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WASHINGTON — Five 
years after the devastating col-
lapse of an interstate bridge 
in Minneapolis, university 
researchers are developing 
new wireless technology that 
would warn of problems that 
could cause such disasters.

On Aug. 1, 2007, rush-
hour traffic moved along the 
Interstate 35 West bridge in 
Minneapolis. Suddenly, most 
of the bridge broke off and 
fell into the Mississippi River, 
killing 13 people and injuring 
145. It was one of the worst 
bridge disasters in U.S. his-
tory. The bridge had passed 
federal inspections for years, 
the National Transportation 

Safety Board found.
As the nation’s bridges 

age, they’re becoming more 
dangerous, especially the 
“baby boomer bridges,” the 
large number built during the 
1950s and ’60s, according to 
the American Association of 
State Highway and Transpor-
tation Officials. In 2010, the 
Federal Highway Adminis-
tration labeled more than 11 
percent of highway bridges 
— almost 70,000 — “struc-
turally deficient,” meaning 
the bridges had significant 
defects requiring major im-
provements or replacement. 
As part of the push for in-
creased bridge safety stem-
ming from the Minneapolis 
disaster, separate engineer-

ing teams at the University of 
Maryland and North Carolina 
State University are designing 
wireless sensors that can de-
tect problems early and alert 
authorities in time to prevent 
similar tragedies.

“You go to a checkup, you 
find a condition of your body,” 
said Chung Fu, a University 
of Maryland engineering re-
search professor who helps 
lead one of the teams. “So you 
put a sensor on the bridge and 
find the health of the bridges.”

For instance, the tiny sen-
sors are placed on areas of the 
bridge where there are cracks 
or that are prone to cracks, Fu 
said. Then the bridge’s health 
can be monitored from com-
puters at another site. In the 

event of an emergency, a text 
message or email alert would 
be sent to authorities, said 
Mehdi Kalantari, a University 
of Maryland research engineer 
who leads the other team.

One of the projects con-
ducted by University of 
Maryland researchers has de-
veloped wireless sensors that 
can detect problems includ-
ing strains, cracks, deforma-
tion, vibration, temperature 
and humidity — all aspects 
of bridge health, said Kalan-
tari, who led the project and 
recently started a company to 
manufacture his systems. The 
project has been tested on an 
Interstate 495 bridge in Mary-
land for two years with great 
results, he said. 

Sensors for detecting bridge defects in works
By Annika McGinnis
McClatchy Newspapers

KentuckySports.com is all blue, covering UK football, basketball, baseball and other UK sports. 
Check “Blasts From the Past,”
any football game story
the Herald-Leader
has written since 1983. It’s all blue.

WASHINGTON — There 
may be a love story at the in-
tersection of the nation’s bat-
tered economy and a steady 
rise in its obesity rates: Com-
pared with men without a 
care in the world, men who 
are stressed out are more like-
ly to find a rounder, plumper 
woman more attractive. 

Men under stress not only 
rated the attractiveness of 
heavier women more posi-
tively, they found women ap-
pealing across a wider size 
spectrum than did men who 
were not stressed, says a new 
study published by the open-
access journal Public Library 
of Science (PLoS) One.

Those findings are in line 
with long-standing evolution-
ary theories of how humans 
define beauty ideals in the 
opposite sex. Whether it’s a 
man’s square chin or the curve 

of a woman’s waist, physical 
traits that project good health, 
maximum fertility and access 
to food and shelter promise 
the interested party the pros-
pect of a good mate for carry-
ing forth one’s genes, and are 
thus more attractive.

By this reasoning, traits 
that convey ample access to 
food and an ability to with-
stand hardship will become 
more appealing in places and 
at times when food supplies 
are scarce or threatened.

The study, conducted by 
researchers from the Univer-
sity of Westminster in Lon-
don, gathered 81 heterosexual 
male university students be-
tween the ages of 18 and 42, 
and divided them into two 
groups. Each individual in the 
no-stress group was shown to 
a quiet room before he was 
asked to judge a series of pho-
tographic and standardized 
images of women who ranged 

from emaciated to obese.
To induce stress in the 

members of one group, the re-
searchers put individuals in a 
mock job-interview situation, 
standing each man before a 
video camera, tape recorder 
and a panel of four judges and 
asking him to make a five-
minute pitch for himself. The 
“stressed” participants were 
then further rattled by having 
to count backward from 1,022 
by factors of 13.

The researchers acknowl-
edged that beauty ideals are 
strongly influenced by cul-
ture and can differ markedly 
among various ethnic groups. 
As a result, all of the partici-
pants in the study were white 
British men. Further research, 
the researchers said, might 
aim to flesh out how the ex-
perience of chronic stress 
might account for differences 
in body-size judgments within 
and between ethnic groups. 

Males under stress go for rounder women
By Melissa Healy
Los Angeles Times
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