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Summary 
Movable bridges are important parts of the infrastructure of countries having harbors and inland 
waterways.  Forms and features of major types of movable bridges are described including the 
operating machinery.  Problems of inspection and rehabilitation are discussed as are new trends in 
design brought about by a greater emphasis on aesthestics. 
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1 Introduction 
Movable bridges are important infrastructure features of many countries because of their essential 
links as part of the highway, railway, and waterway transportation systems.  A bridge is termed 
movable if it has one or more spans that can be quickly moved by permanent machinery mounted 
on the bridge.  They are built where the topography or land use pattern precludes construction of a 
fixed bridge having an acceptable roadway or railway track profile or because economics favors a 
movable over a fixed bridge. 

Worldwide, there are thousands of movable bridges of many types with spans ranging from a few 
meters to greater than 300 m.  Some are more than a century old with most in the 50-75 year range.  
The actual quantity is unknown because few countries have a national inventory and some countries 
do not release bridge statistics.  In the USA there are about 3000 active movables of which about 
2000 are highway bridges and 1000 support railway tracks.  British Waterways have 400 under their 
purview and the canals in Belgium are crossed by 200.  Finland has about 40.  There are hundreds 
more in Europe, but data is unavailable.  New movable bridge construction is underway in Australia, 
China, the USA, and in developing industrial regions elsewhere. 

Movable bridges are needed for improved vehicular and pedestrian traffic in expanding cities 
located on rivers and in those that are improving the infrastructure of derelict port facilities as 
cultural amenities.  Herein, a few of the major types of movable bridges and the machinery that 
operates them are very briefly described.  Issues arising in rehabilitation projects and new 
construction are discussed. 

2 Types of Movable Bridges 
By the canal-building era in Europe and Britain many of the basic forms of movable bridges had 
been developed, some with sophisticated mechanisms for manual operation [1, 2, 3].  Those 
movable bridges and those being built today, may be classified on the basis of the primary 
displacements (motions) and the axes of displacement of the movable span as listed in Table 1. 
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