I plan to complete some repairs to an existing steel riveted structure. Should I remove the rivet heads with a rivet buster, or can I use a torch to burn off the rivet heads?

Rivet heads may be removed by either mechanical means or careful use of oxygen-fuel gas cutting methods. If you use the oxygen-fuel gas method, use of a rivet cutting tip is recommended. Burn the rivet heads off by placing the tip perpendicular to the rivet and NOT by trying to cut the rivet head off from the side as you will likely score and damage the base steel material.  After removal of the rivet head, the rivet shank needs to be removed by mechanical means only.  Coring is permitted to assist the mechanical removal of the rivet’s shank but the coring process can not penetrate the surface of the rivet shank. 
If the intent is to discard and/or scrap the steel material, the rivets may be removed by any appropriate means acceptable to your engineer.  I believe it would be more economical to simply cut the steel into pieces for removal than to spend the time to remove rivets.
There are alternative oxygen-fuel gases that can be used for this procedure.  Some gasses may burn at a higher temperature than others causing scoring of the existing surface. Your local gas supplier can advise you of the best product you should use.
Keep in mind that the rivets will probably be smaller than the high-strength bolts that you will be installing.  You need to consider reaming each of the rivet holes before placing a new high-strength bolt – but that’s another subject.
Reference:  AREMA Manual for Railway Engineering, Volume 2, Chapter 15, Part 7.2.1.4c
