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Not so long ago, infrastructure was the pride of the United States of America – the suspended 

highways crisscrossing an entire continent, the superb bridges, the modern airports in every 

city, the immense ports, dams and levees, the oil pipelines. 

The situation is no longer the same in 2016: bridges and highways have noticeably deteriorated, 

airports are outdated, most ports could become history, and the levees which protect many 

cities can collapse in a strong storm.   

I was captivated by the issues surrounding the US infrastructure since I came to New York in 

2000.  During my five years at New York University, I studied degradation of civil structures, 

especially highways and bridges, and I developed a series of sensors used to detect chemical 

compounds which cause corrosion. 

I also studied the financial implications for this type of large scale construction project; in 2014, 

I co-founded a partnership named DIF-USA, performing specialized audits of large-scale 

construction and restoration projects. A few months ago, we were hired by the New York City 

Metropolitan Transit Authority to provide an audit of a portion of the East Side Access project, 

which includes the restoration and extension of a few Long Island Railroad tunnels, as well as 

the construction of a new station under the famous Grand Central Station.  

Unfortunately, New York City’s infrastructure is one of the oldest and most deteriorated in the 

country, and despite the constant restoration work, it gives the impression of a never-ending 

task. The situation in New York City is representative of the general state of infrastructure 

deterioration in America. 

The American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) publishes every four years a report about the 

state of the infrastructure and offers grades (from A to F) for 16 different infrastructure 

categories. In the last report, published in 2013, the average for the 16 infrastructure categories 

was D+ (the equivalent of a 5-6 in the Romanian grading system). ASCE also calculated the 

investment needed to restore and modernize America’s infrastructure, and came up with a 

dizzying dollar value: $3.6 Trillion need to be invested before 2020; the cost could reach $3.9 

Trillion by 2025. As a comparison, Romania’s GDP in 2014 was almost 172 billion dollars, so one 

would need Romania’s entire GDP over 21 years to repair America’s worn-out infrastructure. 

The US Congress recently approved a 305 billion-dollar fund allocated to bridges, roads, and 

railways.  It is not a sufficient amount, but it’s a start. 

For example, let’s look at the status of bridges, because, although they are not necessarily 

worse than other types of infrastructure, their status could have a significant and immediate 



impact. On August 1, 2007, bridge 9340 on highway I-35W near Minneapolis, Minnesota 

collapsed into the Mississippi River from a height of about 40 meters.  At the time, there were 

111 vehicles on the bridge, in addition to a construction team renovating a section of the 

bridge.  13 people died and 145 were hospitalized with severe injuries. The steel bridge had 

been inaugurated in 1967 and was classified as structurally deficient in 1990, as well as in 2005, 

with the recommendation that it would need to be replaced.  

The average age of bridges in the US is 43 years, and the vast majority of them were designed 

with a lifespan of 50 years in mind, taking into account those days’ traffic patterns, much lower 

than today’s.  Almost 67,000 of the almost 270,000 bridges in the US have been classified as 

structurally deficient, i.e. in an advanced state of deterioration.  These bridges need yearly 

inspections, due to the fact that vital structural elements are deteriorated, and in danger of 

giving way at any moment. 7980 of these structurally unsound bridges are classified as “failure-

critical”, that is, if a single structural element fails, the bridge will collapse. The Minnesota 

accident took place on such a bridge. 

Of course, after the catastrophe, funds were found for a new bridge, which was inaugurated 

one year after the accident, but the problem remains and daily, millions of travelers risk their 

lives crossing American bridges. The problem is the lack of funds allocated to infrastructure 

repairs.  It is interesting that funds exist in the vast majority of US states, but political will seems 

to be lacking. One explanation could be that local politicians prefer to direct funds toward 

short-term projects, which can be finished during their terms, and cannot be used for electoral 

capital by their successors in office.  In addition, any type of such endeavor disrupts local traffic 

for months or even years, and leads to the discontent of the constituents, so this becomes a 

risky proposition from a political point of view. 

The state of the infrastructure is a hot topic in November’s presidential campaigns, and both 

parties’ candidates appear to agree that something needs to be done, but it is not clear where 

the funds will come from (federal, state, or local), and which projects need to be prioritized. 

The federal government can do relatively little in this regard, the majority of funds need to be 

allocated at the state level, and it might be beneficial to have a serious discussion about 

including private investors in this equation, if there are any willing to invest in such projects.  A 

lot is left to be done, but for now, America has at least managed to take the first step toward 

solving the infrastructure problem, by recognizing that there is a problem.  We shall see what 

the future brings. 
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