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The historic Main Street bridge extending over Pilarcitos Creek has been judged “structurally deficient” to the

extent that officials warn it could fracture, sink or collapse in the event of a natural disaster, according to studies

by Caltrans and the city of Half Moon Bay.

The bridge, which supports 1,500 vehicles on average each day, received very poor marks in a recent state

inspection. On a 100-point structural scale, state officials gave the Main Street bridge an extremely low rating

of 30. By comparison, the infamous I-35W Mississippi River bridge in Minneapolis, which suddenly collapsed

in 2007 and killed 13 people, had a safer rating of 50.

City Public Works officials say they will recommend on Tuesday that the City Council begin plans to renovate

or completely rebuild the old downtown bridge, both of which could cost around $6 million.

The structural problems of the Main Street bridge were recently reported to city officials in a study conducted

by CSG Consultants that was released to the Half Moon Bay Review on Wednesday afternoon.

The report details a litany of problems with the old bridge, including numerous “heavy” cracks, exposed rebar,

corroded steel brackets and chipped concrete.

Perhaps most serious for the integrity of the old bridge is a long arcing crack that follows the entire length of the

concrete arch of the bridge on both sides. More cracks, some as wide as 12 inches, run along the bridge

retaining walls, which keep dirt tightly packed inside the core of the bridge.

City Engineer Mo Sharma said a natural disaster, particularly a large earthquake, could be disastrous for the

small two-lane bridge.

“In the case of a significant earthquake, and I mean a major earthquake, if the ground motion was in the east-

west direction, the walls built over the concrete arch bridge could flip off, slide away,” Sharma said.

He continued: “What would happen then is all the dirt contained by the wall would slip away too … On top of

the dirt is the roadway. So if the wall collapses, that means we don’t have any roadway, walkway or water

main.”

Along with being a main artery to the downtown core of the city, the Main Street bridge also hoists a 10-inch

water main, one of two providing water for homes and fire protection throughout the city. The city report warns

that any bridge damage could compromise the pipe, which in the event of a natural disaster, would worsen the

situation for local residents and rescue workers.

City officials have known about the poor quality of the bridge for several years, due to biennial inspections



performed by Caltrans. But repairing the structure was sidelined as the city dealt with the Beachwood lawsuit

and was in danger of bankruptcy.

Public Works officials say the bridge could be repaired or rebuilt, but either solution would be very costly, time-

consuming and inconvenient for the city.

The 110-year-old bridge has been registered as a historically significant structure by the city Planning

Commission, but repairing it would be particularly challenging because of its age. City engineers could not find

any original blueprints for the bridge with the city or San Mateo County. Sharma said that leaves many facets of

the bridge up to guesswork at this point.

“We don’t know how much steel it has, how deep the foundation is or how good the joints are,” he said. “This

bridge was constructed way before the city was incorporated!”

Repairing the old bridge could also require completely closing the Main Street entrance to downtown for an

estimated two years as engineers survey the structure and figure out how to reinforce it. That closure could have

drastic ramifications for the city's downtown business corridor and the traffic access for visitors and emergency

vehicles.

Sharma said he plans to recommend that the city instead consider completely rebuilding the bridge.

Completely rebuilding the bridge would require intense construction, but could be accomplished while keeping

a one-lane bridge section open for partial traffic to continue running along Main Street, according to the CSG

report. But keeping traffic flowing along Main Street would slow the project, and it could take as long as four

years to complete.

Sharma said the city would have to compete for federal grants for most of the $6 million to $7 million cost for

the bridge project. Even with those grants, the city could need to pay around $600,000 of the total cost.

In any case, Sharma predicted that reconstructing the bridge could mean downtown businesses and residents

will be facing some inconvenient delays on Main Street.

“We can't say don't worry. There will be some impacts, but it's better than leaving it open to risk,” he said.

“You've got to understand, from the surface you wouldn’t know the bridge was insufficient.”


