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Corps changes course on levees

It seeks to dump project, start new one in swamp 

By Matthew Brown and Meghan Gordon, West Bank bureau 
To plug a soft spot in the West Bank's hurricane protection system, the Army Corps of Engineers is proposing building a second storm surge gate and levee across a swamp south of Harvey, and scrapping plans for 100-year-storm fortifications along more than 40 miles of levees and floodwalls lining the Harvey and Algiers canals. 
Corps officials said the existing levee system, which allows floodwaters to reach into the heart of developed areas of the West Bank via the two canals, is comparable to the notorious "funnel" at the confluence of the Mississippi River-Gulf Outlet and the Intracoastal Waterway. The funnel allowed Hurricane Katrina to roar unchecked into the Industrial Canal, toppling floodwalls and leading to hundreds of deaths in New Orleans and St. Bernard Parish. 
Hoping to prevent a repeat of that disaster, the corps wants to "round out" a disjointed section of the West Bank levee system south of Harvey. That would entail building a three-quarter-mile levee through the Bayou aux Carpes swamp, and a new storm surge gate and pump station across the Intracoastal Waterway along the Jefferson-Plaquemines parish line. 
A sharp departure from earlier plans, the proposal caught West Bank officials by surprise. It follows months of criticism of the corps for failing to meet its timeline to finish floodwalls along the Harvey Canal that would shield Harvey, Gretna and Algiers. 
Now the corps' alternative plan, still in its early stages and with no cost estimate available, faces substantial political and environmental obstacles. Those are hurdles the corps likely will encounter on a much broader scale as it pursues dozens of miles of new levees across southeast Louisiana in coming years. 
West Bank officials said Friday that they were concerned the corps' Bayou aux Carpes proposal could delay long-sought upgrades to the area's hurricane protection system. And they insisted the corps first finish a $39 million storm gate under construction on the Harvey Canal near the Lapalco Bridge. 
Surge concerns 

Hurricane Rita highlighted the Harvey Canal's extreme vulnerability in September last year. Although the storm passed about 250 miles to the south, its surge pushed across the tattered marshes of the Barataria Basin, up the Intracoastal and then piled into the Harvey Canal. The water peaked at 4.86 feet above sea level -- within inches of overflowing the canal and just short of Tropical Storm Frances' record 4.9 feet in 1998. 
Jefferson Parish Councilman Chris Roberts called the Bayou aux Carpes proposal a "pipe dream." He predicted a backlash from residents of Harvey and Gretna when they find out the corps is considering yet another revision to their hurricane defenses. 
"The people of the West Bank are not going to tolerate waiting 10 years to get hurricane protection," he said. "We are going to do whatever we have to do to ensure that the project that's on the books already gets done." 
Bayou aux Carpes is fiercely protected by environmentalists, who fought in the 1970s to make the pristine cypress-tupelo swamp one of only 11 sites across the country to gain special protected status from the federal Environmental Protection Agency. As a result of that pressure, the EPA in 1985 blocked an attempt by the corps to build a levee across the swamp so the area could be drained for a proposed housing development. 
More recently, the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives passed separate pieces of legislation to make the swamp part of Jean Lafitte National Park. Neither bill has been signed into law. 
Corps and park officials said they are in discussions over the Bayou aux Carpes project but have not come to a resolution. The EPA also is involved, but officials from the agency could not be reached for comment Friday. 
A pathway for storms 

Bordered by the Intracoastal Waterway to the east and the Leo Kerner-Lafitte Parkway to the west, the 3,000-acre swamp serves as one of the few remaining natural buffers between the Gulf of Mexico and the heavily populated West Bank. In the wake of Katrina, the corps has decided neither that natural buffer nor existing levees are enough to protect the area. 
"It's a direct path from the Gulf right up that way," said Gib Owen, a biologist at the corps' ecological planning and restoration branch. "After Hurricane Katrina, we started looking at the MR-GO and anyplace where it pinches tighter and tighter. The water levels had to go somewhere, and the water levels went up. The computer models are showing that anytime we have something that's not just a rounded edge, you have the ability to funnel water, and that increases the (surge) height. It's just common sense." 
Corps officials said the new gate would block storm surge before it reaches the Harvey and Algiers canals. That would eliminate entirely the need for 100-year-storm levees and floodwalls inside the gate, they said. 
And it would make redundant the storm surge gate under construction along the Harvey Canal. However, that second gate still would be built as a second line of defense, Owen said, and the levees and floodwalls still would be built to the pre-Katrina authorized height: 11.5 feet along the Harvey Canal and 9.5 feet along the Algiers Canal. 
Project criticized 
Lt. Col. Murray Starkel, deputy district commander for the corps, said the newly proposed levee and gate would save "tens of millions of dollars" in construction costs -- money that would have been needed to raise the levees to the 100-year-storm height of 16 feet. 
Roberts said a sector gate further south would have made perfect sense had it been built when first proposed about 30 years ago. 
But with the construction of the massive Whitney/Barataria pumping station in 2004, a new sector gate could create a drainage nightmare like the one officials are trying to solve on the 17th Street Canal, he said. There, temporary pumps must extract rainwater if floodgates at Lake Pontchartrain close ahead of tropical storms. But if the rains are too heavy, the pumps could back up and lead to widespread flooding, the corps has warned. 

Chip Cahill, president of the West Jefferson Levee Board, called any departure from the current plans for a floodwall on the canal's east bank "completely and totally outrageous." 
"We don't have the homes of Old Metairie or the mansions of Uptown, but we work hard and we contribute to this community," Cahill said. "I'm sick of being treated like unwanted stepchildren." 
Plans for the new levee and floodgate hinge on a pending corps request to have its levee- strengthening program exempted from normal environmental reviews. Starkel said that if the White House's Council on Environmental Quality rejects the request, the Bayou aux Carpes project could prove "untenable" because of the time required for a detailed environmental impact study. 
Environmental groups accused the corps Friday of trying to steamroll environmental laws in its rush to build new levees. 
"I think the Army Corps of Engineers is stepping way out of bounds. There are ways to do it, do it right and get the entire environmental community's support. They've chosen not to do that," said Barry Kohl, president of the Louisiana Audubon Council and a geology professor at Tulane University. "What we're trying to look at are natural ways to protect the West Bank of Jefferson, and one of the ways of doing it is to keep intact cypress-tupelo swamp and marsh areas that are a buffer." 
Owen, the corps biologist, said the agency would build a "leaky levee" through the swamp to allow water to pass through and preserve the wetlands' hydrology. That's a concept borrowed from two other proposed levee projects, the Morganza-to-the-Gulf levee in Terrebonne and Lafourche parishes, and the Donaldsonville-to-the-Gulf levee south of New Orleans. 
"If there's any water flowing now through there, you're going to want to mimic that," Owen said. "We would put a lot of culverts or canal structures in there that would allow water to flow through with normal rainfall or tidal events. You would only close them during a tropical event." 

