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Background 
Construction of the preferred alternative for the city of Niles, MI, will include replacement of the Main 
Street (M-139) Bridge and its approaches.   The detour route to be used during construction was chosen 
for two main reasons:  

1. The existing Main Street Bridge over the St. Joseph River is an earth-filled reinforced concrete 
arch that cannot be removed using part-width construction. 

2. The city of Niles has a redundant bridge on Broadway Street just south of the project limits 
which can effectively be used for a detour route. 

While the specifics of the maintenance of traffic plan will be developed during the design phase, this 
report outlines the anticipated schemes that will be utilized to limit environmental impacts. 
 
The detour route’s primary focus will be to maintain truck traffic on M-139 while avoiding the 
downtown business area.   During meetings with the city of Niles, it was determined that the majority of 
those who will be affected by construction are local residents, and will likely not use the detour route as 
signed.   Local traffic, familiar with the area, will find other routes.   Once traffic crosses the Broadway 
Street Bridge there are several other combinations of side streets that can be used to reach 
destinations. 

Preferred Detour Route 
The preferred detour route is shown in Figure 1.  Main Street will be closed between the State Street 
and Front Street intersections.  Each intersection (State Street and Front Street) will remain open during 
construction.  The intersection of 
St.  Joseph Avenue and Main 
Street will be closed and 
approximately 200 feet of St.  
Joseph Avenue will be 
reconstructed.  It is anticipated 
that the Contractor will utilize the 
space between State Street and 
Front Street for staging and 
storage, as well as for any 
additional construction 
operations. 
 
The suggested M-139 detour route 
(described for northbound traffic) 
has traffic turn east from Lincoln 
Avenue onto Grant Street, cross 
the Broadway Street Bridge, then 
continue east on Broadway Street 
to 5th Street.  Traffic then turns 
north on 5th Street (which 
becomes M-51 at Main Street) 
until Wayne Street, and then heads 
west onto Wayne Street back towards M-139. 
 

Figure 1 - Preferred Detour Route  
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This route was chosen mainly because of the geometrics of 5th Street being the most favorable to 
convey traffic when compared to the other side streets.  The intersection of 5th Street and Broadway 
Street has a large radius allowing southbound truck traffic to easily turn onto Broadway Street.  The 
intersection of 5th Street and Main Street is signalized; an advantage ensuring that detoured traffic does 
not queue up on 5th Street.  Wayne Street, the connection back to M-139, is a designated truck route for 
the city of Niles and thus serves as a suitable route to move traffic to and from M-139.  The intersection 
of 5th Street and Wayne Street also features apt radii for truck turning movements. 

Pedestrian Concerns 
Due to construction activities, temporary impacts to the existing walkway/bike path are inevitable.  
These impacts will be minimal and include only those necessary to facilitate construction of the bridge 
abutment and setting of the beams.  Pedestrian facilities that cross under and over the Main Street 
Bridge will be accommodated with 
detours.  
 
As described for northbound 
pedestrian traffic, the path can be 
intercepted at the Broadway Street 
Bridge (at Location “1” in Figure 2) 
and brought to street level at 2nd 
Street (Location “D”).  The detour 
then uses 2nd Street north to Main 
Street (“E”), Main Street west to 
Front Street (“F”), Front Street north 
to Sycamore Street (“G”), and west 
on Sycamore Street.   This leads into 
Riverfront Park’s ADA compliant 
gazebo entrance (“H”) that connects 
to the bike path further west.  
Pedestrians have sidewalks available 
the entire detour except for a short 
distance along Sycamore Street, west 
of the city parking lot.  The possible 
closure of a parking space may be 
required to provide access to the park 
sidewalks.  The total length of this detour is roughly one-quarter mile. 
Pedestrians heading east across the Main Street Bridge will be directed south down St.  Joseph Avenue 
(“A”) and then turn east onto Grant Street (“B”).   Upon crossing the Broadway Bridge (“C”-“D”), they 
will then tie into the existing detour (“D”).  The total length of this detour is roughly one-half mile, 
including the existing detour. 
 
The alternative to this detour would be providing temporary pedestrian pathways along the south side 
of Main Street to Front Street and then back along the north side of Main Street to the park entrance at 
the Veteran’s Memorial.  This plywood and lumber pathway is typically placed outside the construction 
limits.  The sidewalk on the north side of Main Street extends to the right-of-way (ROW) line.  On the 
south side of Main Street, the sidewalk goes to planter islands which are adjacent to the ROW line.  This 

Figure 3 - Pedestrian Detour 

Figure 2 - Pedestrian Detour 
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doesn’t leave room for temporary pathways.  The construction activities in this area could include the 
lifting of bridge beams, moving of steel reinforcement, and moving machinery.  This causes unsafe 
conditions for adjacent walkway users.  As pedestrian safety is paramount, this alternative is not 
recommended. 

Proposed Signing 
Detour signing will be placed on all major incoming routes to the city of Niles directing Niles-bound 
traffic to seek an alternate route to M-139.  The city of Niles has stated that only local-delivery truck 
traffic will be permitted within the Niles business area.  Larger truck traffic would present difficulties in 
maneuvering through city streets and the more confined curve radii. 
 
In addition to the aforementioned detour route, signs will be placed on Broadway Street prior to the 
intersection of 5th Street that direct eastbound traffic to turn left onto 5th street for North M-51 and to 
continue straight for South M-51.  Signs will also be added for westbound traffic on Broadway Street 
that direct traffic to continue heading straight to reach South M-139 or to turn right at 5th Street to 
continue on North M-139.  Also, signing will be added to M-139 prior to Broadway Street indicating the 
M-139 detour.  Refer to the MOT detour plans for additional information (Exhibit B).  All applicable MOT 
signs will carry additional plaque signs stating that local businesses are open during construction.   

Economic Impacts 
It is critical that economic impacts be minimized for the city of Niles during construction.  There will be 
signs placed throughout the detour route stating that the local businesses are still open.   All businesses 
and commercial districts will have access maintained during the term of the construction.  There are 
alternate, redundant routes to every business that avoid the Main Street Bridge.  The only business drive 
that is being affected during construction is the western drive that leads into the River Front Square Mall 
on the east side of the river; however, this mall has two drives along Main Street and the other will 
remain open. 
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LH-LAN-0 (01/03) 

April 9, 2010 
 
 
 
 
Mr. Neil Coulston, Public Works Director 
Niles Deparmtment of Public Works  
508 East Main Street 
Niles, Michigan  49120 
 
Dear Mr. Coulston:  
 
The Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) in cooperation with the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) is preparing an Environmental Assessment (EA)/Section 4(f) Evaluation for the 
proposed M-139 (formerly US-12BR) Historic Bridge Replacement located in the City of Niles, Berrien 
County, Michigan.  
 
In 1994, MDOT began the environmental process to replace the US-12 BR bridge in Berrien County.  
When MDOT notified the public, concern was raised over the historic nature of the bridge.  After 
speaking to the public and stakeholders, MDOT changed the bridge replacement project to a bridge 
rehabilitation project.  Since the rehabilitation project, the bridge has been declared a scour critical 
structure.  Due to the type of structure, an earth filled concrete arch bridge, the structural work needed to 
bring the bridge up to current standards is not feasible. Therefore, MDOT is now proposing to replace 
structure B02 of 11021 and improve the geometrics of the bridge.   
 
A Maintenance of Traffic Plan has also been developed for this project.  MDOT is proposing to use 
Lincoln Avenue to Grant Street to 5th St (M-51) as the detour route.  The proposed route is shown on the 
enclosed map.   
 
The majority of the improvements will be done within the existing right-of-way.  However, dependent 
upon the selected alternative there may be a need for small amounts of right-of-way.  The enclosed map 
that shows the proposed EA project limits and the proposed detour route.    
 
As part of the early coordination process, the M-139 project team is seeking input from interested 
agencies as well as the general public.  We are asking for your agency to comment on this project for the 
Environmental Assessment as it relates to specific areas of concerns; acceptable methodologies; and 
mitigation and permitting requirements, which may be necessary for project implementation.  If you need 
additional information or desire a joint field review, please contact Richard Bayus at (517) 373-8046 or 
Jason Latham at (269) 337-3792. 
 

Sincerely, 

 
Matt W. Webb, AICP 
Project Planning Section 

 
Enclosure
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PROGRAMMATIC SECTION 4(f) EVALUATION 
 
1.  INTRODUCTION 
The historic property protected by Section 4(f) and potentially affected by the proposed 
project is the Main Street/M-139 (formerly US-12BR) Bridge over the St. Joseph River in 
the City of Niles, Berrien County. The bridge is an earth-filled, concrete-arch bridge 
constructed in 1919 and owned and maintained by the Michigan Department of 
Transportation. 
 
Riverfront Park is located on the east side of the Main Street Bridge.  This Section 
4(f)/6(f) public recreational property is under the jurisdiction of the City of Niles, 
Michigan.  Riverfront Park is not eligible for listing on the National Register, nor is it 
part of any historic district. 
 
Section 4(f) of the federal National Department of Transportation Act of 1966 (as 
amended) prohibits the use of publicly-owned land from any park, recreation area, or 
wildlife/waterfowl refuge or land from a historic site of national, state, or local 
significance for transportation projects unless (1) there is no prudent and feasible 
alternative to the use; and (2) the proposed project includes all possible planning to 
minimize harm.  The following Programmatic Section 4(f) Evaluation discusses the 
proposed project and potential impacts to protected Section 4(f) properties and those 
efforts made to avoid, minimize, or mitigate harm. Based on the following evaluation, a 
preliminary determination has been made that that the proposed bridge replacement will 
impact Section 4(f) resources, all alternatives have been fully and reasonably evaluated, 
and measures taken to minimize the impacts to the Section 4(f) resources.  Upon 
considering comments received from resource agencies and the public concerning the 
bridge replacement, the Federal Highway Administration will either apply the Section 
4(f) Evaluation and document the project files or will prepare a separate Section 4(f) 
document for processing under the procedures established in Federal Highway 
Administration regulations 23 CFR 771.135. 
 
Section 6(f) of the Land and Water Conservation Act (LAWCON), as amended, was 
enacted to ensure that property acquired or developed with LAWCON assistance is 
retained and used for public outdoor recreational use.  Any property so acquired or 
developed, shall not be wholly or partly converted to other than public outdoor recreation 
uses without the approval of the director of the U.S. Department of the Interior.  
However, no LAWCON property within the proposed project limits will be converted to 
a transportation use.  Thus, Section 6(f) documentation is not required. 
 
2.  PROPOSED ACTION AND NEED FOR THE PROJECT 
The primary purpose of the proposed project is to replace the southbound Main Street/M-
139 (formerly US-12BR) Bridge [Bridge] in order to maintain the safety of the M-139 
(Main Street) crossing over the St. Joseph River.  The need to replace the Bridge is 
triggered by the scour critical rating of the Bridge, which was built on spread footings 
that are vulnerable to scour. Scour is the removal of the material around the foundations 
of a structure due to the flow of water, especially increased flows during significant 



events.  A scour critical rating means that enough material is calculated to be removed in 
a design event (100 year) to cause the structure to fail.  The existing Bridge carries traffic 
over the St. Joseph River and is an important connection within the City of Niles linking 
the eastern and western portions of the City.  Average Daily Traffic across the Bridge is 
10,000 vehicles per day as of 2010. 
 
3.  DESCRIPTION OF 4(f) FACILITIES 
 
a. Historic  
Historic resources are those buildings, structures, districts and/or sites that are listed on or 
eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). The criteria for 
evaluation of eligibility is the quality of significance in American history, architecture, 
archaeology, engineering and culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, 
and objects that possess integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, and association and: 

A. are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 
the broad patterns of our history; or 
B. are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 
C. embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 
construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high 
artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction; or 
D. have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in 
prehistory or history. 

 
The Bridge is eligible for listing on the NRHP under Criterion C (see Figures 1-2 
in Attachment A). The Bridge is largely intact with the exception of its railing, 
which has been replaced at least twice.  The Bridge was most recently 
rehabilitated in 1995-96 when the deck was removed, the earth fill replaced, and 
new railing installed. Although the Bridge retains much of its original integrity, 
the Bridge has a scour critical rating.  When the Bridge was constructed in 1919, 
spread footings were built to support the piers without adding any pilings.  The 
Bridge is therefore vulnerable to scour, which has the potential to undermine the 
piers and result in the collapse of the entire structure. 
 
The Bridge is now the second-longest, earth-filled, concrete-arch bridge known to 
survive in Michigan, with an overall length of 338 feet.  A recent survey of historic 
vehicular bridges in Michigan identified about 23 similar, National Register-eligible, 
deck-arch (concrete-arch) bridges surviving in Michigan. The Bridge was initially 
determined eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places in 1985 as part 
of an MDOT historic bridge survey due to its length and the relative rarity of the bridge 
type across the state. 
 
The Bridge was built in 1919 as a replacement for another structure at the same location, 
making it the fourth to be constructed at the site.  This crossing of the St. Joseph River, 
along with the Broadway Street Bridge one block south, opened up the west side of the 
River to development.  The “new” Bridge replaced a Bow-string Truss Bridge erected in 



1868 and at least two previous wood bridges.  An undated postcard shows the original 
decorative balustrade railing (see Figure 3 in Attachment A). 
 
There are two National Register-eligible homes located at 70 North St. Joseph Avenue 
and 74 North St. Joseph Avenue nearby the southwest quadrant of the Bridge.  The 
National Register-listed Niles Downtown Historic District is located to the east of the 
Bridge. 
 
b.  Recreational  
Riverfront Park encompasses over 25 acres of property, located on the east side of the St. 
Joseph River from the Amtrak bridge south to south of French’s boat ramp.  The park is 
owned, maintained and operated by the City of Niles and has received Section 6(f) Land 
and Water Conservation Fund monies for property improvements.  Riverfront Park has 
numerous entry points and is divided into 5 units according to the City of Niles 
Community Recreation Plan.  The Main Street/M-139 Bridge acts as the dividing point 
between the North Central and Central Park Units.   
 
Currently, Riverfront Park offers a variety of functions including the Riverfront Park 
Trail, picnic tables, benches, grills, playscape and skate park.  The Park also includes a 
pavilion, boat dock/fishing pier, public parking lots, public art, boat ramp and restrooms.  
The Park is open to pedestrians year round.    A map showing all City of Niles parks can 
be found in Attachment B. 
 
4.  IMPACTS TO THE PROGRAMMATIC SECTION 4(f) FACILITIES 
 
a. Historic 
The Bridge meets the NRHP Criterion C and the proposed replacement has been 
determined as having an “adverse effect” (see Attachment C) by the Michigan State 
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). Consultation has been ongoing and a Memorandum 
of Agreement (MOA) has been developed. The MOA can be found in Attachment D of 
this Environmental Assessment.  
 
The proposed replacement will have “no adverse effect” on the historic properties at 70 
North St. Joseph Avenue, 74 North St. Joseph Avenue and the Niles Downtown Historic 
District.  Based on the no adverse effect determination and no right-of-way acquisition 
from these historic properties, there is no Section 4(f) impact at these properties. 
 
b. Recreational  
The proposed project will not permanently impact Riverfront Park.  The proposed project 
will temporary impact to the Riverfront Park Trail, located under the current Bridge.  
Approximately 185 foot long segment of the Trail and a portion of the adjacent retaining 
wall will be necessary to allow for reconstruction of the bridge abutment.  The trail will 
be reconstructed to meet current MDOT design standards.  For example, the horizontal 
clear width and vertical clearance will be increased. 
 



The Trail will be detoured during construction and will be restored under the new Bridge 
when construction is complete.   
 
Additionally, the Riverfront Park boat launch will be temporarily restricted.  The boat 
launch will be utilized during construction to erect and launch the construction barges.   
 
5.  AVOIDANCE ALTERNATIVES 
 
Alternative 1—No Build 
 
This alternative would do nothing to the existing Bridge.  Due to the scour critical rating 
of the Bridge, this is not a feasible and prudent alternative.  Without addressing the scour 
vulnerability, the Bridge could collapse and cause injury or loss of life.  Normal 
maintenance cannot cope with the situation.  Because of these scour critical rating the 
bridge poses serious and unacceptable safety hazards to the traveling public. 
 
Alternative 2—Build on New Location without using the Old Bridge 
  
This alternative would build another bridge and leave the existing Bridge in its current 
location.  Preserving the Bridge in place is not feasible and prudent because the scour 
critical rating cannot be corrected without removing the bridge, meaning the Bridge is 
beyond rehabilitation.  As mentioned earlier, the Bridge is founded upon spread footings, 
which are footings without piling.  MDOT investigated three primary scour 
countermeasures to assist in protecting the structure from scour.  First, MDOT calculated 
the size and amount of necessary riprap based on the hydraulic analysis.  MDOT cannot 
place riprap because the construction of the riprap section would require channel 
excavation that would undermine the spread footings.  Furthermore, riprap could not be 
placed on the bottom without excavation because it would cause a flow impediment and 
violate Michigan’s floodplain statute.  Cofferdams can not be driven at the piers because 
they have the potential to destabilize the spread footing substrate.  In addition, this riprap 
countermeasure, if placed as designed, would not alter the scour critical rating, as riprap 
is not considered as permanent mitigation against scour. 
 
Second, MDOT reviewed the placement of articulating block.  Articulating block is a 
system that is placed either at or below the stream bed to protect the structure from scour.  
This system would still require a riprap toe to be embedded at the edge of the block mat.  
The toe would require a deep excavation for the large riprap which could destabilize the 
spread footing substrate.  Additionally, the normal depth in the channel would make the 
installation of the blocks very difficult since there is no way to isolate the flow from the 
construction.  Blocks must be laid on geotextile fabric on a flat surface so the channel 
bottom would need to be “smoothed.”  In addition, this articulating block 
countermeasure, if placed as designed, would not alter the scour critical rating, as 
articulating block is not considered as permanent mitigation against scour. 
 
Third, MDOT investigated the possibility of adding piling to the existing pier spread 
footings.  Existing piers can at times be stabilized or further supported by driving micro-



piles through holes cored in the footings.   This option is not possible because the piles 
and equipment used to drive the piling require substantial vertical clearance.  Earth-filled 
arch bridges have very little vertical clearance near the piers due to the arch geometry.   
Piles would have to be driven with equipment above the structure.  The roadway and all 
earth over the arches would be removed and then holes would be cored through the 
concrete arch barrel to allow each pile to be driven.  Each hole core in the arch would 
sever critical reinforcing steel in the arch.   Many piles are required and each hole cored 
weakens the structural integrity of the arch.  Due to the number of holes needed, the 
remaining structural integrity of the structure would be very inadequate.  Micro-piles are 
also not an option due to the geometry of the footings.  To place and anchor piles, the top 
of the footing surface needs to have adequate area that is flat.   This structure’s footing 
has a stepped top surface making it infeasible to core holes.  In addition, the concrete 
footings are not steel reinforced, which would mean any added piles would need to be 
very tightly spaced.  Increasing the number of piles, however, would simply further 
undermine the structural integrity of the Bridge. 
 
There are no other known reasonable means to permanently stabilize the existing piers 
from scour. 
 
Alternative 3—Rehabilitate the Bridge 
 
This alternative would rehabilitate the Bridge without affecting its historic integrity.  
Unfortunately, rehabilitation is not an option given the scour critical rating of the Bridge.  
As noted previously in the discussion of Alternative 2, MDOT investigated scour 
countermeasures.  The original construction of the Bridge does not allow scour 
countermeasures to be installed, and thus any rehabilitation effort would not result in a 
safe and structurally sound bridge.  Therefore rehabilitation of the Bridge is not feasible 
or prudent. 
 
6.  MEASURES TO MINIMIZE HARM 

 
a. Historic  
Proposed mitigation measures appear in the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) between 
FHWA, the SHPO, and MDOT found in Attachment D, including: 
(A) Full Recordation of the Bridge prior to demolition with photographic documentation 
of the structure and site, history and description of the structure, and historic 
documentation. 
(B) Design of the new bridge by MDOT consulting with the SHPO, nearby property 
owners, the City of Niles, and the general public.  MDOT will assess community 
preferences for the aesthetics of the replacement bridge by combining engineering 
requirements and local input gathered thus far. 
(C) National Register nominations offered to the owners of the two historic properties 
located near the southwest quadrant of the Bridge. 
(D)  Interpretation of the Bridge through an interpretive sign and salvage of the existing 
Bridge plaque. 
 



b.  Recreational  
Several steps will be taken to limit temporary impacts to Riverfront Park.  The Riverfront 
Park Trail will be signed and detoured during construction.  While the Bridge is under 
construction, the MDOT property surrounding the Bridge removal and replacement will 
be fenced and pedestrian access will be prohibited.  Riverfront Park Trail pedestrian 
access will be restored beneath the bridge as soon as safety allows.  The new Main 
Street/M-139 Bridge over the St. Joseph River will include an aesthetic treatment, under 
the bridge, adjacent to the trail.  Additionally, the turf surrounding the Riverfront Park 
trail will be restored it its original condition, or better, when construction is complete.   
 
The Riverfront Park boat launch access will be temporarily restricted during construction 
to assemble and launch the construction barges.  The public will be notified prior to the 
contractor accessing the property. 
 
Lastly, the contractor will be prohibited from storing equipment or parking vehicles on 
public recreational property.   
 
7.  COORDINATION 
MDOT’s coordination regarding the historic resources associated with the proposed 
project has been ongoing. The effects of the Bridge replacement and the proposed 
measures to minimize harm were reviewed by and developed in consultation with the 
SHPO and a consulting party (see Attachment E).  MDOT reached out to local public 
agencies, citizens and other stakeholders concerning the project through a public meeting 
introducing the project on May 6, 2010.  A second public meeting, held on January 26, 
2011, focused on mitigation for the adverse effect under Section 106 and the unveiling of 
the preferred alternatives.  The comments from both meetings are attached in Attachment 
F. 
 
Coordination with the owner of the 4(f)/6(f) property is required as part of the review.  
To comply with this requirement, MDOT coordinated with the City of Niles and received 
approval for the temporary impacts to Riverfront Park.  Additionally, MDOT coordinated 
with the Michigan Department of Natural Resources in regard to the temporary 6(f) 
impacts and received approval.  No land conversion is needed for this project.  See 
coordination letters in Attachment G. 
 
8. CONCLUSION 
Based upon the above considerations, there is no feasible and prudent alternative to the 
use of the Main Street/M-139 Bridge. The proposed action includes all possible planning 
to minimize harm to these properties resulting from such use. 
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Figure 1— M-139/US-12BR/Main Street Bridge in Niles looking southwest. 
 



 
 
Figure 2—M-139/Main Street Bridge in Niles looking northeast. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Figure 3—Undated postcard of the bow-string Main Street Bridge constructed in 1868, 
demolished in 1918. 
 

 
 
Figure 4—Undated postcard of the existing Main Street Bridge. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Attachment B 
 

Map of City of Niles Parks 



2008 - 2012 City of Niles Community Recreation Plan  
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Adverse Effect Letter 
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Memorandum of Agreement



















 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Attachment E 
 

Section 106 Consulting Party Letter 
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February 8, 2011 

 

Sigrid JJ Bergland 
Historian 
Environmental Section 
Project Planning Division 
Michigan Department of Transportation 
425 W. Ottawa Street 
P.O. Box 30050 

Subject: Main Street Bridge over St. Joseph River in Niles, Berrien County 

Dear Ms. Bergland: 

My intent is for this letter to be entered into the public record as my comments and suggestions regarding 
possible solutions to mitigate the adverse effect of the proposed project to demolish and replace the 
historic Main Street Bridge over St. Joseph River in Niles. I sincerely hope you will consider my thoughts. I 
also would be happy to discuss my comments further in more detail. 

While it bears acknowledgement that I am a private citizen not affiliated with any organization or agency, 
and neither an engineer or certified bridge inspector, I do want to comment that I have visited and closely 
looked at over 2100 old and historic bridges in North America, and I have worked with, watched, and 
learned from many professionals in the historic bridge world including engineers, craftsmen/fabricators, 
and historians. I have become familiar with a rather wide variety of aspects of historic bridges and their 
preservation as I have worked to develop one of the largest historic bridge websites on the internet, 
www.historicbridges.org. I consider myself a bridge historian, but unlike the historian stereotype, am not 
unaware of or blind to other bridge issues such as bridge condition, traffic needs, AASHTO guidelines, 
engineering/inspection concerns, etc. At the same time, I do not claim to know everything, so please 
forgive any errors or oversights in my comments. As a person who has been involved with historic bridges 
for eight years, I realize I have a bias toward preserving historic bridges. At the same time, I do not 
intend to be someone who blindly demands preservation and suggests preservation solutions that are not 
grounded in reality.  

In considering what forms of mitigation might be appropriate for the historic Main Street Bridge in Niles, I 
first considered the outcome of Section 106 in regards to the Southbound M-3 “Gratiot Avenue” Bridge in 
Macomb County which was recently finalized. Because the structures are similar, I felt the M-3 Bridge 
would offer some insight into how MDOT has approached mitigation in the past and thus offer a 
groundwork for my comments. Here, mitigation included recordation of the bridge according to state 
SHPO standards, assessing community and SHPO input on the aesthetics of the replacement bridge, and 
salvage and donation of the original bridge plaque.  

I strongly believe that the best form of mitigation for demolition of a historic bridge includes preservation 
of original bridge material and recordation, preferably a combination of those two. I also believe that 

    
 
Nathan Holth 
12534 Houghton Drive 
DeWitt, MI 48820 
 
269-290-2593 
nathan@historicbridges.org 
 
 



HistoricBridges.org  Promoting the preservation of our transportation heritage. 

embellishments and aesthetic treatments placed upon a replacement bridge do nothing to mitigate 
adverse effect.  

If during project development and public involvement it is found that the community wishes that the 
replacement bridge differ from the standard plan bridge that MDOT would normally prescribe for a 
crossing without a historic bridge, perhaps in the form of adding “aesthetic treatments” that cover up the 
mundane appearance of modern bridge construction, I certainly encourage MDOT to work with the 
community and make those changes to the bridge plans if deemed appropriate, perhaps as part of a 
context sensitive planning effort. However, I strongly believe that any such alterations to a replacement 
bridge should not be included or used meet the requirement to mitigate the adverse effect of demolishing 
the historic bridge, since these changes fail to make any connection whatsoever to the factors that gave 
the historic bridge its significance. As such, I strongly believe that any Memorandum of Agreement for the 
Main Street Bridge in Niles should not include any mention of aesthetics for the replacement bridge.  

Making a modern bridge look attractive using generic aesthetic treatments designed by MDOT or a 
consulting engineer does nothing to mitigate the adverse effect caused by the demolition of a historic 
bridge. Although historic bridges often have much more architectural detailing and beauty than a modern 
bridge, the historic significance of a National Register eligible or listed bridge is typically derived from 
more than simply the beauty of the structure. Primary factors, such as engineering significance (Criterion 
C), or association with important events (Criterion A) give the bridge its actual historic value. The 1985 
survey of the Main Street Bridge in Niles did not mention the aesthetics of the bridge as an area of 
significance, and instead pointed to the length of the bridge as an area of significance, as well as the 
structure type, earth filled concrete arch. This is Criterion C significance, engineering significance. This 
only further demonstrates that aesthetic treatments on a replacement bridge will fail to mitigate the 
adverse effect. Mitigation needs to address the loss of the significant engineering and construction aspects 
of this bridge. This being the case, approaches to mitigation such as recordation and preservation of 
original bridge material much more effectively meets the spirit and intent of Section 106 mitigation.  

Having now described in detail what I feel mitigation should not include, what next follows are my specific 
recommendations for the Main Street Bridge crossing St. Joseph River in the City of Niles. If I were to 
have the responsibility of writing up the mitigation for the bridge, what follows is an outline of the 
instructions I would give. 

First, a detailed recordation of the bridge should take place. I am not sure what the SHPO guidelines are 
that the M-3 MOA referred to, however I would instead suggest that the process followed by the Historic 
American Engineering Record should serve as a guide, and recordation should be submitted to Historic 
American Engineering Record if possible, as well as local libraries and/or archives. I would also be 
interested in offering the recordation online in digital format at HistoricBridges.org, and the recordation 
should be offered to any other interested parties. It is my understanding that original plan sheets survive 
for this bridge. Professional digital scans of these plan sheets should be included in the recordation. When 
a historic bridge is demolished, original bridge plan sheets are an extremely important document, since 
they provide a way for future researchers to understand the construction of the bridge, and even provide 
a way for future generations to reconstruct the bridge in some manner. The recordation should include a 
detailed historical narrative that describes the bridge’s history. Producing this narrative should include 
having a researcher investigate any possible sources of information on the bridge, such as local archives, 
city/county/township files, State of Michigan/ MDOT archives, etc. The narrative should be as complete as 
possible, including why the bridge was built, the events leading up to the completion of the bridge, and 
any history, events, and changes to the bridge during the its service life. The narrative should describe the 
bridge in detail and describe its historic significance. Finally, the narrative should discuss any contextual 
background, such as a brief history of important people or firms involved with the bridge’s construction, 
and a history of the location in which the bridge was built. The narrative should be in the format of an 
academic paper, including full citation and bibliography. The recordation should be completed by including 
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a set of archival quality overview and detail photographs of the bridge. Again, the Historic American 
Engineering Record standards should be followed.  

Second, salvage and permanent public display of a small portion of the original bridge should occur, 
including the bridge plaque. Interpretive signage that briefly describes the historic bridge, its fate, and the 
materials salvaged should be provided to help visitors understand the purpose of the display. Preferably, 
this display would be an outdoor display located near to the location of the historic bridge. This is difficult 
with a concrete bridge, but with some creativity a way to utilize some of the concrete and reinforcing rods 
from this bridge should be possible, perhaps with consultation with a landscape architect or artist. Given 
the number of colleges and universities in this Michiana area, perhaps a contest could even be organized 
among these institutions as well as other artists and architects of the local community to design a 
sculpture and/or display using these materials. Then, members of the community could vote on their 
favorite proposed design. Some of the concrete from the original arches could be saw-cut from the bridge 
during demolition, which would provide better formed pieces than if rubber were salvaged after 
demolition. If possible, the display should also use some bare reinforcing rods recovered from the bridge 
during demolition. Again, the help of a landscape architect or artist would be useful. A rough suggestion 
might be to take a piece of concrete from the arch bridge and securely install the plaque into it, and 
perhaps place an artistic sculpture made of the reinforcing rods behind this. Perhaps this sculpture could 
depict a small outline of the bridge’s arched spans.  

I sincerely hope my suggestions for mitigation will be seriously considered. Realizing that it would be 
rather selfish to suppose that my suggestions will be implemented exactly as outlined here, I wanted to 
make one final comment. Regardless of what final outcome is chosen for mitigation, it is imperative that 
the original bridge plaque on the bridge be salvaged, and either placed into a safe, archival storage 
environment or more preferably placed in permanent public view. However, if this plaque for some reason 
is to be placed on the new bridge as MDOT has done in the past, a supplemental plaque should be created 
and placed above the historic plaque that reads simply “Previous Bridge” or the like. Simply placing the 
plaque on the new bridge with no indication of the plaque’s origin or meaning could be misleading or 
confusing to researches in future decades, in the event that the replacement bridge is lucky enough to 
enjoy a service life anywhere near as long as the historic bridge. 

I would be happy to discuss this further if there are further questions or interest. 

Sincerely, 

 

Nathan Holth 

Author/Webmaster, HistoricBridges.org 
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Main Street Bridge (M-139) over St. Joseph River

Public Information Meeting #2
Preferred Alternative & Historic Considerations

Comment Form

Name

Address /2 /I/ / J 4 _ City

State gSL Zip 4*ft*0 F-mail nr PhnnP N..mh»r

Please share your comments on the bridge study.

-
4-U. MJ- •< i; B ( • ' • '• ' D

H — i

; •

A if fas-t tl

J*CJbt 4 If r j v o . ,
t/W

/<r

Please place this form in any of the comment boxes located around the room.
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Bob Parsons, Public Involvement and Hearings Officer
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M-139 UTILITY CONFLICTS

CONTROL SECTION: 11021
JOB NUMBER: 104152

5/11/2011

Utility Owner Utility Station Rt./Lt. Comments Resolution

Electric 51+58 18' Lt Power Pole in proposed curb and buried cable close to back 
of curb

Move pole

Electric 52+83 30' Rt Electric under proposed radius

Electric 53+50 to 57+20 Lt and Rt Light poles and lines running full length of barriers Lines and lights will be 
removed and replaced

Electric 57+42 Lt and Rt Line feeds the existing bridge lighting and may be in the way 
of proposed retaining walls on the east side

Electric 58+22 27' Rt Street lighting may have to be adjusted for new sidewalk 
elevation

Relocate by others

Electric 59+21 27' Rt Street lighting may have to be adjusted for new sidewalk 
elevation

Relocate by others

Electric 59+22 32' Lt Street lighting may have to be adjusted for new sidewalk 
elevation

Relocate by others

Water 57+47 29' Rt Water line may be in the way of proposed retaining wall and 
abutment footings. Location shown in 1995 rehab plans

Water 58+35 27' Rt Hydrant may be in the way of proposed curb Move Hydrant

Sanitary 53+16 to 53+87 Lt and Rt 12" Sanitary Sewer line under proposed abutment Remove or fill sewer line

Sanitary 53+85 6' Lt 6" Sanitary Sewer bulkhead beneath proposed abutment A Remove sewer line

Sanitary 57+75 38' Lt Proposed retaining wall will run over sanitary sewer Remove sewer line

Storm 53+50 5' Rt 12" Storm under roadway Remove sewer line

Storm 57+00 25' Lt 24" Storm sewer parallel to abutment and under proposed 
bike path

Adjust MH

Storm 57+14 40' Lt 18" Storm Sewer under proposed retaining wall New larger pipe and 
drainage structure

Storm 57+60 33' Lt Proposed retaining wall will run over storm sewer New larger pipe and 
drainage structure

Comcast Cable TV 51+58 18' Lt Connected to Power Pole in proposed curb Move with pole Jay Costello
4045 W Edison Lake 
Parkway Mishawaka, 

IN 46545
1-574-252-2561

AT&T Telephone 51+58 18' Lt 100 pair telephone pedestal in proposed curb Move pedestal Joan Aalfs
1435 Milton St                   

Benton Harbor, MI 
49022

1-269-926-0233

SEMCO Energy Gas 52+83 25' Rt 2" M.P. under proposed radius Bill Coquillard 1000 Bell Rd              
Niles, MI 49120 1-269-683-6810

Berrien County 
Drain 

Commissioner
Storm  Storm sewer discharges and permits required during 

construction Roger Zilke 701 Main Street, St. 
Joseph, MI 49085

1-269-983-7111 
x8261

Bertrand 
Township

Water, 
Sanitary No Facilites based on response to utility request John Mefford 3835 Buffalo road, 

Buchanan, MI 49107 1-269-695-5001

Indiana Michigan 
and Power Electric No Facilites based on response to utility request Kurt Schneider

2425 Meadowbrook 
Rd, Benton Harbor, 

MI 49022
1-269-926-0683

AAT 
Communications 

Corporation
Telephone  No Facilites based on response to utility request Joy Tiemeyer

7402 Westshire 
Drive, Suite 120, 

Lansing, MI 48917
1-517-622-8448

Contact Info

City of Niles

MDOT

J.W. Rossow 322 E Main St                  
Niles, MI 49120 1-269-683-4700

Joseph Ray 322 E Main St                  
Niles, MI 49120 1-269-683-4700
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