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On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

How to Close a Bridge

continued next page u

Kansas counties are not replacing 
bridges and culverts at a sustainable 
rate. I base that opinion on facts 

derived from the annual report that each county submits 
to KDOT. Counties replaced 114 bridges in 2010 and 100 
bridges in 2011. In Kansas we have approximately 20,000 
county bridges and a typical bridge life of 75 years. To stay 
even with deterioration we should be replacing 260 bridges 
a year. If this bridge replacement rate continues eventually 
we are going to have to close more than half the county 
bridges. These bridge closures will not be uniform, as bridge 
condition and replacement rates vary from county to county. 
As an example a central Kansas county just west of the flint 
hills has approximately 350 bridges, and on average replaces 
one bridge per year. So at the current rate of construction that 
county will need to close about two-thirds of their bridges. 
That is going to be a painful process that will take place one 
bridge at a time over the next few decades. This article deals 
with when and how to close a bridge. 

KSA 68-1126 is the only law that talks about closing a 
bridge. This particular law states whenever the county 
engineer deems any bridge or culvert unsafe 
for traffic, he shall condemn the same and 
shall, if necessary, erect structures sufficient 
to prevent travel upon such condemned 
bridge. If your county does not have a 
county engineer, this duty to condemn the 
bridge still falls on the county, most likely 
the county commission. 

I think it is fair to say that we should close 
a bridge when the bridge is no longer safe 
for public travel. There are a number of 
circumstances that may precipitate the 
closure. A bridge inspection may find the 
structure is unsafe and needs to be closed. 
Flooding or a heavy load may cause the 
bridge to collapse. These circumstances 
are outside the control of the county 
commission and then the only decision the 
county has to make is whether to replace 
the bridge or leave the road closed at the 

bridge. A harder decision is when a poor bridge needs major 
repairs, the inspection costs are excessive, or the county 
knows the weight limits are being routinely ignored by 
area residents. Let’s take these circumstances one at a time. 
Repairs typically extend the life, but seldom make the bridge 
more useable by increasing the width or weight limit. So we 
can spend a lot of money for repairs and we still have an old 
bridge that can’t be used by farm equipment and trucks. 

Those of you following bridge inspections in Kansas know 
that in order to meet federal requirements truss bridges 
will have to have a fracture critical inspection on a two 
year cycle. This requirement will hit most counties in 2014 
and 2015. The fracture critical inspection is very detailed 
and therefore expensive. A fracture critical inspection of a 
long truss bridge over a major river may cost over $30,000, 
and the inspection of a small truss will probably cost over 
$2,000. The county will have to decide if they will pay for 
the inspection or close the bridge. 

A bridge has a weight limit for good reason, because 
repeated overloads will cause the bridge to fail. The bridges 
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most likely to fail due to overloads are truss bridges 
and timber bridges. The lower the weight limit the 
more likely overloads will result in failure. Truss 
bridges look weak and are usually too narrow for farm 
equipment, so the weight limit signs do get “some” 
respect. Timber bridge weight limits are not respected. 
Timber bridges normally span 20 ft. or less, so they 
don’t seem significant to a road user as they pass over 
the bridge in a few seconds. Timber bridges have many 
issues, the major issue is the wood can deteriorate and 
weaken but still look sound. Also, timber beams under 
the bridge can break and split, but the timber deck will 
still look fine. So a heavy truck can break some beams 
and the next vehicle falls in the creek. I hear about 
timber bridges and culverts failing every harvest. A 
good 2013 example from central Kansas is shown in 
Figure 1. 

In summary, counties as bridge owners will close a 
bridge when it collapses, or before it collapses when 
it becomes unsafe for traffic, or repair costs are not 
a reasonable expenditure of limited public funds. If 
you haven’t closed a bridge you might wonder about 
the proper procedure. The easiest part is putting up 
barricades and warning signs as required by KSA 68-
1126, the hard part is answering questions from the 
public. Closing a bridge is really a public relations 
issue. 

Before closing a bridge or deciding not to replace the 
bridge it would be a good idea to assemble some facts. 
People that use the bridge are going to ask questions, 
so having good information will show that the decision 
has been well thought out.  Important items are traffic 
count, cost to replace, detour length, number of people 
that live on that section of road, etc. Some background 
information might also be helpful, such as number of 
bridges maintained by the county, how many bridges 
are replaced per year, and number of bridges with 
weight limits that need to be replaced. 

If closing the bridge is not an emergency a good 
procedure is to obtain public input with a public 
meeting before closing the bridge. This gives the 
interested public an opportunity to comment prior to 
making a decision. The meeting could be at a regular 
county commission meeting or a separate meeting 
close to the site. People will expect the decision 
makers to be present to hear their concerns. If closing 
the bridge is an emergency then the public meeting 
would more likely focus on the reason the bridge was 

closed and if it will be replaced. The decision to replace the bridge 
does not have to be made immediately, but history has shown that 
the longer a bridge is closed the less likely it will ever be replaced. 

If the decision is made not to replace the bridge there are still a 
number of items to consider, such as removing the bridge or 
leaving it in place, and closing the road or vacating the road at the 
bridge. I am running out of space so I will discuss those options in 
this column next month.  n

I send out a twice monthly email on current road issues and items 
of statewide interest. If you would like to receive these emails just 
send me an email request at bowers@kansascounties.org  
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