
Building a bridge between design and public input

By: Ron Poole, Ohio Department of Transportation
A vital link into downtown Cleveland for more than 50 years, the Central Viaduct or Innerbelt Bridge is getting needed attention, and the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT) is including citizen opinion as part of the innovative process that will decide the final look of a new, $450 million bridge which will eventually carry westbound traffic.  

In October 2008 ODOT engineers restricted traffic on the Interstate 90 structure - which links the city to interstate corridors including I-71, I-77 and I-90 – closing one lane in each direction, two ramps and rerouting heavy truck traffic. Inspections revealed that a number of steel members were aging faster than expected, with stress tests confirming that two of the steel connectors had deteriorated to the point that they could not support a fully loaded span. 
"Do we completely replace the structure?" posed District 12 Transportation Planning and Programs Administrator Dale Schiavoni, P.E. “That was a possibility when the problem was discovered.  But we could also step up rehabilitation – Ultimately, we had to consider the impacts on everyone who uses the bridge.” 
As part of ODOT’s Innerbelt Bridge Safety Plan, the agency decided to take a two-pronged approach to the problem:  invest $10 million to restore full use of the existing structure together with plans to construct two, new bridges over the Cuyahoga River Valley.  The first new bridge, the $450 million westbound bridge, is funded in part utilizing federal transportation stimulus funds made available through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

“Since 1996, ODOT has successfully used a low-bid design-build process to deliver 80 projects worth over $400 million, however, it was immediately apparent that the scope and scale of this project would require a different approach,” said Craig Hebebrand, project director for the bridge. 
Therefore to expedite the delivery of this important transportation infrastructure improvement ODOT choose to utilize a value-based design-build process. ODOT successfully obtained legislative authority earlier this year to use a value-based design-build process and also to increase the biennium limit on design-build contracting from $250 million to $1 billion. 

Getting this important link to downtown Cleveland to its full capacity is important, but the department also wanted the residents to have a say in the look of the structure as well.  Since June, ODOT and the Innerbelt Urban Design and Aesthetics Subcommittee have been working to provide prescriptive comments to be included in the design-build contract. 

With monthly meetings and focus groups, the subcommittee considered and recommended a series of design principles for the structure, including consistent and coherent design, minimal piers, aesthetic lighting treatment,  and curved or “haunched” girders. They also prescribed specific enhancements to be constructed in the Tremont and Gateway neighborhoods surrounding the structure, including scenic overlooks, improved lighting and green-space, multi-modal connections and additional parking. The finalized recommendations from the aesthetic sub-committee were approved by the Cleveland Planning Commission in November.   

In March, the department plans to choose three design-build teams to prepare technical and price proposals for the new westbound bridge. 

 “The contract will be awarded next September, and the winning design-build   team will be required to present the community with an opportunity to select the final aesthetic details through a series of public meetings,” said Hebebrand. 
Construction will begin in 2011, and the span is expected to be complete by June 2014.
