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Construction Plans Challenged

By Al Chardy and David Smiley

The mayor of Miami Beach has asked the Florida Department of Transportation to consider modifying plans and begin construction of the $1 billion Port of Miami tunnel at the port instead of Watson Island by the MacArthur Causeway.

   The reason, Mayor Matti Herrera Bower said at a recent public meeting, is that current construction plans would disrupt traffic to South Beach -- a popular international tourist destination and key economic engine for Miami Beach and the county.

   Bower's request last week at a meeting of Miami-Dade transportation planners alarmed state transportation officials, who say that altering the site where construction is now scheduled to start could delay the project by as much as a year.

   "It would be a deal breaker,'' Alice Bravo, a senior state transportation official, told the meeting after Bower outlined her proposal."Miami Beach is part of the economic engine of the whole Dade County,'' Bower said. "We are concerned of the traffic . . . this will cause a disruption to the city of Miami Beach, to the Convention Center.''

   Though Bower made it clear she does not oppose the tunnel, her concern constitutes the most serious challenge to the project since the tunnel deal was signed last year between the Florida Department of Transportation and a French-led private consortium.

   The signing appeared to clear the way for a smooth construction schedule on a project that has often come to the verge of collapse in the past.

   Just before the deal was signed Oct. 15, the project was almost derailed when the city of Miami failed to deliver a $50 million letter of credit on time.

   And earlier in 2009, the Florida Department of Transportation came close to suspending the project after one of the partners of the private consortium collapsed due to the economic downturn.
   The tunnel was rescued by intense lobbying that was spearheaded by Miami-Dade Mayor Carlos Alvarez. Bravo, who is leaving the state transportation agency for a city of Miami job, said starting construction on Dodge Island, site of the port, instead of Watson Island, would severely disrupt the project.

   Watson Island, which the MacArthur crosses after a soaring bridge that connects the roadway to Interstate 395, is where the northern entrance to the port tunnel would be located.

   After a groundbreaking ceremony now tentatively scheduled for next month, the initial phases of road work will begin on Watson Island.

   Also, boring of the tunnel is not expected to begin until the tunnel-boring- machine -- ordered from Germany more than a month ago -- gets here and is reassembled at Watson Island, possibly by the summer of 2011.
   

    To accommodate tunnel work and traffic, workers plan to build a new eastbound road on the south side of the MacArthur Causeway.

   Once eastbound traffic is shifted onto the new roadway, it will remain there while tunnel work takes place in the causeway median between eastbound and westbound MacArthur.

   Officials said traffic on the MacArthur will not be slowed down or detoured away from the MacArthur because once the new eastbound road is ready it will be opened immediately and traffic shifted onto it.

   But transportation officials have not ruled out the possibility of isolated lane closings once in a while on the MacArthur during off-peak hours.

   That is one of the factors that sparked Bower's concerns, which she publicly articulated at last Thursday's meeting of the Miami-Dade Metropolitan Planning Organization.

   Bower is also concerned for the long run on how the tunnel, once built, will increase traffic on the MacArthur Causeway.

   One of the reasons for the tunnel is drawing cargo trucks that now meander through downtown Miami, tying up traffic as they make their way to the port. Bravo told Miami Beach officials last month that 7,000 trucks are expected to use the tunnel each day.

   The mayor is worried that the tunnel will simply displace Miami's traffic problem to the MacArthur, making it Miami Beach's problem.

   "I'm not opposing the tunnel,'' Bower said Tuesday. "I'm just trying to make the project not have as bad an impact on Miami Beach as I think it's going to be.''
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