Structural Inspection

November 4, 2005

Type:
Residential

RE:
Post-Hurricane Katrina Structural Inspection

Material:
House is missing, but was obviously brick veneer on wood frame

Owner:

Mr. Tim Melius



22 Treasure Isle North



Slidell, LA  70461

History:

Mr. Melius reported to Dammon Engineering, Inc. that his home disappeared and was evidently blown away during Hurricane Katrina, and that in spite of his and others’ efforts to find their property, none has been found.  Mr. Melius asked Dammon Engineering, Inc. to try to provide him with the best plausible answer as to what happened in relation to the devastating wind and water that took as many as forty houses on the peninsula.

Findings:

1. The slab of the house and the broken bricks and some other debris are the only evidence that a house stood in this location.  When constructed, the house was built on fill so that the slab elevation is 17.9 feet above sea level.

2. Bricks were scattered on the yard on the lake side, being part of the lower rear wall.

Analysis:

1. Investigation of how the hurricane acted on this and other homes on Treasure Isle incorporates testimony from persons who rode out the storm in a home that was no more than half a mile from this dwelling, and by others, including myself, who rode out the storm in Slidell, Lake Catherine, as well as videos of the storm in progress.

2. Many of the homes in Treasure Isle had their floor elevation (first habitable floor) at or above elevation 15, NGVD.

3. When winds from the hurricane first struck the area on Monday, August 28, 2005, (and these winds did contain tornados) the general wind direction was from the northeast to southwest.  These winds, approaching 180 mph (see memo – Mayor Ben Morris to public dated September 28, 2005) battered the area until after noon.  When the wind switched to the south, the water came with it.  This water did not come in the form of a giant wave, but a fast rising tide that rose from the previous water level (there was some minor flooding prior to the wind switch) of approximately elevation 7.0 feet, to approximately elevation 14.0, in about one and one half hours.  This height and time approximation must have varied across the Lake Pontchartrain area, but those people that witnessed the storm all agree that this was the general scenario.
4. Without a tidal wave to crush the house, other means have to be blamed, the most likely of which is high winds and tornadic activity.

5. Following the house debris being scattered around the area, the floor waters took the debris inland (generally east to southeast) as far as Apple Pie Ridge Road, where one resident of Treasure Isle actually found one of his plaques, an award from the Volunteer Fire Department, with his name on it.
Conclusion:

It is my professional opinion, based on testimony of the several references listed below as having been eye witnesses, and my own observations during the storm, that this home was destroyed prior to the major flooding that occurred during the hurricane, and that the most plausible answer to what caused the disappearance of the dwelling, is wind.

Sincerely,

Emmett G. (Pete) Dammon, P.E.
Treasure Isle is less than a mile from the Rigolets Estates subdivision, both being directly exposed to water from Lake Pontchartrain and the Rigolets.
Water, when rising or falling, would present the same general conditions within that short distance of one mile.  This is to say that if the water presented a giant wave, or if it rose at a certain rate at one of these locations, it must have been the same, or nearly so, at the other.

Wind, on the other hand, and especially tornadoes and tordanic gusts that are found in Hurricanes, and which were reported in this hurricane, can do strange things like picking up one building and leaving the next, or cutting a swath through a group of houses and leaving others not a hundred yards away intact.

Treasure Isle, where most of the houses were built before the latest codes came into effect, but were built to withstand nature’s forces because of their locations, undoubtedly was exposed to tornadic winds that toppled these structures prior to the water taking what was left and depositing the debris in the marshes and in some cases in the houses of people living miles east of Treasure Isle.

An eyewitness, Mr. Leonard Brown, stayed in his home in Rigolets Estates during the storm.  Mr. Brown reported that high winds ravaged the area the morning of Monday, August 28, and that when the water came after the eye had passed by, it rose very quickly, but did not present a giant wave or wall of water that would topple houses that had their main floor above the highest level of the flood waters.  Contrary to this, it was reported that the water level in Rigolets estates rose to the floor level in many homes, but did not enter the living area.

True, many of the houses on Treasure Isle were below the FEMA level, but it is my professional opinion that all the houses on Treasure Isle were subjected to and succumbed to destructive winds that toppled them in many directions around their neighborhood, prior to the flood that carried them to the distant areas where they now lay undetected.

Some undoubtedly ended up in Lake Pontchartrain as well, either from the wind, or later from the water going in and later returning to the lake.
Investigating the foundations that were left behind, many display anchor bolts and rebar that are bent one way at one corner of the house, and a different angle at the other end of the house.

All the homes in Rigolets Estates were built after codes were imposed that provide for greater strength in buildings to secure them against wind and water.  These codes require that roofs and walls be better attached to the foundation, and that any walls below the FEMA level be breakaway walls.  This is all well and good for the people who built homes in Rigolets Estates, but the homes on Treasure Isle are for the most part much older, some dating back to the 1960’s and 1970’s, when no codes were imposed on the builders.  The winds took advantage of this and tore these houses apart before the water even came on land later in the day, after the eye had passed and the wind shifted.

This inspection is limited to the apparent visual conditions of the structural components of this building.  It does not cover, nor attempts to cover, any components, items, and/or conditions which, by their nature or location, are concealed or are difficult or hazardous to inspect, or which require the moving of furniture, flooring materials, rugs, fixtures, appliances, or any component-part nailed, bolted, or screwed down or shut.  No opinions are expressed regarding conditions which could be discovered only by the disassembly of any component parts, special testing, or removal of any concealing objects.

Inspections are made under normal weather conditions, and are not opinions of the conditions of the property and/or structure which may exist under unusual weather conditions, such as, but not limited to floods, heavy rains or snows, high winds, temperature extremes, or any act of God.  Specific hazardous wastes, toxic substances, toxic mold, air and water quality, communicable diseases, asbestos, soil, environmental, radon, carbon monoxide, formaldehyde, building code and termite conditions are not included in this report unless otherwise stipulated.

This report is not a warranty or guarantee of the property inspected, but it is our opinion of its condition at the time inspected.  Our liability shall be limited to reimbursement of the total cost of inspection.


