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Being too nice
Repairing SD bridges needs to come at faster clip

Two thousand is a nice number, 

which is why it is losing badly in its 

fi ght with 61,000.

Nice does not come with a whole lot of 

muscle. Consequently, the quest to make sig-

nificance progress on the nation’s structurally 

deficient bridge list continues to be a struggle. 

According to the latest data from the 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), 

there are over 61,000 structurally deficient 

bridges in the U.S.—about 2,000 fewer than 

in 2013. It’s progress, but the type you get 

while climbing slow up the down escalator.

“Structurally deficient bridges have been 

going down slowly over time,” Alison Black, 

chief economist for the American Road and 

Transportation Builders Association, told 

ROADS & BRIDGES. “We lower it by about half a 

percent every year. It’s very slow. It would take 

about 20 years to cut that number in half.”

And the number of bridges the FHWA 

tracks does not reflect the true sense of 

urgency industry wide. According to a recent 

ROADS & BRIDGES survey completed by govern-

ment officials at all levels, the number of 

structurally deficient bridges has been on the 

rise for the last three years. Just over 35%  of 

respondants said the structurally deficient list 

in their state is on the rise, up more than a 

point from 2014 and over 6 points from 2013. 

Even more concerning is the constant rise of 

functionally obsolete bridges. The latest R&B 
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data indicates that number is showing an 

upward trend as well—26.7% of government 

officials said they are on the increase in 2015 

compared to 20.9% two years ago. 

There is a chance the numbers will get 

worse. The average age of a bridge in the U.S. 

exceeds 43 years old, and many were designed 

to last only 50 years. Funding shifts also could 

turn the situation more severe. ARTBA said 

states have been more committed to address-

ing their bridge problem the last couple 

of years, but at the expense of pavement 

management. The money is expected to favor 

roads in the near future. 

The reprioritization of funds, however, 

could be a non-issue if Congress finally passes 

a long-term highway bill, if more is done at 

the state and local level or, ideally, if there is a 

combination of both.

California, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, 

Ohio, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Washing-

ton, New Jersey, Oklahoma, Vermont, Rhode 

Island, New Hampshire, and Texas have all 

focused more on their bridge network over 

the last few years, but according to the R&B 

bridge survey less funding is becoming avail-

able (37.7% of respondents say money has 

decreased in 2015 vs. 32.1% in 2014) at the 

federal, state and local levels. 

“You think about how local governments 

have been squeezed and it’s no wonder we 

have seen over 650 state and local ballot 

initiatives over the last six years because they 

are trying to address some of these concerns,” 

said Black. 

“But when you look at the percentage of 

contract awards and the percentage of value 

in place for bridge and highways we tend to 

see a bump up in bridge work following the 

passage of a federal aid bill.”

Not in the public interest
The U.S. Public Interest Research Group 

(U.S. PIRG) on transportation believes 

some states could be doing more with what 

they have when it comes to repairing their 

bridge system. 

The U.S. PIRG did it’s own analysis of the 

2014 FHWA bridge data and listed its top 10 

states where structurally deficient structures 

are growing. Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Montana, Oregon, Rhode Island, 

Washington, West Virginia and Wisconsin 

all added to their SD list over the last year;  

Montana led the way with 25.

Figure 1. Over the last year, has the number of your functionally 
obsolete bridges gone up, gone down or stayed the same?

Figure 2. Over the last year, has the number of your structurally 
defi cient bridges gone up, gone down or stayed the same?

Figure 3. Has the budget in your state devoted to bridge maintenance/
construction increased, decreased or stayed the same over the last year?

20.9% 

22.4% 

26.7% 

16.5% 

15.6% 

15.5% 

62.6% 

61.7% 

57.8% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

2013 

2014 

2015 

They have gone up They have gone down They have remained the same 

29.4% 

34.1% 

35.7% 

23.7% 

22.1% 

21.7% 

46.9% 

43.2% 

42.6% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

2013 

2014 

2015 

They have gone up They have gone down They have remained the same 

20.5% 

12.3% 

32.1% 

37.7% 

44.8% 

50.0% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

2014 

2015 

It has increased It has decreased It has stayed the same 

Source: R&B survey



24      May 2015  •  ROADS&BRIDGES

“We look at transportation solutions 

for the country and we see this as a pretty 

clear sign of skewed spending priorities in 

states where there are successive years of 

increases in structurally deficient bridges,” 

John Olivieri, 21st Century Transportation 

campaign director for U.S. PIRG, told ROADS 

& BRIDGES, “and then there are any number 

of atrocious highway projects in these states 

that [also] are sucking up massive amounts 

of funding.”

A prime example, according to the U.S. 

PIRG, is Louisiana. Since 2011, the state has 

added 187 to its structurally deficient bridge 

list, and in 2014 62% of funding was devoted 

to highway expansion. 

“Oftentimes it turns out that these 

highways aren’t justified by driving volume, 

and the cost it would take to build them is 

prohibitive for any investment in repairing 

bridges or investments in high-speed rail or 

expanding public transit,” said Olivieri. 

David Miller, structures and facilities 

maintenance engineer for the Louisiana 

Department of Transportation and Devel-

opment, was not sure how to respond to 

Olivieri’s claim. 

“We’re spending a good amount of 

money in bridge preservation,” he told ROADS 

& BRIDGES. “I don’t see a lot of new [road 

projects] going on, so I don’t know what they 

are talking about. I don’t know what they 

mean by that.”

Table 1. Defi cient Bridges by State

State #  Bridges # SD # FO # Def Area SD Area FO Area Def Area

ALABAMA 16,088 1,388 2,144 3,532 9,106,533 351,146 1,514,629 1,865,775

ALASKA 1,544 153 198 351 706,252 75,900 91,555 167,456

ARIZONA 8,035 256 684 940 4,965,164 210,350 941,604 1,151,954

ARKANSAS 12,806 861 1,994 2,855 6,108,972 341,924 927,158 1,269,081

CALIFORNIA 25,406 2,501 4,306 6,807 28,955,537 3,279,828 6,743,125 10,022,952

COLORADO 8,668 529 859 1,388 4,877,734 243,455 741,579 985,035

CONNECTICUT 4,218 378 1,079 1,457 3,275,350 596,751 874,341 1,471,092

DELAWARE 865 48 123 171 965,247 54,557 182,169 236,726

DIST. OF COL. 253 14 164 178 558,645 39,649 335,521 375,169

FLORIDA 12,137 243 1,760 2,003 16,358,157 391,844 2,180,232 2,572,076

GEORGIA 14,795 785 1,623 2,408 9,196,105 284,953 1,164,951 1,449,904

HAWAII 1,137 61 422 483 1,389,453 18,779 190,383 209,162

IDAHO 4,431 406 471 877 1,690,301 128,430 228,823 357,253

ILLINOIS 26,588 2,216 1,971 4,187 12,862,066 1,258,768 2,452,750 3,711,517

INDIANA 19,019 1,902 2,201 4,103 7,753,038 652,370 1,074,963 1,727,333

IOWA 24,300 5,022 1,183 6,205 8,152,321 929,189 662,566 1,591,756

KANSAS 25,085 2,416 1,813 4,229 8,129,881 369,680 1,071,344 1,441,024

KENTUCKY 14,194 1,191 3,253 4,444 5,929,697 294,332 1,283,093 1,577,425

LOUISIANA 12,982 1,837 1,944 3,781 16,374,497 1,582,744 3,556,309 5,139,053

MAINE 2,419 364 432 796 1,208,666 122,409 262,111 384,520

MARYLAND 5,305 317 1,104 1,421 5,103,371 177,685 1,188,734 1,366,419

MASSACHUSETTS 5,141 459 2,224 2,683 4,027,932 518,787 1,770,295 2,289,082

MICHIGAN 11,072 1,295 1,754 3,049 6,291,870 563,429 1,545,738 2,109,167

MINNESOTA 12,961 830 363 1,193 6,171,889 303,825 339,611 643,436

MISSISSIPPI 17,091 2,275 1,290 3,565 8,907,029 523,160 831,965 1,355,125

MISSOURI 24,385 3,310 3,145 6,455 10,288,406 989,094 1,607,527 2,596,620

MONTANA 5,251 400 514 914 1,984,553 153,787 263,135 416,922

NEBRASKA 15,374 2,654 986 3,640 3,952,000 339,824 335,105 674,929

NEVADA 1,898 34 215 249 1,577,345 14,525 247,193 261,718

Continued on p 26
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Louisiana’s bridge network is one of a 

kind, which changes the game when you are 

talking about maintenance and preservation. 

According to Miller, the state is No. 3 in the 

U.S. in total sq ft of deck area, No. 3 in the 

number of timber bridges and No. 1 in the 

number of movable bridges, which stands at 

150. “Those require a tremendous amount 

more maintenance than a fixed bridge,” said 

Miller.

Louisiana’s bridge preservation budget 

also has received slight increases, and more 

is being done. Miller said bridge washing is 

on the rise in an effort to remove road salt 

on structures in the northern portion of 

the state. Bridge inspection also has been 

amped up as staffs have been increased 

and more equipment has been purchased. 

Louisiana’s bridge management has been 

Figure 4. Do you think your state will ever make a signifi cant 
reduction in the number of structurally defi cient bridges?

If yes, when will that happen?
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NEW HAMPSHIRE 2,467 324 451 775 1,105,496 106,214 175,718 281,932

NEW JERSEY 6,609 621 1,722 2,343 6,707,844 588,813 1,963,394 2,552,207

NEW MEXICO 3,951 284 359 643 1,704,528 104,448 162,576 267,024

NEW YORK 17,456 2,012 4,733 6,745 12,760,066 1,646,938 5,983,996 7,630,934

NORTH CAROLINA 18,117 2,199 3,135 5,334 9,134,125 977,330 1,739,622 2,716,951

NORTH DAKOTA 4,429 701 243 944 1,229,050 84,366 62,848 147,214

OHIO 26,986 2,080 4,452 6,532 13,416,336 755,386 3,655,986 4,411,372

OKLAHOMA 23,147 4,216 1,575 5,791 8,288,085 941,624 930,060 1,871,685

OREGON 8,052 439 1,419 1,858 4,946,691 242,208 1,357,219 1,599,427

PENNSYLVANIA 22,691 5,050 4,388 9,438 12,293,187 1,593,279 3,792,519 5,385,798

RHODE ISLAND 766 174 255 429 782,360 162,098 286,638 448,736

SOUTH CAROLINA 9,338 1,031 891 1,922 6,732,731 502,992 818,707 1,321,698

SOUTH DAKOTA 5,872 1,174 238 1,412 1,665,814 191,235 118,339 309,574

TENNESSEE 20,077 1,083 2,863 3,946 9,521,993 502,580 1,645,387 2,147,967

TEXAS 52,937 1,127 8,872 9,999 45,630,872 720,513 10,481,345 11,201,858

UTAH 3,014 102 317 419 1,910,929 28,583 205,648 234,230

VERMONT 2,745 206 676 882 848,689 56,197 153,344 209,541

VIRGINIA 13,800 1,120 2,454 3,574 9,396,738 476,296 1,996,110 2,472,406

WASHINGTON 8,120 382 1,711 2,093 6,855,656 551,052 2,115,685 2,666,737

WEST VIRGINIA 7,187 960 1,541 2,501 3,763,593 284,189 671,411 955,600

WISCONSIN 14,109 1,212 759 1,971 6,513,933 291,688 642,980 934,669

WYOMING 3,127 422 284 706 1,253,803 196,233 105,330 301,563

PUERTO RICO 2,304 301 968 1,269 2,212,243 255,079 595,168 850,247

TOTALS 610,749 61,365 84,525 145,890 365,542,771 26,070,516 74,268,537 100,339,053

Source: FHWA

Table 1. Defi cient Bridges by State (Continued from p 24)

Source: R&B survey
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digital since 2007, but Miller said there will 

be a switch over to Bentley’s InspecTech, 

which will allow personnel to use iPads 

out in the field. 

“We are trying to get out in front of these 

bridges,” Miller said. “I think the inspection 

program is really running well so we are 

finding issues and problems that cause the 

bridges to be structurally deficient, but a big 

part of it is age.

“The majority of our infrastructure is in the 

50- to 60-year-old age range.”

An effort to keep up
Michigan also is in the midst of nursing 

a rather large community of senior bridges. 

About 11% are structurally deficient, and 

weight-restriction postings are on the rise.

“We have some concerns out there in terms 

of funding and getting stuff up to par, but 

there is nothing we can’t manage right now,” 

Corey Rogers, engineer of Bridge Building 

Services for the Michigan DOT, told ROADS & 

BRIDGES. “You can only do so much before you 

eventually fall behind.”

Michigan’s annual budget for bridge 

repair is currently $186 million, a number 

that has not changed since the late 1990s, 

according to Rogers. However, like Louisiana, 

Michigan has taken its inspection program 

to another level. The state is divided into 

seven different regions, with each region 

supporting its own bridge engineer, who 

then determines what is needed in terms of 

maintenance and repair. 

“The guys who run that do a fantastic job 

with keeping up,” he said.

The bridge management system also 

was recently consolidated, as the Michigan 

Bridge Inspection System and Michigan 

Bridge Management System are now known 

as MiBridge, a one-stop shop for inspection 

and management needs. The Michigan DOT 

also is currently involved in a research project 

with Michigan Tech University for wireless 

data accumulation. The system allows users 

to do element-based inspections with a smart 

device or tablet. Currently, field personnel 

use tablets, but nothing is connected to 

MiBridge. Rogers hopes that will happen 

within the next year.

The Michigan DOT recently placed a major 

bridge on the structurally deficient list—the 

I-75 Bridge (115,000 vehicles in average daily 

traffic) over the Rouge River in Detroit—in 
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Figure 5. Are you able to do enough 
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April. Due to a lack of funding, it will take 

two years to replace the bridge deck, which 

is the sole cause of the poor rating. Rogers 

said the superstructure and substructure were 

still in good shape. Crews have been doing 

fast-set, full-depth patching on the deck three 

or four times a year.

Proposition 1, which called for a 1% 

state sales tax increase, was on the ballot in 

early May and would generate $1.25 million 

annually so that structures like the I-75 Bridge 

could be taken off the structurally deficient 

list sooner. 

If the measure is defeated, the Michigan 

DOT will continue to thrive on innovation 

to stretch the dollars that are available. 

An accelerated bridge program (ABC) 

was launched last year, and another ABC 

project is scheduled in 2015. After sheer 

cracking was discovered on some piers on 

a concrete segmental bridge on U.S. 131 

near Big Rapids the decision was made to 

do some external post tensioning to the 

concrete box.

“We looked at some of the alternatives 

versus replacing this structure, so we decided 

to run external post tensioning through 

the bridge, like a heart configuration over 

the diaphragms, and then post-tension 

everything to increase the sheer capacity,” 

said Rogers.

To fight scour, the Michigan DOT has 

been using articulating concrete blocks over 

the last three years. The blocks lock together 

like Legos around spread footings and act 

as rip-rap. The traditional method calls for 

3-ft excavation around the footings, but 

according to Rogers a problem arises when 

the footing is already exposed and excava-

tion is impossible. R&B

For more information about this topic, 
check out the Bridge Rescue Channel 
at www.bridgerescue.com.
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Stricken from the Record
States that have taken the most off the 
structurally deficient list over the last year.

California 268 Kansas 138

Minnesota 256 North Carolina 109

Pennsylvania 168 Nebraska 85

Ohio 162 Hawaii 83

Texas 156 Tennessee 74

Adding to the Problem
States that have added to the structurally 
deficient list over the last year.

Montana 25 Washington 10

Alaska 20 Louisiana 10

Arizona 18 Oregon 8

West Virginia 16 Rhode Island 7

Wisconsin 14 Mississippi 1

The Worst Hit
Top 10 states based on the percentage of 
bridges that are structurally deficient.

Rhode Island 23% Nebraska 17%

Pennsylvania 22% North Dakota 16%

Iowa 21% Maine 15%

South Dakota 20% Louisiana 14%

Oklahoma 18% Missouri 14%

Source: U.S. PIRG


