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FDOT To Meet With Residents Over Tunnel Traffic
By Michael Williams
It is called cause and effect. Residents along the fabled Venetian Causeway in Miami worry they are about get a heavy dose of "effect" that could turn their roadway connecting Miami and Miami Beach into a virtual freeway.

What is the root of the worry? Consider -- to unclog Port of Miami bound cargo truck traffic on Biscayne Boulevard a one billion dollar port tunnel project is finally underway. Traffic related construction delays on the MacArthur Causeway, home to the new tunnel, are inevitable over the next five years and that won't sit well with motorists bound for South Beach.

That's where the worry for Venetian residents comes in. They sit just north of the MacArthur and are bracing for impact. Homeowner Debra Leibowitz said, "The idea of major traffic veering off the MacArthur and using the only real alternative, which is the Venetian, is problematic."

Robert Sussman regularly bicycles along the Venetian Causeway. He told CBS4's Michael Williams, "I don't like it all. It is going to be dangerous and overcrowded. You will have no room, and traffic will be a lot slower and more accidents."

Worried residents will meet with state transportation officials Thursday night. They want all options on the table for debate: higher tolls, resident-only traffic allowed on the causeway, higher weight restrictions for trucks using the corridor to and from Miami Beach. Florida Department of Transportation officials did not return a CBS4 News call for comment, but did say they will answer questions at the meeting.

Life in the slow lane. It's something residents are mobilizing to protect as port tunnel construction gets set to go into high gear.

Representatives from other cities are also expected to attend. Jack Hartog, president of the Venetian Causeway Neighborhood Alliance, said he's concerned about other construction projects, which include a Miami Beach streetscape project and he hopes officials are coordinating those projects well. 

"My personal concern is the coordination of those projects and their impact on traffic and what the plans are," Hartog told CBS4.com. "We believe that this is a street designed and used for residents, it's used by pedestrians, joggers and largely residential and to have it transformed into a major thoroughfare is clearly not in the interest of the people." 

When completed, the Port of Miami tunnel will divert truck traffic off I-395 (MacArthur Causeway) and into a tunnel heading to and from the Port of Miami in order to reduce traffic congestion in downtown Miami. 

It's going to take a boring machine 42-feet in diameter to dig the two tunnels under Biscayne Bay. Each of the twin tubes is to be 41-feet in diameter and about 3,900 feet long. They'll also reach a depth of 120 feet below the water.

Governor Charlie Crist praised the start of construction of the Port of Miami Tunnel project. In a press release Crist said, "Construction of the Port of Miami Tunnel will help put Florida on the road to economic recovery by strengthening the Port as a long-term economic engine for the region. The Tunnel will help create jobs, ease congestion and improve safety in the heart of Miami." 

As far as traffic impact, the project involves reconfiguring roads and widening the MacArthur Causeway, with a new lane planned for each direction. 
In May, construction started on a frontage road parallel to the causeway and work began on the eastbound lanes to shift traffic there. 

Around September, work is to begin in the median between the bridge's eastbound and westbound lanes, which will serve as the main construction staging area. 

Three lanes in each direction will remain open during peak traffic, but there will be some temporary lane closures during off-peak hours. 

Project partners including the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT), the Miami Access Tunnel (MAT) team, Miami-Dade County and the City of Miami attended Friday's groundbreaking ceremony. 

"The tunnel will become a reality thanks to all parties working together on this unique public-private partnership," said FDOT Secretary Stephanie Kopelousos. "After years of planning, the project will enhance port access and reduce congestion in downtown Miami caused by port traffic."
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