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Trouble persists with pump system
Problems persist with N.O. pump system 

By Sheila Grissett

Vibration problems continue to plague the new pumping systems in three New Orleans outfall canals, a lingering problem that has caused the Army Corps of Engineers to miss yet another deadline for increasing drainage capacity at the particularly troublesome 17th Street Canal site. 

Corps officials had hoped to boost capacity there to 5,200 cubic feet per second by Oct. 31, one month before the 2006 hurricane season ends. But they were unable to install the six additional pumps required to meet that goal. 

Two of those pumps should be installed on the east side of the canal within the next week, bringing capacity to 4,460 cfs. The current capacity of the canal is 4,060 cfs. 

But the other four still are being tested in the manufacturer's Florida factory and won't be available until that process is complete, said Col. Jeffrey Bedey, commander of the corps' Hurricane Protection Office in New Orleans. 

"Given where we are with risk from weather right now, we decided to do more in-depth and detailed testing on those four at the factory," Bedey said, referring to the greatly reduced potential for formation of a major tropical system during the tail end of the season. 

Bedey didn't offer any prediction on when the four pumps would be ready for installation on the canal's west side: "That's a function of how long and how well the testing goes." 

In addition to more extensive testing, Bedey said, computer modeling is also being done to help resolve issues that have caused the corps to repeatedly miss deadlines in the past five months to get the pumps installed and performing at acceptable levels. 

Engineers also expect the modeling -- most of which couldn't be done before the initial pumps were installed because of time restraints and a compressed work schedule -- to help troubleshoot installation of additional pumps, which must be put in before next hurricane season. 

Reduced capacity 

The new pumps and floodgates, which also are being installed at the London and Orleans Avenue canals, will be used only if a tropical system threatens to push surge from Lake Pontchartrain up the open waterways and inundate New Orleans and parts of East Jefferson, as happened during Hurricane Katrina. 

In the face of a future surge threat, the floodgates would be closed and drainage of the canals would be limited to whatever capacity the new temporary pumping systems could provide to get storm water around the gates and into the lake. 

During a closure, the New Orleans Sewerage & Water Board pumps that service the canals would be forced to power down and match the capacity of the temporary pumps, which will substantially reduce the ability to drain basins that empty into three canals if the gates must be closed. 

If all pumps are working, Sewerage & Water Board representatives have said they can pump water into the London Avenue Canal at the rate of about 7,000 cfs. That figure greatly exceeds the current temporary capacity of 2,200 cfs that the corps has provided, and which it will increase to only 4,800 cfs for the next storm season. 

Farther west, monster Pump Station 6 straddling the 17th Street Canal is capable of pumping the 10,000 cfs that water board officials say they need to move water out of the 10,000-acre basin that drains into the canal. 

As things stand now, that isn't a figure the corps will try to duplicate as part of the temporary floodgate system, which is scheduled to be replaced by a new pump station at the mouth of the canal -- or some other permanent drainage system -- by 2010. 

Corps pumps project manager Jim St. Germain said his agency will provide the pumping capacity that computer models show is necessary to handle peak discharge from a 10-year storm, which is about 7,300 cfs at the 17th and 4,800 cfs at London. 

"We have to keep in mind that these are just the interim fixes," he said. "In 2010, we should have a permanent solution in place that we estimate will provide 12,500 cfs for 17th Street." 

Pumping capacity issues are not significant at the much smaller Orleans Avenue canal, officials said. 

Pulsation problem 

In the meantime, the corps has to resolve whatever technical, mechanical or engineering issues still hamper the proper installation and performance of pumps at all three canals. 

Not all the new pumps pulsate at unacceptable levels when they're run, but some of the pumps at all three canals are experiencing the problem at different levels, St. Germain said. 

"We now believe we've isolated the issue to the hydraulic motors, and we're focusing on those at present, and our contractors are working with us to get to the bottom of this," he said. 

Those contractors include the Texas-based company that manufactured the motors. 

Once a cause is identified, St. Germain said, a solution will be devised and implemented. 

He said engineers and consultants are also working on a way to correct water swirls and surface vortexes, or eddies, which reduce pump capacity in varying degrees. 

St. Germain said these water movements came as no surprise and would have been dealt with in the original design had there been time to model the project in advance. 

"But rather than delaying putting in the system, we'll fix them now," he said. "These are things that can be corrected after the system is in." 

While the pumps, which currently are out of the water at all three sites, can be operated, if necessary, before the vibrations are corrected, St. Germain said the capacity of vibrating pumps would be reduced somewhat. 

"There's simply no way to quantify exactly how much each one might be reduced, but we feel sure it wouldn't be a significant difference," he said. 

