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Are Counties Going Out of Business?
Bridge Maintenance

On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Is your county going out of 
business in a few years? Obviously 

the answer is no. But there are a lot of counties that make 
decisions like they won’t be here in a few years. They 
ignore a problem and hope it goes away, but it doesn’t, it 
just gets worse. 

We all know some elderly person that makes a lot of bad 
decisions thinking they won’t be around much longer. (I 
am 68 so I know about that.) An example is not fixing 
the leaking faucet, or not painting the house, they just let 
things run down. They let the kids deal with the problem 
after they are gone. There are counties that use that same 
philosophy, and it is doing a disservice to both the current 
and future citizens of the county.

Some decisions seem to save money in the short term 
but are very expensive in the long term. I visited a road 
supervisor a couple of months ago. He was lamenting that 
he didn’t have enough people to do bridge repairs. He just 
received the biennial bridge inspection, and there were 
80 bridges that needed some sort of repair. A lot of the 
repairs on the list were repairs that should have been done 
years ago, and showed up on previous inspections. Two 
weeks later there was a big rain and one of the bridges that 
needed abutment work washed out and fell in the creek. So 
this county did not make a $5,000 repair and is now faced 
with replacing the bridge for $200,000. Saving on bridge 
maintenance cost ended up costing the county a lot of 
money. It was a decision made like the county might go out 
of business before the bridge collapsed. 

In another county a combine collapsed a timber bridge. The 
bridge had a posted weight limit and the combine exceeded 
the posting.  This should have been a slam dunk in getting 
the farmer’s insurance to pay for repairing the damage 
caused by the combine. But previous bridge inspections 
had documented repairs needed to the bridge, and the 
county had not made the repairs. So the farmer’s insurance 
is claiming that the county has some of the responsibility 
for the damage as they failed to keep the bridge in good 
repair. We have to remember that bridge inspections are 
public records, and if an innocent party gets hurt because 

the county failed to make repairs that information will 
come out in court. 

Structures smaller than bridges(less than 20 ft. span) also 
need attention. The plan should not be to wait for a collapse 
and then replace the culvert. Few counties have a regular 
culvert inspection schedule. It would be a good plan to 

FIGURE 1. Abutment is undermined and needs repair 
before the bridge collapses. 

FIGURE 2. Repair needed to wing and floor before arch 
collapses.
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check all the culverts every few years and make a list of 
repairs needed. That is hard to do with limited staffing, but 
it would save money in the long run. 

It seems like the lack of proper maintenance is more 
prevalent in less populated counties where the crews have 
been reduced for budget reasons. The cards are stacked 
against the less populated counties in many ways. The 
bridges are older and need more maintenance, but there 
is less ability to do the maintenance. The less populated 
counties have more of the old truss bridges and have to deal 
with the expensive fracture critical inspections. With older 
bridges, the less populated counties have more historic 
preservation issues than the larger counties. Whether you 
are in a small or large county rest assured that the county 
will be in business for a long, long time. We need to make 
sure that we are considering the long term implication 
of how we are doing business. If we are neglecting 
maintenance and losing bridges and culverts that is a 
disservice to our citizens.

The 2017 budget will be finalized this summer. This is a 
good time to reflect on bridge and culvert maintenance, and 
make sure sufficient staff and funds are budgeted to keep 
our structures in service as long as practical.  n

FIGURE 3. Bridge collapse from either the combine being 
too heavy or lack of maintenance.

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 .
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