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Nearly 1 in 8 county bridges structurally deficient
But local spans still in better shape than elsewhere in Iowa

11 Comments

A A

Counting 12 that have been standing for 100 years or more and
many others well exceeding a typical lifespan, dozens of Johnson
County’s bridges are showing their age and in need of millions of
dollars of maintenance and replacement work.

Nearly one in eight bridges in Johnson County is considered
structurally deficient under federal standards, and though that is
slightly worse than the national average, local bridges are in better
shape than those of the state as a whole.

According to appraisals culled from Federal Highway Administration
records, 46 of the 360 bridges in Johnson County, or 12.8 percent,
have substantial defects in their support structure or deck that in
some cases limits the size or number of the vehicles that can pass
at a time.

For Iowa, which ranks as the third worst state in the nation in terms
of bridge conditions, 5,371 of its 24,722 bridges, or 21.7 percent,

have been deemed structurally deficient
— a federal term for bridges needing
significant maintenance attention,
rehabilitation or replacement. The national
average is 11.5 percent.

A bridge rated as structurally deficient
does not mean it is unsafe for travel for
the public, officials say. According to the
Iowa Department of Transportation, the
classification is used to identify structures
needing significant work to remain in
service, and that often requires posted
weight limits to lessen the strain.
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Johnson County’s worst bridges

Structurally deficient bridges, with location, owner, year
built and sufficiency rating (scale of 0 to 100 percent): 
Rochester Avenue over Ralston Creek; Iowa City; 1934;
5.1 percent. Dingleberry Road over Rapid Creek;
county; 1960; 16.6 percent. S.W. Cosgrove Road over
Old Man’s Creek; county; 1900; 19.1 percent.
Strowbridge Road over a stream; county; 1955; 20.9
percent. Buchanan Avenue S.W. over branch of Deer
Creek; county; 1915; 24.2 percent. N.W. Johnson-Iowa
Road over a stream; county; 1910; 28.9 percent. N.E.
340th Street over a small stream; county; 1900; 29.5
percent. Second Avenue over branch of Ralston Creek;
Iowa City; 1969; 30.4 percent. Northbound Iowa
Highway 1 over the Iowa River (Burlington Street);
1915; Iowa City; 30.5 percent. Blackhawk Avenue over
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Johnson County Supervisor Terrence
Neuzil said locally and statewide, many
bridges were built during the push to
upgrade the nation’s infrastructure after
World War II, and with each year that
passes, maintenance burdens increase.

“We’re getting to 50 and 60 years, and
bridges last 50 and 60 years. That’s a real
problem,” Neuzil said.

The total estimated costs associated with
improving the deficient bridges in Johnson
County would be at least $12.4 million,
according to records. Five of the deficient
bridges did not have an improvement
estimate listed with their records, meaning
the total would be greater.

Johnson County Engineer Greg Parker
said the county typically aims to undertake two bridge projects a
year and is currently ramping up for a $4 million, two-year rebuild of
Mehaffey Bridge, one of 34 county-owned bridges that are
structurally deficient.

“Johnson County is in a little better shape than some other counties
in Iowa from a bridge replacement standpoint,” Parker said. “...
Certainly there is not enough money to go around to do the
replacements that I see from an engineering standpoint.”

Mehaffey Bridge, a 550-foot span that crosses the Iowa River
between North Liberty and Solon, was built in 1963 and handles
3,490 vehicles a day, according to a 2006 traffic count. Its overall
sufficiency rating — which is based on a scale of 0 to 100 percent,
with 100 percent being a new bridge designed to current
engineering standards — is 33 percent. That puts it among the 10
worst bridges in the county.

The local bridge with the worst sufficiency rating, however, is found
in Iowa City, where Rochester Road crosses Ralston Creek. The
43-foot bridge, which was built in 1934 and accommodates 6,200
vehicles a day, as of 2006, has a sufficiency rating of 5.1 percent —
far and away the lowest in the county.

Iowa City Public Works Director Rick Fosse said the city is in the
design process for replacing the Rochester Avenue bridge, which
has a posted load limit of 20 tons, or one quarter of the 80-ton limit
of a normal bridge. If plans move ahead on schedule, construction
could begin by next summer, Fosse said.

Iowa City has 41 bridges, eight of which are scored as deficient.
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The city budgets about $60,000 a year for routine bridge
maintenance, Fosse said.

“I think we have been making some progress on it, and we’ve
replaced a number of bridges in the past 20 years,” Fosse said.
“And you can expect about 70 years out of a bridge.”

Other structurally deficient bridges in Iowa City include the
Burlington Street bridge over the Iowa River, and bridges over
Ralston Creek at Johnson Street, Evans Street, Second Avenue,
Third Avenue, Prentiss Street and Iowa Avenue.

The last deteriorating bridge the city had to replace was in 2006 on
Meadow Street — a project in which workers discovered that parts
of the 75-year-old or so structure had been fashioned from the legs
of a former water tower, Fosse said. Two years ago, the city also
opened a $6 million bridge on McCollister Boulevard, the city’s first
new span across the Iowa River since the 1960s.

Out in the country, Neuzil points to the increasing scale of farm
machinery and the importance of staying on top of infrastructure
needs to accommodate the larger loads.

“That’s putting a lot more street on our aging bridges,” Neuzil said.

But at the same time, building bridges is becoming more expensive
to meet modern standards, Parker said, ranging from $256,00 for a
small span that will soon be under construction along Cosgrove
Road, to the multimillion dollar Mehaffey Bridge.

“The mode now is we provide not just for vehicles, but for additional
travelers — the walkers, the bicyclers,” Parker said. “So to
accommodate those activities, which are great, it doesn’t make our
building costs less.”
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