
 1 

 
Federal Railroad Administration 

Railroad Bridge Safety 
Fact Sheet 

 
 
Background on Railroad Bridge Safety 
 
Railroad bridges vary in age, type, length, load capacity, and construction material.  Anything 
shipped or transported via rail likely travels across one or more railroad bridges.  Thus, 
everything from household goods, automobiles, grain, coal, hazardous materials, and 
passengers are transported on the nation’s rail system and therefore across railroad bridges. 
 
Ensuring the structural integrity of the nation’s railroad bridges is critically important to the 
flow of commerce and to the safety of railroad employees, rail passengers, communities and 
the public.  Proper design, inspection, maintenance and repair of railroad bridges are all 
essential to accomplish that goal. 
 
Responsibility for Railroad Bridge Safety / Number of Railroad Bridges 
 
Responsibility for railroad bridge safety rests with the owner of the track carried by the 
structure.  The track owner ensures the bridge is capable of safely accommodating all rail 
traffic operated over the track and specifies the maximum weight the structure can support. 
 
The FRA does not maintain an inventory of railroad bridges.  However, a September 2008 
Bridge Survey conducted by the Association of American Railroads found that the large and 
small freight railroads (plus Amtrak) own and maintain approximately 77,000 railroad 
bridges.  In addition, commuter railroads, tourist railroads, industrial plants and state and local 
agencies own an undetermined number of railroad bridges. 
 
Role of the FRA 
 
FRA inspectors conduct regular evaluations of railroads’ bridge management programs to 
evaluate the railroad’s bridge safety practices and to identify potential weaknesses that could 
affect the safety of railroad operations, rail employees, rail passengers or the public.  This 
includes observations of railroad bridges and review of bridge inspection reports.  In addition, 
FRA works with railroad industry associations and their members to exchange information on 
management practices for railroad bridges and FRA rules/policies pertaining thereto. 
 
FRA recognizes the Manual for Railway Engineering of the American Railway Engineering 
and Maintenance-of-Way Association (AREMA) as a valid reference for design, construction, 
rating, inspection, and maintenance of railroad bridges.  AREMA’s web page is 
www.arema.org. 
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Bridge Safety Standards Final Rule 
 
In July 2010, FRA released a Bridge Safety Standards Final Rule requiring railroad track 
owners to adopt and follow specific procedures to protect the safety of their bridges and to 
strengthen federal oversight of railroad bridge programs.  The Final Rule was effective on 
September 13, 2010, and includes a schedule of implementation for railroads based on 
revenue and/or passenger train operations, however all track owners subject to the rule must 
be in compliance by September 13, 2012.   
 
While many of the older bridges in the U.S. were designed to carry loads that equal those of 
the trains of today, that capacity is diminished by deterioration and/or damage.  Proper, 
frequent inspection should detect these conditions and allow repair or other remedial action 
before they cause a structural problem.  The Final Rule institutionalizes best engineering and 
inspection practices for all railroad bridges.   
 
The Bridge Safety Standards Final Rule requires: 
 
• Railroads to implement bridge management programs that include at least annual 

inspections of railroad bridges 
• Railroads to conduct special inspections if the weather or other conditions warrant 

such inspections 
• Railroads to maintain an inventory of all railroad bridges 
• Railroads to know the safe load capacity of its bridges 
• Railroads to maintain design documents and to document all repairs, modifications, 

and inspections of each bridge 
• Railroad bridge engineers, inspectors and supervisors must meet minimum 

qualifications 
• Bridge inspections be conducted under the direct  supervision of a designated railroad 

bridge inspector -- deemed technically competent to view, measure, report, and record 
the condition of a railroad bridge and its individual components -- who shall be 
responsible for the accuracy of the results and the conformity of the inspection to the 
bridge management program  

• An internal audit of bridge management programs and inspections 
 
The Final Rule allows FRA to levy fines of up to $105,000 for violations of the Final Rule 
requirements.  In assessing a railroad bridge’s structural condition, FRA focuses on the 
present safety of the structure, rather than its appearance or long-term utility or lifespan. 
 
Background on the FRA Railroad Bridge Safety Policy 
 
Beginning in 1991, FRA conducted a review of the safety of railroad bridges.  The review 
was prompted by the agency’s perception that the bridge population was aging, traffic density 
and loads were increasing on many routes, and the consequences of a bridge failure could be 
catastrophic. 
 
In August 2000, the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) published a final Statement of 
Agency Policy on the Safety of Railroad Bridges.  FRA used the policy to ascertain whether a 
railroad had implemented an adequate program of bridge inspection and management.     

http://www.fra.dot.gov/downloads/BridgeSafetyStandardsFinalRle.pdf
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2000_register&docid=00-22152-filed.pdf
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2000_register&docid=00-22152-filed.pdf
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The FRA policy statement included non-regulatory guidelines and accommodated a wide 
variety of effective railroad bridge inspection and management methods and practices.  In 
addition, it gave notice that FRA has authority to perform safety inspections on all railroad 
bridges and can issue emergency orders to remove from service, or restrict operations on, any 
bridge that poses a serious hazard or risk to railroad operations, employees, passengers or the 
public at-large. 
 
The move to institutionalize engineering and inspection best practices took a large step in 
September 2008, when the FRA Railroad Safety Advisory Committee (RSAC) approved the 
first ever agreement within and between the railroad industry and FRA on the key inspection 
and maintenance practices that should be included in every railroad bridge management 
program.   
 
In January 2009, FRA published an amendment to its bridge policy – then adopted by the 
industry – to include the Essential Elements of Railroad Bridge Management Programs.  The 
Bridge Safety Standards Final Rule retains the Essential Elements in accordance with the Rail 
Safety Improvement Act, which provide railroad track owners with a uniform, comprehensive 
set of components for inclusion in their bridge management programs.  With this information, 
a track owner may develop a single, comprehensive set of instructions, information and data 
as guidance for his or her employees who are responsible for the management, inspection, 
maintenance, and safety of railroad bridges.   
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http://www.fra.dot.gov/downloads/safety/rr_bridge_mgm_programs.pdf
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