivers will 

not be allowed to operate a vehicle while 

holding a phone or other handheld device. 

A new state law aims to cut down on 

distracted driving.
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Litchfield School Board settled on details of 

a fall operating and bond referendum during a 

meeting Monday, even as some members specu-

lated about the city’s commitment to moving 

forward on a wellness center.

The School Board will place three ques-

tions on the ballot in November, which will 

be submitted to the Minnesota Department of 

Education for review and comment by Aug. 1. 

Those questions will seek:

 ■ An increase in the operating levy. The 

board decided to ask for a $625 per pupil in-

crease, which will increase property taxes by 

$142 per year for a home valued at $137,000.

School Board focuses referendum approach
Some members question 
city’s commitment to 
wellness center
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School Board members and administrators discussed operating and bond referendum 

questions during a work shop July 18. Hands free to A2 
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