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Florida-based structural inspectors enjoy 
bridge variety in Oregon

By Eric Widholm

With its exquisite mountain views and rolling 
valleys, Oregon provides some of the most 

spectacular scenic landscape in the Pacific Northwest. 
Unfortunately for Ayres Associates’ structural 
inspectors, they can’t enjoy much of the state’s 
splendor during their visits. They’re in the state to 
work. 
 Much of their time is spent underneath bridges 
performing hands-on and visual assessments of 
substructure portions most people never see. They also 
document the conditions of the topside of each bridge. 
The frequent checkups are essential to keeping the 
public safe. And for this Tampa, Florida-based group, 
they appreciate the opportunity and the obligation.
 “The staff looks forward to coming out here 
each year,” said Rick Maslyn, supervisor of Ayres 
Associates’ structural inspection group. “The staff 
enjoy working in Oregon because there are a wide 
variety of structures, but they also enjoy a much 
different climate than you have in Florida in the 
summertime, so getting out here is a nice change of 
scenery.”
 Nationwide, bridge inspection has been in a 
renewed spotlight after recent bridge collapses and 
discoveries of dangerous deficiencies in other high-

profile structures. 
 Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) 
officials take bridge safety seriously. The state has 
more than 6,000 bridges in its inventory, including flat 
slab, multi-beam, arch, and truss bridges constructed 
of timber, concrete, and steel. With varying weather 
conditions and geography, the structures have to 
withstand significant wear and tear. Oregon has distinct 
topographic areas: the Pacific coast, Columbia River 
shoreline, and the Interstate 5 valley corridor between 
two mountain ranges and high desert in the eastern part 
of the state. Each area presents different challenges to 
design engineers and bridge inspectors.
 The 600 or so local agency bridges in Area 3 in the 
western part of the state have become a second home 
for the Ayres Associates structural inspection group the 
last eight years. ODOT has selected the firm for four 
consecutive two-year cycles to inspect bridges in Linn, 
Polk, Benton, and Lincoln Counties, an area just to the 
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Above: Rick Maslyn, supervisor of Ayres Associates’ structural 
inspection group, meanders through a tight spot to access the 
underside of a bridge. Upper right: Maslyn checks the timber 
portions of a bridge. Middle: Some inspections require ladder 
access and wading. Lower right: Several historic covered 
bridges are included in Ayres Associates’ inspection inventory.
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south and to the west of Salem, the capital city. 
 The structures traverse waterways, highways, and 
coastal boundaries with some in larger metropolitan 
areas and others hidden in dense forests. Each bridge 
is inspected every two years, unless conditions require 
more frequent checks. Bridges range from small single-
span structures and culverts to historic covered bridges 
and large multi-span river crossings that require special 
access equipment.
 Inspections include visual and arms-length (close-
up) assessments of each structure, documenting 
deficiencies, evaluating previous repairs, and 
recommending repairs. All reporting is completed in 
accordance with National Bridge Inspection Standards 
and ODOT’s guidelines. Data for each bridge is 
entered and inventoried through ODOT’s database 
and subsequently uploaded to Federal Highway 
Administration databases twice a year – spring and fall 
– to ensure compliance.
 “Since my involvement began in the bridge 
inspection industry, the Oregon DOT has been one of 
the agencies at the forefront of developing and sharing 
best bridge inspection practices, and as structural 
inspectors, we appreciate that,” Maslyn said. One 

such example, he said, is that ODOT is one of just a 
few agencies in the nation using the new American 
Association of State Highway and Transportation 
Officials element reporting method, which all states 
will adopt eventually.
 Steve Tuttle, who recently retired as ODOT’s local 
agency bridge inspection coordinator after 31 years, 
was on the selection committee that originally hired 
Ayres Associates. He said the firm’s inspectors have 
provided exemplary service.
 “I think one of the things for Ayres and the 
inspectors from Ayres that has kind of set them apart 
from some of the other consultants is their willingness 
to work longer hours, to have longer duration of their 
travel dates. That makes for a lot more efficiency,” 
Tuttle said. “So even though they may be located in 
Florida, when they do come out here they’re working 
long hours, sometimes six or seven days a week. As a 

TRENDS│15

Left: Maslyn takes measurements of discoloration on a bridge. 
Upper center: Assistant inspector Brendon Quinton drills into 
a timber piling to test its stability. Upper right: Maslyn takes a 
brief rest while observing the substructure of a bridge. Bottom 
right and next page: Several bridges over water require use of 
an under bridge inspection vehicle.
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steward for the public, we are always keeping an eye on costs 
and efficiency. It makes them very competitive pricewise to 
another firm that might be located elsewhere in Oregon.”
 Maslyn said project challenges include scheduling 
restrictions and other logistical issues. Inspections typically 
occur during the dry season to avoid high water or flooded 
creeks to allow evaluations of the substructures. Crews 
sometimes need special access equipment for high-level 
bridges, traffic control assistance, or platform or scaffolding 
barges, all of which must be scheduled beforehand.
 Ayres Associates also coordinates with local bridge 
owners so they have opportunities to participate in 
inspections, which has been helpful in knowing the history 
of a particular bridge and providing cost-effective repair 
recommendations, Maslyn said. 
 “The bridge inspection program administered by the 
Oregon Department of Transportation is one that is very 
well-managed,” he said, “and it makes our job easier when 
we’ve got good, clear decision-making at the top and 
there are consistent rules applied across the board.”
 Having the group based in Florida has rarely been 
an issue, Tuttle said, and Ayres Associates has met 
ODOT’s expectations throughout the four contract 
periods. Ayres Associates also has additional 
inspectors based in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, the firm’s 
corporate headquarters.
 Ayres Associates’ location “isn’t something that 
was either new to us or that we saw as an obstacle, 
because we had good success with other firms either 
located in the Midwest or East Coast,” he said. “The 
thing that stood out about Ayres specifically was the 
fact that they had bridge inspectors, that this was 
pretty much their full diet. This is what they do every 
day.”

 Tuttle said consultants inspecting bridges in the local 
agency program have a dual role: satisfying ODOT’s 
stringent element-level reporting requirements and 
federal standards and keeping local government 
bridge owners informed and educated about their 
structures. 

  “We measure consultant and inspector 
performance from office and field reviews,” Tuttle 

said. “Ayres’ inspections have consistently scored as one 
of the top firms. 

 “Rick in particular has done a very good job 
connecting and communicating with the bridge owners – the 

cities and counties – and finding out specifically what those 
individuals are looking for in their reports,” he said. “Rick 

has done an excellent job of managing that and making 
the contacts and developing the relationships with the 
owners.”
 Richard King, who took over ODOT’s local agency 

program, said he appreciates Ayres Associates’ structural 
inspectors’ strong rapport with local governments, as 
well as the firm’s ability to meet expectations he has 
of all inspectors: attentiveness to detail and accuracy, 
clear reporting and familiarity with ODOT standards, 
communication skills during field visits and follow-ups, 
and honesty. 
 “If there is a mistake that’s made, they’re quick to fix 
it or to say, ‘This is the reason why it was done,’ and then 
correct it,” King said. 

The thing that stood out about 
Ayres specifically was the fact 
that they had bridge inspectors, 
that this was pretty much their 
full diet. This is what they do 
every day.

– Steve Tuttle, retired local agency 
bridge coordinator, Oregon 

Department of Transportation

Upper left: Quinton measures distance from the bridge deck to the 
ground to determine if erosion has occurred. Upper right: Maslyn 

uses a stick to beat back wild berries that surround many bridges.

Maslyn and Quinton observe the 
railing of a smaller bridge.
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Perspectives
The Federal Highway Administration’s National Highway Institute (NHI) has 
presented Instructors of Excellence awards to James Schall, Peter Lagasse, 
John Hunt, James Bakken, Paul Clopper, and William deRossett for fiscal 
year 2012, based on their superior expertise and learner-focused instruction in 
NHI transportation courses presented around the nation. 

Courses taught by these Ayres Associates experts cover critical topics including 
urban drainage design, culvert design, highway hydraulics, stream stability and 
scour at highway bridges, river engineering, hydraulic design for safe bridges, 
and HEC-RAS hydraulic computer modeling. The awards reflect consistently 
high evaluations from transportation professionals who take the courses and 
require nomination by NHI training program managers. 

The six winners work out of Ayres Associates’ Fort Collins, Colorado, and Eau 
Claire, Wisconsin, offices.

Jim Owen, a force in the Wisconsin engineering consulting 
industry, has joined Ayres Associates, bringing more 
than three decades of service to municipal clients as he 
spearheads efforts to expand municipal services in Ayres 
Associates’ Madison, Wisconsin, office and oversees 
municipal operations in the firm’s Waukesha and Green Bay 
offices.

Having played a key role in guiding another Wisconsin municipal engineering 
firm from a single office of 15 people to a full-service company of about 300, 
Owen brings key knowledge and insight to company efforts to serve even more 
municipal clients from our offices throughout the Midwest. Owen is known for 
innovations in wastewater and water system design and served the consulting 
industry as president of the American Council of Engineering Companies of 
Wisconsin in 2008-09. 

Keith Nikolay, supervisor of construction services in the 
Green Bay, Wisconsin, office, has received the College 
of Engineering, Math and Science Outstanding Alumni 
award from the University of Wisconsin-Platteville. The 
award recognizes alumni of the College of Engineering, 
Mathematics and Science who have demonstrated excellence 
in professional and/or humanitarian endeavors.

Sarah Nunn, a civil engineer in in the Green Bay, 
Wisconsin, office, received the Young Professionals Award 
from the Wisconsin Water Association (WWA). The award 
is given to members younger than 35 or with fewer than 10 
years’ experience in the industry in recognition of service 
and achievements that are judged exceptional relative to 
actual years of experience. Nunn serves as chairwoman of 
the group’s Image and Public Relations Committee.
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A typical trip to Oregon for Ayres Associates’ 
structural inspectors is not easy. 

 A two-person crew (lead inspector and an 
assistant inspector) usually inspects the structures in 
geographic groups during five or six trips made each 
year. The number of inspections performed each day 
depends on size, complexity, condition, and location of 
the structures. Inspectors work 10- to 12-hour days and 
six- to seven-day weeks on trips that can last two or three 
weeks at a time.
 Proper scheduling of inspections is a time-
consuming task but is invaluable when fieldwork begins, 
said Rick Maslyn, supervisor of Ayres Associates’ 
structural inspection group. The yearly inspection 
schedule is mapped out beforehand, categorized by the 
month the bridge is to be inspected, and then further 
broken down to specific days. Inspections must be 
completed in a compressed time frame outside of 
the state’s rainy season, which generally runs from 
November to May, leaving just a handful of summer and 
fall months to complete the work. 
 “The follow-up reporting also takes many hours 
and is just as important as the actual field inspection,” 
Maslyn said. “Besides being a federal and state 
requirement, these reports are the basis of the bridge 
owners’ work plan for upcoming years.”
 Crews are on the move from before sunrise to 
early evening in a company truck using a GPS-enabled 

Not your typical  
9-to-5 job

By Eric Widholm

From upper left: Inspectors use a GPS-enabled laptop to 
schedule and locate structures. Safety is the top priority for 
inspections. A few obstacles inspectors encounter include prickly 
wild berries, poison oak, and barbed-wire. Traffic control also is 
crucial with the many vehicles frequenting some areas.

laptop to locate bridge sites. They inspect as many bridges 
as possible in a day. Inspections can be more time-
consuming when special access equipment is needed, such 
as an under bridge inspection vehicle with an extendable 
arm and bucket used to access the underside of high-level 
bridges or rope climbing to reach higher places. 
 Safety is paramount in all inspections – no matter 
how large or small the bridge, Maslyn said. Inspectors need 
to always be aware of their surroundings and be prepared, 
he said, “and you can never be too careful.” 
 Inspectors often encounter steep slopes or 
slippery conditions. Thorny wild berries and poison oak 
are common around most bridges in the four counties 
comprising Ayres Associates’ inspection area. Each day 
starts with a “tailgate” safety meeting to discuss known 
hazards and potential hazards identified and mitigated 
during the preparation stage. 
 “Ayres Associates takes pride in the work we do 
out here, like we do for all our inspections nationwide,” 
Maslyn said. “And it’s always a comfort to know that your 
clients – like the Oregon DOT – put as much passion and 
dedication into their work as you do to ensure structures 
are safe for motorists and others who use them.”  


