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RTA Timber Truss Road Bridges
A strategic approach to conservation 
The RTA has developed a new strategy for the sustainable conservation of heritage timber truss
bridges. A report outlining this proposed strategy has been prepared by the RTA. In collaboration
with the Heritage Council of NSW, the RTA is now seeking community feedback on the proposal.  

Background 
The RTA manages many of the State’s surviving timber truss
road bridges. Of the 407 bridges built between about 1860
and 1936, 63 remain – 48 are managed by the RTA and 
15 by local councils. These bridges represent an important
part of the heritage of NSW with 29 currently listed on the
State Heritage Register. 

Managing these historic assets into the future presents a
significant challenge. Issues include inadequate load carrying
capacity, narrow bridge width, poor access for large vehicles
and frequent and very expensive ongoing maintenance needs. 

The RTA recognises that not all timber truss bridges can be
maintained into the future due to maintenance issues and
the increasing demands for heavy vehicle access. The RTA’s
strategy identifies those bridges that require either:

• Long-term conservation

• Conservation with modifications

• Replacement

This choice is a balance of transport needs and heritage
conservation. 

The challenges of managing these bridges  
Timber truss bridges were designed for horse-drawn
wagons and subsequently steam engines, weighing about 
16 tonnes. They were built from high quality Australian
hardwood timbers, which at the time were readily available
and cheaper than imported iron and steel. 

Bridges are long term investments and modern bridges are now
designed for 160 tonnes capacity to cater for future increases.
Improving freight productivity and access is a high priority for
Federal and State governments and NSW is working to provide
access for 45.5 tonne vehicles, called higher mass limit vehicles,
across State roads and Regional roads. Ongoing development 
in freight vehicles will see even larger and heavier vehicles
requiring improved road access in the near future. 

Timber truss bridges are not able to carry higher mass
vehicles. They are a potential safety risk. In conjunction with
the Heritage Council the RTA has developed techniques 
to increase the load carrying capacity of timber truss bridges
to 42.5 tonnes (the current general access limit), but it is
not possible to upgrade these bridges beyond that limit. 

Photograph: Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW. ON 124

Many truss bridges are unable to cope with increasing load
demands on their route. Mungindi Bridge – Dare trussOriginal St Albans Bridge – Old PWD truss circa 1890 
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The challenges of managing these bridges 
continued
To strengthen the truss beyond 42.5 tonnes requires the
truss to be completely replaced with modern materials,
which diminish the original integrity and heritage significance
of the bridge. 

Issues affecting the continued use of timber truss bridges
include:

• Inability to carry beyond 42.5 tonnes; not able to
accommodate increasing freight demands.

• Narrow single lane width restricting traffic.

• Risk of damage or failure from uncontrolled overloading 
of vehicles.

• Timber trusses above the deck are vulnerable 
to structural damage from vehicles.

• Suitable large hardwood timber for bridge repairs 
is in limited supply.

• Very limited availability of trades people skilled 
in maintaining these bridges.

• Frequent and expensive maintenance schedules 
consume a disproportionate portion of available 
bridge maintenance funding.

• Approximately 20% of the RTA bridge maintenance
budget goes to timber truss bridges which represent less
than 1% of more than 5000 bridges the RTA manages.

• Frequent maintenance requires more frequent road
closures and detours, impacting on road users.

The RTA has identified the locations where the timber truss
bridges are least likely to be required to meet increasing
freight loads. These bridges therefore offer the best
opportunity to conserve their key heritage characteristics
without compromising the road network.

Bridge types  
Five types of timber truss road bridges were built in NSW
from the 1860s to 1936 as shown in Table 1.

Each type of bridge truss represents a technical advance 
in timber bridge design. Bridges were built with varying
numbers of truss spans depending on the crossing length
and often also incorporated timber approach spans. 
They were built from timber as it was a local and readily
available material. These were often later replaced by metal
or concrete bridges as these materials became cheaper and
more available. These bridges are expensive to maintain, 
as they have to be largely disassembled to replace damaged
or rotted timbers. 

Timber truss road bridges have three main components: 

•The road deck.
•The approach spans that link the road to the bridge.
• The truss span(s), which provide the carrying capacity for
longer bridge deck spans and rest on the abutments and piers. 

Depending on the design of the truss, if one element fails
the entire truss may need to be disassembled to replace
that component.

Other uses  
For those timber truss bridges that are not suitable 
to retain as part of the road network, options include:

• Adaptive reuse

• Retaining the bridge as an out of service asset

• Relocation 

These are not viable options in most areas. There are few
reuse options and ongoing maintenance costs are similar 
to operational bridge costs. Out of service bridges over 
a waterway create safety and environmental hazards. 
Relocation is generally not favoured as the original location 
is an intrinsic part of a bridge’s heritage significance and they
can deteriorate faster when moved or not used for traffic. 

Truss type Number built Number remaining
(maintained by RTA) 

Old Public Works Department (‘Old PWD‘) 147 2 

McDonald 91 5

Allan 105 19

De Burgh 20 9

Dare 44 13

TABLE 1 – BRIDGE TYPES
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Identifying the best bridge candidates 
for conservation   

The RTA and heritage experts considered both operational
and heritage criteria to identify which timber truss bridges
had the fewest operational constraints and the highest level
of heritage significance. 

The assessment identified 24 bridges which met, or could 
be upgraded to meet the operational requirements of the
road network. These 24 bridges provide a reasonable
representation of the five timber truss designs and features.
There is also the potential to retain Swan Hill Bridge for
local use once it is bypassed, which would enhance the
representative collection of retained bridges.

TABLE 2 – TIMBER TRUSS BRIDGE DESIGNS

Old Public Works Department trusses, built from 1860
to1886. These bridges were designed by British engineers
working in NSW, and adopted British styles of construction.

Dare trusses, built from 1905 to 1936. This design was
very similar to the Allan truss, with the main difference
being a steel bottom chord.

Allan trusses, built from 1893 to 1929. This design was
similar to the American Howe truss design. The trusses
were constructed with cast iron connection pieces.
The trusses were constructed in two halves, to facilitate
maintenance. 

McDonald trusses, built from 1886 to 1893. This design
was similar to British styles of construction but featured
locally developed improvements.

De Burgh trusses, built from 1899 to 1905. This was 
a pin-jointed design, similar to the American Pratt truss 
design. Steel replaced timber for the bottom chord.

Monkerai Bridge 

Five Day Creek Bridge

Morpeth Bridge

Beckers Bridge

Bulga Bridge
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Conservation proposal
Of the 48 timber truss bridges under RTA management, 

the RTA is proposing to retain 25 bridges that would reflect 

the history and diversity of timber truss styles.  The bridges

recommended for retention are shown in the table at right.

Included in the 25 to be retained are five bridges located 

in the central west of NSW (Warroo, Rawsonville, Scabbing

Flat, Beryl and Paytens). These five have some uncertainty

regarding their operability in the longer term, due to

increasing demand for access by large multi-combinational

vehicles on the western plains.

1.  The RTA is committed to retaining and conserving 

this group of bridges, with ongoing maintenance and,

where necessary, upgrading to a 42.5 tonne standard.

This will ensure specialist skills in timber bridge

maintenance are retained, and scarce quantities of 

suitable timber are directed to those bridges that

can be kept operating for the long term. 
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LOCATION OF TIMBER BRIDGES

The numbers on the map below show the location of bridges 

as listed in Tables 3 and 4.  
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Bridges to be retained

Old PWD truss

McDonald truss

Allan truss

De Burgh truss

Dare truss

Bridges to be replaced

McDonald truss

Allan truss

De Burgh truss

Dare truss

Newcastle

 

 

Singleton

 

Gloucester

Dungog

Karuah
Maitland

 

29

42
38

35
44

2

1

9
8

10

18

DETAIL – HUNTER 
AREA LOCATIONS

4



TABLE 3 – BRIDGES TO BE RETAINED 

* RTA Section 170 Heritage and Conservation Register

Local 
Government 

Bridge Area Location Current Proposed

Old PWD truss

Clarence Town Dungog Limeburners Creek Rd over Williams River � �

Monkerai Great Lakes Weismantels–Dingadee Rd over Karuah River � �

McDonald truss

Galston Hornsby Galston Rd over Pearces Creek, Galston Gorge � �

Junction Tumut Tumut Plains Rd over Tumut River � �

McKanes Lithgow City Lithgow to Oberon Rd over Cox’s River � �

Allan truss

Beryl Mid-Western Gulgong–Wyaldra Rd over Wyaldra Creek �* �*

Carrathool Carrathool Carrathool–Sturt Hwy over Murrumbidgee River � �

Dunmore Maitland City Maitland–Woodville Road over the Paterson River � �

Hinton Maitland City Hinton–Morpeth Road over Paterson River � �

Morpeth Maitland City Northumberland St, Morpeth over the Hunter River � �

Paytens Forbes At Colletts Crossing over Lachlan River �* �*

Rossi Goulburn-Mulwaree Clinton St, Goulburn � �

Swan Hill Wakool MR 67 over Murray River � �

Victoria Wollondilly Prince Street, Picton over Stonequarry Creek � �

Wee Jasper Yass Valley RR 278 over Goodradigbee River � �

De Burgh truss

Cobram Berrigan MR 226 over Murray River �* �

Lansdowne Goulburn-Mulwaree Goulburn–Bungonia Road over Mulwaree Ponds �* �

Middle Falbrook Singleton Rixs Creek–Falbrook Rd over Glennies Creek � �

St Albans Hawkesbury City RR 181 over MacDonald River � �

Dare truss

Briner Clarence Valley Ulmarra–Tucubia Rd over Upper Coldstream River �* �

Colemans Lismore City Union St, Lismore over Leycester Creek � �

New Buildings Bega Valley RR 248 over Towamba River � �

Rawsonville Dubbo City Rawsonville–Mitchell Hwy over Macquarie River �* �*

Scabbing Flat Wellington Ponto Rd over Macquarie River �* �*

Warroo Forbes Condobolin–Warroo Rd over the Lachlan River �* �*
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Conservation proposal continued
2.  The RTA proposes the other 23 timber truss bridges 

be removed and replaced with a modern bridge. 

The timetable for both replacement and strengthening

work is dependent on funding and will be prioritised  

based on freight needs and impending maintenance.

The bridge replacement and strengthening program 

may take up to 15 years. The bridges to be progressively

replaced include the following:2

TABLE 4 – BRIDGES TO BE REPLACED 

* RTA Section 170 Heritage and Conservation Register

Local State 
Government Heritage

Bridge Area Location Register

McDonald truss

Crankies Plains Bombala Cathcart Rd, Bombala �

Five Day Creek Kempsey Kempsey to Armidale Rd over Five Day Creek �

Allan truss

Abercrombie Bathurst Regional SR 54 over the Abercrombie River �*

Barrington Gloucester Gloucester–Walcha Rd over Barrington River �*

Boonanga Moree Plains RR 232 over Barwon River �*

Charleyong Palerang Nerriga Rd over Mongarlowe River �*

Gundaroo Yass Valley RR 52 over Yass River at Gundaroo �*

Thornes Goulburn-Mulwaree Thornes Bridge over Mulwaree River �*

Tooleybuc Wakool MR 222 over Murray River �

Vacy Dungog RR 128 over Paterson River �

Wallaby Rocks Bathurst Regional RR 216 over Turon River �

De Burgh truss

Barham Wakool MR 319 over Murray River �

Beckers Singleton MR 128 over Webbers Creek �

Crookwell Upper Lachlan SR 54 over Crookwell River �*

Holman Cowra RR 237 over Lachlan River at Gooloogong �*

Tabulam Kyogle Bruxner Highway over Clarence River �

Dare truss

Bulga Singleton SR 503 over Wollombi Brook �

Coonamit Wakool RR 386 over Wakool River �

Coorei Dungog RR 101 over Williams River �

Gee Gee Wakool Murrabit–Moulamein Rd over Wakool River �

Korns Crossing Tweed Korns Crossing Bridge over Rous River �*

Mungindi Moree Plains Carnarvon Highway over Barwon River �*

Sportsmans Creek Clarence Valley RR 152 over Sportsmans Creek �*
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Conservation proposal continued
3.  The RTA proposes to seek the removal of 12 bridges

from the State Heritage Register and include the 

addition of three existing bridges. This would leave 

20 bridges listed on the State Heritage Register and 

the five central west bridges (listed on page 5) would

continue to be listed on the RTA Section 170 Heritage

and Conservation Register as items of local significance.

The RTA is inviting community comment on this proposal.

The way forward
The RTA wants to hear community views prior to finalising

the strategy.  The RTA will report on the issues and

perspectives raised to the Heritage Council, as part of

the RTA’s request for consideration of the proposal under

the Heritage Act.

The Heritage Council will conduct its own advertised 

public consultation regarding proposals, as they arise, to 

add or remove bridges from the State Heritage Register.

The Heritage Council will make a recommendation to 

the Minister for Heritage regarding any proposed addition 

or removal of bridges from the State Heritage Register.

The final decision rests with the Minister for Heritage.

The planning and decision-making process  

CONSULTATION WITH HERITAGE COUNCIL

STAKEHOLDER AND COMMUNITY 
SUBMISSIONS RECEIVED 

PREPARE ISSUES REPORT AND MAKE FORMAL 
APPLICATIONS TO THE HERITAGE COUNCIL

HERITAGE COUNCIL SEEKS PUBLIC COMMENT 
ON PROPOSED DELISTINGS AND LISTINGS

HERITAGE COUNCIL 
MAKES A RECOMMENDATION 

TO THE MINISTER FOR HERITAGE 

CONSULT STAKEHOLDERS 
AND THE COMMUNITY ON THE 
TIMBER TRUSS BRIDGE STRATEGY 

DEVELOPMENT OF STRATEGY

WE
ARE
HERE

Briner Bridge – Dare truss Junction Bridge – McDonald truss

Victoria Bridge – Allan truss Barham Bridge – de Burgh truss with central lift span



RTA Timber Truss Road Bridges – A strategic approach to conservation

Clarence Town Bridge – Old PWD truss

Have your say   
The RTA has developed this strategy in discussion with 
the Heritage Council and heritage groups on the RTA
Heritage Committee. The Heritage Council has accepted 
the report Timber Truss Road Bridges – A Strategic Approach 
to Conservation as a basis for community consultation. 
The report is available at:
www.rta.nsw.gov.au/roadprojects/projects/maintenance

The RTA is particularly interested in the community’s 
views on:

•The overall approach presented in the strategy.
• Any other issues that could affect the decision 
to retain or replace specific bridges.

Your submission is invited in writing by 26 August 2011 to:

• Timber Truss Road Bridges
Locked Bag 928 
North Sydney NSW 2059, or

• Email: timbertruss@rta.nsw.gov.au
™

www.rta.nsw.gov.au/roadprojects/projects/maintenance

1800 633 332  (during business hours)  timbertruss@rta.nsw.gov.au

Further information

RTA/Pub.11.266

The RTA will also be consulting groups such as the National
Trust of Australia (NSW), Engineering Heritage Australia and
the Royal Australian Historical Society as well as continuing
discussions with the Heritage Council of NSW.

Roads and Traffic Authority of New South Wales 

Privacy: The Roads and Traffic Authority (“RTA”) is subject to the Privacy and Personal
Information Act 1988 (“PIPP Act”) which requires that we comply with the Information
Privacy Principles set out in the PIPP Act.

All information in correspondence is collected for the sole purpose of assisting in the
assessment of this proposal. The information received, including names and addresses
of respondents, may be published in subsequent documents unless a clear indication is
given in the correspondence that all or part of that information is not published.
Otherwise the RTA will only disclose your personal information, without your consent,
if authorised by the law. Your personal information will be held by the RTA at
Roads and  Traffic Authority, 101 Miller Street North Sydney, NSW 2060.You have the
right to access and and correct the information if you believe that it is incorrect.
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