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Artistic bridges complete missing link 
in high-profile Rails-to-Trails project

By Kate Boupha

Step, roll, or ride onto the Legacy Trail in

Sarasota County, Florida, on any weekend

morning, and the popularity of the new bridges

over Roberts Bay and Dona Bay is obvious. 

The Legacy Trail stretches 10.6 miles from

south Sarasota into Venice and Nokomis. Just a

few years ago, instead of the paved recreational

gem it is now, the corridor was part of an 

overgrown, underused railroad. Through a 

partnership with the Trust for Public Lands,

Sarasota County purchased the former CSX 

railroad in 2004, and it soon became one of

Florida’s 35 Rails-to-Trails projects, a national

initiative to transform unused railroads to 

multiuse recreational trails.

Beyond its natural environmental appeal,

this corridor has historic character. The railroad

preceded many highways and was once the

main passage into Southwest Florida. Later, it

was used by the U.S. Army during World War II,

the Kentucky Military Institute, and the

Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus,

which has strong ties to history and development

of the area. The restored Venice Train Depot

preserves some of this history and serves as a

trailhead to the Legacy Trail.

Trail users had to wait until July 2010 for

access to what is arguably the most significant

natural attraction of the Legacy Trail – Roberts

Bay and Dona Bay. The sensitive estuarine

environment is home to oysters, mangroves,

manatees, sea turtles, and other wildlife. Before

the bridges were built, the trail was interrupted

abruptly with barricades to keep people off the

unsafe, badly dilapidated train trestles over the

water. To get back on the trail, they had to detour

around Nokomis.

“We started with paving the trail between

the bridges, which did provide some amenities

and connectivity to the parks,” said Alex

Boudreau, PE, Sarasota County’s construction

manager for the project. “But obviously the

bridges were needed, and the community’s 

support was really behind this project.” 

Sarasota County retained Ayres Associates

to design the new bridges over Roberts Bay and

Dona Bay to connect these missing links in the

Legacy Trail. The original railroad trestles were

evaluated for rehabilitation but were not 



12 | TRENDS12 | TRENDS



salvageable. The County wanted the design of the new

structures to maintain the original character of the railroad

trestles. The way to do that is through unique design

details, said Hisham Sunna, PhD, PE, principal-in-charge

for Ayres Associates. “The aesthetic details are what 

connect the new bridges to the history and the location,”

he said. 

Designers came up with several key details to help

make the pedestrian trail bridges look more like the old

railroad trestles, starting with the pilings that support the

structures. The pilings are unique in their shape, color, and

placement. Designers chose 16-inch round piles rather than

more typical piles like 24-inch square. The concrete itself

was dyed to look older and darker – more like the old 

railroad bridge. “Because some of the characteristics of

this structure are completely unique, it was challenging to

find a fabricator that was willing and able to create them,”

said Steven Laney, PE, Ayres Associates’ supervisor of

structural engineering. An added benefit of the dyed concrete

is that it would require less maintenance without the need

for repainting, he said.

The number and spacing of the bridge supports were

also purposely designed to mimic the old railroad 

structure. While today’s typical trail bridge may have only

two pilings in each bent, the Roberts and Dona Bay

bridges have five to seven pilings that were placed similarly

to the old railroad bridges.

Perhaps the most striking feature is the look of railroad

ties along the profiles of the bridges. “The contractor and

the fabricator built a concrete form that would essentially

stamp an indentation at regular intervals and recreate the

look of the ties,” Laney said.

The new bridges are better for the water quality and

habitat in this delicate area. “The old trestles were 

creosote-soaked lumber, and removing them was the best

thing that could’ve happened environmentally,” Boudreau

said. Creosote is a wood preservative that may have harmful

health and environmental impacts.
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The bridges were raised to create a higher navigational

clearance, and there is more space between the piles, so

water should flow easier in and out of the bays. “We used

the same environmental footprint that was there before; it’s

just a little higher,” Boudreau said, “and without the 

creosote.”

Sarasota County needed to coordinate with several

permitting agencies because of the intercoastal environment.

“Ayres Associates kept us in line with our permits, making

sure we didn’t step outside our bounds,” Boudreau said.

One way this was accomplished was through the swales,

or ditches, at either side of the approaches to each bridge.

The swales were designed to collect the water runoff from

the bridges and treat the water before it was discharged

back into the bays. “Getting those right was probably one

of our biggest concerns,” Boudreau said. 

The design of these bridges had overwhelming 

community support, but that public backing also brought

pressure to Ayres Associates to get it right – and get the

design done quickly. “There was a lot of demand for these

bridges because they were the missing link,” Sunna said. 

Boudreau’s job was to make sure any issues in the

field were resolved quickly. “Steve Laney’s response

always came in on time, and he worked with us to get

what we needed,” he said. 

The contractor, Misner Marine, kept the project on

schedule and took steps to minimize the effect of 

construction on the sensitive ecosystem of the bays. “The

success is shared by everyone involved – the engineer,

county staff, the County Commission, the contractor, and

the public. It took everyone’s input,” Boudreau said.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of the bridges is the access

they provide to a diverse range of users. Whether it is 

parents teaching children to ride a bike, athletes training

for an upcoming race, or a nature enthusiast simply enjoying

a sunset, the Legacy Trail is an ideal place – on foot, tricycle,

or wheelchair – and right over the water. The project has

brought a renewed sense of community and pride in local

neighborhoods.

“The bridges really do capture the essence of the old

trestles as realistically as you can while meeting today’s

structural, environmental, and safety standards,” Boudreau

said. “I think they’re going to look like they do today for a

long, long time.”


