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December 11, 1962

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts:

In accordance with the provisions of Chapter 51, Resolves of 
1962, the Department of Public Works submits its report on the 
investigation and study concerning the reconstructing or replacing 
the Dighton-Berkley Bridge.

Chapter 51 of the Resolves of 1962 reads as follows:

Resolved, That the department of public works is hereby au
thorized and directed to make an investigation and study relative 
to the advisability and feasibility of reconstructing the Dighton- 
Berkley bridge between the towns of Dighton and Berkley over the 
Taunton River, or constructing a new bridge at the same site.

Said department shall report to the general court the results of 
its investigations and study and its recommendations, if any, to
gether with the drafts of legislation necessary to carry its recom
mendations into effect, by filing the same with the clerk of the 
senate on or before the last Wednesday of December, nineteen 
hundred and sixty-two.

Approved April IS, 1962.



SPECIAL REPORT BY THE 
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS 

CONCERNING THE INVESTIGATION AND STUDY 
RELATIVE TO RECONSTRUCTING OR REPLACING 

THE DIGHTON-BERKLEY BRIDGE

This report concerns the bridge which is located on Centre 
Street in Dighton and Elm Street in Berkley and spans the 
Taunton River, in tide water between those two towns. It is 
owned and maintained by the two towns. The existing bridge was 4 
built in 1896 and comprises three plate girder spans, each of 54 
feet and one truss swing draw span of 155 feet for a total length of 
317 feet. The bridge cross section consists of a roadway 21' 3" 
wide and one 5-foot sidewalk. It is posted for a maximum loading 
of 8 tons and a maximum speed of 20 miles per hour. The average 
daily traffic in 1961 during a 24-hour day was 1,958 vehicles.

There have been a number of inspections made of the condition 
of this bridge by this Department at the request of the towns 
whereby repairs were effected with the most recent inspection 
being in September, 1962. Considerable corrosion of the struc
tural members was noted together with broken teeth of the turn
table rack gear where it engages the pinion gear for the opening 
and closing o f the drawbridge. The southeast wing wall located 
adjoining the roadway on the Berkley side has buckled danger
ously and will require some support to permit traffic to pass in 
safety. About 25 per cent of the sidewalk has deteriorated to an 
extent which will require replacement. The bridge was last painted 
in 1949. The substructure comprising the abutments and piers is 
in fairly good condition.

In order that the bridge may be continued in operation the con
ditions noted require immediate attention. It has been estimated 
that the cost of the repairs is 816,000 plus the cost of painting of 
$6,000 for a total of $22,000. Arrangements are now being made 
to have these repairs completed under the provisions of Chapter | 
90 whereby the two towns, Bristol County and the Commonwealth 
share in the expense.

While the repairs proposed, if completed, will be sufficient to 
keep the bridge in operation for several more years from a longer



range viewpoint it would appear necessary that some thought be 
given to its replacement. The bridge is 66 years old. It is the 
only bridge across the Taunton River between Fall River and 
Taunton. The next closest bridge downstream is 9.3 miles away 
at Brightman Street in Fall River and the next closest bridge up
stream is 4.2 miles away at Weir Village, Taunton. It is on a con
necting road of Federal Aid Secondary status between Route 138 
in Dighton and Route 24 in Freetown. A bridge crossing the 
Taunton River intermediate between Fall River and Taunton 

^  which are 13.5 miles apart would appear to be a necessity.
Its present structural capacity of 8 tons is greatly inadequate to 

support present day 20 ton truck loading. Despite the posting of 
the bridge for a maximum of 8 tons, without adequate enforce
ment of this restriction, the heaviest loads will continue to use the 
bridge with the overloading causing fatigue strains which will re
sult in eventual failure. The existing roadway width of 21' - 3", 
according to the town officials, is also a serious deterrent to full 
use being made of this connecting roadway. The width will not 
permit with a feeling of safety the passing of a large truck and a 
passenger car over the bridge at the same time, with the result 
that it is usual for large trucks not to make the crossing until the 
bridge is free of traffic.

Considering the location of a replacing bridge, several crossings 
both upstream and downstream from the present bridge site were 
considered. Locations upstream would permit a shorter and there
fore more economical bridge but the sites considered were dis
carded because the distance to the river crossing from Fall River 
would be further increased over the present 9.3 miles which from 
a service viewpoint would be undesirable. The river becomes much 
wider downstream and at the sites considered the expense for a 
new bridge would many times exceed the cost of a crossing at or 
near the present site. After considering all factors the crossing 
selected was at the approximate site of the present bridge with the 

^proposed bridge commencing at a new location a short distance 
upstream from the present westerly abutment on the Dighton side, 
and crossing the river somewhat upstream from the existing 
bridge permitting an improved roadway alignment on the Berkley 
approach. (See attached Map A)



Concerning the proposed bridge based on the available traffic 
counts projected for twenty years a cross section comprising a 30 
foot roadway, one 5 foot sidewalk and one 2.5 foot safety walk 
should adequately provide for all traffic expected during the life of 
the bridge. This would require an overall bridge width of 40.5 
feet. (See attached Plan B)

From the viewpoint of economy shortening the overall length 
of the bridge was considered. The bridge will require a sufficiently 
wide waterway opening to pass adequately a discharge during 
flood conditions. Also being in tide water the opening cannot be 4  
so restrictive as to increase above safe limits the flow of the water 
under the bridge due to the action of the tides. The velocity of 
the water has to be kept within a limit practicable for the passage 
of small boats with safety. After some study it was decided that 
the velocity of flow o f the water under the new bridge could not 
exceed that under the present bridge which thereby limits the 
span to not less than exists at present.

Concerning the need of a drawbridge for river traffic at this 
location it was learned that the bridge is opened 60 to 70 times a 
year. Openings are made after advance arrangements by a draw 
tender who resides near the bridge. Boats passing through the 
bridge are generally o f the small pleasure boat type but sail boats 
with high masts and a Coast Guard patrol boat makes the passage 
a number o f times a year. Two boat yards are located upstream 
from the bridge. A  number of years ago it was usual for tug 
boats to transport a string of coal barges from Fall River to 
Taunton but that mode of transportation has long since passed.

It has been learned that the U. S. Corps of Engineers has an im
provement for the Taunton River through this area adopted in 
1930 and modified in 1948 which is partially completed and pro
vides for a 100 foot channel. Discussing the necessity of a draw 
span in the new bridge with personnel from the Corps it was their 
conclusion that based on the waterway needs at the site if a draw 
span were to be eliminated the grade of the fixed bridge over the# 
river channel would have to provide not less than 30 feet of ver
tical clearance above mean high water. As the objective of elim
inating the draw span would be the reduction in the construction 
expense of the bridge together with the elimination of the cost of



operation, it can be seen that if as an alternative a fixed bridge 
would have to be built at such a height above the water to require 
more than 500 additional feet of roadway on both sides for an ac
ceptable roadway approach grade it could be that the expense of 
the latter construction might to a considerable extent nullify the 
savings gained by the elimination of the draw bridge. The officials 
of both towns are non-committal regarding the type of bridge, 
whether of fixed or draw span, which should be built but they do 
note that there are boating and shipping interests Who would like 

^  to present their views at a public hearing on the matter. It would 
be our conclusion based on the above information that a structure 
at this site under present and foreseeable conditions would have 
to be a drawbridge. A  double leaf bascule span of the trunnion 
type having a waterway opening of 50 feet between fender piers 
would appear to be the most desirable type of drawbridge for this 
site. (See attached Plan C)

This bridge alone is estimated to cost $554,000 with the short 
roadway approach on the west side and the new roadway of 3,500 
feet on the east side estimated to cost an additional $160,000. The 
total construction expense of the project as indicated in the fol
lowing esimate is $790,000. There would be an additional expense 
for land takings particularly on the east or Berkley side with the 
takings on the Dighton side being kept to a minimum. The total 
land takings cost is estimated at $10,000 for a total estimated cost 
of the project of $800,000.

Regarding financing, as previously noted this bridge is owned 
and maintained by the Towns of Berkley and Dighton. Being 
located on a connecting road between Route 24 in Berkley and 
Route 138 in Dighton, it is entitled to receive financing under the 
provisions of Chapter 90 of the Massachusetts General Laws, 
whereby the towns combined contribute 14, Bristol County con
tributes 14, and the Commonwealth contributes %  of the expense. 
A portion of the Chapter 90 allotments to these towns over the 

*0 years has been assigned to the repair and reconstruction o f this 
bridge. However, in view of the relatively small amount of Chap
ter 90 funds received by these towns, amounting jointly to about 
$40,000 a year, if the rebuilding of this bridge were to be financed 
through this source, using all of the funds available to the exclu-



Sion of any other town project, it would take more than 20 years 
to accumulate the funds required. This would seem to be an im
practicable method o f financing inasmuch as the present bridge 
cannot remain in service for that period. Further, both towns 
have stated that they would not consider spending Chapter 90 
funds on the construction of a new bridge.

The bridge is not located on a state highway nor on a highway 
carrying statewide travel such that there would be justification for 
financing this project from the general Highway Fund appropria
tion. It principally serves the towns on both sides of the river and 
as a convenient connection for some traffic operating between 
Route 138 and Route 24.

There are, of course, many such bridges throughout the Com
monwealth owned by the municipalities in which they are located, 
which have provided many years of service and are now in a con
siderably deteriorated condition. These bridges are all worthy of 
consideration for replacement by the Commonwealth. But until 
legislation is passed whereby the Commonwealth assumes this 
financial burden of the municipalities, it would appear that each 
such bridge project, all of which are expensive, would have to be 
the subject of an individual determination by the Legislature as to 
its worthiness for financing under a special act.

This bridge is located on Federal Aid Secondary Route 307. As 
such it is eligible for Federal Aid for one-half the cost provided 
not only the river crossing permits of a design for the bridge and 
approaches meeting Bureau of Public Roads’ requirements but the 
entire Federal Aid Route will permit of improvement to present 
Secondary standards at a later date.

A possible restrictive requirement in this case would be the 
necessity o f widening present Centre Street in Dighton and there
by encroach on the frontage of the residential properties involved.

If this project is adopted, irrespective of the source of funds 
which may be made available for the construction, 1) by the Com
monwealth as a special project, 2) as a Federal Aid Secondary 
project with the Commonwealth and Federal Government sharing 
the expense equally, or 3) under the provisions of Chapter 90, the 
expense of all land takings should be borne by the two towns. In 
this connection, the towns’ attitude is that they do not desire to



participate in the necessary land damage costs. Inasmuch as the 
land taking expense estimated at $10,000 total for both towns is 
quite small, it is probable that if the project is adopted, the towns 
can be shown the advantages of assuming this small share of the 
expense in view of the great advantage which would result from 
the building of a new bridge at this site.

As indicated, as this project concerns a bridge owned by the 
two towns, which involves a considerable expense, an evaluation 
of the participation by the Commonwealth and corresponding leg

is la tion  would have to be a determination of your honorable 
bodies.

Respectfully submitted,

DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS 
JACK P. RICCIARDI,

Commissioner

GEORGE C. TOUMPOURCAS 
CLARENCE S. WILKINSON

Associate Commissioners
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BERKLEY - DIGHTON

Bridge B —8— 1 = D —8— 11 •

Elm and Centre Streets 
over Taunton River

Estimate of Cost

Removal of Existing B r id g e ....................................................$ 30,000
Removal o f Existing Causeway Approaches . . . .  5,000
4 New Fixed Spans including Piers,

Piles and A bu tm en ts..........................................................  190,000
1 Draw Span Complete, Superstructure,

Trun Piers, Piles, Machinery, E lectricity .....................  364,000
2 Rip-rapped Causeway A p p r o a c h e s ................................ 35,000
Channel Excavation at Dighton A butm ent.....................  6,000
Roadway Approach .  ..................................................... 160,000

$790,000
Land T a k i n g ..........................................................................  10,000

TO TAL—  $800,000
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