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Summary Report 
Thousand Islands Crossing 

Introduction  
 
The Thousand Islands Crossing is one of the busiest international crossings between the 
U.S. and Canada, creating hundreds of thousands of local, regional, and international jobs 
in the U.S. and Canada.  It is the key link in connecting both countries’ Capitals - Ottawa, 
Canada and Washington, D.C., U.S.  This high-speed highway corridor, the Capital 
Corridor , which connects both of the Capitals, also includes the Highway 401 
connections to the cities of Toronto and Montreal, Canada.  The 565-mile Capital-to-
Capital route provides one of the least congested and fastest routes between eastern 
Ontario and Quebec, Canada and the U.S. Mid Atlantic and southern States.  Figure 1 
shows the Capital Corridor and the location of the Thousand Islands Crossing along this 
corridor. 
 

Figure 1 
Thousand Islands Crossing and the Capital Corridor 

 

Thousand Islands
Crossing
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The Thousand Islands Crossing 
 
 
The key international crossing supporting the Capital Corridor is the Thousand Islands 
Crossing, with major bridges over the St. Lawrence River and extending from Collins 
Landing near Alexandria Bay, New York, to Ivy Lea near Gananoque in Ontario, 
Canada.  The crossing was opened in 1938 and consists of a series of roadways, bridges, 
toll plazas, and Ports Of Entry that connect the Highway 401 expressway in Canada to 
the I-81 expressway on the U.S. Mainland.  The entire crossing covers a distance of 8.5 
miles.  Figure 2 presents the Thousand Islands Crossing and the various components of 
this crossing  
 
Tolls are collected and used to maintain these structures and to finance future capital 
improvements.  The tolls are located for southbound traffic on Highway 137, Canadian 
Mainland, near the foot of the North Channel Bridge, and for northbound traffic on I-81, 
U.S. Mainland, near the foot of the South Channel Bridge.   The crossings consist of the 
4-lane I-81 expressway in the U.S., which leads directly from its interchange with Route 
12, New York, U.S., to the 2-lane South Channel Bridge, which is owned, maintained 
and operated by the Thousand Islands Bridge Authority.  The bridge is also considered 
part of the I-81 Interstate System.  The 2-lane South Channel Bridge is 4,500 feet long 
with a 5.5% vertical grade and an 800-foot suspension bridge that provides 150 feet of 
clearance over the St. Lawrence Seaway shipping channel.  The 4-lane divided I-81 
Interstate continues on Wellesley Island, New York, U.S., to the Rift Bridge (the actual 
international bridge between the U.S. and Canada).  The Rift Bridge (actually two 
parallel bridges) is 90 feet long, with the U.S. Port Of Entry located on the southbound 
approach lanes.  From there, the roadway passes through the Canadian Port Of Entry, 
along the 2-lane Highway 137 on Hill Island, Ontario, Canada, and over the 2-lane North 
Channel Bridge to the 4-lane Highway 137 on the Canadian Mainland.  The North 
Channel Bridge spans 3,330 feet and is comprised of three connecting bridges, one truss, 
one arch and one 750-foot suspension bridge with a vertical grade of up to 5.5% and a 15 
mile per hour (mph) or 25 kph curve on the northbound approach to the Canadian 
Mainland.  Highway 137 connects to the Thousand Islands Parkway and then with 
Highway 401, where it ends, with a full expressway interchange. 
 
All major bridge structures serving this crossing, given the age, have all been found to be 
well maintained and in good condition.  The travel surface (bridge deck) was replaced for 
the first time in various sections between 1984 and 2000 at a total cost of $28 million.  
The original bridge decks lasted nearly 50 years, however, they are expected to need to 
be replacing again around the year 2018; at which time, the major bridges will be 80 
years old.   
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Figure 2 
The Thousand Islands Crossing 
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Background 
 
In 1996, the New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) undertook a 
study to examine the current and future needs of the Thousand Islands Crossing and other 
crossings between northern New York State and the Provinces of Ontario and Quebec, 
Canada.  The result was the 1998 “Northern New York Border Crossing Study” or the 
“1998 Study.”  This study identified the international importance of the Thousand Islands 
Crossing, however, it also found that major capital investments would be required at this 
crossing in the future in order to continue reasonable safe travel and trade between the 
U.S. and Canada.  In addition, most of the short-term improvements to enhance the 
ability to process traffic over this 8.5 mile crossing recommended in the 1998 Study had 
been implemented or were being implemented.  The repercussion of tragic event of 
9/11/01 also significantly altered the way inspection procedures are conducted at the 
Thousand Islands Ports Of Entry, particularly the time required for vehicles to enter 
either the U.S. or Canada and as such required review to determine possible facilities 
changes required at these Ports Of Entry. 
 
Recognizing both future identified needs and the changing conditions, a new bi-national 
study of this crossing began in 2002, as directed and supported by: 
 

· U.S. Federal Highway Administration 
· NYSDOT, U.S.A 
· Federal Bridge Corporation, Canada 
· Ministry of Transportation Ontario, Canada 
· Thousand Islands Bridge Authority (TIBA)  

 
Study Purpose and Goals 
 
The primary purposes of the new study include: 
 

· Update current and future needs and conditions at the Thousand Islands Crossing 
· Recommend present and future improvements needed to maintain this crossing 

over the next 30 years 
· Identify whether the anticipated significant investments required at the Thousand 

Islands Crossing, which were identified in previous studies, would be better spent 
on a new crossing or an alternative crossing 

· Identify short and long term improvements at the Thousand Islands Crossing 
 
The overall goal of the study was to develop a long-term plan and implementation 
strategy to guide investments at the Thousand Islands Crossing over the next 30 years. 
 
Upon completion of this study, the goal of all agencies that operate at the U.S./Canada 
border, which is “to protect the safety and well-being of the citizens of their respective 
country and to facilitate continued trade, travel, and commerce between the U.S. and 
Canada”, could be planned for, implemented, and achieved. 
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The Importance of the Thousand Islands Crossing 
 
In 2003, over US$10 billion of the US$362 billion of goods traded between the U.S. and 
Canada used the Thousand Islands Crossing.  In comparison to the other 125 highway 
Ports Of Entry between the U.S. and Canada, the Thousand Islands Crossing is the: 
 

·   7th busiest commercial vehicle crossing 
· 15th busiest passenger vehicle crossings 
·   7th busiest in value of trade 

 
It was also found that on a daily basis, the Thousand Islands Crossing supports travel 
between nearly every U.S. State and Canadian Province. 
 
The value of trade using the Thousand Islands Crossing is estimated to create over 
165,000 jobs in the U.S. and Canada.  This is only a small portion of the actual number of 
jobs created by the Crossing, however.  This crossing supports many more jobs created 
by the tourism industry, as well as shopping, cultural, educational, professional, and real 
estate related jobs within the local and regional economies.  Border-related service jobs 
also impact the local economy.  The TIBA employs approximately 59 full time people.  
There are over 100 Customs and Border Protection personnel stationed on the U.S. side 
and a similar number (111) approved for the Canadian Customs and Border Services 
Agency at the Thousand Islands Crossing.  That equates to over 260 local jobs just at the 
border, which do not include jobs associated with the Custom Brokerage services, the 
operation of the Duty Free Stores or jobs associated with maintenance facilities at the 
U.S. Port Of Entry (maintenance services for the Canadian Port Of Entry are provided by 
the TIBA). 
 
Overall, the Thousand Islands Crossing is one of the most important crossings between 
the U.S. and Canada and one of the busiest Ports Of Entry between these two countries.  
It serves the travel and trade needs from all parts of Canada and the U.S. and its existence 
creates hundreds of thousands of local, regional, and national jobs in the U.S. and 
Canada. 
 
International Travelers User Characteristics 
 
A one-day summer weekday travel survey of international travelers using the crossing 
(person and vehicles entering the U.S. or Canada), taken in 1997 found the following user 
characteristics. 
 
Passenger Vehicle Crossings 
 
The survey found that nearly all passenger travel were either U.S. (50%) or Canadian 
(47%) Citizens.  Traveling on business or work activities was 20%, with the remainder of 
trips for the purpose of recreation at 73%, and shopping at 7%.  The large percentage of 
recreational (tourism) trips is also reflected in the fact that only 21% of the vehicles 
carried only the driver, while 37% carried three of more passengers. 
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The survey also indicated that most of the international passenger travelers would not be 
familiar with this crossing.   Only 16% indicated that they use this crossing several times 
a month or more, over 55% indicated that they cross once a year or less.  This fact 
highlights the need for appropriate signing and driver information at the crossing and on 
its approaches, including information on backups of traffic that are resulting from border 
operations well away from the border.  Most of these travelers would not be aware of the 
frequent backups of vehicles onto Highway 401 or, in the past, on I-81.  It also suggests 
that most of these drivers and all their passengers will not have taken advantage of the 
NEXUS program by being pre-cleared as low risk travelers, a program that can quickly 
cleared passenger vehicles through the Ports Of Entry.  As such, this program most likely 
will not have any notable impact on traffic operations at the Thousand Islands Crossing. 
 
Commercial Vehicles Crossing 
 
The picture for commercial vehicle travel is quite different than the passenger vehicles.  
Nearly 77% were Canadian citizens (22% U.S.).  Over 70% of the drivers indicate that 
they use this crossing several times a month or more, and, as such, most are familiar with 
the crossing.  Therefore, low-risk drivers and goods movement programs, such as FAST, 
a program that can quickly cleared commercial vehicles through the Ports Of Entry could 
have a major impact on enforcement operation and improved travel flow at this crossing.  
Most of the commercial vehicles, in either direction, are fully loaded.  Only 13% indicate 
that they were not carrying any goods in 1997.  Information for commercial vehicles 
entering the U.S. in 2003 support this, as only 4.2% of the vehicles entering the U.S. were 
empty.  Since Canadian drivers can only pick up a load in the U.S. that is destined for 
Canada, this would indicate a significant number of these trips are for long distances 
within the U.S. 
 
Regionally, the survey showed that approximately 27% of the international commercial 
vehicles using the crossing begin or end their trip in the general Thousand Islands area 
(which includes Leeds and Grenville United Counties, ON, Lanark County, ON, 
Frontenac County, ON and Jefferson County, NY).  The actual percentage of inter-
regional commercial travel (trips that both began and ended in this region) was not 
determined, but would be lower than 27%. 
 
User Characteristics and Inspection Programs 
 
While the survey data is dated and most likely has been affected by events that have 
occurred since it was collected, a number of conclusions may be drawn with respect to 
operations at this international crossing, as follows: 
 
Passenger Crossings 
 

· While tourism (recreational travel) is the major reason for using this crossing, 
travel for business or work are also of significant importance. 

· The low-risk registered traveler program for passenger vehicles (NEXUS) will 
most likely have little notable impact on operations, since it would be expected 
that each occupant in multi-passenger vehicles, which is the majority using the 
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international crossing once a year or less, would have to apply and pay to 
participate in this program. 

· Since nearly all travelers are either U.S. or Canadian Citizens, the U.S. VISIT 
program should not have a significant impact on border operations. 

 
Commercial Crossings 

 
· The low risk registered drivers and goods program for commercial vehicles 

(FAST) could have a significant impact on operations at this border crossing, 
since most drivers use this crossing once a month or more and most likely will, 
over time, become FAST participants.  Figure 3 shows the commercial vehicle 
flows using the Thousand Islands Crossing based on the Ontario, 1999 
Commercial Vehicle Survey.  Based on this survey, approximately 2/3 of the 
commercial vehicles using the Thousand Islands Crossing pass by the 
Ogdensburg Prescott Crossing on Highway 401. 

 
 
 

Figure 3 
Commercial Vehicle Travel Flows Using The Thousand Islands Crossing 
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Local and Regional Travel 
 
The survey found a significant number of crossings for both passenger and commercial 
vehicles begin or end locally or within the Thousand Islands Region (Kingston to 
Brockville and the Watertown area).  This indicates that regional economy in both the 
U.S. and Canada are tied to this international crossing, for trade, business, tourism, and 
shopping. 
 
These characteristics reinforce that this international crossing is not only important to the 
entire U.S. and Canada’s National economy, but also very important to the local and 
regional economies adjacent to this crossing. 
 
Present and Future Travel 
 
On an average day in 2003, the Thousand Islands Crossing serves 1,600 commercial 
vehicles, carrying $27.5 million of goods; and serves 3,500 passenger vehicles, carrying 
nearly 8,000 people between the U.S. and Canada.  While commercial vehicle traffic is 
fairly consistent from month to month, passenger vehicle traffic peaks during the summer 
tourism season, with daily travel volumes using the crossing exceeding 14,500 vehicles a 
day with nearly 8,700 of these vehicles traveling between the U.S. and Canada 
(remainder traveling between the U.S. Mainland and Wellesley Island, New York, U.S., 
at approximately 40%).  Review of past travel trends and current travel forecasts indicate 
that the volume of traffic using this crossing by the year 2032 will be nearly 85% higher 
(both passenger and commercial vehicles), with approximately 27,000 vehicles per day 
using the South Channel Bridge and 16,000 vehicles per day using the North Channel 
Bridge and the Rift Bridge (the international bridge) during peak summer travel periods.  
Peak travel demand on the crossing occurs during the summer months on Friday 
afternoon for northbound travel and on Sunday afternoon for southbound travel. 
 
Current and Future Needs 
 
All the various components (roadways, bridges, toll facilities, Ports Of Entry) of this 
crossing were reviewed to determine the ability to process both present and future travel 
demand to the year 2032, as well as possible improvements to substandard highway 
features and known structural needs.  It was found that the roadway system and 
interchange ramps have the ability to process all expected travel to the year 2032 and 
beyond without causing traffic congestion or delays.  This also holds true for the Rift 
Bridge, however, most other components of the crossing will need major expansions, 
replacement, and improvements.  The needs identified are: 
 

1. Queue End Warning System on Highway 401 by the year 2006 to warn of 
stopped traffic on the expressway system that is backed up from the U.S. Port Of 
Entry.  Estimate cost US$3 million; 

2. Expand the southbound toll collection facilities and lanes by the year 2010 - 
2012, followed by the expansion of the northbound toll collection facilities and 
modification to the I-81 Interchange 50 with Route 12 by 2012 - 2015.  Estimated 
cost US$12 million. 
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3. Expand the U.S. Port Of Entry - planning under way by the U.S. General 
Services Administration, with completion anticipated by 2010 - 2012.  Estimated 
cost US$85 million. 

4. Improvement to the Canadian Inspection Facilities in 2005, with a major 
additional expansion necessary by 2015 - 2020.  Estimated cost US$25 million. 

5. South Channel Bridge – replacement with a new 4-lane bridge, or construct a 
parallel 2-lane bridge and replace the deck and continue using the current bridge, 
by 2018.  Estimated cost US$100 million, including approach modifications. 

6. North Channel Bridges – Replace the bridge decks around 2018, and replace the 
bridges after 2032; or replace the entire North Channel Crossing on a parallel, or 
straightened alignment around 2018 - 2023.  Estimated cost for replacement 
between US$91 million to US$120 million (for new alignment), including 
roadway and possible interchange modifications. 

7. ITS Improvements International Corridor– Needs include an expanded traffic 
monitoring system, accurate traveler wait time information measurement, incident 
detection and warning system, along with overhead variable lane designation 
signage to direct traffic in the correct lane(s). Estimated cost US$12 million. 

 
In total, an investment of between US$237 million to US$357 million may be required 
for the Thousand Islands between the years 2005 and 2032 to address all the identified 
needs to maintain and expand this crossing to safely process present and future travel. 
 
Alternative Considered 
 
Given the magnitude of investment required to address all the identified needs to 
maintain and expand the Thousand Islands Crossing, it is prudent to investigate whether 
to invest the magnitude of funds in a new crossing at a different location or make 
improvements to attract traffic to another crossing.  The major alternatives considered 
were, as follows: 
 

· Constructing a new crossing between Cape Vincent, New York, U.S.A., to Wolf 
Island, Canada, and then to the Canadian Mainland with expressway connections 
to I-81 near Watertown, New York to Highway 401 near Kingston, Ontario. 

· Constructing an expressway between I-81 near Watertown, New York, to the 
Ogdensburg Prescott Crossing, exploring two routes:  a direct route following 
Route 37, and the longer route recommended by the Development Authority of 
the North County, which follows Route 11, and then Route 812 to the crossing 
(the DANC Route). 

 
The general alternative locations are presented in Figure 4. 
 
Review of these alternatives showed that they all had merit and should be considered in 
the future based on their merit.  It also found that only one of these alternatives (the 
shorter expressway route following Route 37 from I-81 near Watertown, New York, to 
the Ogdensburg Prescott Crossing) could attract enough traffic to delay the need to 
construct an additional or new Thousand Islands South Channel Bridge to past the year 
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2032.  Construction of all these alternatives would range from $557 million following the 
Route 37 Corridor to $755 million for a new crossing between Watertown, New York 
and Kingston, Ontario or more than twice the amount of funds required to maintain and 
improve the Thousand Islands Crossing.  Construction of these expressway facilities and 
new crossing would also have significant environmental and social impacts associated 
with new major construction activities which are not included as part of these costs. 
 
The diversion of commercial vehicle traffic to rail, or use of a ferry service across the  
St. Lawrence River was also considered and found that they would not have any notable 
impact on delaying the need for improvements at the Thousand Islands Crossing. 
 
Based on this analysis, it is the recommendation of this study that future investments to 
maintain and expand an international crossing in this area should be at the existing 
Thousand Islands Crossing. 
 

Figure 4 
New Crossing and Alternative Expressway Routes to the  

Ogdensburg-Prescott Crossing 
 

New Crossing and 
Expressway Corridor

Watertown to Kingston

Route 37 Expressway Corridor to 
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Thousand Islands Crossing Recommendations and Need for Further Studies 
 
The following summarizes each of the improvements and additional studies recommended 
for the Thousand Islands Crossing (note that the agency(s) identified under “Jurisdiction” is 
the agency(s) responsible for approving any suggested improvement(s), however, they may 
not be the agency(s) that funds (pay for) the improvement(s)) 
 
1. A Queue End Warning System on Highway 401 to avoid accidents by warning 

motorist of stopped traffic waiting to enter the U.S. that are backed up from Highway 
137 out onto this expressway because of the lack of facilities to process all traffic 
destine to the U.S. through this Port.   This occurred on 199 days in the year 2004.  
Figure 5 shows a typical summer Sunday backup from the U.S. Port Of Entry, which 
backs out onto Highway 401. 

 
Figure 5 

Typical Backups From the U.S. Port Of Entry From the Southbound Toll Collection 
Facilities Looking North Towards Highway 401 

 

 
 

 
Additional Studies Recommended – Integration with MTO/Transport Canada 
Intelligent Border Crossing Study and with New York State “Statewide Intelligent 
Transportation System, Corridors and Border Crossing Study” 
Schedule – Immediate, 2005 – 2006 
Jurisdiction – Ministry of Transportation – Ontario 
Estimated Construction Cost – US$3 million 



 

13 

Possible Funding Of Improvements – Ministry of Transportation – Ontario or 
Transport Canada 
Implementation Issues – None 
Environmental and Social Issues – None 
Engineering Issues – None 

 
2. Expansion of the U.S. Port Of Entry – The six (6) passenger primary inspection 

lanes, one (1) bus lane and three (3) commercial vehicle primary inspection lanes are 
not capable, even when fully staff, to process all the traffic arriving to enter the U.S. 
on a regular basis.  In 2004, southbound traffic had to held at the southbound toll 
facilities on 199 days and for 773 hours because of the inability of this Port Of Entry 
to process traffic into the U.S.  The Port also lacks space to support enforcement 
activities and personnel, including secure parking.  Plans to expand the U.S. Port Of 
Entry are underway. 

 
Additional Studies Required/Recommended 

· U.S. Environmental Study, 2005 (required) 

· Investigation of whether to move all or part of the Canadian Port Of Entry into 
the U.S., 2005 (Bi-National Study recommendation) 

· Overall Intelligent Transportation Plan and Traveler Information System, 
including an automated wait time system incorporated into the Port design, 
2005 – 2006 (recommended) 

· Port design, 2006 – 2007 (required) 

Schedule – Port construction between 2007 to 2010 – 2012 

Jurisdiction – U.S. General Services Administration 

Estimated Construction Cost – US$85 million 

Funding of Improvements – U.S. Federal Government 

Implementation Issues – Minor.  Requires purchase of property from the TIBA and 
two (2) other private small parcels of land adjacent to the existing Port.  Remainder of 
the land is either GSA owned, or owned by the U.S. Federal Highway Administration 
and the NYSDOT. 

Environmental and Social Issues – Expected to be minor.  Possibility of 
archeological sites will need to be investigated (most land for the Port expansion has 
been disturbed, however, by previous construction activities).  Possibility of some 
social issues, with respect to adjacent waterfront residences and maintaining access to 
the Rift Camp and other properties located west of the Port.  It is also expected that 
there will be a significant amount of rock removal required to expand the Port. 

Engineering Issues – Maintain enforcement activities and traffic operations while the 
Port is being constructed. 
 
Figure 6 shows a possible concept layout and expansion for the U.S. Port Of Entry. 
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Figure 6 
Possible Concept Layout – U.S. Port Of Entry 

 

 
 
3. Canadian Port Of Entry – The Canadian Port Of Entry was also found to be 

currently at, or approaching, its ability to process all vehicles arriving to enter Canada 
through Primary Inspection.  In 2005, The Federal Bridge Corporation is planning on 
moving two primary passenger inspection booths into two (2) inspection lanes that do 
not currently have booths and then constructing two (2) new High/Low Booths 
(designed to process both passenger and commercial vehicles) in the vacated 
passenger vehicle lanes.  This action will satisfy the primary inspection needs through 
the Canadian Port Of Entry to the year 2012 – 2015.  Beyond those years, and given 
current conditions, the entire Canadian Port Of Entry may need to be expanded, and 
additional land area to expand this port will be required, either on Hill Island, Canada, 
or by moving all or part of the Canadian Port Of Entry into the U.S.  Expansion of the 
Canadian Port Of Entry within the current land available cannot be accomplished 
because of the proximity of the 8 primary inspection lanes to the Rift Bridge and the 
need to expand secondary inspection buildings, office space, and parking. 

 
Short Term Improvements – Installation of (2) passenger primary inspection booths 
and conversion of two (2) passenger primary lanes to inspect both passenger vehicles 
and commercial vehicles by constructing and installing two (2) “High/Low” booths. 
Additional Studies Required/Recommended – None 
Schedule – 2005 – 2006 
Jurisdiction – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Estimated Construction Cost - US$1.5 million 
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Funding Improvements – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Implementation Issues – None 
Environmental and Social Issues – None 
Engineering Issues – None 

 
Long Term Improvements – Expansion or replacement of all or part of the 
Canadian Port Of Entry.  Figure 7 shows a possible expansion of the Canadian Port 
Of Entry entirely within Canada. 

 
Additional Studies Recommended 

· Investigation and decision on whether to move all or part of the Canadian Port 
Of Entry into the U.S., 2005, or to remain in Canada and expand into adjacent 
lands not currently own by the Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
(recommended).  Figure 8 presents possible concept layout of Canadian 
Passenger Primary and Secondary Inspection located in the U.S. with a 
possible expanded U.S. Port Of Entry. 

· Overall Intelligent Transportation Plan and Traveler Information System 
including an automated wait time system incorporated into the present or 
future Port design 2005 – 2006 (recommended) 

 
Schedule – 2012 – 2015 
Jurisdiction – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Estimated Construction Cost – US$ 25 million 
Funding Of Improvements – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Implementation Issues –  

· Possible purchase of commercial and other private lands in Canada 

· The land area available in the U.S. to relocate part or all of the Canadian Port 
Of Entry into the U.S. and the highway approach grades to a new plaza 

Environmental and Social Issues –  
Possible impacts on currently undisturbed land or commercially developed land on 
Hill Island; 
Possible separation of Canadian passenger inspection personnel from Canadian 
commercial inspection personnel. 

 
Engineering Issues – None identified 
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Figure 7 

Possible Expansion Area Of The Canadian Port Of Entry in Canada 

 
Figure 8 

Possible Concept Layout of Canadian Passenger Primary and Secondary in the U.S. 
With the Expanded U.S. Port Of Entry 
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4. Southbound Toll Collection Facilities are also currently at capacity, however, since 
the U.S. Port Of Entry cannot process the volume of traffic that currently can be 
processed through the current toll facilities, this expansion is not necessary until 
around the year 2010 – 2012 when the U.S. Port Of Entry is expected to be 
completed.  Two (2) additional toll lanes will be required to satisfy forecasted travel 
demand to the year 2032.  It is recommended that one of these be added prior to the 
opening of the U.S. Port Of Entry (as currently planned, Figure 9).  Plans to add a 
second additional toll collection lane, however, should be deferred until a 
determination is made as to whether to replace the bridge decks prior to 2032 and 
then replace the bridge(s) after 2032, or to just replace the bridge(s) prior to replacing 
the deck.   
Additional Studies Recommended – None 
Schedule – 2010 – 2012 for the first additional lane, 2018 and beyond for the second 
additional lane 
Jurisdiction – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Estimated Construction Cost – US$3–US$5 million 
Funding Improvements – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
Implementation Issues – Transfer of land between the Federal Bridge Corporation, 
Limited and Parks Canada 
Environmental and Social Issues – None identified 
Engineering Issues – None identified 

 
Figure 9 

Southbound Toll Collection Expansion 
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5. Traveler Information Systems and Intelligent Transportation Systems – There is 
a need for an expanded traffic monitoring system, traveler information, and incident 
detection and queue end warning system at the crossing.  The recommended 
improvements are required to provide both timely and actuate information on wait 
times to crossing in order to manage and address incidents at the crossings.  There is 
also a need to provide overhead variable lane designation signage to direct traffic in 
the correct lane(s) on the approaches to the U.S. and Canadian Ports Of Entry, on the 
Highway 137 approach to the southbound toll collection facilities, and on the I-81 
approach to the northbound toll collection facilities. 
Additional Studies Required/Recommended – Development of an overall ITS Plan, 
involving all agencies operating at, or responsible for, supporting highway 
approaches. 
Schedule – To take advantage of the U.S. Port Of Entry design and replacement, 
planning for an overall ITS system should be determined beginning in 2005, with 
construction of improvements as necessary or needed. 
Jurisdiction – All agencies operating at, or responsible for the highway approaches 
(see funding, below) 
Estimated Construction Cost – US$12 million 
Funding Improvements – Most likely all agencies operating at or responsible for the 
highway approaches to this Crossing would need to assist in funding various ITS 
improvements.  These agencies include: 

· The NYSDOT 
· The TIBA 
· The U.S. General Services Administration and the U.S. Customs and Border 

Protection Agency 
· The Canadian Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited 
· Canada Customs and Border Services Agency 
· The Ministry of Transportation – Ontario 
· Transport Canada 

Implementation Issues – Coordination and agreement by all involved agencies 
(identified under funding) and building upon two current ITS Provincial and 
Statewide studies being conducted by the Ministry of Transportation – Ontario and 
the NYSDOT (estimated studies completion 2005). 
Environmental and Social Issues – None identified 
Engineering Issues – None identified 

 
6. Northbound Toll Collection Facilities and I-81 Interchange 50 Substandard 

Ramp – It is recommended that expansion of the northbound toll collection facilities 
be undertaken and coordinated with improvements to I-81 Interchange 50.  The 
northbound toll collection facilities will reach capacity around the year 2012 – 2015, 
requiring two (2) additional lanes and booths to process the forecasted travel demand 
to the year 2032.  This expansion needs to be coordinated with the replacement or 
twin spanning of the South Channel Bridge and with the recommended correction of 
the substandard I-81 Interchange ramp from westbound Route 12. 
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The recommended modification of the I-81 Interchange 50 substandard ramp is to 
modify the southeast quadrant of this cloverleaf interchange to allow Route 12 traffic 
that currently uses the northeast quadrant of this interchange to enter and exit through 
a new at grade intersection on Route 12, which will require installation of a traffic 
signal and construction of a westbound left turn lane on Route 12 (Figure 9). 

 
Additional Studies Required/Recommended – The additional study recommended 
to determine the future preferred location for replacement or twin spanning of the 
South Channel Bridge needs to be completed prior to refinement of a new location for 
toll collection facilities. 
Schedule – 2012–2018 
Jurisdiction – The TIBA and the NYSDOT 
Estimated Construction Cost: 

· Toll Collection Facilities Expansion US$5 million 
· Modification to I-81 Interchange 50 US$2 million 

 
Funding Improvements – The TIBA and the NYSDOT 
Implementation Issues – None Identified 
Environmental and Social Issues – None Identified 
Engineering Issues – None Identified 

 
 

Figure 10 
Northbound Toll Collection Concept and Modifications to Interchange 50 
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7. South Channel Bridge Traffic arriving to cross over this bridge is expected to be 
greater than the bridge can process by the year 2015 – 2020; at which point, there will 
be a need for a second two-lane bridge or replacement of the existing bridge with a 
new 4-lane bridge.  Around 2018, it is estimated that the existing bridge deck will 
need to be replaced and that the number of commercial vehicles arriving in an hour 
will exceed the ability to maintain the 500-foot (150 meters) spacing on the bridge 
required to maintain the structural life of the bridge.  It is the recommendation of this 
study, based on the Life Cycle Cost analysis, that this bridge be replaced prior to the 
time the decks on the existing bridge need to be replaced.  The replacement structure 
should be either just east or just west of the existing South Channel Bridge, designed 
to U.S. Interstate Standards and provide 4 travel lanes.  See Figure 11. 

 
Additional Studies Required/Recommended – A number of additional studies are 
recommended prior to a final decision and implementation of a new structure.  They 
are: 

· A long-term in-depth study of the structural condition of the bridge to both 
refine the time frame as to when the actual bridge decks need to be replaced 
and to also identify any other major future structural improvements or repairs 
that would be required to further indicate the need for this bridge to be 
replaced.  In particular, the long-term condition of the main suspension cables 
needs to be identified, since to replace the main cables would require the 
bridge to be close for a period of one to two years (2005 – 2008). 

· A preliminary in-depth investigation to determine the preferred location for 
replacing this structure, whether just east or just west of the existing 
structures.  This study should include the possibility and impacts of lowering 
the future bridge from 150 feet to 120 feet over the St. Lawrence Seaway 
shipping channel (2006 – 2008); 

· The U.S. Environmental Process and Environmental Impacts Study  
(2008 – 2014). 

Schedule: 
· Bridge design – 2014-2016 

· Bridge construction – 2016-2018 

· Removal of the existing structure – 2019 
Jurisdiction – The TIBA in cooperation with the NYSDOT and the U.S. Federal 
Highway Administration.   
Estimated Construction Cost – US$100 million, including roadway and possible 
interchange modifications. 
Improvements Funding – The TIBA after paying for the costs to maintain and 
operate this crossing, sets aside remaining revenues to finance major structural 
improvements and possible future replacement of this structure.  A preliminary 
analysis conducted as part of this study, however, would indicate that revenue from 
toll collections most likely cannot generate sufficient funds to pay for replacement of 
the South Channel Bridge (and associated highway approach improvements), even 
with a 10% increase in tolls every 5 years over the next 30 years.  While toll 
revenues, even with toll increases, is not expected to generate sufficient revenues over 
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time to pay for the bridge replacement, these revenues could fund a part of this 
replacement with the assistance of a funding partner. 
 
Alternative financing options / partners could include a request to the U.S. Federal 
Highway Administration to assist in correcting a substandard Interstate Highway, 
South Channel Bridge, or the NYSDOT to assist in paying for required highway 
improvements on the approaches to the South Channel Bridge.   

Implementation Issues – Other than the need to purchase additional river front 
property on Wellesley Island and seeking a funding partner, no other implementation 
issues have been identified at this time.  The land owned by the TIBA appears to be 
sufficient to allow construction of a replacement bridge structure without requiring 
the purchase of additional property on the U.S. Mainland. 
Other issues would include the need to relocate either all, or part, to the TIBA 
administrative / maintenance building (if a replacement bridge is located on the east 
side), or relocation of the New York State “Welcoming Center” facilities (if located 
on the west side). 
Environmental and Social Issues – The major environmental/social issues most 
likely are the removal of what might be considered an historic bridge and as to what a 
new bridge would look like.  There will be an impact on some and purchase of river 
front properties to construct the north end of the bridge on Wellesley Island. 
Engineering Issues – The major engineering issue identified with replacing the 
existing bridge is to what type of bridge to replace it with.  If, however, during the 
environmental process, there was a decision to maintain the existing bridge and 
construct a new 2-lane parallel bridge, the major engineering issue would be how to 
keep the existing bridge operational (structurally) for another 20 to 30 years.  

 
Figure 11 

Replacement South Channel Bridge Alignments 

Parallel Alignment Alternatives (east 
or west sides of existing Bridge)

Interchange 51, 
I-81

South Channel Bridge

Interchange 50, 
I-81, with Rte. 12

U.S.A

Wellesley Island, 
U.S.A
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8. North Channel Bridge(s) – The ability of these bridge(s) to process all arriving 

traffic is forecast to be past the year 2032.  By 2032, however, these structures will be 
94 years old, and the ability to process all commercial vehicle traffic and still 
maintain the 500-foot (150 meters) spacing between commercial vehicles will be 
exceeded (around the year 2018).  The bridge decks will also need to be replaced on 
the bridge around the year 2018.  If, because of commercial vehicle spacing, 
structural conditions, or higher than forecasted traffic volumes, should occur prior to 
2032, then a new 2-lane bridge(s) may need to be constructed, or the bridge(s) 
replaced with a new 4-lane bridge prior to that time. 

 
Additional Studies Recommended – Unlike other needs identified with the various 
components of the Thousand Islands Crossing, the timing and need to replace the 
North Channel Bridge(s) is not as defined and requires additional studies.  
Replacement of the North Channel Bridge(s) is also expected to have more severe 
environmental impact, depending on whether it can be replaced with a new lower 
level 2-lane bridge, or if a higher level 4-lane bridge is required and whether the 
substandard curve on the north end of the North Channel Bridge(s) needs to be 
corrected by constructing the bridge(s) on a new alignment. 
 
Based on these issues, it is recommended that the following studies be undertaken 
prior to 2012 in order for the Federal Bridge Corporation to make an informed 
decision as to whether to replace the North Channel Bridge(s) rather than replacing 
the deck on the existing bridge(s) around the year 2028.  These studies will also help 
the Federal Bridge Corporation to be a position to act quickly should a funding 
partner become available or a decision is made to replace these structures because of 
structural conditions or higher than forecasted increases in traffic volumes. 
 

· A long term in-depth study of the structural condition of the bridges to refine 
the time frame as to when the actual bridge decks need to be replaced and to 
also identify any other major future structural improvements or repairs that 
would be required to extend the useful life of the North Channel Bridge for 
another 30 to 40 years.  In particular, the long-term condition of the main 
suspension cables needs to be identified, since to replace the main cables 
would require the bridge to be closed for a period of one to two years. 

 
· Given that an “All Canadian Seaway” is not longer under consideration, 

determine whether the bridge clearance over this Canadian Middle Channel 
(for ships) can be reduced from 120 feet (41 meters) to 60 feet (20 meters). If 
the clearance can be reduced to 60 feet (20 meters), replacement of the North 
Channel Bridge(s) could be accomplished providing only two (2) travel lanes 
(rather than four (4)) and still accommodate all forecasted traffic to the year 
2080 and beyond.  A lower clearance over the Canadian Middle Channel 
would reduce the vertical grade (uphill travel) that commercial vehicles would 
have to travel and as such, increase the overall vehicle carrying capacity of 
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each travel lane.  This would also reduce the overall cost to construct a new 
bridge, and possible delay the need to widen Highway 137 on Hill Island. 

· An in-depth study to determine whether to correct the substandard curve on 
the existing bridge(s) and highway approach lanes requires any replacement 
bridge to be constructed on a new alignment; or to construct any replacement 
bridge parallel to the existing bridges.  A parallel structure (4 lanes with 
shoulders) could be constructed within approximately 140 feet or less, on 
either side of the existing structure.  Replacing the structure to the east side 
would allow some improvements, but not necessarily correct the substandard 
curve. 

Schedule – A defined schedule should be determined after the additional 
recommended studies are completed and a decision is made as to whether to replace 
the deck on the existing bridge(s) around the year 2018 or to replace the North 
Channel Bridge(s) prior to time that a new deck will be required.  Thus, the 
recommended additional studies should be conducted prior to the year 2012, as well 
as continuing to monitor the growth in traffic and a decision made whether to replace 
these bridge(s), or just replace the deck on this existing bridge by that time.  If a 
decision is made to replace the existing bridge(s), the environmental process could 
begin in 2012, with design and construction completed by 2020 – 2022. 

 
Jurisdiction – Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited and Ministry of Transportation 
Ontario 
Estimated Construction Cost – Between US$91million to US$120 million, 
depending upon the future bridge(s) alignment, including roadway and possible 
interchange modifications costs. 
Improvements Funding – Excess toll revenues will be adequate to replace the bridge 
deck(s) on the North Channel Bridge(s).  Excess toll revenues alone, as identified 
with the South Channel Bridge, even with toll increases, most likely cannot fund the 
replacement of these structures and associated approach improvements or 
modifications.  In addition, the Federal Bridge Corporation, Limited, is also 
responsible for paying for all maintenance and improvements associated with the 
Canadian Port Of Entry.  Thus, to replace the North Channel Bridge(s), the Federal 
Bride Corporation, Limited, will most likely need to seek a funding partner when the 
time comes to replace them. 

 
Implementation Issues – If the bridge is replaced, the purchase of additional river-
front property on Hill Island and the Canadian Mainland will be required.  The issues 
of correcting or modifying substandard curve at the north end of the North Channel 
Bridge, as well as issues associated with a lower level bridge over the Canadian 
Middle Channel (which would then only require it to be replaced with a 2-lane) will 
also need to be addressed prior to making any decisions as to future actions 

 
Environmental and Social Issues – There are number of major environmental issues 
associated with replacing the South Channel Bridge(s) including: 
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· Removal of what might be considered an historic bridge 

· The aesthetics of what a new bridge would look like 

· Issues associated with the need to purchase additional river-front property on 
the Canadian Mainland and on Hill Island 

· Impact on existing parkland on Georgina and Constance Islands 

· If replaced with a 4-lane structure, the needs and environmental impacts of 
widening Highway 137 on Hill Island to 4 lanes 

 
Engineering Issues – The major engineering issues identified with replacing the 
existing bridge is to what type of bridge to replace it with; and if not replaced, the 
major engineering issue would be how to keep the existing bridge(s) operational 
(structurally) for another 20 to 30 years past the time the deck on the existing 
bridge(s) is replaced.  If replaced on new alignment to eliminate the existing 
substandard curve, then there is also the engineering issue of possibly constructing 
one of the bridge supports in one of the deepest parts of the St. Lawrence River and 
associated environment concerns. 

 

Concept alignments are presented in Figure 12. 
 

Figure 12 
Possible North Channel Bridge Alignments and Alternatives To Correcting 
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Conclusion 
 
This study has found that the 8.5 mile Thousand Islands Crossing is one the most 
important crossings between the U.S. and Canada for trade and tourism, as well as 
supporting hundreds of thousand of local, regional, and international jobs.  Currently, the 
major bridge structures serving this crossing are well maintained and in good repair for 
structures constructed in 1938.  Similarly, other than a number of substandard highway 
features, the highway systems serving this crossing will not need to be expanded until 
well past the design year based on forecasted travel volume in the year 2032.  By 2032, 
the volume of traffic expected to be used on this crossing is forecasted to nearly double 
over 2002; and prior to 2032, major investments will need to be made in other 
components of this crossing, including expansion or replacement of both the U.S. and 
Canadian Ports Of Entry, expansion of toll collection facilities, possible correction to 
substandard highway features, and replacement of the South Channel Bridge to maintain 
acceptable travel operations.  Further, the ability of the North Channel Bridge(s) to 
process all arriving traffic to the year 2032 is also questionable.   
 
To maintain this crossing into the future would require combined major investments of 
between US$237 million to US$357 million, between 2005 and 2032; and it is the Bi-
National Bridge Study recommendation that this investment should be made at the 
Thousand Islands Crossing rather than investing in a new crossing, or to construct a new 
expressway to a less used crossing examined by this study. 
 
The recommended improvements at the Thousand Islands Crossing are: 
 

1. An immediate need to install a Queue End Warning System on Highway 401 to 
avoid accidents by warning motorists of stopped traffic waiting to enter the U.S. 
that are backed up from Highway 137 onto Highway 401. 

2. Expansion of the U.S. Port Of Entry for which environmental analysis is expected 
to start in 2005, with an estimated opening date of between 2010 and 2012. 

3. Expansion of the Canadian Port Of Entry by first adding and modifying primary 
inspection booths in 2005; and then around the year 2012, expanding all or part of 
the Canadian Port Of Entry, either in an expanded area on Hill Island, Canada, or 
into the U.S., or sooner if a decision is made to move all or part of the Canadian 
Port into the U.S. 

4. Also around the year 2012, the northbound and the southbound toll collection 
facilities need to be expanded, and the I-81 Interchange 50 substandard ramp 
corrected. 

5. There is a need for other expanded Intelligent Transportation System 
improvements, including overhead variable message lane designation signing, 
installment of an automatic procedure to reliably determine wait times to cross the 
international border, as well as a means to transfer this information to the 
traveling public. 

6. The bridge decks on the major bridge structures (the South Channel and North 
Channel Bridges) are estimated for replacement around the year 2018.  For the 
South Channel Bridge, this is also the time period when the ability of a 2-lane 
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bridge to process all traffic arriving over it in one hour begins to be exceeded.  
The Life Cycle Cost Analysis conducted, as part of this study, recommends that it 
is more economical to replace this bridge entirely with a new 4-lane bridge then to 
replace the deck on the existing structure and construct a new 2-lane bridge, 
parallel to the existing bridge around 2018. 

 
While a similar recommendation was identified for the North Channel Bridge(s), 
the need to add additional travel capacity is farther into the future, and there is a 
number of alternatives to North Channel Bridge(s) that need to be explored.  A 
series of additional studies are, therefore, recommended in order for an informed 
decision to be made on when and where the North Channel Bridge(s) should be 
replaced in the future. 
 

All of these improvements will require coordination and funding by all the various 
agencies that are responsible for this crossing, the approaches, and replacement of either 
the South Channel or North Channel Bridges.  Some of these recommended 
improvements will most likely require a funding partner, since revenues generated by toll 
collections alone appears to be insufficient to cover all the major costs involved in 
replacing structures and modifying the highway approaches.   
 
Generally, only minor implementations and engineering issues are anticipated with the 
improvements identified.  Most of the environmental and social issues are also not 
expected to be great, with the exception of replacing the North Channel Bridge(s).  This 
replacement will require a much greater investigation in the near future to make a 
determination as to how to minimize these possible issues. 
 
While the needs and investments required at the Thousand Islands Crossing over the next 
30 years are significant, they can be achieved.  The cost of failing to make these 
improvements is even greater, including protection of both the U.S. and Canada and the 
loss of numerous local, regional, and international jobs created by the existence of this 
crossing.  Implementation of this long-term plan and implementation strategy to guide 
investments at the Thousand Islands Crossing over the next 30 years, however, will 
achieve the goal of all agencies that operate at the U.S./Canada border “to protect the 
safety and well-being of the citizens of their respective country and to facilitate continued 
trade, travel, and commerce between the U.S. and Canada.” 


