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Background
Bridges in many parts of Texas are prone to icing on 
the bridge deck during winter events, which poses 
severe travel disruptions and potential accidents to 
the drivers. Therefore, bridge deicing is critical to 
ensure roadway safety, mobility, and productivity 
reasons. However, the commonly used chemical 
deicing methods are considered less effective in 
certain weather conditions, often energy-intensive, 
corrosive to the bridge materials and substructure 
elements, and potentially dangerous to the 
surrounding environment. Geothermal energy, or 
ground-source heat, is a reliable and green energy 
source that can be utilized by ground-source heat 
pumps for heating bridges to prevent bridge icing. 
In phase II, this research aimed to develop and test 
a geothermal-bridge deicing system for in-service 
bridges in Texas. As shown in the schematic for 
the geothermal bridge de-icing system, the bridge 
geothermal de-icing system consists of ground 
loops, bridge loops, heat pumps, and water pumps. 
The loops are closed-loop pipes filled with a heat-
carrier fluid circulated from the ground to the 
bridge via heat pumps and water pumps. The heat

pumps can extract heat from the ground at a high 
efficiency, e.g., 3-5 watts of heat output with 1 watt 
of electricity and supply warm fluid to the bridge 
loops as high as 110˚F.

Conceptual diagram of the geothermal heat pump 
de-icing system (GHDS) (Habibzadeh Bigdarvish et al. 

2019)

What the Researchers Did
The research team developed and optimized 
a geothermal bridge deck deicing system that 
can be installed onto in-service bridges through 
retrofitting. To meet the installation and bridge 
inspection challenges, the research team tested 
various bridge heating loop designs considering 
heating fluids (water-based vs. CO2), insulation 
materials (spray-on polyurethane vs. geofoam), 
and loop configurations (geometry and insulation 
coverage). Prototypes of various bridge heating 
loops were evaluated and tested at different scales 
in the laboratory and field under simulated and 
real winter weather scenarios. Selected bridge 
heating loop designs were tested on a mock-up 
model bridge constructed in Fort Worth with 
one geothermal borehole in 2019, 2020, and 
2021 winter events. Following the successful 



deicing performance of the mock-up geothermal 
bridge, the geothermal bridge deicing system was 
implemented on an 8-span, in-service flat-slab 
concrete bridge with 16 geothermal boreholes in 
Fort Worth as a pilot geothermal bridge and tested
successfully in the 2024 winter events. Also, the 
environmental impacts and cost-benefits of the 
geothermal bridge deicing system were also 
analyzed using historical and newly collected data 
on geothermal bridges.

What They Found
At the test site, the ground temperature below 25 
ft. is approximately constant at 72˚F year-round. 
During the deicing operations, the supplied 
fluid temperature from the 430-ft. geothermal 
borehole is about 63˚F. The mock-up geothermal 
bridge performed satisfactorily in deicing during 
all winter events and snow-melting during most of 
the winter events observed from 2019-2024. The 
pilot-geothermal bridge was observed to be ice 
and snow-free during the winter events of January 
2024 when the air temperature was below 14˚F, 
and the accumulated snow was less than 1 inch. 
The bridge heating loop temperature can be 
maintained at around 110˚F maximum for deicing 
operations. The observed average heat flux was 
230 W/m 2 for the mock-up geothermal bridge of 
8-in. deck thickness and 90 W/m 2 for the pilot-
geothermal bridge of 19 in. deck thickness. The 
geothermal heat pumps were found to have an 
average coefficient of performance (COP) of 4.5 
during deicing operations. The construction cost 
per unit heating deck area for the pilot geothermal 
bridge is $42/ft 2. The life cycle cost-benefit 

analyses of the pilot- geothermal show a benefit 
to a cost ratio of 7, yielding substantial savings in 
corrosion prevention and safety enhancement, 
notably in reducing traffic delay times and 
accidents.

What This Means
At the test site, the ground temperature below 25 
ft. is approximately constant at 72˚F year-round. 
During the deicing operations, the supplied 
fluid temperature from the 430-ft. geothermal 
borehole is about 63˚F. The mock-up geothermal 
bridge performed satisfactorily in deicing during 
all winter events and snow-melting during most of 
the winter events observed from 2019-2024. The 
pilot-geothermal bridge was observed to be ice 
and snow-free during the winter events of January 
2024 when the air temperature was below 14˚F, 
and the accumulated snow was less than 1 inch. 
The bridge heating loop temperature can be 
maintained at around 110 ̊ F maximum for deicing 
operations. The observed average heat flux was 
230 W/m 2 for the mock-up geothermal bridge of 
8-in. deck thickness and 90 W/m 2 for the pilot-
geothermal bridge of 19 in. deck thickness. The 
geothermal heat pumps were found to have an 
average coefficient of performance (COP) of 4.5 
during deicing operations. The construction cost 
per unit heating deck area for the pilot geothermal 
bridge is $42/ft 2. The life cycle cost-benefit 
analyses of the pilot- geothermal show a benefit 
to a cost ratio of 7, yielding substantial savings in 
corrosion prevention and safety enhancement, 
notably in reducing traffic delay times and 
accidents.

For More Information

Project Manager:
Tom Schwerdt, RTI Tom.Schwerdt@txdot.gov

Research Supervisor:
Xinbao Yu, UTA xinbao@uta.edu

Project Monitoring Committee Members: 
Elijah Zelenov, Frank Estrada III, Justin Thomey, 
Kevin Pruski, Manual Padron Jr., Mark Burwell

Research and Technology Implementation Division
Texas Department of Transportation
125 E. 11th Street
Austin, TX 78701-2483

www.txdot.gov
Keyword: Research

Technical reports when published are available at
https://library.ctr.utexas.edu.

This research was sponsored by the Texas Department of Transportation and the Federal Highway Administration. The contents of this report reflect the views of the authors, 
who are responsible for the facts and accuracy of the data presented here. The contents do not necessarily reflect the official view or policies of FHWA or TxDOT. This report 
does not constitute a standard, specification, or regulation, nor is it intended for construction, bidding, or permit purposes. Trade names were used solely for information and 
not for product endorsement.


