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June 23, 2022 
 
VIA US MAIL CERTIFIED RRR and WEBSITE SUBMISSION 
Rear Admiral Brendan C. McPherson 
Commander, USCG Seventh District 
Brickell Plaza Federal Building 
909 SE 1st Avenue 
Miami, FL 33131-3050 

 
RE: Docket Number: USCG-2022-0222 / Drawbridge Operation Regulation; 
Okeechobee Waterway 

 
Dear Rear Admiral McPherson,  
 
Marine Industries Association of Palm Beach County, Inc (herein MIA PBC) represents 

businesses, their customers and employees and other individuals involved in and associated 

with marine industry in Palm Beach and adjacent counties. As you may know our industry is 

a 23.3 billion dollar enterprise employing approximately 92,211 people in our region. MIA 

PBC on behalf of its marine business, marine related business and captain members 

herewith submits its comments to the May 3, 2022 initial Notice of Inquiry and the June 10, 

2022 Supplemental Notice of Inquiry (together NOIs). 

MIA PBC is a stakeholder in this process as the operation of the Florida East Coast Railroad 

bridge (FEC bridge) over the Okeechobee Waterway (OWW) / St. Lucie River and the 

adjacent S.R 707/Dixie Hwy bridge impacts its members. The drawbridge operating 

regulations for the FEC bridge affects our members, their customers that travel the OWW 

and our members who dock their boats west of the FEC Railroad and S.R. 707 bridges and 

must pass underneath it to access the Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway or the Atlantic Ocean. 

The OWW provides navigation of both commercial and recreational boaters. The OWW 

serves as route for navigation for those out of state and Florida cruisers who transit between 

the our Atlantic and Gulf Coasts.  Lastly, the OWW is the only east-west marine hurricane 

evacuation route for mariners and their vessels. 

MIA PBC submits the following comments and recommendations. These comments are 
subject to modification in the event a second supplemental notice of intent is published. 
These comments also focus on the FEC bridge as it was the All Aboard Florida Railway 
expansion project development and environmental study that appears to have initialed this 
review. It is also noted that the FEC bridge imposes a far greater obstruction on navigation 
than does the S.R. 707 bridge. MIA PBC responds to the questions presented in the 
supplemental NOI. 

(1) Do you currently transit through the FEC Railroad Bridge crossing the Okeechobee 
Waterway, mile 7.4, at Stuart, Florida? Yes, our constituents regularly transit under the 
FEC Railroad Bridge.  

(2) How often do you transit this waterway? Our constituents frequently, if not daily or 
multiple times daily, transit the OWW.  

(3) If railway traffic impedes your navigation of this area, how long are you normally delayed? 
MIA PBC has received verbal reports of vessels being delayed over one hour.  
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(4) How would you propose to regulate the balance of railway and maritime traffic in this 
area?  First the development of any regulation must recognize the 2018 Waterways 
Analysis Management Systems (WAMS) study found the FEC Railroad Bridge was an 
unreasonable obstruction to navigation. The SR 707 Bridge operating schedule must 
mirror the FEC Railroad Bridge operating schedule. MIA PBC requests that a the FEC 
Railroad Bridge be open for navigation for 30 consecutive minutes of each hour as 
well as at any time that a train is not approaching.  Specifically, and while question #6 
in the initial NOI has been modified, MIA PBC objects to what appears to be a 
suggested baseline time of 15 minutes per hour. A 15-minute period for navigation is 
not equitable nor will it avoid an unreasonable obstruction of navigation.  A 30 
consecutive minute time each hour is warranted as the FEC Railroad Bridge has a 
horizontal clearance of only 50 feet and the marine traffic under the FEC Railroad 
Bridge includes large vessels, barges and commercial equipment may be only able to 
pass one at a time and whose passage is cumbersome.  

While “predictability” is not a focus in the supplement NOI, predictability in terms of 
the times when the FEC Railroad Bridge is open and available for vessel traffic.  
Predictability was referenced in the 2018 WAMS study, MIA PBC requests a system of 
advising marine traffic of openings by way of an app, text message and internet page 
be required as part of any future regulation.  

The OWW is a marine hurricane escape route and regulation must provide for 
increased navigation time upon the approach of a tropical storm or hurricane as it is 
expected that when wind speeds reach certain levels the bridges will be locked down 
and closed to marine traffic that may be seeking to escape the approaching storm. 
These special hurricane evacuation times must be part of the open bridge notification 
systems referenced above. 

Note: the 2018 WAMS study was pre-COVID and the number of vessels and 
boating in Florida has grown significantly since 2018. 

We would be happy to sit with your team and FEC and Brightline to determine 
possible solutions to meet both the needs of our constituents, and the train traffic. 
Perhaps given the advancement of technology, perhaps there is a creative solution to 
both user groups.   

(5) What challenges have you experienced when transiting this area due to these bridges 
and/or railway activity?  Boating traffic is often more intense early in the day and in the 
early afternoon as well as weekends and the queue to pass under the bridges at these 
times is significant. Some barges are almost or nominally as wide as the horizontal 
clearance of the FEC Railroad Bridge and only one vessel can pass at a time. Barges 
are also not as maneuverable as other vessels and typically schedule transit on 
weaker tides. 

(6) At what frequency and duration should the drawbridge openings occur in order to meet 
the needs of navigation? Available to navigation for 30 consecutive minutes per each 
hour and to remain open when no train is approaching. 

(7) Should the SR 707 (Dixie Hwy) Bridge opening schedule mirror the operating schedule of 
the FEC Railroad Bridge? The SR 707 Bridge must mirror the operating schedule of the 
FEC Railroad Bridge 

 

In conclusion, MIA PBC requests: 
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• The SR 707 Bridge operating schedule must mirror the FEC Railroad Bridge 
operating schedule; 

• The FEC Railroad Bridge be open for navigation for 30 consecutive minutes of each 
hour as well as at any time that a train is not approaching;   

• FEC/Brightline must provide a system of advising marine traffic of openings by way 
of an app, text message and internet webpage;  

• The bridges must provide for increased navigation time upon the approach of a 
tropical storm or hurricane; and 

• Dolphin piles to be available for large vessels to lay up until the bridges and tides 
allow passage. 

• An opportunity to workshop possible solutions with FEC, Brightline and USCG. 

In the event a public meeting is held, MIA PBC requests that it be given notice of such 
hearing and that it be allowed to participate as a stakeholder.  If you or the USCG Bridge 
Management office require further, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

Michael Kennedy 
Michael Kennedy, Government Affairs Chairman 

 Marine Industries Association of Palm Beach County, Inc.  

 

Cc Jennifer Zercher, Bridge Management Specialist, Jennifer.N.Zercher@uscg.mil  
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