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Panel wants corps to show that coast can be saved

Peer review finds flaws in storm protection 

Wednesday, May 14, 2008 

By Sheila Grissett

East Jefferson bureau 

The Army Corps of Engineers still hasn't proved its key assumption that Louisiana's disappearing shoreline can be maintained, and that could be a fatal flaw in the agency's developing plan on how to provide some protection against catastrophic storm surges, a peer review panel said Tuesday. 
The National Research Council praised much about the voluminous Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration (LACPR) draft plan that the corps is preparing for Congress and set to deliver in December. 

But the council, whose members come from the National Academy of Sciences and National Academy of Engineering, also offered sweeping criticisms on several levels and challenged the corps to tackle a number of issues that are bound to stir political unrest, including: 

-- Seriously studying a major realignment of the lower Mississippi River to capture sediment critical to coastal reconstruction. 

-- Using the corps's own permitting powers to slow future conversion of water or wetlands to urban and other uses. 

-- Collaborating with local and state governments to implement full-scale buyout programs in the most at-risk areas. 

-- Aiding local governments in the use of planning, zoning and other regulatory tools to discourage more development in flood-prone areas. 

The report, ordered by Congress after Hurricane Katrina, is expected to identify the best methods of providing some defense against the kinds of major storms once routinely referred to as Category 5 events. It will rely on a combination of protective measures, including restoration of the state's at-risk coastline. 

But the National Research Council, which is being paid by the corps to pick apart its work and make suggestions for improvement, zeroed in on the LACPR report's failure to even identify how much Mississippi River sediment is available to do the massive restoration work required to stave off more coastal land loss. 

The LACPR team needs to ensure that sediment budgets are prepared for all coastal restoration plans in the final report to ensure that adequate materials are even available to do the work of helping save the coast, the council's report recommended. 

This was one of several perceived weak spots that the council's committee members focused on in their report and outlined Monday in a private meeting with corps leaders in Washington, D.C. 

"The glaring shortcoming is the assumption that the current shoreline will be maintained, yet they've made no argument to prove it," said review committee chairman Robert Dalrymple, former chairman of the civil engineering department at Johns Hopkins University who now holds the Hackerman chair of civil engineering. 

Dalrymple said he's hopeful that these calculations will be provided -- and the assumption resolved, one way or the other -- in a final report. 

"If there is enough sediment to maintain the coastline, great," he said. "But if not, the whole thing is derailed. This is a critical issue." 

Dalrymple said he's also hoping that the possibility of structure failure, as occurred during Katrina, is reflected in the concluding report. Models used for the draft didn't include those. "Future analyses should explicitly include probabilities of failure or inadequate performance, (as well as the) possible effects of human actions, such as improper operations during an emergency," the report recommended. 

He said there have been "indications" that it will happen. 

The council also criticized the corps's development of a decision-making matrix in lieu of specific plans and recommendations, including some that could be implemented more quickly. 

The council said Congress shares some responsibility for the confusion that began with ambiguous language in the marching orders the corps was given to produce the so-called "Cat 5" study. 

But committee members said that didn't justify the corps not providing "clear recommendations regarding preferred choices" of hurricane protection, risk reduction and restoration activities. 

"The congressional language, despite ambiguities does request analysis and design," the report said. 
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May 13, 2008
Report: Corps blueprint for coastal Louisiana falls short
NEW ORLEANS (AP) — The Army Corps of Engineers has fallen short in an effort to come up with a strategy to protect coastal Louisiana from the worst hurricanes, the National Research Council said Tuesday.

After hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated Louisiana in 2005, Congress instructed the corps to deliver by mid-2007 an assessment of requirements to protect the state from Category 5 hurricane. Category 5 is the highest measure on the Saffir-Simpson hurricane scale, a catastrophic cyclone with winds in excess of 155 miles per hour and pushing before it a storm surge of more than 18 feet. The corps is behind schedule and its analysis appears to be far from over.

A committee of the National Research Council, a branch of the National Academy of Sciences, took the corps to task Tuesday for the draft corps report issued in March.
Instead of providing a useful roadmap, the corps study lacks clear recommendations and clear cost estimates, the NRC report said.

“Congress and the citizens of Louisiana look to the corps of Engineers” for their expertise, the report said.

“Unless some advice regarding promising initial projects for ecosystem restoration, hurricane protection, and buyouts and relocations is provided,” the report said, “the planning effort will fall short of its potential to offer science-based, analytical advice on hurricane protection and coastal ecosystem restoration.”

A phone call to the corps seeking comment was not immediately returned.

To protect coastal Louisiana, the corps is considering traditional hurricane protection structures, like levees and floodgates, and restoring the region’s natural environment.

To understand the risks, the corps has done extensive computer modeling and calculated how proposed levees would fair against hurricane-driven flooding.

But NRC said the corps has failed to factor in uncertainties that must be taken in account by people living along the coast.

The report does offer “the true risk to homes and businesses and people” because it “does not consider the potential for structural failure of levees and floodwalls,” the NRC said.

Levee failures were the primary source of water that flooded 80 percent of New Orleans when Katrina struck in August 2005, and about a month later when Rita came ashore.

As for the natural component, Louisiana has lost about 2,000 square miles of coastal wetlands since the 1930s. The state wants Congress to fund a multibillion-dollar program to save marsh, barrier islands and cypress forests — features scientists consider natural defenses.

The corps report suggests Louisiana can staunch the wetlands loss, but the NRC said the agency did not provide evidence that sea level rise, degradation and subsidence will not turn more wetlands into open water.

If the wetlands cannot be maintained, the NRC said, the report “misleads the public” and casts doubt on any plans based on the existing coastline.

“If wetlands cannot be maintained, decision makers and citizens ultimately will have to make hard choices about where restoration can take place and where it cannot,” the report said.

Besides restoring wetlands and flood protection, the corps is looking at programs to get people to raise their homes and move away from dangerous areas.

But the NRC said more research is needed on who would participate in such programs.

Also, the corps report glossed over the possibility that people would move into dangerous coastal areas if bigger levees are built, the NRC said.

“This phenomenon took place in the decades prior to Hurricane Katrina,” the NRC said. “It is important that a similar process is not repeated in the future.”

Getting the corps to build Category 5 protection is one of Louisiana’s top priorities and coastal residents here see it as the ultimate goal, a lifeline.

In recent months, the prospects of seeing the massive estuary project move forward have brightened since the main presidential contenders — Sens. Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama and John McCain — have expressed interest.

While the Category 5 hurricane study is under way, the corps is spending about $14 billion to upgrade levees in the New Orleans region. Its target for completion is 2011.
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Corps storm plan rapped

Group says it’s late, lacks details 

· By AMY WOLD 

· Advocate staff writer 

· Published: May 14, 2008 - Page: 1A - UPDATED: 12:05 a.m. 

he Army Corps of Engineers’ latest plan for Category 5 hurricane protection in Louisiana is still very late and very short of recommendations, priorities and overall cost estimates, according to a National Research Council of the National Academies report released Tuesday.

The corps’ plan and the National Research Council’s review are the result of congressional action after hurricanes Katrina and Rita slammed into Louisiana in 2005. Congress directed the corps to develop a full range of methods and systems that would provide Category 5 hurricane protection to Louisiana’s coast.

A preliminary report was due to Congress by June 2006 and a final report in December 2007. The final report, however, is still pending.

It’s now expected the corps will release a final report this December or sometime in early spring or summer next year, said Robert Dalrymple, chairman of the National Research Council committee and the Willard and Lillian Hackerman Professor of civil engineering at Johns Hopkins University.

The National Research Council report praises the corps’ development of new ways to evaluate complicated decisions and procedures.

The report, however, is critical of the corps’ lack of priorities and clear recommendations.

“There should be some kind of recommendations made,” Dalrymple said. “They ended up with a shopping list of recommendations.”

In addition, the corps makes some assumptions that need better documentation, the report says.

For example, the committee questioned the corps’ assumption that coastal areas — currently losing about 24 square miles a year — can be stabilized at their current configurations.

The corps also didn’t present information to back an assumption that there is enough sediment carried by the Mississippi River to halt erosion, Dalrymple said.

“All of their plans require a lot of restoration to be done,” he said. “It’s not clear where that sediment would come from.”

Garret Graves, director of the Louisiana Governor’s Office of Coastal Activities, agreed.

“The chances of our coast remaining exactly as it is today is virtually an impossibility,” Graves said. “There’s no question we have a dynamic coast.”

He said corps officials explained they needed a baseline for their computer models, but they will take the Council’s recommendations into consideration.

Graves also said there are still concerns about the lack of details in the corps’ reports.

“The state has had concerns dating back to the previous administration,” Graves said. The reports from the corps have offered no recommendations that can be acted on or put in place — “which we believe was the intent of Congress,” he said.

On the positive side, Graves said it’s good to get an independent review of the corps’ plan before projects are designed.

This review by the National Research Council while the corps’ plan is in development helps identify problems before they happen, he said.

The Council also recommends that the corps:

· Evaluate how a major realignment of the lower Mississippi River could affect sediment capture for coastal restoration. 

· Pay more attention to limiting future development in high-risk areas behind newly built levee systems. “One of the major concerns is the corps builds something that encourages people to move into hazardous areas,” Dalrymple said. 

· Pay more attention to the roadblocks to “nonstructural” issues, such as buyout and relocation of residents from flood zones and the elevation of buildings. 

· Encourage more discussion of how federal, state and local agencies can better cooperate to make the plan work. 

