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Bridge to the Future
Kawamura Rina (NIT(KOSEN), Wakayama College)
Have you ever looked carefully at a bridge on the road? I assume that most people have never thought about them even if they drive or walk over one every day. In my opinion, bridges are things we should pay attention to.
This is a bridge named Myoue bridge which is very important to my hometown, Aridagawa. Residential areas are located along the Arida River. If the river overflows and the bridge breaks, we will not be able to go to the other side of the town. Thus, this bridge is a life-line to us. In fact, my hometown was seriously affected by a flood in 1953. The bridge was washed away and some houses were badly damaged. Many bridges in other parts of Wakayama Prefecture were also destroyed and people were left isolated.

I could not help but wonder if the bridge is safe. As a student of civil engineering, I looked closely at it. During my visual inspection, I found a lot of moss on the side of the bridge and some dirt on the bottom of it, but there were no noticeable cracks anywhere. As I walked on the bridge, it looked beautiful and new. Of course, my observation has limitations, so I got curious as to how the professional inspectors do their job.
Therefore, I further conducted an interview with an officer from the Construction Division of Aridagawa Town Hall. They said the Road Act requires local governments to inspect all bridges in the town regularly and the most recent inspection of Myoue bridge was done 4 years ago. At that time, they found cracks and free lime on the bottom of the bridge. 

The officer also told me that Aridagawa Town has adopted “a long-life repair plan”. Just as the aging population is a serious social issue, our aging bridges in Japan are also a big problem. Currently there are about 700,000 bridges in Japan. As you can see, 40% of them are already over 50 years old, and this is going to increase to 43% in 10 years and to 72% in 20 years. Therefore, many local governments have changed their civil engineering planning from the symptomatic treatment type, in which measures are taken after the condition of bridges gets worse, to a long-life repair plan, in which repairs are made systematically before the damage is serious.

However, I still had a question. During our interview, the officer didn’t mention the concept of “resilience”, the ability to recover from unexpected disasters flexibly. The long-life repair plan is designed to sustain the bridges, but I wonder if unexpected damage from natural disasters has been considered enough. In Wakayama, we expect to be hit not only by floods but also earthquakes. I think the resilience of bridges is therefore very important in considering disaster-resistant city planning. 

For that, we need people who know bridges and disasters well. I want to be such an engineer.
