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The Interna-
tional Bridge
in Madawaska
in 2016. Big
projects like
the Madawa-
saka bridge
tend to crowd
out smaller
projects com-
peting for
funding.
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Sparse funding forces
patchwork repairs,
closure of Maine bridges

BY CAITLIN ANDREWS
BDN STAFF

AUGUSTA — Maine's struggle to
fund its transportation system has
not affected the amount of structur-
ally deficient bridges in the state, but
that lack of funding has led to patch-
work repairs and closing some bridg-
es altogether rather than dealing
with true costs of repair.

The share of structurally deficient
bridges any bridge that has ad-
vanced section loss, deterioration of
material or erosion of base soil
has hovered in the teens since 2001,
according to Maine Department of
Transportation data. It was above 15

percent then and was around 12 per-
cent last fall,

That's not to say those projects
haven't been affected by a $233 mil-
lion annual funding shortfall. The
state’s three-year work plan released
Tuesday shows the number of bridge
projects have decreased since 2017
and are expected to drop from 79 last
year to 45 this year despite the plan
having $150 million more than the
past three years, due to an influx of
federal grants,

Department officials say they fear
losing ground on smaller projects
while bigger, higher-priority bridges
take up more space, National data
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show a trend of spending
more money on patching
up the infrastructure rath-
er than making substantial
improvements.

Funding for infra-
structure is a long-run-
ning, national problem.
Joyee Tavlor, the chief en-
gineer for the transporta-
tion department, says the
state has been able to stave
bridges off from getting
worse by doing preserva-
tion work. She worries
such efforts won't last long,
noting big projects — such
as an $85 million planned
replacement of the Interna-
tional Bridge in Madawas-
ka using $35 million in fed-
eral money — can crowd
smaller projects out.

“We have to ask, ‘Are we
going to lose ground on
other projects?'” she said.

Paul Merrill, a spokes-
person for the department,
said the state has been re-
lying on surface treatment
on bridges that need work,
but are not high-priority
structures. Spot-repairlng
infrastructure is a nation-
al trend. according to the
Brookings Institution, a

This is the second front page BDN article, in the past 3 days,
concerning the DOT's funding woes and still not one mention
of what may be the most expensive project addressed in the
2020-2021-2022 Work Plan—the $100 million 1-395/Route 9
connector. The first phase of the connector’s construction is
the replacement of the $13.5 million Wilson Street/I-395
bridge, to be bid this spring. Why the silence?? Is it the optics
of crying for money when, at the same time, you're banking
tens of millions for a controversial project that does not
satisfy the original study system linkage need and the City of

nonprofit public policy re-
search organization.

It found last spring that
total spending on infra-
structure maintenance in-
creased by 9.5 percent dur-
ing the past decade, even
while total public spending
has fallen. Transportation
is the most expensive part
of U.S. infrastructure, and
Brookings found spending
on it dropped by $4.2 billion
from 2007 to 2017, or 1.4
percent, with a sharp de-
cline happening just after
the Great Recession and
has been inecreasing from
2012 on.

States and localities
have been “entirely re-
sponsible” for the rebound,
which has focused on oper-
ations and maintenance
spendlng, Maine expects to
spend $545 million on 148
bridge projects and $10.1
million in bridge and struc-
tural maintenance over the
next three years.

What determines
whether a bridge needs
to be replaced wvaries.
Taylor said in a fall inter-
view that the state follows
national guidelines to de-
termine the status of its
bridges, which must be in-
spected every two years. A
committee of engineers
meets every two weeks to
discuss which bridges may

need attention or to be
closed.

There's no “deteriora-
tion curve” to follow, so
Taylor said state engineers
tend to evaluate a bridge
based on its how much
weight they believe it can
carry and its condition. If
pieces have eroded, or a
bridge moves down, up or
sideways, it's probably
time to close it, she said.

Age can be a factor, but
material is also important.
Taylor said many inter-
state bridges were built
with a light steel that is not
as durable as current mate-
rials. Areas that see heavy
truck traffic are likely to
see bridges deteriorate
faster.

Bridges close when the
department cannot af-
ford to fix them — or
don't think it's worth it.
Taylor described it as
“managing the decline of
our system” — allowing
some lower priority bride-
es to deteriorate to the
point that they have to be
posted to weight limits.

For structurally defi-
cient bridges that may only
detour drivers a few miles
out of their way, Taylor
said they might consider
closing those structures for
good. The state has only
closed 10 bridges in the

past five years, Taylor said.
One of those bridges is on
Rawson Avenue in Cam-
den, built in 1935 and closed
permanently this April.

Jeremy Martin, who
heads the planning depart-
ment for the town, said the
state approached the town
and told them the bridge
would not be replaced be-
cause of its condition and
its low traffic volume. Re-
placing the bridge would
have cost around $1 mil-
lion, Martin said, which
was too expensive for the
town to consider.

He said the state has now
committed to covering half
of the $150,000 cost for turn-
ing it into a pedestrian
bridge. Martin said the
bridge is heavily used by
children walking to the
nearby middle school. If it
wasn't replaced, he said it
would be dangerous.

“Certainly if they had to
zo over Route 1, we'd have
to replace it, no question,”
he said. “Rawson [Avenue]
has hardly any traffic —
there are no easy alterna-
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Brewer and many of its citizens do not support?



