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Historic Bridges

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

In the last few years a number of 
county bridge projects have been 
delayed due to historical significance 
issues. This delay usually occurs just 

prior to construction when the county has applied for a Corps 
of Engineers 404 permit, but cannot obtain clearance from 
the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). A delay at this 
point in the project can be costly and time consuming. The 
historical clearance is becoming more difficult for certain 
types of bridges, and it is better to plan ahead and work with 
the historical society in advance so you know what to expect. 
This article attempts to summarize the background and current 
situation regarding historic bridge issues in Kansas. 

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 is the federal 
law intended to preserve historical and archaeological sites 
over 50 years old. The act created the National Register of 
Historic Places, the list of National Historic Landmarks, and 
the State Historic Preservation Offices. The law requires 
federal agencies to evaluate the impact of all federally funded 
or permitted projects on historic properties through a process 
known as Section 106 Review. In Kansas, the Section 106 
review is performed by the State Historic Preservation Office 
(SHPO) at the Kansas State Historical Society. Section 106 
review is for impacts on sites listed on, or eligible for listing 
on, the National Register of Historic Places. Any bridge 
over 50 years old could be eligible for listing on the national 
register, and the Section 106 review for eligibility can delay or 
stop a project.

The number of bridges in Kansas on the national 
register is broken down by class as follows:

1. Metal Truss Bridges – 44
2. Masonry (concrete & stone) Arch Bridges 

– 36
3. Marsh(Rainbow) Arch Bridges – 11
4. Concrete – 2
5. Timber - 0

Timber bridges do not last more than 50 years, so 
it is unlikely that any timber bridges will become 
eligible. 

SHPO is now examining each bridge as it is 
submitted for Section 106 clearance. This review 
is started when the Corps asks SHPO for the 
Section 106 clearance. Of special interest are 
the metal truss bridges, concrete and stone arch 

bridges, and 
76 concrete 
bridges. The 76 
concrete bridges 
of historic 
interest have 
been identified 
by SHPO and 
KDOT about 
10 years ago, 
and that list is 
available on the 
KCHA website. 
Rather than waiting until the environmental permitting stage 
to find out about historical issues SHPO will accept inquiries 
at the initial stage of the project. The contact person is Patrick 
Zollner, Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer, Kansas 
State Historical Society, 785-272-8681, ext. 217 or email 
pzollner@kshs.org. It would be a good idea for the county 
or your design engineer to submit pictures and location to 
SHPO as soon as possible after the decision is made to replace 
the bridge. This allows time to consider alternatives prior to 
completion of the plans.

There are a number of items that give an indication if a 
particular bridge will be closely scrutinized by SHPO. First, 
check to see if the bridge is already on the national register, 
if it is, replacement is going to be a major issue. For bridges 
not currently on the national register, three types of bridges 

FIGURE 1. Some stone arch bridges may 
be preserved.

FIGURE 2. Bowstring arch relocated to a park in Chanute.
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mentioned earlier are prime candidates for preservation: 1. 
Truss bridges, 2. Arch bridges (stone or concrete) and 3. The 
76 identified concrete bridges. For any of these three types of 
bridges, just plan on the bridge being scrutinized, and submit 
information to SHPO at the planning stage of the project. 
SHPO also has an interest in stone arch culverts (less than 20 
ft. span), so it would be a good idea to submit information to 
SHPO at the planning stage for stone arch culvert replacement. 

Probably the best way to proceed for most counties is to 
make a plan on historic bridges. The first step is to identify all 
the bridges that could be of historic interest in the county—
basically the three types identified above. Then determine 
which if any can be preserved in place, or perhaps moved 
to a different location. Then present your plan to SHPO for 
discussion. This process involves some up-front effort, but will 
result in saving a lot of time and money later. Osborne County 
submitted a plan for their eight remaining truss bridges. 
They found they could relocate the road and bypass two truss 
bridges and leave them in place. After these two bridges are 
placed on the national register they will have clearance to 
replace their remaining truss bridges. 

As road officials we have a proud history and legacy of 
developing the road system in Kansas. Preserving historic 
bridges highlights the importance of the work of those road 
officials that toiled before us. Historic bridges are monuments 
that show that bridge construction is an investment for future 
generations. I particularly like truss bridges, and hope we 
can preserve some of each type. Smaller truss bridges can be 
economically moved to a location where they can be better 
appreciated. We need to be looking for homes for these 
bridges. A county or city park, a bike trail, golf course, county 
museum or even a roadside park could be an option. 

The document center of the Kansas County Highway 
Association (www.kansascountyhighway.org) has a number 
of items that might be helpful to counties and consultants 
that work with bridge replacements. The documents include: 
1) 1981 KDOT/KSHS agreement, 2) Spreadsheet of bridges 

and culverts on the national register. 3) The results of 
KDOT concrete bridge survey listing candidate bridges for 
the national register. If your county has any bridges on the 
national register or any concrete bridges on the preliminary 
candidate list this information should be inserted in the bridge 
inspection folder. This will remind those that follow us that 
there will be historical issues with the bridge replacement. 

In summary we are being forced to consider the historic 
significance of bridges we are replacing. Facing this issue 
right before construction will be expensive and cause a delay 
in the project. We need to identify our historically significant 
bridges and develop a plan to save some of those bridges. 
At a minimum if there is any doubt about the historical 
significance of a bridge, be sure to contact SHPO in the 
project planning stage; that will avoid unnecessary expense 
and delays.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be interested in 
my twice monthly email on current road issues and road items 
of statewide interest. If you would like to receive these emails 
just send me an email request with position, and county or 
company at bowers@kansascounties.org 

FIGURE 3. Small truss bridge that can economically be 
moved to a park for preservation.
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