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One day it was there, and the 
next day it was gone.

That’s what happened when 
a culvert running under Ter-
ritorial Road in Bainbridge 
Township suddenly collapsed 
in April.

“We were on the road one 
day straddling a crack” in the 
road surface, recalled Ber-
rien County Road Commis-
sion Managing Director Louis 
Csokasy. “The next day it’s six 
inches wide, and the next day 
the crack has fallen into the 
creek bed.”

That culvert failure  and  the 
massive culvert replacement 
project underway on Red Ar-
row Highway  are  costing mil-
lions of dollars and are causing 
headaches for residents detour-
ing around the gaping chasms in 
the road. The Red Arrow proj-
ect in Chickaming Township is 
the  largest culvert replacement 
ever undertaken in Berrien 
County. That work started in 
August and is expected to be 
completed by mid-November, 
at a cost of $1.4 million.

And these are  not the only 
places where the ground is 
literally shifting under our 
feet.  There are 400  large cul-
verts crossing under Berrien 
County roadways, and almost 
100 of them  are in danger of 
collapsing, according to a 2012 
engineering report. The large 
culverts range from three feet to 
as much as 32 feet in diameter.

Fixing the county’s aging cul-
verts and bridges will require a 
multi-million dollar, long-term 
solution that includes local 
funding, Csokasy said.

“The only solution is a coun-

ty-wide general millage” that 
would generate between $4 mil-
lion and $6 million, he said.

It’s also going to require es-
tablishing a division within 
the Road Commission solely 
responsible for culverts and 
bridges, he said.

“We’re going to have to re-
invent the Road Commission, 
restructure the Road Commis-
sion to resolve the issues not 
only for roads, but for drain-
age, which includes culverts 
and bridges. That’s a pretty 
wide statement, but it is ex-

actly where we are at,” Csokasy 
said. “We have to put the fund-
ing in place, put the people in 
place and put the equipment in 
place.”

His timeline for having every-
thing  in place is two years. He 
is calling the next 12 months 
“The Year of the Culvert.”

Underground operations
The 2012 study found that, of 

the county’s 400 large culverts, 
96 at that time were at risk of 
failing. Culverts are structures 
that allow waterways to pass 
under the road, and are usu-
ally made of corrugated steel 
or concrete.

By JOHN MATUSZAK
HP Staff Writer

Don Campbell / HP staff

Crews from Kalin Construction, under the supervision of the Berrien County Road Commission, work to replace a culvert under Red Arrow Highway 
Sept. 7 south of Sawyer. They removed 20,000 cubic yards of dirt and dug down 35 feet to reach the 86-year-old, 60-inch pipe, which will be replaced 
by a pipe that is 12 feet wide and 7 feet tall. It is the largest culvert replacement project ever undertaken in Berrien County. Road Commission 
Managing Director Louis Csokasy warns that almost 100 culverts across the county need to be replaced.

CULVERT CRISIS
BERRIEN COUNTY’S

Roads manager says tube tax needed, and soon

HP file photo

A Berrien County Road Commission photo shows what happened when a 42-inch-diameter culvert collapsed in 
April under Territorial Road at Blue Creek in Benton Township. The commission reports that Benton Township 
hosts two culverts in critical condition and four in poor condition.

Condition of culverts, by township
Bainbridge: 1 poor
Baroda: 4 poor
Benton: 2 critical, 4 poor
Berrien: 2 poor
Buchanan: 1 critical, 3 poor
Chickaming: 2 critical, 3 poor
Coloma: 1 critical, 3 poor
Galien: 1 critical, 3 poor
Hagar: 2 critical, 1 poor

Lake: 1 critical, 3 poor
New Buffalo: 2 critical, 1 poor
Niles: 1 poor
Oronoko: 3 poor
Pipestone: 2 critical, 7 poor
Royalton: 3 poor
Three Oaks: 3 poor
Watervliet: 2 critical, 2 poor
Weesaw: 2 critical, 3 poor

See CULVERTS, page A6

State  
fortifies 
LMC’s 
wine 
offering

BENTON HARBOR —  Lake 
Michigan College’s Great Lakes 
Wine Institute is a lot closer to re-
ality  thanks to a $1 million state 
grant, officials say.

The grant provides “another 
shot in the arm” for the center that 
LMC is building at the corner of 
Yore and Empire avenues, Presi-
dent Emeritus/Acting CEO Bob 
Harrison said.

“It’s great. It’s wonderful. It’s 
huge,” Harrison said. “We believe 
this industry is important to the 
state, and I believe that this is a 
great investment in the future of 
the wine industry.”

Mike Moyer, LMC’s director 
of enology and viticulture, voiced 
similar excitement.

“It provides opportunity to 
build a state-of-the-art teaching 
winery and culinary facility that 
will contribute to the economic 
development of the region. The 
economic cluster associated with 
it, the restaurants and hotels, is al-
ready a significant part of South-
west Michigan’s economy,” he said.

State Rep. Al Pscholka’s office 
announced the grant.

“With vineyards and winer-
ies on the upswing as part of the 
agri-tourism industry, there’s a 

By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
HP Correspondent

‘Foodie’ governor on board 
with $1 million grant

Bridge of 
dreams

BERRIEN CENTER — Craft-
ing park plans are routine matters 
for local government, bureaucrat-
ic rope-jumping required for state 
parks and recreation grants.

Governments think small 
and think big when they  submit 
such wish lists.

And Berrien Township offi-
cials are offering a very big wish: 
Rebuilding the  bridge over Lake 
Chapin.

Most of the  concrete piers 
are already there, remnants of 
a long-abandoned interurban rail 
line.  The township’s vision is to 
create a pedestrian-bicycle bridge 
span.

“I would love to do something 
like this,” township Parks Board 
member Mark Coulston said, re-
calling the pedestrian bridge over 
the St. Joseph River he remem-
bers from his youth in Niles. “It 
would be a beautiful thing to have 
across Lake Chapin.”

By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

Rec plan suggests revival 
of Lake Chapin span

BERRIEN TWP.

See PARKS, page A6

See WINE, page A6
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Unfortunately, the only 
way to tell that a culvert is 
in need of replacement is 
when a crack shows up on 
the road that indicates that 
the culvert underneath is 
deteriorating.

That’s what happened on 
Red Arrow Highway, where 
a major culvert replacement 
project started last month. 
That replacement had been 
in the planning stages for 
two years from the date 
when the problem was first 
detected. The beginning of 
construction was delayed 
from April to August when 
area business owners com-
plained that detours during 
the summer tourist season 
would severely curtail their 
income.

The unexpected collapse 
on Territorial Road was “a 
wake-up call” to what could 
be in store elsewhere in the 
county, Csokasy said.”It 
was such a catastrophic is-
sue for us.”

The repairs to the two 
culverts are  costing $2.2 
million. This year the Road 
Commission replaced four 
other culverts, each costing 
in the $30,000 to $40,000 
range.

The Red Arrow culvert 
was built 86 years ago. Most 
of the other major culverts 
were installed in the 1950s 
and 1960s, Csokasy said.

The Road Commission 
further undertakes the re-
placement and repair of the 
county’s 103 bridges, said 
highway engineer Brian 
Berndt. Next year the com-
mission will replace two 
bridges that are around 70 
years old, but typically  the 
county averages one bridge 
project a year.

“One bridge a year is not 
enough” to keep up with 
the need, Berndt said. Like 
most counties in Michigan, 
Berrien needs additional 
funding for these projects, 
“otherwise we will be shut-
ting bridges down and shut-
ting roads down.”

Repairing one regular-
sized bridge costs about 
$250,000, Berndt said. 
About 95 percent of those 
costs are covered by federal 
and state funding, with the 
Road Commission picking 
up the remaining 5 percent.

The Road Commission 
is repairing and replacing 
five culverts a year, when it 
should be doing 20 to 30, 
Csokasy said.

He said it could be diffi-
cult to convince residents to 
support funding to repair 
infrastructure they don’t 
usually see.

“Most people don’t drive 
through a culvert,” Cso-
kasy said. “We’re spending 
a lot of money on Red Ar-
row Highway, but people 
will never see it. It’s not 

like when you’re repaving a 
road.”

But you sure miss it when 
it’s gone, as those circum-
venting the construction 
zones on Territorial Road 
and Red Arrow have dis-
covered.

Doing the math
A knee injury earlier this 

year gave Csokasy, who 
came to the Road Com-
mission in 2013 from Cass 
County, the opportunity to 
illustrate just how urgent 
the emergency is.

While at home for a week, 
Csokasy took two large 
books containing data on 
bridges and culverts and 
turned it into a spreadsheet 
that listed the condition of 
more than 400 culverts, as 
well as their location, size 
and life expectancy.

He also produced a map 
that indicated culverts with 
red dots, and bridges with 
green squares.

“One-quarter of those 
dots should  be replaced,” 
Csokasy said.

The list includes 17 cul-
verts deemed to be in “criti-
cal” shape, expected to last 
one year or less. Another 50 
are designated as “poor.” 
Just about every township 
has culverts in each of these 
categories, with Lincoln 
Township being one of the 
exceptions.

The problem is so wide-
spread that Csokasy said a 
county-wide solution is 
warranted. With road re-
pairs, individual townships 
can request additional road 
millages for needed repairs, 
but the director doesn’t 
think that approach would 

work in this case.
Berrien County has a 

large number of culverts 
because of the migration of 
water through streams and 
creeks toward Lake Michi-
gan, Berndt said.

You never know how long 
they are going to last.

Csokasy said a culvert 
that looks to be in bad 
shape could last another 20 
years, while one such as the 
Territorial pipe can be gone 
in a flash.

“There’s a little bit of luck 
that goes into this,” Csokasy 
said.

Project engineer Kevin 
Stack said problems were 
first detected at the Red Ar-
row site about eight years 
ago, when a truck fell into 
a sinkhole. Crews fixed the 

road, but two years another 
sink hole appeared, signal-
ling that there was deeper 
trouble underground.

Stack said they used 
ground-penetrating radar 
at the Red Arrow site, but 
the device only goes down a 
maximum of 10 to 12 feet. 
The top of a culvert is usu-
ally 25 feet underground, 
and it’s 35 feet to the bot-
tom, he said.

The Road Commission 
doesn’t have complete con-
trol about the design of a 
new culvert, and must get a 
permit from the Michigan 
Department of Environ-
mental Quality.

The Road Commis-
sion’s mandate is to build 
a structure that can handle 
a 100-year storm event, the 

heaviest rain that should 
be expected in that period 
of time, Csokasy said. On 
the other hand, the DEQ 
wants to provide a free flow 
of water for the streams and 
creeks, and usually requires 
structures that are double, 
triple or even quadruple the 
size the Road Commission 
requests, he said.

That can mean a project 
that costs hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars more. The 
Road Commission proposed 
to increase the size of the 
culverts from 41 to 86 inches 
wide. The DEQ wanted the 
Red Arrow and Territorial 
culverts to be 7 feet tall and 
19 feet wide. Csokasy said 
they negotiated the agency 
down to structures that were 
12 feet wide.

Requesting funding for 
bridge repairs is another 
ongoing chore. Csokasy 
said Berndt and other staff  
members are always seek-
ing grants and trying to 
put together packages that 
lower the required local 
match.

“That’s a game we play 
every day,” Csokasy said.

Berrien County will have 
to fund culvert repairs 
mostly on its own, he said.

Tectonic shift
Handling drainage issues 

pulls away funding, person-
nel and equipment from the 
Road Commission’s first 
priority, road repairs, Cso-
kasy said.

Repairing potholes is the 
No. 1 task of the road crews, 
he said. No. 2 is drainage, 
which includes bridges and 
culverts.

“It’s funny, but we proba-
bly handle more drainage is-
sues than the (county) drain 
commission,” Csokasy said.

The Road Commission 
relies on staff members such 
as engineers Kevin Stack, 
who designed the Red Ar-
row Highway project, he 
said. Csokasy would like to 
add one or two engineers to 
his roster.

Key equipment is wearing 
out. An excavator  used  by 
the Road Commission in 
culvert work is 20 years old, 
and the commission can’t 
even get replacement parts 
for it any longer.

“If you leave out any of 
these three components 
– people, equipment or 
money – the job doesn’t 
get done,” Csokasy said. 
“Funding actually drives 
the other two because it 
pays for the other two.”

He said the problem has 
built up because Michigan 
and Berrien County have 
under-funded their infra-
structure work for the past 
20 years.

Csokasy said the Road 
Commission has a good re-
lationship with the county’s 
elected officials, who under-
stand the agency’s dilemma.

Any tax increase request 
will first have to be consid-
ered by the five-member 
Road Commission board, 
and then by the 12 members 
of the Board of Commis-
sioners.

Csokasy is confident that 
residents will see the neces-
sity of supporting the Road 
Commission. He pointed 
out that 80 percent of road 
millages in Michigan are ap-
proved by voters.

Right now, it’s no longer a 
matter of managing existing 
resources, he stressed.

“If you don’t have the 
money, you can’t do the 
job,” Csokasy said. “I can’t 
manage a failed road sys-
tem. I can’t manage a sys-
tem that is just worn out.”

Contact: jmatuszak@TheHP.com, 
932-0360, Twitter: @HPMatuszak

Photos by Don Campbell / HP staff

Crews from Kalin Construction, under the supervision of the Berrien County Road Commission, work to replace a culvert under 
Red Arrow Highway on Sept. 7 south of Sawyer. The project had been in the planning stages for two years before construction 
began in August. Road Commission project engineer Kevin Stack said that culverts can collapse with little warning, taking the 
road with them.

Crews from Kalin Construction work to replace a culvert under Red Arrow Highway south of Saw-
yer. Berrien County Road Commission Managing Director Louis Csokasy says that local funding is 
needed to replace aging culverts across the county.
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But he concedes the town-
ship has  two chances for 
such a bridge: slim and 
none.

“If (Facebook founder) 
Mark Zuckerberg wanted 
to fund it, it could be done,” 
Coulston said. “If I win the 
lottery, there will be a bridge 
across Lake Chapin.”

He said he knows the state 
and township have other 
funding priorities.

A  revived bridge would 
become part of the  long-
term drive to develop and 
connect nonmotorized trails 
across the state. There are 
several such trails in Berrien 
County. Berrien Township’s 
plan notes the bridge would 
connect proposed trails on 
either side of the river.

The plan includes some 
of the more routine wishes, 
such as playground equip-
ment.

Township Clerk Mary 
Jane Dean said the plan is 
for the next five years and 
represents more than a year 
of work by the township 
Parks Committee. The ef-
fort  included  a June 2015 
pancake breakfast at Range 
Line Park.

Committee members in-
cluded Township Supervi-
sor Bryan Bixby, Township 
Trustee Julie Burke and 
residents Tracy Bauer, Jeff  
Pisarky and Coulston. They 
were aided by the Southwest 
Michigan Planning Com-
mission.

Dean said  this is the 
township’s first parks and 
recreation plan in nearly a 
decade. The township ap-
proved its last plan in 2002 
for the years 2003-07. Such 
plans are demanded by the 
Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources in order 
to receive agency parks and 
recreation grants.

She said the township’s 
primary objective is to 
seek grants  to replace play-
ground equipment at the 

Township Hall and develop 
more trails in and around 
Range Line Park.

Dean said larger projects, 
like re-establishing the inter-
urban bridge, would be nice 
but would require a lot of 
money.

The plan’s goals 
call for maintaining existing 
facilities, coordinating rec-
reational opportunities with 
Oronoko Township and Ber-
rien Springs, improving por-
tages and access to the St. 
Joseph River and enhancing 
the Love Creek area.

The action plan lists 12 
items for Range Line Park, 
including adding disc golf  
and a dog park, eight items 
for Fisherman’s Haven, 
including building a path 
to the Policemen’s Memo-
rial Park, five items for the 
park at the Township Hall, 
including updating play-
ground equipment, and 
three items for enhancing 
the Love Creek area.

HP file photo

These concrete piers in Lake Chapin long ago held a railroad 
bridge. Berrien Township officials would like to see a bicycle-
pedestrian bridge built on the piers.

need for qualified vintners 
and sommeliers throughout 
the state. The Great Lakes 
Wine Institute will be in-
strumental in training these 
future professionals,” he 
said.

The funds 
came about 
from the 
M i c h i g a n 
Talent and 
E c o n o m -
ic  Agency, 
said  Pschol-
ka, who 
worked with LMC and the 
Michigan Liquor Control 
Commission to get proper 
licensing for the program.

Pscholka spent about  a 
year working with Gov. 
Rick Snyder’s office and the 
Michigan Economic Devel-
opment Corp. “to identify 
where something like this 
might fit, get this included 
in the budget, and get it 
signed,” he said.

Snyder himself took a 
strong interest in the proj-
ect, once the discussions 
began, Pscholka said.

“What some folks might 
not know about Gov. Sny-
der – he’s a bit of a foodie,” 
Pscholka said. “He likes 
to cook. He was excited to 
hear about” the institute.

LMC has already received 
some private donations for 
the center,  which will fur-
ther house LMC’s culinary 
programs, Harrison said.

The estimated cost is be-

tween $5 and $6 million, 
but that figure won’t get 
nailed down until LMC 
seeks construction bids, 
Harrison said.

Harrison sees the center 
as a place where the wine 
and culinary industries will 
send people for training, 
and a site to offer education 
programs and seminars.

“If we could see our way 
clear, we would do some-
thing in 2017 or 2018,” Har-
rison said. “The original 
estimate was right around 
$5 million, but by adding 
the culinary (programs), we 
increased the cost – but we 
increased the versatility of 
the building.”

Harrison credited the 
grant, in part, to his own 
15-year relationship with 
Pscholka.

“My relationship goes 
back to when was doing 
the On Location program 
at Cornerstone Alliance,” 
Harrison said. “Rep. 
Pscholka has been paying 
attention to the economy, 
and the creation of jobs 
– it’s (the grant) a compli-
ment to his looking around, 
and saying, ‘Where can the 
legislature and the state 
help?’ He’s been paying at-
tention to the trends.”

The industry is expand-
ing beyond simple wine 
tasting rooms, Moyer said.

“The wine industry in 
Michigan has been on the 
upswing, with 13,700 acres 
of vineyards, making it the 
fourth largest grape-grow-
ing state,” Moyer said. “The 
state’s 121 commercial 

wineries bottle more than 
2.3 million gallons annu-
ally, and they attract more 
than two million tourists 
each year. The college is re-
ally responding to industry 
needs and helping to grow 
the regional economy here 
in Southwest Michigan.”

Moyer is starting the new 
school year with 14 stu-
dents, two more than last 
year, he said.

Word about the wine and 
culinary industry’s growth 
potential has definitely got-
ten around, if the types of 
students he’s seeing this 
year are any indication, 
Moyer said.

“Last year’s students 
tended be more diverse 
in demographics, age and 
background. This year’s co-
hort (group) is a lot young-
er, and there’s a lot of ener-
gy. It’s exciting to see them 
get excited about wine,” he 
said.

Like Harrison and Moy-
er, Pscholka said he believes 
that the center will eventu-
ally grow into a major des-
tination spot – not only for 
Southwest Michigan, but 
the Midwest, too.

“They (LMC) were able 
to recruit a guy (Moyer) 
who’s a blue chipper, who 
can grow this type of indus-
try,” Pscholka said. “I think 
we’re sitting on a gold mine. 
It’s a long-term play – we 
might not see it (the result) 
in a year or two, but 15-20 
years down the road, they’ll 
say, ‘Wow, this was a really 
good, strategic move for 
our area.’”
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Public meeting
Berrien Township will 

have a public hearing at  
7 p.m. Tuesday to get com-
ments on its recreation 
plan. The meeting will be at 
the Township Hall along 
M-140. 

The proposed plan can be 
viewed at http://www.
swmpc.org/berrientown 
ship.asp.


