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Brent Spence Bridge Repair 
Covington, Kentucky to Cincinnati, Ohio 

 

Timeline 
 
November 11th, 2020 

“My truck’s caught on fire!  You’re gonna have to come, uh…fire trucks are gonna have to come 
southbound going northbound ‘cause the truck’s on fire on the bridge.” 

These are the words of the 9-1-1 call that followed a two-semi collision on Wednesday, November 
11th, 2020 at 2:45 AM on the double-decker, cantilevered truss Brent Spence Bridge between 
Covington, Kentucky and Cincinnati, Ohio.  Fire erupted and raged to temperatures of 
approximately 1500 degrees Fahrenheit.  The Kentucky Transportation Cabinet (KYTC) and Ohio 
Department of Transportation (ODOT) were quickly notified of the incident and mobilized to 
shut down the bridge in both directions.  The United States Coast Guard was also contacted and 
the decision to shut down river traffic was made and implemented via a Notice to Mariners.    

The bridge, originally opened in 1963, is a 
riveted constructed cantilevered truss 
with four travel lanes in each direction.  It 
carries approximately 160,000 vehicles 
per day on I-71, I-75, and local traffic over 
the Ohio River.  The northbound traffic is 
carried by the lower deck while the 
southbound traffic is carried by the upper 
deck.  The days ahead would consist of 
tireless efforts from experts and 
dedicated individuals comprised of 
owners, consultants, material testers, 
bridge inspectors, bridge designers, public 
awareness and communication 
specialists, maintenance of traffic (MOT) 
logistic planners, fabricators, and 
contractors.   

Who:  KYTC Led Team 

What:  Emergency Repair from Truck Fire 

Where:  Lower Deck of the Brent Spence 
Double Decker Cantilever Truss 
Bridge over the Ohio River  

When:  5 Days from Fire to Evaluate, Plan, 
and Procure a Contractor and 42 
Days to Open 

How:  Communication, Leadership, 
Teamwork 

Why:  160,000 Vehicle per Day and 3% of 
the USA GDP Annually Cross the 
Bridge 
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Initially, the extent of the 
damage was unknown.  
The Governor of Kentucky 
laid out the objective in the 
first hours after the 
incident, “We want to get 
this job done and we want 
to get it done quickly, but 
it has to be done safely”.   

As stated in the 9-1-1 call, 
the incident occurred on 
the northbound lanes 
located on the lower deck 
of the truss.  Specifically, 
the incident occurred 
between panel points L17’ and L18’ which is the start of the 453’ suspended span on the Kentucky 
side.  The heat affected zone was determined by visual inspection to be from L16’ to L20’ of both 
the upper and lower decks. 

Knowing how critical this bi-state river connection was to the entire community, a transparent 
public awareness plan was put into play.  KYTC’s Secretary, KYTC’s District 6 Chief District 
Engineer, and the Governor worked with communications specialists from KYTC as well as a 
private DBE firm, Rasor Communications, to quickly relay as much information as possible.  All 
entities involved understood the necessity of a deliberate and transparent communications plan 
to inform the many community members greatly impacted by the emergency closure.  A 
dedicated website was set up to help summarize the public awareness options and provide a 
singular source for all the public outreach.  The first press release was provided by Kentucky’s 
Governor Beshear at 12:15 PM on the day of the accident. 

Meanwhile, back on the bridge, although the truck drivers were thankfully unharmed, it was 
immediately clear that the bridge would need to be thoroughly inspected in the area of the 
incident.  While cleanup efforts were underway (over 24 hours to remove the debris and clean up 
the deck) preparation for the structural inspection commenced.  On the day of the incident, 
dozens of KYTC inspectors made their way to the site to visually observe from a safe distance.  
They were joined by engineers from Michael Baker International (Michael Baker).  KYTC and 
Michael Baker worked together that evening to determine how to organize the teams, the limits 
of a thorough hands-on inspection in the heat affected zone, and developed inspection logs and 
diagrams to assist in the inspection.  Recognizing the benefit of pulling in experts from across 



BRENT SPENCE BRIDGE REPAIR 

Z 

Page 3 

the state was apparent to those on the scene; as such, KYTC contacted additional firms Palmer 
Engineering, Burgess & Niple, and Stantec to assist in an inspection of the full bridge the next 
day.  In addition to the consultants, ODOT and the Federal Highway Administration sent experts 
to the site to provide needed guidance and expertise.   

While public involvement, MOT, and inspection activities were occurring, engineers from KYTC 
and Michael Baker began data collection of all existing information that would be needed to 
design an evident required repair.  Original design plans, shop drawings, and load rating files 
were collected and examined in order to understand the finer details of the bridge so once data 
was received from the field, designers would be ready to begin repairs immediately.   

By the end of the night, leadership, bridge inspectors, and designers were prepared to work on 
various efforts in parallel to enable real-time decision-making as opposed to a traditional linear 
approach.  Every needed service for the project was organized for the storm that lay ahead. 

 

November 12th, 2020 

By the morning of November 12th, the debris from the incident had been removed from the site 
and the inspectors prepared to determine the extent of the structural damage.  Over 30 

inspectors were on-site to assist with the 
effort and provide quality hands-on 
inspection of the fracture critical truss as 
quickly as possible.  Michael Baker and 
KYTC explained the plan to all qualified 
team leads first thing in the morning.  The 
inspection would consist of three steps: 

 Step 1:  Assess overall structural 
stability of the bridge 

 Step 2:  Conduct hands-on 
inspection within the heat affected zone 

 Step 3:  Conduct cursory inspection 
of remaining bridge items outside of heat 
affected zone with a focus on the bearings, 
joints, and wind locks 

 

 

MOT: 5 Miles of Barrels in KY and 3 Miles in 
Ohio w/ Message Boards and Signage 
for 160,000 Vehicle per Day 

Bridge Inspection: 30+ Inspectors 
Performed In-Depth Inspection 

Design: 53 Sheet Design Plan Set in 5 Days  

Procurement: Ordered Steel within 2 Days, 
3 Contractors On-site for Prebid 
Meeting in 3 days, and Contract 
Awarded in 5 days. 

Public Awareness: Transparent Coverage 
that Humanized the Project by 
Focusing on the People 
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These steps were enacted to achieve the following inspection goals: 

 GOAL #1:  Ensure the global stability and safety of the bridge  

 GOAL #2:  Establish Scope of Work: Identify the items requiring repair or replacement 
due to the fire  

 GOAL #3: Ensure the structural appraisal and condition assessment was accurately rated 
and reported 

 GOAL #4: Conduct Material Testing 

o Obtain steel and concrete cores within the heat affected zone for destructive 
testing 

o Perform non-destructive testing at additional locations within the heat affected 
zone 

Inspection teams used rope access techniques, lifts, and drones/unmanned aerial systems 
(UAS) to inspect the entire structure.  Visual inspection techniques, along with magnetic particle 
non-destructive testing, were performed.  Steel members were inspected for heat damage 
including distortion, discoloration, cracking, and any global distortion of the bridge elements. 

As these inspection activities were occurring, real-time information was being relayed by the 
inspectors to Michael Baker’s design staff.  Once the area of the heat affected zone was known, 
and it was clear what type of members and components would require repair or replacement, an 
expedited timeline was initiated.  To accomplish the preparation of a contract repair document, 
Michael Baker quickly decided that the most efficient way to repair the bridge would be to 
replace all damaged components in-kind whenever possible.  This sound engineering decision 
allowed the team to use existing design plan sheets or shop drawings for a significant portion of 
the design.  Where possible, those plan sheets were used to cloud and redline the intent of the 
repair and to add instructional notes.  The first repair sheets to be developed were the stringers 
of the upper deck and the associated concrete deck.  Both of these were visibly damaged.  As 
more information was received from the field, additional repairs were added to the project 
plans. 

Also, while the inspection was underway, an official detour using I-275 around Northern Kentucky 
was being marked.  The travel delays motorists were experiencing, both on mainline interstate 
and adjacent surface-streets/side roads, further reinforced the importance of reopening the 
bridge to traffic.  One alternative route experiencing this increased traffic was the historic, 
weight-restricted Roebling suspension bridge.  Because many vehicles over the posted limits 
were using the Roebling bridge, KYTC decided to close the bridge entirely to prevent permanent 
damage.   
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Upon completion of the bridge inspection, and with the assurance of the safety and stability of 
the structure, maritime traffic under the bridge was able to resume. 

As per the previous day, the public was kept aware in a transparent fashion through the 
Governor’s address and updates from the KYTC Secretary and public relations team regarding 
MOT changes, including the Roebling bridge status, and river traffic reopening. 

In anticipation of schedule challenges based on supply needs, KYTC determined that they would 
need to secure steel beams ahead of having a construction contract awarded.  It was apparent 
after a visual inspection that the stringers were warped and would need to be replaced.  KYTC’s 
Division of Structures began efforts to find the appropriate rolled sections (W27x94).  Bottoms 
Engineering (in Frankfort) was contacted and worked to determine available lengths and 
locations of these sections and warned KYTC if they did not obtain the available sections from 
inventory, the next rolling of new section at a steel mill was scheduled for December 18th, 2020. 

 

November 13th, 2020 

On the morning of November 13th, KYTC, Michael Baker, and Palmer Engineering held a 
conference call to finalize the material requirements to purchase the steel.  The full extent of the 
steel damage was unknown at this time, so the decision was made to purchase enough steel for 
the worst-case scenario.  Therefore, 40 stringers 
in varying lengths, as well as lateral angles, were 
purchased and scheduled to be delivered to 
Bottoms Engineering.  Fabrication details would be 
determined at a later date.  All available sections 
were collected, consisting of 26 beams sourced 
from Atlanta, Georgia and 14 beams sourced from 
New Boston, Ohio. 

Inspection activities, including concrete and steel 
sample collection, continued to be performed 
throughout the day.  The repair plans, notes, and 
contract documents continued development.  
Frequent communication between office staff and 
field personnel was maintained and plans were 
adjusted as necessary to reflect the most up-to-
date information. 
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Local law emergency response officials were updated on the situation and provided additional 
resources necessary to facilitate the MOT. As a result of this coordination, the Roebling Bridge 
was reopened to passenger vehicles with law enforcement personnel stationed at both ends to 
monitor and enforce the appropriate use of the historic bridge.  Although the MOT and 
alternative traffic options had been previously explained, they were now fully signed and 
implemented.  The public continued to receive updated information through daily press 
conferences, the media, and social media outlets.   

As the bridge inspection continued into the evening, a potential concern of the vertical steel 
member at Panel Point 17’ was discovered.  Due to the uncertainty of this find, a call was made to 
the U.S. Coast Guard and the Ohio River traffic closed for safety at approximately 8:00 PM 
pending further analysis and testing on the steel member.  Metallurgical samples were collected 
and rushed to Louisville for testing. 

 

November 14th, 2020 

While field inspection work was completed by November 14th, cores had been taken to the lab to 
determine the extent of the material composition affects.  An extensive material testing 
program was undertaken which included destructive and non-destructive methods.  Steel 
coupons were removed from primary members in the heat affected zone (HAZ) and control 
locations outside the HAZ.  Testing also included a Laser Induced Breakdown Spectroscopy 
(LIBS) test and Brinell hardness tests.  The LIBS was used to perform an elemental analysis of 
the steel and to provide immediate results to quickly verify if the steel composition was as 
specified in the plans.  The objective with the Brinell hardness tests was to look for regions with 
an excessive hardness that indicates brittle steel whose microscopic structure was altered from 
exposure to the high temperatures of the fire.  If steel is heated sufficiently high and becomes 
excessively brittle, the microstructure of the steel can change to a different substance known as 
martensite. 

The results of the destructive and non-destructive testing on the steel members in the HAZ 
concluded that there was no change in the steel’s physical properties when compared against 
the control steel cores from outside the HAZ. 

Given the level of fire damage to the upper and lower level concrete decks, a testing program 
was initiated for concrete. The extraction of concrete cores was completed by KYTC District 6 
staff to determine the integrity of the concrete deck and the compressive strength (testing 
performed by KYTC’s Division of Materials).  The concrete cores also provided a visible 
measurement of the concrete cover depth which was milled off the lower deck. 
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Based on the visual evidence and compressive testing, it was determined that the structural 
concrete in the lower deck was not compromised by the fire; only damage to the overlay was 
observed.  Therefore, removal and replacement of the lower deck overlay was recommended. 

More significant fire damage was observed on the bottom side of the upper deck.  During the 
cleaning process, water from the upper bridge deck poured through full depth cracks onto the 
lower bridge deck.  Cores taken between Panel Point (PP) 16’ and 17’ showed heavier cracking and 
lower compressive strength.  Therefore, it was recommended that the upper deck be removed 
and replaced from Panel Point 16’ to Panel Point 20’.   

The inspection and material testing resulted in the following repair recommendations which 
became the scope of work for the rehabilitation plans and the eventual contract: 

1. Replace the upper concrete deck, wearing surface and concrete barriers between PP16’ 
to PP20’ 

2. Replace the upper steel stringers and lateral bracing between PP17’ to PP19’ 

3. Replace miscellaneous steel at the upper finger joint 

4. Remove, clean, and reset the upper finger joint and drainage scuppers 

5. Replace the lower deck wearing surface between PP16’ to PP21’ 

6. Replace the lower deck concrete barriers between PP17’ to PP19’ 

7. Replace the fixtures, electrical wiring, junction boxes, and conduit within the project 
area on both the lower and upper decks 

One of the most critical 
elements of the bridge is 
the built-up box section 
vertical hanger that 
supports the 453’ 
suspended span over the 
river.  Each of these 4 
members supports over 5 
million pounds of load.  To 
ensure due diligence, 
Michael Baker performed 
an internal redundancy 
analysis.  Results of this 
study concluded that even 

with consideration of the full fracture of thickest of the 6 plates that comprised the vertical 
member at PP17’, it can still be categorized as redundant and carry the full load of the original 
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design without overstressing.  Additionally, material testing was performed on this vertical 
member at PP17’ which was the cause of the river closure the previous day.  After the lab 
confirmed the material properties, along with analysis as an extra precaution, the Ohio River was 
cleared to reopen to traffic. 

Based on communication and coordination with local officials, the MOT team suggested that 
limited access into the heart of Covington be provided.  Thus, KYTC decided to allow one lane of 
I-71/I-75 NB traffic north of I-275 to the Covington exits to be opened to local passenger traffic 
with a restriction on trucks limited to local deliveries only. 

With inspection activities complete and the scope of work determined, a Prebid meeting was 
held at 4:00 PM to verbally relay the findings of the inspection, the anticipated scope of work, 
and the contractual requirements for letting the project.  The invited contractors were allowed 
access to the site and a subsequent 24-hour questions and answers period was permitted.  In 
order to aid their bids, a first “Not-For-Construction” repair plan set was provided to the 
contractors.  Several updates were provided to the contractors who were given only 42 hours to 
develop their bids. 

In conjunction with FHWA, KYTC was still working to determine a construction procurement 
mechanism.  With assistance from a former General Contractor, Michael Baker provided a 
scratch estimate that included potential premium amounts due to the emergency nature of the 
work.   

 

November 15th, 2020 

Throughout the day on November 15th, the team fielded a large array of contractor questions.  
Based on these questions, modifications were made to the plans.  The contract procurement 
team was preparing to open project bids the next morning and expedite an award shortly 
thereafter.  Additionally, that afternoon, KYTC personnel made the bridge available to potential 
contractors for inspection and evaluation.   

The other focus of the day was completing the contract plan documents.  Wherever possible for 
the steel design, the team chose to replace in-kind or design to be equal or better than the 
current bridge.  The mindset was to keep the actual design and repair documents as simple as 
possible and only make modifications where necessary.  The design team used information from 
the field to verify dimensions and components were reused if they were not damaged.   

The deck required modifications from the original design.  The deck had experienced several 
rehabilitations in its life cycle and no plan set showed a full section of the deck in its current in-
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situ state.  Therefore, it became necessary to combine sections from several plan sets to 
develop the current deck and barrier configuration.   

KYTC also decided to expand the scope of the work to include finger joint work on the bridge.  
Planned repairs to those finger joints had previously been developed, but the project was not 
executed because of excessive MOT costs.  This elusive work, while not extensive, could be 
completed while the bridge was closed due to the accident and saved KYTC millions of dollars in 
MOT expenses on a separate project. 

In addition to structural items, drainage and electrical components also needed to be replaced.  
The drainage was replaced in-kind; whereas, electrical components were replaced by using the 
lighting specifications on the standard drawings in conjunction with existing information and 
Kentucky Standard Specifications.  Again, original plan sets were used with field pictures for 
clarity and modifications specified by annotations and notes. 

A bid set, still not for construction, was provided at 7 PM including special notes, pay items and 
quantities.  From this point to the Released for Construction (RFC) set, all changes were tracked 
to be able to easily inform the bidding Contractors of the differences.  Later in the evening at 
3:30 AM, an additional set was provided to KYTC to review and provide any last-minute 
comments. 

 

November 16th, 2020 

The final “Released For Construction” plans were provided by Michael Baker to KYTC at 11 AM.  
The final set consisted of 53 plan sheets, 10 of which were new.  The plans also included 13 sheets 
of joint repairs that were already developed to repair the finger joints.   

Environmental consultant Linebach Funkhouser Inc. was asked to complete an environmental 
inspection to determine if conditions were safe for a contractor to work in the incident area and 
to help complete the required environmental clearance.  All of the necessary documents were 
completed in time for the acceptance of bids from interested contractors and the award of the 
contract to the low bidder on Monday afternoon.   
 
Because the three contractors bidding on the project had received several not-for-construction 
contract document packages throughout the previous two days, project bids were received at 
noon, approximately one hour after the RFC documents were provided.  The construction 
contract was awarded later that afternoon to Kokosing Construction Co. (Kokosing) with a low 
bid of $3,127,528. A Pre-construction meeting was held between KYTC and Kokosing at 4:00 PM 
and the Notice to Proceed was received at approximately the same time.  Bottoms Engineering 
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has been selected by Kokosing to fabricate the steel and they began the shop drawing 
development immediately. 

The communications team distributed updated information regarding the award of the contract 
and the anticipated schedule.  In a press conference, Kentucky’s Governor and Secretary of 
Transportation announced the award of the contract and the expedited target completion date 
of December 23rd, 2020.  A project-specific website was fully functional and would be the main 
mechanism of communication for the project to the public.   

In preparation for the construction phase of the project, Michael Baker set up a project-specific 
email to assist with document control procedures, reviews, and workflows. 

 

November 17th-24th, 2020 

With the project awarded 
and construction ready to 
commence, KYTC fully 
established an 
organizational structure for 
the delivery of the project.  
The project would be 
executed by District 6 and 
consisted of three unique, 
but integrated aspects: 1) 
construction, 2) MOT and 3) 

communications.  To this point, the response in each of these areas had been reactive to the 
accident, but moving forward, actions became intentional with clearly defined goals.  
Communication within and between each of these areas became a theme carried throughout the 
duration of the project.   

From a construction aspect, KYTC established three inspection teams to cover 24-hour 
inspection operations, each led by a seasoned construction engineer which allowed for clear 
decisions to be made in the field.  KYTC also established a “back-up” crew that would be ready to 
step into action should any of the crews have to quarantine due to COVID-19 exposure.  KYTC 
Construction staff were able to meet with Kokosing on the site to discuss the construction 
approach.  Daily update meetings between the KYTC Construction Project Manager, 
Construction Team Leads, Project Coordinator and Contractor Project Manager were 
established to continue the theme of constant communication.   



BRENT SPENCE BRIDGE REPAIR 

Z 

Page 11 

A full document control procedure was presented to Kokosing, KYTC, and consultants that 
described review teams, filing, and QA/QC procedures.  All entities agreed to expedite reviews 
and to work together to ensure a quality product.  Any submitted item would be returned within 
24 hours.  If the submission appeared to require additional information, clarifications, or 
changes, the designers would call the contractor and/or fabricator to let them know what was 
going to be needed so they could immediately start working on a revised submission.  Every day, 
a log was sent out to keep the team informed of the progress.  

On the MOT front, the Secretary executed an official order banning truck traffic on I-71/75 north 
of I-275.  Additionally, KYTC continued to hold regular (virtual) update meetings with Emergency 
Response personnel to solicit feedback/input on the MOT routes.  As a result of this 
communication, KYTC implemented plans to increase sweeping of the shoulders on detour 
routes to minimize impacts to response vehicles given the higher volume of traffic on the 
alternate routes.  KYTC also altered its typical snow and ice removal plan within the detour area 
to include full-width shoulder clearing to ensure a safe route for emergency response and 
transport vehicles trying to access facilities in Cincinnati, i.e. Cincinnati Children’s Hospital.   

From a communications perspective, messaging shifted from emergency information to 
education about the project and suggested detour routes.  A communications plan was 
established and deliberate information continued to be shared through the project website and 
media outlets.  The communications team began video/photo-documentation of the project that 
provided an invaluable tool for communication with the public and media.  Onsite interviews with 
construction personnel explaining the project were filmed and shared, allowing the public to get 
to know the people doing the work, not just the nuts and bolts of the project.  While social media 
blasts happened on a daily basis, press conferences were changed to a weekly occurrence.   

 

November 25th-December 1st, 
2020 

On November 25th, the 
demolition of the upper deck 
began.  Also, the first load of 
steel stringer beams for the 
upper deck was delivered from 
Bottoms Engineering in 
Frankfort. 

On November 26th, impacted 
stringer beams were removed. 



BRENT SPENCE BRIDGE REPAIR 

Z 

Page 12 

On November 27th, the impacted stringer removal continued and the second load of new 
stringers was delivered. 

Demolition of the upper deck and outer barrier continued, construction submittal review 
continued, and the new stringers were placed. 

Communications updates continued via the project website and social media outlets.   

MOT configuration continued slight modifications based on public and local official input, 
including additional signage for detour routes and truck traffic on I-71/75. 

 

December 2nd-6th, 2020 

On December 2nd, 2020, a temporary, wooden work platform was installed on the upper deck. 

In the following days, deck pans were installed on the upper deck and the lower deck barrier wall 
removed. 

Communications updates continued via the project website and social media outlets which 
included the release of first time-lapse video.   

MOT continued to be monitored and adjusted as necessary.   

 

December 7th-14th, 2020 

On December 7th, 2020, 
reinforcing bars were 
installed on the upper deck. 

On December 8th, 2020, 
reinforcing bar tie-ins were 
installed for the barrier wall 
on the lower deck. 

On December 9th, 2020 
concrete was cast for the 
lower deck new barrier wall. 

On December 10th, 2020, 
concrete was cast for the 
upper deck driving surface. 
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On December 14th, 2020, the lower deck driving surface was milled and rebar was installed for 
the upper deck barrier wall. 

Communications updates continued via the project website and social media outlets.   

MOT continued to be monitored and adjusted as needed.   

 

December 15th-20th, 2020 

On December 15th, 2020, the concrete was cast for a new barrier wall on the upper deck 

On December 18th, 2020, the concrete layer was cast on the damaged roadway of the lower deck 

On December 20th, the lower deck concrete was finished curing. 

Communications updates continued via the project website and social media outlets.   

Internally, MOT discussions shifted to planning for opening day operations.  The MOT team 
developed a plan to efficiently remove the traffic control devices and signage to safely open the 
corridor and bridge back for use.   

 

December 21st-22nd, 2020 

On December 21st, Michael Baker and KYTC performed a final bridge and construction inspection 
to ensure the condition of the structure and of the work performed.  The contractor cleaned the 

last of the construction 
materials and the 
electricians finished the 
lighting installation.  
Overnight, MOT removal 
operations began and the 
single lane of I-71/75 north 
of I-275 was closed to 
safely allow removal of the 
traffic control devices.    
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On the morning of December 22nd, 2020 Kokosing striped the bridge decks, and the KYTC 
construction inspection team conducted one last sweep of the project site.  KYTC Secretary 
Gray held a press conference stating that the bridge would be opening ahead of schedule and by 
mid-afternoon, the bridge was to open to traffic, one day ahead of the goal date of December 
23rd.  MOT which included 5 miles of barrels in Kentucky and 3 miles of barrels in Ohio were 
slowly and methodically lifted throughout the area to ensure a safe reopening.  Within the 
communications outlets, the feedback received from the public is some of the most positive 
project feedback that KYTC has received in recent memory.  

Communication: KYTC Nightly Leadership Calls for the Duration of the Project 

 Daily On-site Briefing from Kentucky’s Secretary of Transportation Initially 
and later Weekly Press Conferences 

Leadership: Commitment from All Levels of Kentucky Government with Clear Goal.  

“Work with deliberate speed to repair the Brent Spence Bridge and return a 
safe structure to the public.” 

Teamwork: Extraordinary national and local talent came together to develop and 
implement a plan for the permanent repairs.  
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Criteria 
 
USE OF GOOD CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES AND COMPLETION OF THE 
PROJECT SCHEDULE 
 
To accomplish the feat of opening the bridge before Christmas, excellent communication and 
construction management techniques were vital toward achieving that goal.  Once the contract 
was let, Michael Baker quickly developed and provided a project-specific document control 
procedure within 24 hours of the construction letting.  This procedure included: 

1) Review workflows,  
2) Submittal tracking and filing,  
3) Required reviewers,  
4) Shop drawing procedures and requirements, and  
5) All vital contacts to the client and contractor. 

Designers and Cabinet members worked together to review all aspects through construction, 
including complex reviews of erection engineering and demolition plans.  All entities agreed to 
expedite reviews and to work together to ensure a quality product.  Any submitted item would 
be returned within 24 hours.  If the submission appeared to require additional information, 
clarifications, or changes the designers would call the contractor and/or fabricator to let them 
know what was going to be needed so they could immediately start working on a revised 
submission.  Every day, a log was sent out to keep the team informed of the progress. 
 
Additionally, the contractor held daily meetings with KYTC to ensure communication lines were 
always kept open.  They worked around the clock to ensure the timeline was met and thus, KYTC 
construction inspectors did as well.  KYTC set up three teams in 8-hour shifts to ensure 
complete coverage of the work activities.  One unique challenge in 2020 was the possibility of 
COVID-19 disrupting an entire team of inspectors.  Thus, KYTC had reserve teams on standby 
from neighboring districts able to step in if needed.  With this kind of forward-thinking and 
redundancy in place, an outbreak would not derail the completion date or the quality of the work. 
The repair work was completed in 41 days, one day ahead of schedule and under the initial 
budget estimates. 
 
 
 
 



BRENT SPENCE BRIDGE REPAIR 

Z 

Page 16 

SAFETY PERFORMANCE AND DEMONSTRATED AWARENESS OF THE NEED FOR A GOOD 
OVERALL SAFETY PROGRAM FOR WORKERS AND THE PUBLIC DURING CONSTRUCTION 
 
Safety of workers was of utmost importance at all stages of this project.  From the first day, 
leadership ensured that the working conditions were safe for the clean-up crews and bridge 
inspectors.  Inspection activities were not permitted to commence until the temperature of the 
steel had reduced and debris had been cleared from the incident site in order to create a safe 
condition for hands-on inspection and testing activities.   
 
The stability of the bridge was continuously monitored throughout the inspection while the 
extent of the damage was being determined.  An example of prioritizing safety occurred on 
November 13th when all personnel was removed from the bridge and river traffic halted when 
potential stability threatening damage was discovered that required additional testing.  By the 
next day, the structural stability was thoroughly vetted.  Only after it was confidently 
determined that the structure was safe, inspectors returned to the bridge, and river traffic 
resumed. 
 
Kokosing and KYTC construction team members carried safety as a prioritization into the next 
phase of work.  Already prepared safety protocols were put into place from the minute work 
began.   
 
In addition to these procedures, the team took every precaution possible to combat COVID-19 
challenges.  Masks were always required, and their use was monitored.  In addition, social 
distancing was adhered to whenever practical.  A contingency plan was developed in case a team 
was exposed to COVID-19.  Multiple fully staffed teams were at the ready to fill in at a moment’s 
notice to not delay the critical reopening of this vital piece of infrastructure.  Luckily, the plan 
never had to be put into action. 

 
COMMUNITY RELATIONS AS EVIDENCED BY EFFORTS TO MINIMIZE PUBLIC 
INCONVENIENCE DUE TO CONSTRUCTION, SAFETY PRECAUTIONS TO PROTECT PUBLIC 
LIVES AND PROPERTY, PROVISION OF OBSERVATION AREAS, GUIDED TOURS, OR 
OTHER MEANS OF IMPROVING RELATIONS BETWEEN AGENCY AND THE PUBLIC. 
 
The Brent Spence Bridge repair project was of not only local, but national interest.  With an ADT 
of 160,000 vehicles a day, its closure had significant impacts on the traveling public.  KYTC 
launched a transparent public awareness campaign to clarify the project goals, provide a clear 
and consistent message, and update the public on the project schedule and daily activities.  This 
included a slew of different types of outreach.  Information was relayed during initial daily press 
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conferences with Kentucky’s Secretary of Transportation with appearances by the Governor, 
KYTC District 6’s Chief District Engineer, various Subject Matter Experts, and KYTC’s 
Construction Project Manager.  In the initial few days after the incident, information about the 
condition of the bridge, MOT/travel option updates, and projected closure time were of great 
interest.  These releases were as transparent as possible to relay the information.  After the 
project was awarded to the contractor, Kokosing Construction, daily press conferences were as 
needed and delivered at a minimum of weekly.  Another important aspect of the public 
awareness campaign was to focus much of the coverage and stories on the people performing 
the work.  This humanized the activities and made the public understand the sacrifices of the 
individuals repairing the bridge. 
 
Listening to local officials about the impact of the bridge, the team quickly realized that due to 
the critical location of this river crossing, KYTC would need to ensure major impacted industries 
were directly coordinated with to inform them of the current progress and logistics.  Of note was 
major shipping industry Amazon, which was heavily affected by the closure.  
 
One measure to ensure clear communication with the public was concerning the Roebling bridge.  
On both sides of the Roebling suspension bridge, law enforcement officers were posted 
throughout the closure to ensure large truck traffic did not try to cross the 11-ton rated bridge.  
ODOT, KYTC, and law enforcement officers coordinated efforts to ensure this nationally 
registered historic bridge was protected while the detour was in place.   
 
KYTC took communication even further and developed a project-specific website, 
https://brentspencerepair.com, and used it along with social media platforms to add different 
forms of communication to complement the press conferences and media covering the story.  
The website and social media accounts used time-lapse videos of the work, computer 
simulations by Michael Baker that were laid on top of drone images to visualize the work being 
performed, interviews with leadership and on-site staff, and up-to-date MOT information.   
 
When the opening of the bridge happened on December 22nd, a press conference was held.  
Nearly 20 million people were reached by media coverage of Opening Day including more than 
250 pieces of coverage by TV, radio, print and online publications; more than 4,700 total media 
mentions throughout the project; and more than 135 million media impressions, based on media 
viewership/ circulation (Nov. 12 – Dec. 28). 
 
The overall feedback received from the project was overwhelmingly positive.  Example social 
media posts to the Kentucky Transportation Cabinet are as follows: 
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“THIS is the best thing I’ve seen in 2020…. What are we doing to celebrate @SpenceBridge?” 
 
“Thank you to each one of your hard work on this project.  It’s been a long 6 or 7 weeks of working 
around the clock to make the necessary repairs on the bridge.” 
 
“Communication really has been excellent throughout this whole thing”. 
 
After the opening, a documentary was put together about the entire process from incident to 
opening (https://youtu.be/n7cQvP8lLm0).  The public’s appreciation grew even more after this 
was released and a thorough understanding of the undertaking that had been performed was 
known.  
 
“This is the coolest video that I’ve seen all year!  Thanks so much for your hard work.” 
  
 “It takes a leadership that understands the magnitude of this situation and to coordinate a 
response that is safely driven.  I applaud the DOT’s from Ohio and Kentucky for their 
cooperation, Thank you!” 
 
DEMONSTRATED AWARENESS FOR THE NEED TO PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT. THIS 
INCLUDES ANY SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS GIVEN TO PARTICULAR ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONCERNS RAISED DURING THE COURSE OF THE PROJECT, AS WELL AS CLIMATE 
CHANGE AND/OR RESILIENCY COMPONENTS FOR LONG-TERM COMMUNITY BENEFIT. 
 
On November 16th, 2020, environmental consultant Linebach Funkhouser Inc. was asked to do an 
environmental inspection to determine if conditions were safe for a contractor to work in and to 
help complete the required environmental clearance.  All of the necessary documents were 
completed in time for the acceptance of bids from interested contractors and the award of the 
contract to Kokosing Construction Co. on Monday afternoon.   
 
In addition, plan notes to ensure proper disposal of the damaged materials were included. 
 
UNUSUAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS UNDER ADVERSE CONDITIONS INCLUDING, BUT NOT 
LIMITED TO AGE OR CONDITION OF THE FACILITY, ADVERSE WEATHER, SOIL OR OTHER 
SITE CONDITIONS OVER WHICH THERE IS NO CONTROL. 
 
The most unusual site conditions for this project was operating under a microscope of media 
attention while also dealing with the potential for COVID-19 on this heavily traveled bridge.  The 
transparency of the public awareness campaign provided an unprecedented look into the 
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operations and activities occurring on the bridge.  This also meant that any delays or errors 
would be available for all to see in this high-intensity and high-profile operation.   
In addition, the team was aware that winter weather could hit at any time, so the pressure was 
increased to complete the project as quickly and safely as possible.  A deep bench strength with 
teams of individuals was set up to be prepared for any cases of COVID-19 among the staff.  In 
addition, all areas of the project were working around the clock to expedite the schedule while 
still performing quality work. 
 
ADDITIONAL CONDITIONS DEEMED OF IMPORTANCE TO THE PUBLIC WORKS AGENCY, 
SUCH AS EXCEPTIONAL EFFORTS TO MAINTAIN QUALITY CONTROL AND, IF VALUE 
ENGINEERING IS USED, CONSTRUCTION INNOVATIONS AS EVIDENCED BY TIME 
AND/OR MONEY SAVING TECHNIQUES DEVELOPED AND/OR SUCCESSFULLY UTILIZED. 
 
On all fronts, the project team worked in conjunction to deliver the Brent Spence repairs and 
return the bridge to operation.  Team members who were concentrating on inspection, material 
testing, public awareness, design, contract procurement, material procurement, or construction 
all came together.  KYTC was able to receive an immediate response from the consulting 
community using on-call and statewide contracts.  Because of the fast-paced nature of these 
contracts, KYTC was able to use a Design-Bid-Build approach in only 5 days after the incident.  
Rather than going through the usual construction procurement contracting, KYTC used a 
purchasing agreement to expedite the onboarding of a contractor.  This offered KYTC many 
benefits for the emergency situation.  By using this approach, the work remained competitive 
when it was bid, allowing the project to remain under budget and saving KYTC millions of dollars. 
 
USE OF ALTERNATIVE MATERIALS, PRACTICES OR FUNDING THAT DEMONSTRATES A 
COMMITMENT TO SUSTAINABILITY, CLIMATE CHANGE RESILIENCY, AND/OR USE OF 
SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE RATING SYSTEM OR THE EQUIVALENT. 
 
The Kentucky Transportation Cabinet had the foresight on the first day to procure the steel 
material for the project ahead of the full design or having a contractor on board.  This allowed 
both the schedule to be met by procuring the material, but also helped to keep the project cost 
down. 
 
In addition, KYTC had planned to let to construction a painting contract for the Brent Spence 
Bridge.  This contract was intending to include finger joint repairs.  The majority of the cost for 
this type of project was anticipated to be the complex Maintenance of Traffic control 
requirements.  Because the bridge was already closed, KYTC took advantage of the time of the 
bridge added this work to the contract.  In addition, both KYTC and ODOT crews used the bridge 



BRENT SPENCE BRIDGE REPAIR 

Z 

Page 20 

closure to perform ancillary maintenance tasks on the approaches to the bridge including 
cleaning the drains, signs, repairing electrical items, repaving, and performed general 
maintenance activities.  The project took the tragic events of the fire to ensure the long-term 
viability of a critical piece of the interstate infrastructure to extend the useful life of the bridge 
for years to come. 
 
 

SUMMARY 
This project was successful due to the simultaneous efforts on multiple fronts and quick 
thinking and innovative project development and procurement used by KYTC and the 
engineering team. Work was performed in parallel, rather than a traditional linear approach.  On 
day one, five key areas were being coordinated to occur simultaneously in order to reduce the 
closure time of the Brent Spence Bridge by creating an environment where real-time decision-
making was conceivable.  These areas were coordinated through nightly 7:00 PM calls with KYTC 
leadership, a call that would continue once construction was ongoing.  The areas were Public 
Awareness, Maintenance of Traffic, Construction and Material Procurement, Design and 
Contract Plan Development, and Inspection/Testing.  Without constant communication, the 
mere five-day turnaround to a construction letting would not have been possible.  Everyone in 
every task area knew their role and created an excellent teamwork environment.  The 
remarkable national and local talent that came together to develop and implement plans for 
permanent repairs worked tirelessly over those five days and throughout the 41-day 
construction period. 

The bridge was opened one day ahead of schedule.  Also, the U.S. DOT authorized up to $12 
million dollars in Emergency Relief Reimbursement to assist the project.  The efforts of the 
team allowed the project to come in at half of this allotted money.  The project team is proud to 
present this project as an extraordinary team effort making this highly public project a success. 
 


