
This $172 million rehabilitation project is 
set to continue in the fall of 2018 and 
is anticipated to span a length of four 
years. The re-constructed bridge is 
expected to handle a capacity of two 
freight trains at 315,000 pounds each, an 
exponential increase from the capacity 
of the original bridge.
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Stretching from St. Louis, Missouri to Venice, Illinois, Merchant’s 
Bridge carries east- and west-bound freight trains that fuel 
a significant amount of the regional and national industrial 
economy. St. Louis houses the third-largest railway terminal 
for international freight in the United States, and Merchant’s 
Bridge is the busiest geographic crossing of the Mississippi 
River, carrying 40 million gross tons per year and representing 
a critical point of transport between rural agriculture and 
international export. Merchant’s Bridge is also unique 
because it is open to any and all railroads for transportation, 
making it an even greater hub for national transportation.

Originally constructed in 1890 with structural steel, Merchant’s 
Bridge had thoroughly exceeded its lifespan by the early 
2000s and was experiencing significant reductions in its load 
capacity, minimizing rail car traffic and drastically increasing 
shipping costs to suppliers and inefficiencies in transportation. At its capacity in early 2018, the bridge could 
only handle one train at a time, traveling at an infinitesimal five miles per hour. When the Merchant Bridge 
rehabilitation project first began, it was estimated that by 2026 the bridge as it existed would have to be 
retired from service, diverting at least 34 trains each day. Facing this significant reduction in railway capacity, 
the Missouri Department of Transportation partnered with the Bi-State Development Agency and the Terminal 
Railroad Association of St. Louis to restore this bridge to its previous glory.



Intensive plans for industrial and civil engineering design 
and construction are currently in progress. One of the 
major elements to this railway rehabilitation project is the 
construction of a new trestlework—the steel backbone 
of the railway that is currently beyond its years of service. 
In order to withstand the vibration and weight of railway 
traffic, trestlework structures must be stabilized within their 
surrounding elements. This newly constructed trestlework 
system, which is supporting a railroad that is thirty feet above 
grade, is now stabilized by two mechanically stabilized earth 
(MSE) wall systems that were erected on either side of 
the trestlework for a distance of approximately 2,200 
linear feet.

As part of this MSE installation, the low-density cellular 
concrete (LDCC) was used to backfill the MSE walls, 
utilizing AERLITETM, manufactured by Aerix Industries. 
The LDCC material completely encapsulated the 
entire trestlework system, creating the strength 
and stability needed to support the rehabilitated 
Merchant’s Bridge. MixOnSite installed between 74,000 
and 75,000 cubic yards of Aerix’s AERLITETM material 
at a targeted density of 37 pcf and an approximate 
production rate of 220-230 cubic yards per hour to 
ensure maximum stability and installation efficiency.
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When mixed with cement, Aerix’s AERLITETM foaming agent 
produces a low-density cellular concrete that provides 
enhanced compressive strength and stability while 
minimizing the loads placed on surrounding soils due to 
its extreme low density and light weight. With the use of 
AERLITETM, the rehabilitated Merchant’s Bridge will be able 
to carry exponentially more freight trains at a much greater 
speed than before while maintaining long-term structural 
integrity, eliminating freight bottlenecks in international 
supply chains, and reinvigorating the national agricultural 
and industrial economies.


