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Work begins on Port of Miami tunnel project
By Alfonso Chardy
The Port of Miami tunnel will take trucks from the port (bottom) under Government Cut to Watson Island and the MacArthur Causeway.

Attentive motorists may have noticed bulldozers and road workers on Watson Island on the south side of the eastbound MacArthur Causeway near the Miami Children's Museum -- the small beginning to a massive project that will help reshape downtown.

For now, the equipment and workers are the only visible evidence of one of the biggest and most expensive transportation projects in South Florida history: construction of the $1 billion Port of Miami tunnel.

It won't be until next year, however, that the yearlong tunnel excavation will begin in earnest in the median of the MacArthur Causeway -- going first toward the port and then back toward Watson Island. The Florida Department of Transportation expects the tunnel to be ready in 2014.

Arrival of the equipment and workers at Watson Island, the project's main staging area, marked the formal start of the project -- among the three most significant road projects in South Florida in recent years.

The others are the $1.8 billion reconstruction of Interstate 595 in Broward and the $1.7 billion construction of the Miami Intermodal Center, a rail and road travel hub just east of Miami International Airport.

Gus Pego, head of the state transportation agency's Miami office, gave The Herald a tour of the initial construction site and detailed how the construction will proceed.

The project, Pego said, is starting small but will grow -- and grow and grow. By this time next year, it will be abundantly clear a tunnel is being bored under Biscayne Bay.

For now, preparatory work near the Miami Children's Museum is afoot, involving construction of a new segment of the frontage road parallel to the MacArthur Causeway -- the road that many motorists now use to either make a U turn to return to Miami or to reach the Jungle Island theme park.

The existing portion of the frontage road -- from the eastbound causeway exit ramp to a point near a turn under the MacArthur Causeway bridge -- will be moved farther south so new causeway eastbound lanes can be built over the existing frontage road.

Once the new lanes are ready, likely in September, causeway traffic will be immediately switched to the new roadway. The idea is to cause as little traffic disruption as possible on the causeway, a major link between the mainland and South Beach.

``As far as traffic impact, they are working off hours between 9 a.m. and 3:30 p.m.,'' said Pego. ``There may also be at times work at night.''

Pego said night work will not happen on Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays -- major party days in South Beach -- or during major events.

``Deliveries of materials also will be limited to off-peak hours so it doesn't impact traffic,'' said Pego.

This is all necessary to widen the existing causeway median in front of Jungle Island. The widening is required because the median is where the tunnel boring machine will be assembled and where excavation will begin next year.

``What they'll do is excavate a pit and then lower the machine into the pit,'' Pego said. ``It will be assembled in place.''

Once the machine is built in Germany, it will be disassembled and the pieces will be shipped to the port. From there they will be trucked to Watson Island to be reassembled.

Ultimately, the tunnel portals will be in the new median, with two parallel tubes containing two two-lane roads running under the Bay from Watson Island to the port and back.

Over the next six to nine months, work will focus on construction of the new frontage road, followed by construction of the new MacArthur eastbound lanes and the median widening to make room for the excavation pit.

In summer 2011, excavation is expected to begin first toward the port -- a six-month venture -- and then back toward Watson Island, another six months.

Workers also will begin building a new roadway network on the port to accommodate changed traffic patterns and widen the MacArthur Causeway bridge from the existing three lanes to four to ease congestion once additional traffic starts using the causeway to get to the port.

While tunnel builders hope to draw cargo trucks that now tie up downtown Miami streets, the facility will be open to all vehicles, including tour buses, rental car shuttles and private vehicles.



News Clip


Port of Miami Tunnel








Page 3 of 3
4141 NE Second Avenue ( Suite 203C ( Miami, FL 33137

Phone (305) 573-4455 ( Fax (305) 573-4466


