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in the county are closed, 
and only five have 
reduced weight lim-
its. Wiechart attibutes 
load postings on those 
bridges to policies that 
allow bigger and heavi-
er vehicles on bridges.
 The truss-style bridge 
over the Wabash River 
in Washington Township 
is a slightly different 
story. Officials started 
to pay more attention to 
it around 2016. It has a 
reduced weight limit in 
place. Wiechart said if 
the bridge continues to 
deteriorate, its weight 
limit could be lowered 
again before it is recon-
structed in 2022.
 Wiechart said had it 
been built as a redun-
dant-style bridge, its 
lifespan would be lon-
ger. A redundant bridge 
has several points of 
support, he explained. 
If something happens 
and one of the support 
beams is damaged, 
the bridge would have 
several other beams for 
support, greatly reduc-
ing the risk of collapse 
or further damage. The 
truss bridge, however, 
only has two points of 
support, Wiechart said.
 The county has 
three truss bridges, 
all of which are up 
for replacement soon, 
he said. The Mercer 
County Engineer’s office 
has acquired federal 
money to reconstruct 
the truss bridge over 
the Wabash, starting in 
2022. Wiechart said the 
estimated cost is around 
$825,550.
 Wiechart said of the 
county’s 380 bridges, 17 
are designated structur-
ally deficient. Bridges 
are considered struc-
turally deficient if they 
have been restricted to 
light vehicles, closed 
to traffic or require 
rehabilitation, Wiechart 
said. It means elements 
of the bridge need to be 
monitored and perhaps 
repaired.
 The fact that a bridge 
is structurally deficient, 
however, does not mean 
it is likely to collapse 
or that it is unsafe, 
Wiechart said. It means 
the bridge must be 
monitored, inspected 
and maintained.
 Nine bridges in the 
county are designated 
functionally obsolete, 
Wiechart said. This 
means the bridge was 
built to standards that 
are not current, he said. 
These bridges are not 
automatically rated as 
structurally deficient, 
nor are they inherently 
unsafe, he said.
 Functionally obsolete 
bridges are those that 
do not have adequate 
lane widths, shoulder 
widths or vertical clear-
ances to serve current 
traffic demand. They 
also may suffer occa-
sional flooding, he said.
 For example, a bridge 
could be considered 
functionally obsolete 
if it is more narrow 
than current standards 
allow, Wiechart said. 
The bridge is not inher-
ently dangerous or 
falling apart — it was 
simply made at a time 
when standard bridges 
were more narrowly 
constructed.

In-house bridge work
 Wiechart’s office is 
a one-stop shop for the 
majority of the county’s 
bridge maintenance, 
repair and reconstruc-

tion. County employees 
are capable of planning, 
engineering, design-
ing and pre-fabricating 
most of the materials 
needed for bridges and 
culverts.
 The county engi-
neer’s office can make 
any structure up to a 
40-foot span in-house 
without having to 
bid out projects or go 
through third par-
ties, Wiechart said. It’s 
beneficial to do what 
they can themselves, he 
said, because the staff 
has more control over 
the project. Using a 
contractor could result 
in a  lengthier, more 
expensive process.
 Wiechart said the 
bridge crew completes 
the construction, exca-
vation, channel align-
ment and the embank-
ment to which the 
bridge connects. Chan-
nel alignment involves 
how water flows under 
the bridge, Wiechart 
said. If the channel isn’t 
even or flows predomi-
nantly along one side 
of the bridge, it could 
cause the bridge to dete-
riorate faster because of 
erosion.
 Work along a bridge’s 
embankment adjoins 
the bridge to the land, 
making it more stable. 
This often improves the 
roadway approach and 
the bridge’s structure, 
he said.
 Wiechart said his 
staff over the years 
emphasized preventa-
tive maintenance and 
repairs. Because of 
that, Wiechart said his 
employees repair or 
replace only six to eight 
bridges per year.
 While bridge repair 
and maintenance is 
important, taking care 
of county roads is, too, 
Wiechart said.
 Since 2017, the Mercer 
County Engineer’s office 
has placed a minimum of 
50 miles of county road 
chip and seal. In the last 
four years, 233 miles of 
chip and seal has been 
completed, or about 61% 
of the total county road 
footprint, according to 
the engineer’s annual 
report for 2020. In 2020, 
that amounted to 62 
miles that were chip and 
fog sealed.
 Chip sealing is a 
widely-used alternative 
to traditional asphalt 
that allows workers 
to treat four times as 
much roadway for the 
same cost, according 

to the Ohio Depart-
ment of Transportation. 
Chip sealing extends 
pavement life by five 
to seven years before 
a full resurfacing is 
necessary. Chip sealing 
is done by first clean-
ing debris from road-
ways and then patching 
holes. Workers apply 
hot liquid asphalt and 
spread crushed rock on 
top. Excess rock is swept 
away, fog seal is applied 
and road markings are 
reapplied, ODOT says.
 Fog sealing is the 
application of a final lay-
er of asphalt emulsion, 
which provides addi-
tional waterproofing 
and a layer of security 
for the crushed rock, 
according to ODOT.
 In 2020, for the 
second year in a row, 
Wiechart’s office was 
able to access Ohio 
Public Works Commis-
sion funds to widen 
three roads. Wiechart 
said road widening is 
critical, considering 
the heavy agricultural 
equipment that travels 
over them.
 Widening county 
roads to accommodate 
farm equipment has 

become increasingly 
important, Wiechart 
said.
 “The big Kahuna … is 
improving our roadway 
corridors, our county 
roads, to accommodate 
that bigger (agricultural) 
traffic, widening shoul-
ders and also trying to 
widen pavement over 
time,” Wiechart said. 
“Those are things that 
we’re really focused on, 
and hopefully some-
thing we will focus on 
for the next 10 to 20 to 30 
years.”
 Wiechart said a long-
term goal is to have all 
county roads widened to 
a minimum width of 24 
feet by the year 2044.
 Wiechart said it will 
take millions of dol-
lars to bring all of the 
county’s worst bridges 
up to modern standards.
 “In a perfect world 
to bring all our worst 
bridges up to new condi-
tions meeting today’s 
standards without wast-
ing any of our funds, you 
are talking in the realm 
and scale of $10 to $20 
million,” he said.

Auglaize County
 Auglaize County Engi-

neer Andrew Baumer 
drove the company truck 
to the intersection of 
U.S. 33 and Wapakoneta-
Fisher Road. Construc-
tion equipment lined the 
road as hardhat-wearing 
construction workers 
toiled away.
 Baumer said it’s the 
most dangerous inter-
section in the county.
 “When you came from 
the south, you really 
had to turn and crank 
your head to see what 
was coming,” he said. 
“There’s a bunch of traf-
fic obviously on U.S. 33, 
but also traffic coming 
across or trying to turn. 
There was 11 decision 
points you had to make 
sitting at that intersec-
tion, which led to a lot of 
mistakes driving-wise or 
blind spots.”
 With the new con-
struction, drivers will 
only have two decisions 
to make — looking 
left and right before 
turning.
 “The more decisions 
you can limit the bet-
ter,” Baumer said. “If 
you have to think of 11 
things before you make 
a turn, it becomes pretty 
dangerous.”
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MER-TO70B-0182. This Brockman Road bridge is new, the asphalt dark.
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MER-C20B-707. Heavy farm machinery is hard on county roads and bridges
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MER-CO20B-600. A huge crack runs underneath the old bridge on Huwer Road. Elsewhere, broken concrete exposes iron bars.
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 A traffic study for the 
project showed semi-
trailers accounted for 
36% of the vehicles on 
U.S. 33. It was an already 
busy road, Baumer said, 
but the heavy traffic 
from semi-trailers com-
pounded the issue.
 Baumer said he and 
his team worked for six 
years to acquire funding 
and complete planning 
for the project. A safety 
grant from ODOT paid 
for 10% of the project. 
Baumer put the total 
cost around $2 million. 
Ohio Department of 
Transportation crew 
members worked along-
side county workers 
because the project was 
on U.S. 33.
 Baumer has been with 
the department since 
2009 and helps oversee 
the county’s roughly 350 
miles of county road-
ways, which include 
more than 2,200 acres of 
road rights-of-way and 
more than 4,000 drain-
age culverts.
 The engineer’s office 
is also responsible for 
the inspection and  
maintenance of 349


