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Oversight: How Safe Are New York City’s Bridges?
INTRODUCTION

On September 17, 2007, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on the safety and maintenance of bridges in New York City.   The purpose of the hearing will be to examine the condition of New York City’s bridges and to determine whether these bridges are adequately maintained.

Those invited to testify include: Chair Mark Rosenker, National Transportation Safety Board; Executive Director Kenneth Ringler, Jr., Port Authority of New York and New Jersey; Commissioner Joseph Boardman, New York State Department of Transportation (“NYSDOT”); Executive Director Eliot Sander, Metropolitan Transportation Authority (“MTA”); Commissioner Janette Sadik-Kahn, New York City Department of Transportation (“NYCDOT”); and various transportation advocacy groups, transportation experts and community leaders.


BACKGROUND

On Wednesday, August 1, 2007, the main part of the I-35W Mississippi River Bridge in Minneapolis, Minnesota collapsed, killing 13 people and injuring approximately one hundred people.  Immediately after the collapse, on Thursday, August 2, 2007, Mary Peters, Secretary of the United States Department of Transportation, issued a statement to the public promising to launch a full-scale federal investigation into the cause of the collapse.
  The National Transportation Safety Board, with the help of the Federal Highway Administration, will lead this investigation.
  The collapse of the I-35W Mississippi River Bridge triggered national, state and local concerns over the safety of bridges and whether this kind of infrastructure failure can occur again.  

In New York, United States Senator Chuck Schumer reported that 35% of New York State’s bridges are considered structurally deficient (according to federal ratings). Governor Eliot Spitzer directed the New York State Department of Transportation to thoroughly examine the State’s 49 deck truss bridges, which are similar in design to the collapsed I-35W Mississippi River Bridge, and launched the New York State Bridge Task Force to conduct a comprehensive investigation.
  According to a report published by the Task Force, none of the 49 deck truss bridges had any serious problems, but four of those bridges received flags and need further investigation and possible repairs.
  

It should be noted that approximately 44 percent of New York State’s highway bridges are owned and maintained by the State.
 The NYSDOT inspects about 94% of these bridges and the rest of the highway bridges are inspected by authorities and commissions, such as the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, which must submit inspection reports to the NYSDOT. 
  The remaining 56% of the New York bridges are owned by state and local authorities, municipalities, commissions, and railroads.

New York City Bridges: Jurisdiction


There are a total of 2,027 bridges in New York City, some of which are maintained by the State and others of which are overseen by the City.
  NYCDOT’s Division of Bridges oversees the design, construction, maintenance and operation of 790 bridges (about 39% of all City bridges).
  Nineteen of the 790 bridges connect the boroughs in New York City, such as the Brooklyn Bridge and the Manhattan Bridge.
  Of the remaining 771 bridges that do not connect the boroughs, 20% are in the Bronx, 23% are in Brooklyn, 23% are in Manhattan, 26% are in Queens, and 8% are in Staten Island.
  The Division of Bridges at the NYCDOT is comprised of six subdivisions: Roadway Bridges; East River Bridges/Movable/Bridges/Tunnels; Engineering Review; Bridge Maintenance/Inspections/Operations; Specialty Engineering and Construction; and Management Support Services.
  The Specialty Engineering and Construction and Engineering Review Bureaus are responsible for maintaining and revamping bridges under NYCDOT’s jurisdiction that are in poor condition, such as bridges that are deemed “structurally deficient.”
  In addition to the large bridges such as the Brooklyn and Williamsburg Bridges, New York City has a significant number of small to medium-sized bridges under the jurisdiction of NYCDOT that are classified under four bridge categories: Girder Span Bridges, Swing Bridges, Vertical Life Bridges and Retractile Bridges.  

Bridges not overseen by NYCDOT (about 61%) are managed by various government agencies and authorities that include the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, the New York City Department of Environmental Protection, the New York State Department of Transportation, Amtrak, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, and the Metropolitan Transportation Authority.
  Two State agencies, the MTA and Port Authority, operate some of the most heavily used bridges in New York City and they are also responsible for the maintenance and safety of those bridges.  For example, the MTA is responsible for the Triborough Bridge, Throgs Neck Bridge, Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, Bronx-Whitestone Bridge, Henry Hudson Bridge, Marine Parkway Gil Hodges Memorial Bridge, and the Cross Bay Veterans Memorial Bridge. The Port Authority operates and maintains the George Washington Bridge, Bayonne Bridge, Goethals Bridge and Outer Bridge Crossing.

Inspection and Maintenance

In order to maintain the safety of the City bridges, in 2006, NYCDOT conducted 147 bridge and 743 span inspections, performed 392 monitoring inspections, and responded to 212 emergency inspection calls.
  In 2006, NYCDOT also launched the Bridge Data Systems (BDS), in order to streamline data on the condition of bridges so all of the relevant divisions can have immediate information regarding poor or dangerous conditions.

According to the annual 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Condition Report, NYCDOT utilizes the bridge standards and criteria set by the federal government and the NYSDOT when inspecting and maintaining bridges under NYCDOT’s jurisdiction. For example, NYCDOT uses a NYSDOT flagging system, which was created to identify and resolve conditions that currently or will soon present a “clear and present danger.”
  The NYCDOT follows state inspection standards that classify bridges in poor or dangerous conditions with a Red Flag, Yellow Flag or Safety Flag.
  In 2006, the NYCDOT’s Division of Bridges handled approximately 80% of the routed Flag complaints, making the City the main responder to New York City Flag-related complaints.
  The Bridge Repair Section, a subdivision of the Bureau of Bridge Maintenance, Inspections and Operations at the NYCDOT, is responsible for the identified Flag repairs.

In addition, NYCDOT follows federal and state maintenance schedules and standards for bridge maintenance and inspections.
  The federal government mandates the inspection of all bridges at least once every two years.
  All New York City bridges follow the New York State Biennial Bridge Inspection and Condition Rating System (“NYSBBICRS”), which meet the federal requirement for inspecting bridges once every two years.  NYSBBICRS assigns a state numerical rating that ranges from 1 (structural failure) to 7 (new condition) to bridges.
  According to the recent report by the New York State Bridge Task Force, the State regulations follow rigorous standards set by the Graber Law
 and licensed inspectors are mandated to evaluate bridges and report on up to 47 structural elements, which includes rating 25 components of each bridge span.
  The State and City interprets ratings of 1.000 –3.000 as Poor; 3.001 – 4.999 as Fair; 5.000 – 6.000 as Good; and 6.001 – 7.000 as Very Good.
  In accordance to the federal mandate of inspecting each bridge once every two years to examine the condition of all bridges, NYSDOT is primarily responsible for either directly inspecting or hiring engineer consultants to conduct the inspections of New York City bridges.
  The NYCDOT’s Division of Bridges only inspects the bridges that are not covered by the State.  In 2006, NYCDOT inspected 117 (15%) of the City’s bridges, while the State inspected 670 (85%).
 

It appears that New York State Bridges Rating System is more thorough than the federal rating system.  Although the federal rating system ranges from 1 to 9, while the New York State system ranges from 1 to 7, the federal government’s standards require the examination of three to four components of a bridge, while the State examines up to 47 structural elements and up to 25 components.
  As described above, the City uses the more stringent State system in its inspections.  

Some states have expressed concerns about the federal standards for judging bridge safety.  According to California’s Department of Transportation Director Will Kempton, the federal standards and methodology of ranking the safety of the bridges is flawed because the evaluations are based on standards that are too lenient.
  Mr. Kempton has indicated that federal elected officials and government agencies use the ranking system for the purpose of allocating federal funding, and as a result, the list does not accurately reflect the condition of the bridges.
  Mr. Kempton further states that public concerns over bridges are fueled by “misleading and inflammatory characterization of thousands of sturdy bridges as technically structurally deficient.”
  The NYSDOT only uses federal rating systems and their deficiency lists to determine bridge funding eligibility, and any decision to improve the condition of a bridge requires a more thorough evaluation.

According to the Federal Highway Administration’s database, about 15% of New York City’s bridges are “structurally deficient” and approximately nine of the City’s bridges received the lowest ratings under the federal standards.
 However, Mayor Bloomberg reassures that there are only three bridges in New York City that received a poor rating and that the City’s bridges are safe.

Financing

New York City spent $3 billion in the last eight years to repair some bridges, and the number of bridges deemed to be in poor condition has decreased to three in 2006 from 40 in 1997.
  Despite this large amount of money, the United States Department of Transportation reported that there is a growing gap between improvement needs and government spending towards bridge maintenance.
  

NYCDOT spent approximately $366 million for the maintenance of bridges under its jurisdiction between 2001 and 2006 and experienced an average increase of 4% every year in expenditures towards bridge maintenance.
  As of June 15, 2007, New York City Office of Management and Budget reported a total expenditure of $72,390,767 for the City’s bridge maintenance for fiscal year 2007 and $70,220,287 for fiscal year 2008.
  
Some states have tried to be creative in generating additional funding for bridge maintenance.   For example, in Oklahoma, part of the infrastructure improvement and maintenance funding is generated from gas taxes and fees from state-issued vehicle tags, and is tied to growth in the state’s general revenue.
  However, some advocates such as Neal McCaleb, President of the group Transportation Revenue Used Strictly for Transportation in Oklahoma, believe that infrastructure funding that depends on the growth of the state’s economy is both flawed and dangerous because such a funding system may lead to inadequate funding for bridge maintenance and repair.


From 2001 to 2006, New York City allocated about 55% of the total funding to maintain City bridges (about $222 million).  The rest of the funding came from the federal and state governments, intra-city funds,
 capital inter-funding agreements and other categories.
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Between 2007 and 2008, New York City is expected to allocate 59% of the total funding for bridge maintenance, which is a 4% increase of the total city allocated funds from 2001 to 2006.

CONCLUSION


This hearing will focus on how local and state agencies are operating, maintaining and inspecting New York City bridges, and provide an opportunity for the Committee to examine the status of the City’s bridges with the various City and State agencies responsible for maintaining them.  

� As of September 7, 2007: http://www.dot.gov/affairs/peters080207.htm


� Id.


� “All NYC Bridges Safe,” Xinhua General News Service, (August 3, 2007).


� Route 92 bridge over Popolopen Creek in Highlands was issued a red flag; Creamery Road bridge over Woodbury Creek in Cornwall received a yellow flag; Route 104 bridge over Irondequoit Bay received a yellow flag; and Route 9W bridge over Cedar Pond Brook in Stoney Point received two yellow flags.  As of September 11, 2007: https://www.nysdot.gov/portal/page/portal/main/bridgedata#report


� New York State Bridge Task Force Report to the Governor: Status of Bridge Review (August 31, 2007).


� Information taken from NYS DOT website as of September 11, 2007: www.nysdot.gov


� Id.


� 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Provided by New York City Department of Transportation).


� Information taken from NYC DOT’s website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/about/faqs_bridge.html" ��www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/about/faqs_bridge.html�


� Id.


� Id.


� Information taken from NYC DOT’s website: www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/motorist/bridges.html


� 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Provided by New York City Department of Transportation).


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� “Clear and present danger” refers to any kind of dangerous situation for vehicles or pedestrians, and any situation that may cause a traffic hazard (Published by 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report).


� Red Flags are bridges that are in potentially imminent failure and must be addressed within six weeks; Yellow Flags are potentially hazardous bridge conditions which, if left unfixed beyond the next scheduled inspection, would likely turn into a “clear and present danger”; Safety Flags are conditions that create a vehicle or pedestrian traffic hazard but not in danger of a structural failure or collapse; and Prompt Interim Action (PIA) Flags are serious Red and Yellow Flags that require a response within 24 hours.  Information taken from 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Published  by New York City Department of Transportation).


� 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Provided by New York City Department of Transportation).


� Id.


� 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Provided by New York City Department of Transportation).


� Id.


� Id.


� In response to a 1987 collapse of the Thruway Bridge over the Schoharie Creek in Schoharie County, the State Legislature enacted the Graber Bill, which authorized NYSDOT to set more stringent and consistent bridge inspection protocols throughout the state.  Information taken from New York State Bridge Task Force Report to the Governor: Status of Bridge Review (August 31, 2007).


� New York State Bridge Task Force Report to the Governor: Status of Bridge Review (August 31, 2007).


� Id.


� This is considered a “general condition rating” inspection and is separate from the flag-generated inspections, which requires immediate attention due to its “clear and present danger” for pedestrians or vehicles.


� 2006 New York City Bridges and Tunnels Annual Condition Report (Provided by New York City Department of Transportation).


� Id.


� Tony Bizjak, “10 Bridges on Repair List: Interstate 5 over Sacramento River Shows Cracks,” Sacramento Bee, (August 10, 2007).


� Id.


� Id.


� As of September 13, 2007: https://www.nysdot.gov/portal/page/portal/main/bridgedata


� Sarah Garland, “9 Spans in City Have Lowest Federal Rating,” The New York Sun (August 3, 2007).


� Karla Schuster, “City to Check Bridge Safety,” New York Newsday, (August 4, 2007). (The reason for the difference in numbers is because local and state municipalities rely on state standards and rating sytem)


� Russ Buettner and Sewell Chan, “In Ways Large and Small, Many Bridges Meet Definition of ‘Deficient’,” The New York Times (August 3, 2007).


� Brandon Bain, “Bridge, Road Worries; Fearing NY May be Getting Shortchanged in Maintenance and Repair Funds, Schumer Rolls Out Spending Plan,” New York Newsday (August 6, 2007).


� FY 2001 through FY 2006 are based on the City Comptroller's Annual Financial Reports.


� Based on the 2007 City’s Financial Management System, NYC Office of Management and Budget.


� Zachary Warmbrodt, “Bridge Builders See Little Effort to Span Funding Gap,” The Daily Oklahoman (August 4, 2007).


� Id.


� Funding from other agencies other than DOT (Information for m NYC Office of Management and Budget).


� Data obtained from the New York City Office of Management and Budget’s shared Financial Management Systems.


� Id.
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Sheet1

		Agency:						New York City Department of Transportation

										Bureau of Bridges

								Historical spending on Bridges FY 2001 thru FY 2008

		EXPENSES:

		Fiscal Year				2001		2002		2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008

		Budget Code

		006				43,640,010		47,070,576		47,024,553		47,327,843		52,067,352		53,193,017		57,735,706		57,329,352

		007				12,554,183		11,943,052		12,467,091		10,207,998		13,280,086		15,132,204		14,655,061		12,890,935

				TOTAL		56,194,193		59,013,628		59,491,644		57,535,841		65,347,438		68,325,221		72,390,767		70,220,287

		FUNDING SOURCES (per FMS):

																						2001-2006		2007-2008

				Federal		8,065,097		7,871,843		5,173,249		7,215,327		7,707,714		7,834,581		7,217,293		9,012,315		43,867,811		16,229,608

				State		5,317,000		4,115,958		4,390,355		3,904,355		4,404,355		6,254,355		4,804,355		4,104,355		28,386,378		8,908,710

				City		35,914,559		37,050,389		37,318,829		36,330,052		33,590,557		41,739,840		44,899,232		46,992,376		221,944,226		91,891,608

				Intra-City		520,000		805,073		805,073		285,073		845,501		763,722		731,927		285,073		4,024,442		1,017,000

				Capital		14,638,397		16,352,876		16,505,479		16,915,430		16,967,591		17,034,678		18,377,349		18,838,483		98,414,451		37,215,832

				Other catg		- 0		- 0		- 0		- 0		4,000,000		- 0		- 0		- 0		4,000,000		- 0

																								- 0

				Total		64,455,053		66,196,139		64,192,985		64,650,237		67,515,718		73,627,176		76,030,156		79,232,602		400,637,308		155,262,758

				Note: 1																		0.5539779286		0.5918457793

						FY 2001 through FY 2006 are based on the City Comptroller's Annual Financial Report.

						FY 2007 is based on info. from the City's Financial Management System (FMS) as of 6/15/07.

						FY 2008 is current Adopted Budget numbers for FY08.

				Note: 2		The Bureau of Bridges inspects, maintains, repairs and operates City-owned bridges and tunnels. The Bureau designs and

						supervises consultant designs of bridge projects and oversees major bridge reconstruction and construction work.
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