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Project Title Pont Colbert 

Location Dieppe, France 

Initial input date  22.10.2017 

Current status Follow-up 

Latest update 30.10.2017 

Summary, status, prognosis 

The objective of the nomination was to prevent the imminent demolition of a 19th Century swing 

bridge, the largest of its kind in Europe (measuring 70 metres), still functioning with its original 

hydraulic mechanisms and controls, and still providing a reliable service.  The Pont Colbert 

(Colbert Bridge) in Dieppe was built as a swing bridge to provide a pedestrian and vehicular 

link across a 40 metre wide canal.  It links the historic Pollet district to the city centre, while 

being able to swing to one side to allow ships to pass through the canal.  At the time, the bridge 

demonstrated the potential of new technology, with its puddled iron construction, structural 

design and hydraulic technology. From its completion in 1888 until disabled by military action 

during World War II in 1944, it operated continuously and reliably. Repairs were completed in 

1946 and it has now operated reliably and consistently for a further seventy years. This is 

despite periods of neglect, including the lack of any corrosion proofing for the last fifteen years.   

The owner of the bridge, the Société Mixte du Port de Dieppe (SMPD), has asserted that a 

new bridge is essential for the future development of the port. The SMPD claimed that the 

repairs and adaptation to current norms would be too expensive, that its reliability should be 

improved, that it must be capable of being operated remotely and that it must open and close 

more quickly.  In practice, even if a new bridge could be made to swing substantially faster, 

say halving the opening and closing times, there would not be a significant time saving over 

the full operating cycle. 

The EN/EIBI action plan contained three elements 1) the Shareholders in the SMPD should 

not take any precipitate action, 2) there should be no decision taken without a comprehensive, 

independent technical and Cost Benefit Analysis first having been undertaken, 3) the bridge 

should seek Historical National Monument status as soon as possible. 

Classification: B - Good Progress.  



Basic data 

Nominator:  
Pascal Stefani, President of the Comité de Sauvegarde du Pont Colbert (through Catherine 

Gilles, Fondation du Patrimoine) 

Brief description:  
19th Century swing bridge in puddled iron, the largest in Europe still in operation with its 
original, fully operational, hydraulic systems still in place and meeting the needs of the 
people of Dieppe. 
Owner:  
Syndicat Mixte du Port du Dieppe. 

Administrator: 
Marie-Dominique FOUCHAULT 
 

Description, Context 

As part of a major programme of Port works, the Pont Colbert was built as a swing bridge to 

allow access to new areas of the port, while restoring communications both within the historic 

Pollet district and between the road system to the East of the city and the city centre. The 70 

metre long bridge spans a 40 metre wide canal and carries a two-lane roadway and two 

pedestrian walkways. It has operated continuously for nearly 130 years with a very high degree 

of past and continuing reliability. In the main, the bridge and its mechanism have the same 

configuration as they had when they were built. The “Pontier” (bridge-hand) who operated the 

bridge on the opening day would be able to walk straight into the control cabin and operate the 

bridge today. 

Dieppe has a long history of fishing and mercantile traffic and, more recently, cross channel 

ferry traffic. The bridge was built to allow a port expansion in its mercantile activities.  These 

are now in decline and being replaced by leisure traffic.   

Today, Dieppe is a less important port than before, and has been overtaken by some of its 

regional neighbours, for example, Le Havre. However, it still has four operating zones: a) a 

Ferry terminal and aggregate processing facility, b) the marina for pleasure craft inside the 

harbour to the West of the main channel, c) a fisheries zone on the East of the main channel 

and also in non-tidal basins, d) the commercial port, with tidal and non-tidal basins, accessed 

via the Pont Colbert channel. 

As well as generating its own traffic, the port system has an impact on traffic flows within the 

larger conurbation. The port effectively splits the Eastern part of the city from the main centre 

and West. Local traffic, both vehicular and pedestrian, normally crosses both the Pont Colbert 

and a bascule bridge, or has to go around the whole port system. Heavy freight traffic does 

not use either bridge: most of the usage is light vehicular and pedestrian.  The main road to 

the East of the bridge is a single carriageway of limited width with one lane in each direction 

and narrow pavements. The side roads are narrower.   

As a city, Dieppe is the poorest in the region and has the highest levels of unemployment.  

However, the Port is an important contributor to the local economy, although many of its 
traditional activities are in decline and it is increasingly dependent on the ferry terminal for 

growth. 

The Port is controlled by a not-for-profit company whose shares are held by the Region of 

Normandy (73%), the Departement of Seine-Maritime (15%), Greater Dieppe-Maritime (8%), 

and the City of Dieppe (4%). All shareholders are represented on SMPD, the governing body. 

After the port, the main contributor to the local economy is tourism. This business is highly 

seasonal - but is a combination of beach and cultural tourism 

Although there have been claims of structural instability in the bridge’s foundations, there is no 

evidence of this. Similarly, the hydraulic system is fully operational and the repair works 



required to some elements of the structure are due to a lack of maintenance, not structural 

weakness. The technology was state-of-the-art in the second half of the 19th century - and is 

a true hydraulic system - as opposed to modern oleo systems.  With the exception of some 

pipework changes, the system from the compressors forward is all original, including the 

accumulator, the actuators to lift the bridge, the actuators to operate the pad systems and the 

actuators to rotate the bridge.  The routine maintenance of these items is carried out in-house 

and the system has a very high availability record with very few operational failures. 

Issues, problems, threats 
There could be four genuine arguments for replacing the bridge. Firstly, the bridge cannot cope 
with tall vehicles. However, this has been the case for over twenty years and was not a problem 
while there were no available funds, and large trucks enter the town via a main artery. 
Secondly, the cost of a new bridge might be cheaper than a restoration of the existing one, but 
the actual costs of restoration were not adequately evaluated. Thirdly, the process requires 
some labour – but this is the town with the highest unemployment rate in the region, and the 
administrator has already reduced operational labour costs by half through the use of video 
cameras. Finally, the fourth, and arguably the only genuine argument, is that the port 
authorities want to be able to operate the bridge remotely. It is however, to be noted that the 
"pontiers" ensure a high level of reliability of the bridge’s operations and possess know-how 
which constitutes an important intangible heritage which should be preserved for the next 
generation. 
 

Status pre-mission 
The Port Authority had included a new bridge in its forward investment plan, and the overall 
business plan had been approved.  Most of the capital budget is funded by the shareholders 
via grant support, with a significant component of EU funding. In the case of the bridge, the 
budget figure seemed to be based on a proposal which had not been the object of a fully 
convincing tendering procedure.   
 

Summary EN/EIBI mission recommendations, action programme: 
The technical report, final version, was issued in June 2016 (the report is available on Europa 
Nostra’s website).  It found that: 
 

 The shareholders should require the Port Authority to undertake a proper economic        
evaluation of the proposal to replace the bridge, with retaining the bridge being included 
as one of the scenarios tested;     

 Technically, there was no reason why a 19th century hydraulic system could not be linked 
to a 21st century digital remote control system; allowing the existing bridge to be operated 
remotely, rather than being a drain on the local budget. 

 A bridge of a scale which would meet the needs of the site went beyond what could be 
provided by the city alone, even allowing for FAI’s determined efforts. 

 That there should be no decision taken about the bridge’s future before the outcome of 
further technical and financial feasibility studies; 

 The bridge appears to fully justify being awarded the status of National Monument, and 
a protection process should be launched as quickly as possible. 

 
Progress on recommendations and latest status 
 
The Comité de sauvegarde and the Europa Nostra team, cooperating on a close and fruitful 
basis over a number of months, was able to avert the situation. After having: thoroughly 
discussed the matter with the Port Authority, convinced the Regional authorities of the 
outstanding cultural and historical value of the bridge, gained more technical information on 
the feasibility to adapt the existing original structure and mechanisms of the bridge to the new 
needs, and established a sound relationship with the Regional Direction of Cultural Affairs 
(DRAC), the Pont Colbert has been listed as a Historic Monument at the regional level in March 
2017 and is therefore now protected. This has secured the future of the bridge, in as much as 
it cannot readily be demolished. Its upgrading and refurbishment are now ongoing. 
 
 

http://www.europanostra.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/7ME-2016-France-ColbertBridge-Report.pdf


Impact of EIBI/EN intervention 
 
Nominator’s Comments: 
The rapid intervention of the expert team was very impressive and has been both effective and 
efficient. Several major local politicians modified their views and pushed toward a protection 
of the bridge, with success. 
The next step will be to have the Ministry of Culture complete the listing of the bridge as a 
National Historical Monument. This should be finalised in 2018. The next objective will be to 
list and keep for future generations the human intangible heritage of the “pontiers”.  

  

Appraisal Team’s Comments:  
This operation was perhaps more urgent than any other project submitted under the EN7ME 
programme.  However, the combination of a small local group who were very active and 
dedicated to saving the bridge, and a responsive team from Europa Nostra, it was possible to 
present cogent arguments for the protection of the bridge.  
 
This satisfactory outcome will be followed through with the renovation of the bridge itself which 
has been now agreed.. 

 

Lessons learned: 
 The main factor in the success was the effort and persistence of a very small group of 

active, efficient and dedicated individuals, supported by a wider group of local people 
with a strong belief in their town and its identity. The emotional link and willingness to 
follow up on all opportunities generated a movement in the town which gave the group 
credibility and opened access at a political level with, from the beginning, the support 
of the Mayor but not, immediately, from other local authorities.  

 The EN/EIB-I delegation was able to work as a team to view the situation from different 
directions and identify solutions to issues in their own domain. The mission’s 
conclusions were made clear during the mission itself. The combination of techno-
economic expertise with an understanding of the potential heritage solutions at local 
and national level and the development of a fully-fledged argumentation for the 
safeguarding of the bridge allowed the team to identify weaknesses in the counter 
arguments and opportunities to protect the bridge in the short and longer term. 

 Following the mission, the EN team established a confident, close and permanent 
cooperation with the Nominator providing him specifically with support and advice, 
which contributed to the initiative’s success. 

 
 

  



 

Data on inputs & timing            Dates, Participants 

 
Appraisal: 

Nomination form submitted 30 July 2015 

Project selected as 7 ME: May 2016 

Questionnaire from EIBI 16/05/ 2016 

Response to questionnaire N/A 

Appraisal mission 31 May – 01 June 2016 

Participants:- EN      
                      EIB Institute 

Laurent Lévi Strauss, Etienne Poncelet 

Campbell Thomson           

Feedback letter post mission n/a 

Response to further questions n/a 

Technical report issued December 2016  

 
Follow-up: 

Request for progress report n/a 

Response on progress n/a 

Follow-up visit n/a 

Participants: EN 
                     EIB Institute 

n/a 
n/a 

Report on follow-up visit n/a 

Fact sheet prepared by n/a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


