
Bastrop County Commissioners Court Transcript  Lower Elgin Road Bridge Discussions 

November 28, 2016  1 
 

November 28, 2016 

Overview 

This document is a transcript of the discussion of Item DO1 “Burgess & Niple report of cursory 

inspection of Lower Elgin Road Truss Bridge” of the Bastrop County Commissioners Court Meeting of 

November 28, 2016. The audio recording of this meeting was provided by the Bastrop County Clerk’s 

office on August 30, 2018 on a CD in a .wma format. It was transcribed by Debra Ferguson in September 

2018 as part of our ongoing efforts to compile, document, and preserve the historical information for the 

Lower Elgin Road bridge and to make the content easily available. 

Although every effort was made to provide an accurate transcript of the discussion, several parts of the 

discussion were not clear enough to transcribe as a result of either members of Commissioners Court 

talking over one another or not speaking clearly. These items are indicated with notes of  [overtalking] or 

[unintelligible], respectively. The transcript has been edited to remove most instances of verbal 

disfluencies, such as ‘uh’, ‘um’, and stammering, to improve readability. Aside from the removal of 

verbal disfluencies, however, this transcript reflects the Commissioners Court discussion; it has not been 

edited to change/correct clarity of expression, grammar, organization of content, or incorrectly stated 

facts.  

This transcript covers the discussion beginning at 1:10:28 of the recording and ending at 1:33:43. 

Abbreviations used in this transcript include the following:  

 PP: Paul Pape, County Judge  

 CD: Carolyn Dill, County Engineer  

 CB: Clara Beckett, Precinct 2 County Commissioner  

 BS: Bubba Snowden, Precinct 4 County Commissioner  

 GG: Greg Gilleland, Assistant District Attorney 

 ?male, one of the male members of Commissioners Court other than Judge Pape or 

Commissioner Snowden. 

Start of Transcript (timestamp: 1:10:28) 

PP: We come now to Section E of our agenda, which is for discussion only. Recently, the court approved 

a engineering firm, Burgess & Niple, to conduct an inspection of the Lower Elgin Road truss bridge. We 

got their written report on October the eighth, which each of you have a copy of in your package and 

you’ve seen it before, and at this time, we wanted to discuss this report and talk about next steps, ways 

forward, what does the court wish to do--which direction are we’re going here? I’ve asked, uh, Ms. Dill, 

our county engineer to just maybe brief us on the report. What are the highlights of it? And then we can 

discuss where we’d like to go from here. Ms. Dill?  

CD: There was a TXDoT bridge inspection on--the last one that we could find a copy of was done in 

2002. At that point, that was after the bridge had been replaced, and was abandoned in place. And at that 

time, the bridge had some issues and, basically, the TXDoT National--the NBIS national bridge 

inspection program--determined that the substructure on that bridge was a four, which is defined as in 

poor condition, deterioration significantly affects structural capacity. The superstructure was a five, which 
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is fair condition, minor deterioration of structural elements extensively, and so--but they also had done 

load rating calculations to determine if it would hold a pedestrian load and they determined that it would 

at that point. Since then, the bridge has been subjected to flooding and it lost a lot of its decking and was 

adversely impacted by the May 15 and several of the events since then. So the Court approved Burgess & 

Niple, Mark Bernhardt, who is a nationally recognized bridge inspector to go out and to look at that 

bridge while he’s based out of Columbus. He was here in town, and kind of cut us a deal on that. He’s 

provided copies of this reports. One of the--some of the--he’s identified several of the things--it’s hard to 

tell--he didn’t have pictures from the 2002 inspection--whether these things have gotten worse or whether 

they, you know, are holding their own, but, you know, obviously the deck at point has been severely 

impacted, but he determined that one of the bridge abutments was rotated and out of plumb and failing. 

Also determined that some of the approach spans were no longer vertical and the concrete substructure 

under the southwest corner of the truss bearing is no longer sound. The concrete is friable--that means it’s 

kind of flaking apart--spalled and deteriorated. Obviously, we know the decking is missing and there’s 

quite a bit of corrosion and there are some holes in some of the truss members. And we do have some 

secondary bracing members missing, damaged, or loose. He--  

PP: So--yeah, it--in this--you know, this is not an exhaustive analysis-- 

CD: No, this was-- 

PP: The court approved a thousand dollars… 

CD: Exactly  

PP: …for this engineer to go out and spend a half a day at the bridge to look at things and so forth, but it 

is enough of a report to put us on high alert… 

CD: Yes… 

PP:…that this asset is in very poor condition… 

CD: It was structurally deficient whenever it was replaced, and it hasn’t gotten any better.  

PP: So, I guess--let me just--go to the end--cut to the chase, as they say. We’ve got a decision to make 

about this old bridge. We’ve been asked by some citizens, some local citizens who live on Lower Elgin 

Road to cooperate with them to try to find funding that might be able to pay for saving the old bridge 

where it is, and we can imagine what the potential of it might be. It is quite a historic structure--been there 

a hundred and twenty eight years, it opened up that part of the county to economic development back in 

the 1880s when it was built and allowed farmers to get their cotton crops to the gins in Elgin, and 

cattlemen to move their herds back and forth, so it has some history in Bastrop County, but it is, in legal 

terms--Counselor--would be called an attractive nuisance, wouldn’t it? 

GG: Certainly we’d get into that and certainly there’s liability concerns for anyone using that bridge. 

Based on what we know now. 

PP: Yeah. It was left in place when they built the--when the highway department built the new bridge--

and it’s the County road, so it’s --you know, we’re responsible for maintaining the bridge the highway 

department built for us and this asset is on county property, so it’s ours to care for and, as we’ve talked to 
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the citizens about it and considered it, the only thing we know for sure is this: we can’t do nothing. Now, 

I don’t know whether we can fix it, or whether we can find the funds to fix it, to improve it, to secure it, 

so that it’s not an attractive nuisance and a hazard for our citizens, or I don’t know if we can find the 

funds to take it down and remove it. But we can’t do nothing because if we do nothing, it’s going to 

eventually fall into Wilbarger Creek, and that’s not an acceptable outcome. And in the meantime, it’s 

going to remain an attractive nuisance. So, I guess what we’re coming to the court today with is, based on 

this engin--this cursory engineering report, Mr. Bernhardt does say that the bridge could be rehabilitated 

to once again safely support pedestrian loads. That is a definite conclusion that he reaches in this cursory 

report. Now, he talks about how expensive that’s going to be by alerting us that, just to do the engineering 

work, to decide how to fix it so that it could be secured for pedestrian loads, he’s estimating fifty 

thousand dollars, and that does not include design or…  

CD: …or bid documents… 

PP: So, fifty to seventy-five--some number of tens of thousands of dollars just to do the next step of 

engineering work to try to save the old bridge. 

CD: Right. 

CB: Well, he doesn’t say it definitely say it could be rehabilitated. Says it’s likely the bridge could be 

rehabilitated to once again support pedestrian loads. He doesn’t say definitely, it says likely.  

PP: Yeah. And that’s why we say that the next step is to do that much more expensive analysis to see 

what it would take to save the old bridge. 

CB: And that analysis is just to get a load rating? And, uh, repair scope.  

CD: Right. 

CB: And that cost would be fifty thousand, and then that fee does not include any engineering 

[unintelligible] for construction documents. 

CD: For construction documents.  

CB: It will be significantly more than this cursory study. I would guess if this cursory study is fifty, then a 

detailed engineering set of plans will probably cost more than that. I’d say another fifty at least on top of 

that.  

CD: I would--I think you’re correct.  

CB: And typically, engineering costs run about ten percent of construction costs, so if engineering were to 

be fifty--on top of this fifty, so we’re at a hundred--and engineering is ten percent of construction, you’re 

talking about a half-million dollar project. Easy.  

? male: That’s not the only bridge in Bastrop County like that.  

CD: No. 

?male: There’s one on Watts Lane. 
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?female: There’s one on St. Delight Road. And there’s also… 

(overtalking; unintelligible) 

CD: And Upper Elgin  

?male: And I don’t know that we can afford to do anything with ‘em but hasn’t this bridge been 

designated as an historical marker? 

CB: No. 

?male: I thought it was just recently in the paper; it said it was designated. I read in the paper where it 

said… 

CB: I think they’re applying for it. 

CD: The citizens group applied for historic designation to have it listed on the national listing for 

landmarks, and it has progressed to the state committee unanimously recommended that it be--and that 

goes to a national level then, and I think that’s fairly cursory that they typically go with what the state 

committee recommends. But they have not received that designation at this point.  

?male: Okay. 

PP: Well, you’re all right. We have an asset that’s a liability, and we’ve got a bunch of other assets like it 

around the County. 

CB: I know [unintelligible] in--there might have been a different policy with TXDoT at the time, but like 

right now, we’re doing on that same program a replacement bridge on Barton Oaks Road… 

CD: Right. 

CB: And TXDoT just asked me if I wanted that bridge to remain, or if I wanted the materials of the 

bridge. And my answer was no on Barton Oaks Creek. One, it’s upstream, but--and it’s a danger to the 

downstream brand new bridge if its left in place. And they are--TXDoT is paying the total cost for the 

removal of that old bridge under the replacement program. 

CD: Right. This one happens to be downstream of--it’s downstream… 

CB: It’s downstream. 

CD: It’s downstream, and on the plans, it says it was to remain. You know, I’ve asked… 

CB: Whose decision was that? 

CD: I’ve asked the question, I have not gotten an answer back. So I don’t know. You know, obviously I 

wasn’t here, and Commissioner Snowden wasn’t here … 

?male: I wasn’t, either. 

[overtalking; unintelligible] 
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PP: Nobody on this court was here when that decision was made--that’s true.  

CD: You know--but--you are correct in that a number of them are removed. I believe it was Kovar 

Road…  

CB: That was an interesting one.  

CD: It was moved to the park. 

CB: And that’s why I bring it up. Cause there was an old truss bridge that I think had historical 

significance, much like this one, out on Kovar Road. And this was before I was on the court, but it was in 

the transition. They came up with an agreement with TXDoT where, when the new bridge was built, that 

they would disassemble--TXDoT--and their contractors would disassemble the old bridge and make it a 

pedestrian bridge at the River Bend Park.  

CD: Right. 

CB:I think Ms. McCowen got that all arranged with TXDoT. And then we were to build the abutments … 

CD: Right. 

CB: And that’s when I got involved with it is when we built the abutments, then the TXDoT contractor 

disassembled the bridge, transported that to the park, and then reassembled the bridge. And then maybe 

we did the deck or something. I’m assuming this is a program? That we maybe--that we could pursue…? 

[overtalking] 

CD: No, It was actually done as part of the big bridge replacement. It was paid for out of that bridge 

program.-- 

CB: Out of that…  

CD: …off-system bridge replacement… 

CB: For that bridge.  

CD: Now, I couldn’t determine--couldn’t find any cost on that, but it--there is a bid item in the plans for 

the Kovar--the new Kovar bridge 

CB: So they bundled it with that project. 

CD: Yes. 

PP: Well, Commissioner, that actually is addressed in Mr. Bernhardt’s letter on page 2: consideration 

could be given to move just the main span of the truss from the current location to another location the 

county would choose. He certainly would not recommend moving the approaches because they’re in such 

bad shape, but that’s a possibility. The citizens who have asked us to help with this--Ernie Nance, is here 

this morning; Debra Ferguson couldn’t be here, but she gave us a four-page written comments. I hope you 

had a chance to peruse those. And, I want to acknowledge her for that. I think the question boils down to 
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this: would it be worth our exploring funding opportunities--grant opportunities--for taking the next step 

and doing an exhaustive engineering study on this bridge? Could--would it be worth some of our staff’s 

time? Maybe we could get in touch with Jill Strube from Smithville, who is a grant writer for the City of 

Smithville. She said that she might be available upon request--the city would have to approve her 

availability--and she would work on contract to help guide the citizens and our staff in the process of 

exploring funding opportunities to do the next engineering work that would have to be done on this 

bridge. Is that something the court would be willing to allow to happen? You know, our options are pretty 

few here.  

CD: I do want to point out that Debra Ferguson makes several references to the Texas Preservation Trust 

Fund grant program and the last--it’s funded through the legislature, it’s on a biennium, so it’s every two 

years. They just announced their 2016 projects. They had five hundred and thirty thousand dollars, and 

they funded twenty three of those, and so that works out to about twenty three thousand dollars a project. 

So--you know, that’s not a large, large pot of money.  

PP: And it may be very difficult--it may be impossible to find grant funds to pay for the fifty thousand 

dollars, or a hundred thousand dollars that would be required for an engineering study to refurbish this old 

bridge. But it be worth the effort, I guess, is the question. The citizens have asked us to consider doing 

that, and-- 

CD: It also has a fifty percent match. 

PP: Those grants do? 

CD: That grant does.  

CB: Did--when we did our transportation plan, do you think all of these old bridges are shown on that 

asset inventory? Because I’d kinda like to know how many of these we have out there. 

PP:  Yeah… 

CB: If we’re gonna look at this issue, we probably better look at the whole issue.  

CD: I--no. 

CB: No. 

CD: No, I mean, they were picked up because they drove the roads, and so they may be, you know--

they’re probably off to the side in the inventory, but they didn’t specifically inventory them because the 

roads have all bypassed them, so they’re just-- 

[overtalking] 

CD: … parallel and they’re just kind of off to the side  

PP: Well, maybe that’s--this discussion today, we’re not asking for any action today, but that’s something 

that we could follow up on is find out what the rest of the county looks like and what… [unintelligible, 

overtalking] 



Bastrop County Commissioners Court Transcript  Lower Elgin Road Bridge Discussions 

November 28, 2016  7 
 

CD: I’m aware of at least four others. 

CB: I know one in my precinct. 

CD: Okay. 

BS: Two in Elgin. 

CB: Two in Elgin?  

BS: Right. 

PP: Okay. 

CB: One in 5. 

[overtalking] 

PP: There’s five more that we know of right now. 

CD: I think Commissioner Snowden was counting Lower Elgin… 

BS: Right. 

PP: Lower and Upper? Well, what is your desire? Do you want us to look for opportunities? Come back 

with specific action items? Or do you want us to get a bid on what it would cost to salvage this bridge and 

get it down and remove the hazard? 

CB: I’d kinda like to get an inventory. 

BS: Yeah… 

[overtalking] 

CB: … where they all are… 

PP: All right… 

CB: …and are they all, well, I mean, it does matter whether they’re on the upstream or downstream side 

of the current structure. But it guess it would be good to know about all of those and the general size and 

span of all of the ones that are out there, whether they’re on the upstream our downstream side, just to 

kinda get a scope, you know, of what we’re looking at. 

CD: Some of that may be fairly general because, when this particular case, TXDoT has considered this 

bridge inactive, and I don’t know where the files are. Basically… 

CB: Right. 

CD:… you keep the--TXDoT keeps the files for the life of the asset, they’ve written this bridge off, and 

so I don’t know… 
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CB: The other question I have right now, too, is I know the one on St. Delight, it may or may not be on 

county-owned property.  

CD: Right. 

CB: I think at one time, we had a prescriptive easement right on private property… 

PP: Hmmm. 

CB: … but that road, as it goes over, onto--could be that it’s not even on county property. 

PP: As we do that inventory, let’s follow up on that… 

CB : Another issue    

PP:…and see who owns it…whose property it bridges… 

CB: It may sound funny, but if we abandoned that bridge, and we no longer have a prescriptive easement 

right to be on that land, the landowner might not take a liking to us going out there and disassembling a 

bridge that they may use. 

PP: Right. 

CB: Now… 

PP: The bridge probably went with the land, is what you’re saying. 

CB: It could be. 

PP: Okay.  

CB: There was right-of-way acquired when the new bridge was built, but the old bridge might just have 

been a prescriptive easement that we just had a right to be on that road.] 

PP: [unintelligible] 

CB: So, I’d kinda would like to know that on this one as well. But that’s a big legal issue that I have no 

idea about. 

PP: Let me ask the Court to look on page A-1, that’s photo number two, looking at the view of the north. 

This old bridge is accessible… 

CB: …barricade… 

PP: Yeah. It--What would y’all say about let’s at least do something to secure and limit easy access to this 

old bridge. The planking is in horrible shape. There’s--and the railing is bent in some places, and--until 

we figure out what to do with it, we’ve got to--I haven’t mentioned that [unintelligible] about this asset… 

CB: Let’s put a barricade in front of it… 

BS: It’s a safety issue right now. Until we do something about it… 
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PP: Yeah. 

BS: …I don’t even want anybody on it. 

PP: I don’t either…  

CB:…put a barricade on it… 

PP: We’ve got a big problem out there. 

CD: It’s a very long way down… 

CB: I think the one on St. Elite is behind a fence. 

PP: Oh, that’s good. But…  

CB: But… 

PP: Well, now, is that something that the court would value, commissioner? Would you be willing to 

spend a little time and effort out there to put up a little better barricades at the end of each… 

BS: I have no problem on doing that as long as the court approves it. (unintelligible) 

PP: Well, we can’t afford… 

BS: … can’t go out [unintelligible] unless the court approves it… 

PP: Well, it’s not for action today, but we have another court meeting on December 12, at which we can 

put it on for action, but --if you’d look into that--kinda what you’d do and what it might cost to do that… 

CB: Maybe Carolyn can see if that’s within the County right-of-way. As it’s--do a little deed research on 

it--make sure we have the right to do it. If it’s in your right-of-way, I don’t think you need the court’s 

permission. If it’s out of the right-of-way… 

PP: I think we’re all pretty sure this one’s in the right-of-way… 

CB: In the right of way… 

CD: I’ll look  

[overtalking] 

Male?: The other issue is just cause you put barricades up, people can walk around ‘em--so you can go 

out there and put signs up--say do not enter or whatever you want to say on ‘em. That shoudl serve the 

same thing as a barricade.  

PP: Well, that’s a good point.   

CB: Yeah. And permanent sign… 

?Male: Yes. 
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PP: Kids can climb a fence, just like they… 

?Male: A barricade probably will disappear, or somebody’ll tear ‘em up, or whatever.    

PP: Yeah, we do need to do a little something. It is in the right-of-way, I mean--I think we’re all a 

hundred percent confident that this old bridge is in the county right-of-way, so Commissioner, you could 

spend some money securing… 

BS: I have no problem with that, but I’ll have to have a little time to do it. 

PP: All right. Well, at least we can do that. All right, so we’re going to do an inventory, the court’s not yet 

ready to talk about doing a full-fledged search for grant funds, even for engineering studies, because of 

the huge cost of that. I mean, and, most of these grant funds are going to require a local match anyway. 

And we don’t know what else we got out there that might also need to be attended to.  

CB: Do you think if it gets a historical marker, it could qualify for some certain grants? If it were to 

become designated?  

CD: It has to have that designation, and they have--Debra Ferguson has confirmed talking to them and 

that they’re far enough along in the process that if it were submitted under the background program, that 

it would qualify, but that program does require that, and there’s one small exception, but they have been 

told they were close enough by the historical commission to qualify. 

PP: Well, we’ve got some work to do then, some [unintelligible] and the answer is we don’t know. But 

we’re going to try to secure it a little bit better. And until we find out what else is out there and what our 

total picture is, and then we’ll come back and talk to the court some more about which direction we’re 

going to go with this one. This is the one that the spotlight is on right now, because of the work the 

citizens who care about this old historic bridge have done, so that’s kind of why it’s on the agenda, but 

there are others we need to find out about, too. Okay, thank you, Ms. Dill.  

End of Transcript (timestamp: 1:33:43) 


