Notation 7975A

Member Deborah A. P. Hersman and Member Kathryn O’Leary Higgins,
Dissenting:

The collapse of the Minneapolis [-35W bridge presents a unique confluence of
factors that we believe makes it an excellent candidate for a public hearing. The accident
involved the sudden collapse of an interstate highway bridge, an accident that potentially
has implications in every single state. Our interstate highway system is now 50 years old
and, in many locations, is over capacity. Our aging transportation infrastructure has been
the topic of many public and Congressional debates in the past few years, and the topic is
not likely to move out of the public consciousness any time soon. The fact that our
talented investigative team has already uncovered a design discrepancy in this 40-year-
old bridge gives us pause to wonder about the safety of thousands of other highway
structures of the same era all across our country. A focused public hearing may uncover
significant useful information not only for the Board but also for the transportation
community as a whole.

The Board is authorized to conduct public hearings, not only to gather
information, but also to provide the public a level of transparency, accountability, and
reassurance that the Safety Board is conducting a thorough and independent
investigation. The [-35W Highway bridge collapse has captured the attention of the
public, not just in Minnesota, but across the nation. This accident received national and
international press coverage, and visits from the President, the First Lady, the Secretary
of Transportation, Congressional leaders, and other VIPs. That attention has only
heightened the public’s interest in finding out what happened.

We recognize that a political debate is raging in Minnesota about the maintenance
this particular bridge received in its 40-year history. Because of this debate and the
resulting pressure on some of the parties to the investigation, staff argues that a public
hearing may cause these parties to proceed without participation of Board investigative
staff who may be pulled away to participate in the public hearing. Staff are concerned
that the Safety Board could lose control of the investigation if the completion of the
ongoing critical computational modeling activities are delayed. While we understand
staff’s concerns, we believe they are not well founded. The Safety Board is conducting
the only truly independent investigation of this accident. If we do a thorough,
conscientious job that includes a public hearing with participation from the parties and
that provides answers to the myriad of questions that have been raised, the public will
respect and support that effort and the final product.

We do not suggest that political debate should be part of a public hearing by the
Board or that we should abandon our significant and central role in the computational
modeling activities. However, the very fact that the debate is taking place presents an
even more compelling reason to have a public hearing and provide enough transparency
to assure the public that our independent investigation transcends local arguments and







