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 HIGHWAY BRIDGE PROGRAM 

Clearer Goals and Performance Measures Needed for 
a More Focused and Sustainable Program 

Highlights of GAO-08-1127T, a testimony 
before the Committee on Environment and 
Public Works, U.S. Senate 

The August 1, 2007, collapse of a 
Minnesota bridge raised 
nationwide questions about bridge 
safety and the Department of 
Transportation’s (DOT) 
prioritization of bridge resources. 
The Highway Bridge Program 
(HBP), the primary source of 
federal funding for bridges, 
provided over $4 billion to states in 
fiscal year 2007. This testimony, 
based on a report GAO is releasing 
today, addresses (1) how states use 
HBP funds and select bridge 
projects for funding, (2) what data 
indicate about bridge conditions 
and the HBP’s impact, and (3) the 
extent to which the HBP aligns 
with principles we developed, 
based on our prior work and 
federal laws and regulations, for re-
examining surface transportation 
programs. The testimony also 
discusses the implications of our 
work for related sections of 
proposed legislation under review 
by this committee, the National 
Highway Bridge Reconstruction 
and Inspection Act of 2008 
(S.3338).  

What GAO Recommends  

In the report released today, GAO 
made recommendations to improve 
the focus, performance, and 
sustainability of the HBP and DOT 
officials said they generally agreed 
with those recommendations. The 
DOT officials also commented that 
GAO’s principles had broader 
applicability than the HBP, noting 
that they had incorporated the 
principles into the department’s 
recent proposal for reforming 
surface transportation programs.  
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To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-1127T. 
For more information, contact Katherine 
Siggerud at (202) 512-2834 or 
siggerudk@gao.gov. 
s context for understanding GAO’s findings on the HBP, based on 
nformation gathered during bridge inspections that are generally conducted 
very 2 years, the HBP classifies bridge conditions as deficient or not; assigns 
ach bridge a sufficiency rating reflecting its structural adequacy, safety, 
erviceability, and relative importance for public use; and uses that 
nformation to distribute funding to states to improve bridges. Deficient 
ridges include those that are structurally deficient, with one or more 
omponents in poor condition, and those that are functionally obsolete, with a 
oor configuration or design that may no longer be adequate for the traffic 
hey serve.  

se of HBP funds and project selection:  The HBP affords states 
iscretion to use HBP funds and select bridge projects in a variety of ways. 
ome states are focused on reducing their number of deficient bridges, while 
ther states are pursuing different bridge priorities. For example, California 
as focused on seismically retrofitting bridges, a safety concern for that state. 
urthermore, some states have developed tools and approaches for selecting 
ridge projects that go beyond those required by the HBP—such as bridge 
anagement systems and state-specific bridge condition rating systems. 

ridge conditions and impact of HBP: Bridge conditions, as measured by 
he number of deficient bridges and average sufficiency rating of all bridges, 
mproved from 1998 through 2007. However, the impact of the HBP on that 
mprovement is difficult to determine because (1) the program provides only a 
hare of what states spend on bridges and there are no comprehensive data 
or state and local spending on bridges and (2) HBP funds can, in some cases, 
e used for a variety of bridge projects without regard to a bridge’s deficiency 
tatus or sufficiency rating. 

lignment of HBP with GAO principles:  The HBP does not fully align 
ith GAO’s principles in that the program lacks focus, performance measures, 

nd sustainability.  For example, the program’s statutory goals are not focused 
n a clearly identified federal interest, but rather have expanded from 

mproving deficient bridges to supporting seismic retrofitting, preventive 
aintenance, and many other projects, thus expanding the federal interest to 

otentially include almost any bridge in the country.  In addition, the program 
acks measures linking funding to performance and is not sustainable, given 
he anticipated deterioration of the nation’s bridges and the declining 
urchasing power of funding currently available for bridge maintenance, 
ehabilitation, and replacement.  

he results of our work are generally consistent with provisions of S.3338 that 
all for a risk-based prioritization process for selecting bridge projects, 5-year 
erformance plans, and bridge management systems. Our work does raise 
ome questions about the legislation’s focus on all deficient bridges because 
United States Government Accountability Office

ome deficient bridges do not need immediate repairs to carry traffic safely.  

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-1127T
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-1127T
mailto:siggerudk@gao.gov


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




