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I nspecting the structural integrity 
of the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge 
in northern New Mexico takes 

significant skill, but it also requires 
considerable courage. 

Just gazing over the edge of the seventh 
highest bridge in the United States and 
82nd highest bridge in the world – 565 
feet above the Rio Grande at its highest 
point – leaves most people weak in the 
knees. The bridge offers stunning views 
as the river carves through the flat, tan 
desert landscape framed by the Sangre 
de Cristo Mountains.

So it’s understandable when even brave 
structural inspectors must suck in a deep, 
thin-aired breath before carefully taking 
their first step over the railing using rope 
access equipment to examine the bottom 
chord – the lowest longitudinal member 
of this truss bridge.

“It’s very exciting, and your stomach is in 
knots, just given the height,” said Brian 
Schroeder, Ayres Associates’ project 
manager and lead inspector.

The thrill subsides quickly, however, and 
it’s time to get to work. The massive 
structure – part of US Highway 64, a 
major east-west route in New Mexico 
– becomes the office for two days. 
Inspectors get up-close-and-personal 
with half of the bridge each day, taking 
photos and documenting conditions to 
ensure the structure remains safe for the 
public.

“Within the first few minutes, once 
you get down on the bridge and start 
working, you’re more focused on the 
bridge itself than your surroundings,” 
Schroeder said. “It doesn’t take long to 
adjust. The people we’re working with 
are used to working at heights.”

This team of inspectors is led by New 
Mexico State University’s bridge 
inspection program, which has been 
providing the biennial inspections of 
the Gorge Bridge for decades. The last 
two cycles – in 2013 and this September 
– required arms-length, in-depth 
inspections of the bottom chord and 
connecting diagonal members.  

Balanced  
perspective

Inspectors use rope access to 
examine hard-to-reach areas of 

New Mexico bridge

By Eric Widholm
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Structures like the Gorge Bridge 
have a steel member in tension, 
or with a tension element, whose 
failure could cause a portion or the 
entire structure to collapse. 

NMSU hired Ayres Associates as 
a subconsultant to inspect the 
bottom chord using rope access. 
The steel deck arch bridge, about 
12 miles northwest of Taos, was 
built in 1965 and just celebrated 
its 50th birthday shortly before the 
NMSU team performed its work. 

The bridge is 1,200 feet long with 
two 300-foot-long end spans and 
a 600-foot-long main center span. 
The structure received a $2.4 
million makeover in 2012 that 
included repairing and restoring 
structural steelwork and adding 
a new concrete deck surface, 
sidewalks, ramps, curbs, and 
gutters.

“There are places here in New 
Mexico that are quite beautiful, 
but this location is special,” said 
Ken White, professor emeritus 
at NMSU and founder of the 
University’s bridge inspection 
program. 

He should know. White has been 
inspecting this bridge and dozens 
more in New Mexico since the 
early 1970s when the National 
Bridge Inspections Program 
began. It took as long as 10 weeks 
to complete the Gorge Bridge 
inspection in the early days, White 
said. The effort now takes about a 
week, thanks to more sophisticated 
equipment and inspector skill sets.

“It still gets your heart going,” said 
White, who spends much of his 
time now examining the bridge 

underneath from the bucket of an 
under-bridge inspection vehicle, 
or Aspen Aerial. “When you’re out 
there over the deepest part of that 
gorge, and you’re out there over the 
side and those big trucks are going 
along and they bounce you around 
in the bucket, it kind of makes you 
feel like you’re on one of the better 
rides at the amusement park.”  

While NMSU team members 
inspected things like the bridge 
deck, abutments, curbs, and railings, 
as well as steel truss members just 
underneath the bridge using the 
Aspen Aerial, Ayres Associates’ 
team rappelled down to the bottom 
chord from the deck at the middle of 
the center span. Inspectors moved 
along one bottom chord each day, 
from the middle of the center span 
to each abutment, documenting 
conditions such as protective coating 
failure, deteriorated fasteners and 
corrosion and searching for any 
potentially harmful cracks. 

The team also took digital photos 
and video, providing information 
to NMSU to include in the overall 
inspection report submitted to 
the New Mexico Department of 
Transportation (NMDOT). Hiring 
experts to perform the bottom chord 
inspections saves the University – 
and ultimately NMDOT – money and 
time because it’s an efficient and 
cost-effective method to access that 
portion of the bridge, White said.

“It’s very difficult to gain access 
and be able to look at all of those 
components from an arm’s-length 
perspective,” White said. “The Rio 
Grande Gorge Bridge is a great 
example of that. No one is going to 
go out there and look underneath at 

the center of that bridge without the 
right equipment.”

David Jauregui, NMSU’s department 
head of civil engineering who directs 
the bridge inspection program, said 
he has been extremely satisfied 
with Ayres Associates’ services. The 
bottom chord inspections are an 
important part of the overall bridge 
evaluation, he said, and the Ayres 
team has provided important details 
and recommendations in reports.

“We hit the ground running with 
Brian and Ayres,” he said. “It 
was like we had been working 
together for years. It has a lot to 
do with the experience that both 
agencies – Ayres and NMSU – have 
accumulated over the years. It really 
makes all our jobs easier to do. The 
communication between Ayres and 
NMSU has been second to none.”

Jauregui and Schroeder said the 
Gorge Bridge is in great shape 

overall. Schroeder said he used 
lessons learned from the 2013 
inspection to bring efficiencies to 
completing this year’s work, such 
as how to better maneuver on the 
bridge and focusing on previous 
problem areas to save time. This 
year personnel from Abseilon USA, 
an Arizona firm specializing in rope 
access work, assisted Schroeder, 
who said this inspection is one of the 
highlights of his career.

“The view – you can see such a long 
way. I don’t even know how to put 
a number of miles on it,” he said. 
“There’s a lot of passers-by, and 
people get to see the view from up 
above. But down below you have 
fewer people obviously. You don’t 
have cars passing by. It’s certainly a 
quieter, more peaceful perspective. 

"It’s some of the most beautiful 
scenery I’ve ever seen," Schroeder 
said. "I get to see a place that most 
people don’t get to see.”  

To view a video and get a feel for what 
inspectors go through working 500 feet above 
the Rio Grande Gorge, visit www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UFegvCO3Po4 or scan the QR code at right.
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Rio Grande Gorge Bridge Facts

 • Construction on the bridge started in 1963 and was 
completed in 1965; it was dedicated on September 
10, 1965. 

• In 1966 the American Institute of Steel Construction 
awarded the structure “Most Beautiful Steel Bridge” 
in the “Long Span” category.

• The bridge has appeared in several films, including 
Natural Born Killers, Twins, She's Having a Baby, 
Wild Hogs, and Terminator Salvation.

• Because of its huge tourism draw, local vendors set up each day along the highway near the bridge to sell 
jewelry, souvenirs, and food.

• The Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River, within the Rio Grande del Norte National Monument, is approximately 
74 miles long as it passes through the 800-foot-deep gorge. The river flows from the Rocky Mountains in 
Colorado approximately 1,900 miles to the Gulf of Mexico.

• The area is a popular destination for whitewater rafting, hiking, fishing, and camping. The gorge is home to 
numerous species of wildlife, such as big horn sheep, river otters, and the Rio Grande cutthroat trout.

Sources: Wikipedia, U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Land Management, various news sources

O ne word sums up the most 
important element for 

successfully performing the Rio 
Grande Gorge Bridge inspection: 
safety. 

A number of activities occur 
simultaneously on the bridge deck 
and under the structure, and most of 
the work is being conducted hundreds 
of feet above a massive gorge. With 
all inspections, safety and teamwork 
are of utmost importance, said 
Brian Schroeder, Ayres Associates’ 
project manager and lead inspector. 
Given the height, climate, and other 
obstacles that must be overcome in 
New Mexico, safety planning begins 
long before crews travel to the site, he 
said. 

Previous reports, plans, and other 
data are reviewed, and inspectors 
create a safety plan. Schroeder also 
checks and double-checks equipment 
before he ever sets foot over the 
rail. No mistakes can be made when 
you’re nearly 600 feet above ground. 
Schroeder and the team also visit 
the site the day before the climbing 
inspection with the New Mexico State 
University team to assess conditions 
and acclimate to the thinner air.

Schroeder has 15 years of inspection 
experience and has climbed dozens of 
structures of varying heights, but the 

Gorge Bridge is his highest inspection. 
Ayres Associates’ rope access 
inspectors receive the highest training 
and certifications, including training in 
rope access techniques guided by the 
Society of Professional Rope Access 
Technicians, or SPRAT. 

He also is specific about equipment 
he uses and team members assisting 
him in rope access inspections. The 
premise has to be trust, he said, which 
takes much of the fear out of the task 
at hand. 

Perched hundreds of feet above 
ground and teetering on steel 
components under the bridge, 
Schroeder said he’s always aware 
of conditions and in contact with 
personnel above. At all times 
inspectors maintain a personal 
fall arrest system and protective 
equipment compliant with the 
Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration. For any emergencies, 
additional rope is staged along the 
bridge to climb back to the bridge 
deck or rappel down to the ground in 
the end spans.

“We have the ability to get ourselves 
out of any situation we get ourselves 
into,” Schroeder said.

The University named safety as a key 
priority when hiring a subconsultant 

to perform inspections of the 
bottom chord, said David Jauregui, 
NMSU’s department head of civil 
engineering who directs the bridge 
inspection program. The University 
was impressed by Ayres Associates’ 
commitment to safety.

“The level of safety precaution that 
Ayres took in conducting this type 
of inspection made us feel very 
confident,” he said. “You could see 
immediately that the inspectors knew 
what they were doing – that they had 
done this before. With that level of 
expertise and attention to detail, it 
was obvious we had teamed with the 
right people.” 

Even with all the safety measures 
in place, and trust in people and 
equipment, Schroeder said it still 
takes will power and vast experience 
to spend two full days inspecting the 
Gorge Bridge.

“You still have to be a cowboy,” he 
said. “You still have to be willing to 
go over the edge and get it done. You 
have to have that internal fortitude 
– and determination – to actually do 
it. Not that you’re throwing caution 
to the wind, because we have all our 
extensive training to support us. But it 
still takes some internal and physical 
strength.”

– Eric Widholm

Safety paramount for 
climbing inspections

Bridge offers students hands-on lessons
U sing experienced staff obviously 

is a must when inspecting a 
structure as significant as the Rio 
Grande Gorge Bridge. However, New 
Mexico State University also uses this 
bridge – and others in the state – as 
real-life classrooms for co-op students 
in its bridge inspection program.

The program, run through the Civil 
Engineering Department of NMSU’s 
College of Engineering, offers students 
a unique, hands-on experience, said 
David Jauregui, NMSU’s department 
head of civil engineering who directs 
the program.

“The program has grown over the 
years,” Jauregui said. “At this time 
we have two crews that go out 
to the bridges, each headed by a 
professional engineer. Under each 
professional engineer, there are 
two co-op students working on six-
month assignments, and over the 
course of those six months they will 
see between 100 and 125 bridges 

throughout the state of New Mexico.”

The undergraduate students perform 
on-site bridge inspections. Graduate 
structural engineering students 
conduct load capacity ratings. 
Students examine many types of 
bridges such as steel, reinforced and 
prestressed concrete, and timber. 
Because the Gorge Bridge requires 
biennial routine inspections during 
September in odd-numbered years, 
competition is tougher for students 
applying to be in the program during 
that timeframe, Jauregui said.

Ken White, professor emeritus at 
NMSU who spent 37 years as a faculty 
member and has inspected the Gorge 
Bridge for more than four decades, 
said both groups of co-op students 
participated in this year’s project, 
including spending time in the under-
bridge inspection vehicle bucket 
over the open gorge. Students assess 
everything related to bridge safety, 
including the deck, superstructure, 

substructure, approach roadway, 
waterways underneath structures, 
guardrails, and other features. All 
students are involved with gathering 
information and writing final 
reports that go to the New Mexico 
Department of Transportation.

“Students really get a complete, 
hands-on treatment of concepts that 
they see in class, which sometimes 
can be quite abstract,” Jauregui said. 
“Here they get to put that knowledge 
into practice in a real-world mobile 
laboratory.”

– Eric Widholm


