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Local Bridges by the Numbers
Addressing infrastructure needs is a major challenge
for federal, state and local governments. Bridges
are structures of chronic concern, both because of
the degree to which we rely on them and the risks
they pose should they fail. The federal government
maintains data on highway bridges – which are
bridges, culverts or interchanges longer than 20
feet located on public roads – across the country.
According to the 2016 National Bridge Inventory, New
York State has 17,462 highway bridges, over half of
which (8,834) are owned by local governments or
authorities.1 Average daily traffic over these locally
owned bridges totals nearly 33.4 million vehicles.

Local New York Bridges
Local governments own over half of
New York’s bridges (8,834 out of 17,462)

Of local bridges are

12.8% structurally deficient
20.7% Are functionally obsolete
Billion in estimated costs

$27.4 to repair all locally owned

This report offers a quick look at New York’s local
New York bridges
highway bridges (referred to simply as “bridges”),
including those in New York City. In 2016, 11 percent
of all New York bridges (State and local) were
structurally deficient, according to federal standards. Structurally deficient bridges that remain open
are not unsafe. However, they either have load-bearing elements in poor condition or are prone
to repeated flooding.2 Bridges owned by New York’s local governments and authorities are more
likely than State-owned bridges to be structurally deficient (12.8 percent compared to 9.0 percent).
On the whole, the percentage of bridges classified as deficient has been declining in recent years.
However, some areas of the State and some types of local governments appear to be experiencing
greater bridge infrastructure challenges than others.
Thanks to a wealth of data gathered through regular monitoring of the State’s bridges, it is not
difficult to describe the status of local bridges. Finding funding to address the areas of concern
revealed by this monitoring, however, is an ever-present concern.
Figure 1

New York's Local Bridges Tend to Be Smaller and Carry Less Traffic Than State-Owned Bridges
Local Governments and Authorities Own
More Than Half of the State's Bridges. . .

Accounting for Nearly a Third of
Total Bridge Size (Deck Area)
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016. Includes bridges owned by local public authorities and other local
agencies. Bridge traffic is based on average daily traffic estimates.
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Bridges in New York
Federal and state governments keep tabs on bridges through systematic inspections and data
reporting. The New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) is responsible for
ensuring that all New York highway bridges are inspected at least every two years in accordance
with State and federal mandates.3 NYSDOT conducts most of the inspections itself and collects
detailed information on each bridge’s location, age, construction, traffic and condition.4 Some of
the data is reported to the U.S. Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), which maintains the
National Bridge Inventory (NBI). The NBI data is used to identify bridges in need of replacement
or repair and to inform decision making about investments in bridge infrastructure. Each bridge
receives a status designation, indicating whether it is structurally deficient, functionally obsolete or
not structurally deficient.5

National Bridge Inventory Status Classifications
Structurally Deficient
A bridge is classified as “structurally deficient” if important load-carrying elements are in poor
condition, or if it is prone to repeated flooding resulting in traffic delays. The classification does
not mean that the bridge is unsafe. However, structurally deficient bridges may be posted with
weight limits in order to remain in service.6
Functionally Obsolete
“Functionally obsolete” does not refer to
a bridge’s structural integrity; rather, the
classification indicates that a bridge does not
meet current design standards for the amount
of traffic it carries. For example, a bridge may
be designated as functionally obsolete if it
has inadequate lane or shoulder widths, low
clearances or low load-carrying capacity.
Bridges that are both structurally deficient
and functionally obsolete are classified as
structurally deficient.
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Bridge Condition Varies by Type of Owner
Counties own more than two-thirds of all local bridges – over 6,000 in total – while towns own 16
percent (See Figure 2). Cities and other municipalities own 12 percent, the majority of which are
in New York City. Local authorities and other local agencies own the remaining 3 percent. Local
authorities in New York City account for well over half of these (158 out of 279 bridges).
Figure 2

Approximately One in Eight Local Bridges Is Structurally Deficient
Counties Own More than Two-Thirds
of Locally Owned Bridges

Town-Owned Bridges Are More Likely to Be Structurally Deficient
Than Bridges Owned by Other Local Entities
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016. Most of the bridges in the "city or other municipality" ownership
category (601 out of 1,022, or 59 percent) belong to New York City.

Town-owned bridges
are more likely to be
structurally deficient than
those owned by other
types of local governments:
more than one in six (18.4
percent) is structurally
deficient, compared to
approximately one in eight
(12.8 percent), overall.
Bridges deemed unsafe are
closed. In 2016, statewide,
91 bridges were listed as
closed. Most are local
bridges. (See Figure 3.)

Figure 3

Unsafe Bridges Are Closed
Most of New York's 91 Closed Bridges are Owned by Local Governments
Other
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016.
No bridges owned by local authorities or other local agencies are closed.

Local Bridges
by the Numbers
Industrial
Development
Agencies

3

Local Bridge Condition Has Improved in Recent Years
In 2002, 13.2 percent of
all highway bridges in the
State were structurally
deficient.7 By 2016, this
share had dropped to 11.0
percent. From 2002 through
2016, the share of locally
owned bridges that were
structurally deficient fell
from 16.7 percent to 12.8
percent, while for State
bridges, it remained fairly
steady at between 8 and 10
percent. (See Figure 4.)
Over the past 14 years,
bridge conditions have
improved for all types
of local governments.
However, there has
been some fluctuation,
particularly in the case of
town-owned bridges. For
the category including local
authorities and other local
agencies, the share of
structurally deficient bridges
fell by nearly two-thirds,
from 12.0 percent in 2002
to just 4.3 percent in 2016.
(See Figure 5.)

Figure 4

Local Bridges Show Improvement, but Remain More Likely Than
State Bridges to Be Structurally Deficient
Structurally Deficient Bridges by Owner
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory,
2002-2016.

Figure 5

Since 2002, Bridge Condition Has Generally Improved for All
Types of Local Governments
Structurally Deficient Bridges by Local Government Owner
25%

20.4%

20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

15.4%
12.0%

18.4%

County

14.3%

Town

11.6%

City or Other
Municipality
4.3%

2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016
2002
2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016

Local
Authority,
Other Local
Agency

Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory.
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Where Are the Structurally Deficient Local Bridges?
Every part of the State has structurally deficient local bridges. As Figure 6 shows, the counties with
the highest number of local bridges in this condition are: Erie (52), Ulster (46), Steuben (40), Sullivan
(36), Chautauqua (35), St. Lawrence (35), Allegany (34) and Dutchess (34). New York City has 86
structurally deficient local bridges. The county with the highest share of structurally deficient local
bridges as a percentage of all local government-owned bridges is Seneca County at 34.6 percent.
(See Figure 7.)
Figure 6

Where Are the Structurally Deficient Local Bridges?
Number of Structurally Deficient Bridges by County
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016.
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Figure 7

The Number of Local Bridges and the Share that are Structurally Deficient Vary Considerably by County
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016.
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Regional Variation in the Local Bridge Inventory
Downstate Local Bridges Tend to Be Older and Are More Likely to Be Functionally
Obsolete
The distribution of bridge ages by region shows that downstate local bridges tend to be older than
those upstate. (See Figure 8.) New York City has the oldest local bridges, with an average age of 75
years. As a region, it has one of the smallest shares of structurally deficient bridges (10.4 percent).
However, it has the highest proportion of functionally obsolete bridges (75.9 percent). As noted
in the textbox on page 2, functionally obsolete bridges are not structurally unsound; rather, that
status indicates that the bridge does not meet current design standards given the amount of traffic
it carries. The high proportion of functionally obsolete local bridges in New York City speaks to the
challenges of improving very old infrastructure in a heavily developed area with little available space
to expand structures to meet current design standards and increased traffic flows.
Other downstate regions also have old and obsolete local bridges: Long Island’s local bridges
have an average age of 59 years; 40.6 percent are functionally obsolete. In the Mid-Hudson
Region, the average age for local bridges is 52 years, and more than one in four is functionally
obsolete (26.9 percent).
Upstate local bridges tend to be newer; however, the average age for an upstate bridge is 44 years.
In the I-90 Corridor (comprising the Capital, Central New York, Finger Lakes, and Mohawk Valley
regions), the average age for local bridges is 48 years. In the North Country, it is 45 years. The
Southern Tier and Western New York regions (combined for this analysis) have the newest local
bridges, with an average age of 41 years.
Most regions show a particularly large number of bridges that were built during the 1930s, a period
when the federal government responded to unemployment during the Great Depression with a
wide variety of public works projects, including infrastructure, art, parks and other civic projects.
In New York State, the federal Works Progress Administration (WPA) funded the construction or
improvement of 892 bridges and 16,748 culverts.8 As these and even older structures continue to
age, they will require significant investments to keep them in service.

Relatively New Bridges May Be Classified as Functionally Obsolete, Especially in
New York City and Long Island
Figure 8 shows that even newer bridges can be classified as functionally obsolete. In fact, 180 local
bridges built since 2000 (11.6 percent) are functionally obsolete. Long Island and New York City
have the highest percentages of newer bridges classified as functionally obsolete, with 4 of 9 and
3 of 5, respectively. In some cases, this is because replacement bridge designs fail to meet current
standards due to constraints involving the nature of the site or historic preservation concerns. In
other cases, planners may have underestimated bridge traffic.
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Figure 8

Aging Bridges Will Require Continued Attention in Coming Years
Distribution of Local Bridges by Year Built, Region and Status, 2016
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Billions Needed for Local Bridges
The National Bridge Inventory includes estimates of the funding needed to keep each bridge
in acceptable condition. For New York bridges, these estimates are based on data provided by
NYSDOT, or by toll authorities in the case of bridges owned by those entities. The reported figures
do not reflect specific planned projects. Rather, they are estimates based on bridge size and type,
condition of key components, and regional variations in costs for labor and materials.
In 2016, the total estimated
cost to make needed repairs
to all highway bridges in the
State came to $75.4 billion.
For local bridges, it was
$27.4 billion.9 Maintaining
and repairing bridges timely
is important, as deferring
repairs can lead to further
deterioration and greater
costs in the long run. As
Figure 9 shows, local
bridges located in New
York City have the highest
estimated costs: $20.4
billion, or nearly threequarters of the amount
estimated for all local
bridges. Less than half of
this total ($9.7 billion) is for
bridges owned by the City
itself; the remainder ($10.7
billion) is for bridges owned
by local authorities and
other local agencies.

Figure 9

Estimated Total Project Costs for Local Bridges (in Billions)
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016.

Outside of New York City, the majority of estimated costs are for bridges classified as not deficient. This
serves as a reminder that even bridges in acceptable condition need substantial ongoing investments.
Estimated costs for county-owned bridges total $4.6 billion, while those for town-owned bridges total
$832 million. (See Figure 10.)
NYSDOT expects the need for spending on bridges to remain substantial. Based on its own rating
system (which rates bridges using a 7-point scale), NYSDOT anticipates that 974 local bridges will
become deficient within five years if preventive maintenance work is not performed in a timely manner.10
Determining how much local governments are spending on their bridges is difficult. Local
government financial reports do not always distinguish bridge expenditures from highway spending,
more generally.11
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Figure 10

Total Estimated Project Costs for All Local Bridges by Owner Type (Figures in Millions)
Local Authority or
Other Local Agency
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Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, National Bridge Inventory, 2016. Figures may not sum due to rounding.
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Meeting the Need: Funding for Local Bridges
Federal Funding for Local Bridges
Local governments are responsible
for bridge repair and improvement
costs within their jurisdictions;
however, the federal government
may provide aid for a significant
portion of many local bridge
projects, most frequently in the form
of grants but also as subsidized
loans. Although not all local bridges
are eligible for federal highway
aid programs, those that are may
receive substantial federal funding.

Local Officials on Infrastructure and Fiscal Stress
A recent survey of New York State officials from cities,
counties, towns and villages across the State found that:

80%

Say that infrastructure needs
contribute to local fiscal stress

86%

Say fiscal stress affects local
infrastructure budgeting

Federal highway aid is generally
So local governments feeling fiscal stress are likely both to
allocated to states using formulas
see substantial needs for infrastructure investment and to
set in federal law. Federal highway
defer addressing them.17
programs are typically structured
as matching programs, where the
federal government provides 80
percent of eligible costs, with a state and/or local match of 20 percent.12 Funds for projects generally
flow to eligible local entities through state Departments of Transportation (DOTs), which are heavily
involved in administering federal highway programs.13
Most federal support for bridges and highways comes from the federal Highway Trust Fund, which
gets a majority of its funds from the federal motor fuels tax. Since 1993, the federal motor fuels tax
rate has been flat at 18.4 cents per gallon for gasoline and 24.4 cents per gallon for diesel. Over
the past quarter-century, inflation has eroded the purchasing power of these revenues. At the same
time, increases in fuel efficiency have resulted in lower fuel consumption per mile driven, so bridges
and roads get more wear per dollar of fuel tax revenue raised.14 The Highway Trust Fund suffers
from chronic shortfalls: the Congressional Budget Office notes that, “Since 2001, the revenues
credited to the [Fund’s] highway account each year have consistently fallen short of outlays from
that account [...] Since 2008, lawmakers have addressed the funding shortfall by supplementing
revenues dedicated to the trust fund with several transfers, primarily from the Treasury’s general
fund.”15 Given limited federal funding, the burden falls on state and local governments to find
additional funding sources for bridge and highway projects.
The Federal Emergency Management Agency provides grant funding for roads and bridges that
are damaged by declared natural disasters or emergencies and not otherwise eligible for federal
aid. The funding can be used for emergency work as well as permanent repairs or replacement of
damaged bridges.16
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Funding constraints make prioritizing infrastructure investments an essential ongoing concern. To
ensure a broad consideration of needs and interests, effective transportation infrastructure planning
involves a wide range of stakeholders. In urbanized areas with over 50,000 residents, federal law
mandates that, in addition to DOTs, metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) be involved in
the planning process.18 Each MPO develops its own Transportation Improvement Program that
manages the project list for its area. New York State has 14 MPOs.19
Future levels of federal support for roads and bridges are uncertain. The current administration
has signaled a desire to rethink roles and responsibilities and “seek long-term reforms on how
infrastructure projects are regulated, funded, delivered and maintained.”20

New York’s Five-Year Transportation Capital Program
NYSDOT has a Five-Year Transportation Capital Program that runs from State Fiscal Years 201516 through 2019-20. The list of planned construction projects in the Capital Program is available
online.21 It contains many types of State and local transportation projects, including bridge projects,
administered through a number of different programs, many of them supported, in large part, with
federal funds.
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Selected New York State Programs for Local Bridges
Marchiselli Aid
The Municipal Streets and Highway Program, more commonly known as the Marchiselli
Program, provides State funds that may be used for up to 75 percent of the nonfederal share
of many types of local highway projects, including bridge projects.22 Since the 2001-02 State
Fiscal Year, funding for the Marchiselli Program has remained flat at $39.7 million. These
State funds, used in conjunction with $13.2 million in local funds, serve to leverage roughly
$212 million per year in federal funding.23
The Consolidated Local Street and Highway Improvement Program (CHIPs)
Another State program, the Consolidated Local Street and Highway Improvement Program
(CHIPs), provides formula-based funding to municipalities for local highways, bridges and
other facilities.24 Since the 2014-15 State Fiscal Year, CHIPs has been funded at $438 million
per year. In some years, the State budget included additional funding, distributed based on
the CHIPs formula, to help localities address damage due to severe winter weather. The
2017-18 State budget included $65 million for severe winter weather.25
BRIDGE NY
In 2016, the Executive announced funding for a new program, BRIDGE NY, specifically
to fund local bridges and culverts.26 It awards funding through a competitive application
process. Bridge projects awarded funding under the BRIDGE NY program are federallyaided, and must be eligible for federal funding in order to receive a grant under this
program.27 Project selection for bridges is based on the resiliency of the structure, its
condition, the amount of traffic it gets, its impact on commerce and other considerations.28
As of January 2017, in a first round of funding, NYSDOT had made awards totaling $200.4
million to fund 132 local bridge and culvert projects across the State.29 The maximum
award for bridge projects in this round was $5.0 million and the program could fund up to
95 percent of bridge project costs. BRIDGE NY could award up to 100 percent of culvert
projects, up to a maximum of $1.0 million.30
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Bridge Management as a Model for Strategic Data-Driven Capital
Asset Management
Functional, structurally sound bridges are critically important, not only to provide a safe means
of transportation, but also to support economic health by facilitating commerce. The data on
local bridge conditions has both worrisome and encouraging implications. On the one hand, the
number of structurally deficient bridges is significant. A 2015 report from the American Society of
Civil Engineers gave New York State a grade of D+ for its bridge infrastructure.31 Improving that
grade will require sustained efforts over the long term. Even simply maintaining the current overall
condition of aging bridges is a costly proposition, and those costs may increase as the bridge
inventory continues to age and repair costs rise over time. Weighing these needs against those of
maintaining other public infrastructure and providing other services will require difficult choices on
the part of federal, State and local government officials.
On the other hand, the percentage of structurally deficient local bridges has declined in recent
years, and the wealth of information available on bridges makes it possible to be strategic in
managing them. Indeed, the ability to present these findings is due to consistent and substantial
investments in monitoring bridges at both the federal and State levels. In place for decades
now, this practice of regular inspections and data collection has proven its value in supporting
infrastructure planning. This information helps stakeholders understand the magnitude of the needs
they face and facilitates planning and prioritization of bridge infrastructure investments.
In fact, this systematic, data-driven performance-oriented approach to capital asset management
could serve as a model for managing other types of public infrastructure. Developing, implementing
and sustaining such practices requires a long-term vision and leadership. Federal and State
leaders, professional associations involved with infrastructure, local government associations and
other stakeholders should support efforts to promote thoughtful, informed infrastructure planning.
For their part, local officials can help ensure that local government infrastructure will meet residents’
needs by maintaining an up-to-date inventory of all of their capital assets and making multiyear plans
that anticipate and address all of their infrastructure needs. The Office of the State Comptroller has a
variety of resources to help local officials with capital planning and asset management.32
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Notes
1

This report uses data from the National Bridge Inventory (NBI) maintained by the United States Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA). Except where otherwise noted, all of the information and analysis of New York’s bridges used
in this report, including the type of entity that owns each bridge, is based on the data reported in the NBI.
The data is available at: www.fhwa.dot.gov/bridge/britab.cfm and the owner classifications are set forth at:
www.fhwa.dot.gov/bridge/mtguide.pdf, p. 12. The analyses include only highway bridges, as defined by the
National Bridge Inspection Standards (NBIS) regulations. New York State’s Department of Transportation (NYSDOT)
collects additional data on bridges and has its own rating system for bridge condition, which it uses in its annual
reports on bridge management and inspection programs. Recent NYSDOT annual reports, called Graber reports,
are available at: www.dot.ny.gov/divisions/engineering/structures/manuals. Highway bridges, pursuant to the
NBIS regulations, are defined as all publicly owned highway bridges longer than twenty feet located on public roads.
Railroad and pedestrian structures that do not carry highways are not covered by the NBIS regulations. Similarly,
the NBIS does not apply to inspection of sign support structures, high mast lighting, retaining walls, noise barrier
structures and overhead traffic signs. Tunnels, since they are not bridges, are also not covered by the NBIS.
See “Questions and Answers on the National Bridge Inspection Standards 23 CFR 650 Subpart C,” available at:
www.fhwa.dot.gov/bridge/nbis/; see also 23 Code of Federal Regulations Section 650.305.

2

NYSDOT, “New York State’s Bridge Program in Brief.” Available at: www.dot.ny.gov/main/bridgedata.
Bridges found to be unsafe are closed. Flooding can result in “scouring,” or erosion of the riverbed surrounding piers
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Executive ...................................................................................................................................................................474-4037
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Local Government and School Accountability Help Line..............................(866) 321-8503 or 408-4934
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Local Bridges
by the Numbers
Industrial
Development
Agencies

17

Division of Local Government and School Accountability

Regional Office Directory
Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller
Gabriel F. Deyo, Deputy Comptroller (518) 474-4037
Tracey Hitchen Boyd, Assistant Comptroller
Cole H. Hickland, Director • Jack Dougherty, Director
Direct Services (518) 474-5480
BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE - H. Todd Eames, Chief Examiner

State Office Building, Suite 1702 • 44 Hawley Street • Binghamton, New York 13901-4417
Tel (607) 721-8306 • Fax (607) 721-8313 • Email: Muni-Binghamton@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Broome, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Schoharie, Sullivan, Tioga, Tompkins counties

BUFFALO REGIONAL OFFICE – Jeffrey D. Mazula, Chief Examiner

295 Main Street, Suite 1032 • Buffalo, New York 14203-2510
Tel (716) 847-3647 • Fax (716) 847-3643 • Email: Muni-Buffalo@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, Genesee, Niagara, Orleans, Wyoming counties

GLENS FALLS REGIONAL OFFICE - Jeffrey P. Leonard, Chief Examiner

One Broad Street Plaza • Glens Falls, New York 12801-4396
Tel (518) 793-0057 • Fax (518) 793-5797 • Email: Muni-GlensFalls@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Albany, Clinton, Essex, Franklin, Fulton, Hamilton, Montgomery, Rensselaer, Saratoga, Schenectady, Warren, Washington counties

HAUPPAUGE REGIONAL OFFICE – Ira McCracken, Chief Examiner

NYS Office Building, Room 3A10 • 250 Veterans Memorial Highway • Hauppauge, New York 11788-5533
Tel (631) 952-6534 • Fax (631) 952-6530 • Email: Muni-Hauppauge@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Nassau, Suffolk counties

NEWBURGH REGIONAL OFFICE – Tenneh Blamah, Chief Examiner

33 Airport Center Drive, Suite 103 • New Windsor, New York 12553-4725
Tel (845) 567-0858 • Fax (845) 567-0080 • Email: Muni-Newburgh@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Columbia, Dutchess, Greene, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Ulster, Westchester counties

ROCHESTER REGIONAL OFFICE – Edward V. Grant Jr., Chief Examiner

The Powers Building • 16 West Main Street – Suite 522 • Rochester, New York 14614-1608
Tel (585) 454-2460 • Fax (585) 454-3545 • Email: Muni-Rochester@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Cayuga, Chemung, Livingston, Monroe, Ontario, Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Wayne, Yates counties

SYRACUSE REGIONAL OFFICE – Rebecca Wilcox, Chief Examiner

State Office Building, Room 409 • 333 E. Washington Street • Syracuse, New York 13202-1428
Tel (315) 428-4192 • Fax (315) 426-2119 • Email: Muni-Syracuse@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Herkimer, Jefferson, Lewis, Madison, Oneida, Onondaga, Oswego, St. Lawrence counties

STATEWIDE AUDIT - Ann C. Singer, Chief Examiner

State Office Building, Suite 1702 • 44 Hawley Street • Binghamton, New York 13901-4417
Tel (607) 721-8306 • Fax (607) 721-8313

18

Local Bridges by the Numbers

Contact
Office of the New York State Comptroller
Division of Local Government and School Accountability
110 State Street, 12th floor
Albany, NY 12236
Tel: (518) 474-4037
Fax: (518) 486-6479
or email us: localgov@osc.state.ny.us
www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov/index.htm

Like us on Facebook at facebook.com/nyscomptroller
Follow us on Twitter @nyscomptroller

