 Post Katrina Structural Inspection

Monday, May 14, 2007

Type: Primary residence

RE: Post Katrina Structural Inspection

Structure

Raised wood frame construction elevated on 15 pilings banded with 2x12 treated lumber, composition shingle roof.  House faced southeast looking over Lake Catherine.

Location:

25548 Chef Menteur Highway

Owner: 

Paul Fischer

Phone:  504-481-2758

Fax       504-481-2952

E-mail   pefischer@msn.com
History:

Mr. Fischer contacted Dammon Engineering to perform a structural inspection on the above residence.  The house had approximately 1,400 s.f. of living area.  The house had sustained wind damage in a previous storm named Lilly in 2002.The floor was approximately 12’ above the ground.  With the ground being approximate elevation 7’ NGVD this put the main floor level at approximate elevation 19’+/- NGVD.

The property is facing Chef Highway and the front door faced northwest.  East, west, and  south of the property is unprotected marshland and Lake Catherine. Mr. Fischer stated that after the hurricane Katrina the house was missing and only the wood piles that were not broken off were the only things remaining of the house.  When one observes the tall cement piers on the adjacent property immediately to the north still standing at 14’ and the house missing there can be no doubt that wind destroyed this and the other houses in the area long before the rising water arrived later in the day. This home sustained wind damage during Hurricane Lilly on 10/3/02, and had been restored to its original condition. 

Findings:

During a visual inspection of the property, the following was noted: 

1. Only about half the pilings remain in place

2. One steel spike 16” long remains in the top of one piling. (See photo)  It is bent in a westerly direction. 

3. Pilings that are missing were broken off even with the cement foundation.

Immediate Vicinity

Other homes in the vicinity were also destroyed.  Several of these homes were built on a higher foundation than this home, being well above the maximum flood depth in this area.  Ages of these homes vary from a few years to 40 plus years of age.  

Analysis:

The western edge of the eye of the hurricane was approximately two miles west of this residence, putting this residence in the north west quadrant with winds coming first from the east, then north east and as the eye passed, from the north and west.  The winds of Hurricane Katrina were blowing from the east and northeast at approximately 130 mph and with gust to 150 mph until the eye of the storm passed.  All weather related evidence support the theory that the structure was destroyed by the high wind prior to the flood arriving.  In some cases, the flood then took what was left of the broken building across Chef highway and into the marsh and/or Lake Catherine.

Hurricane force winds ripped the Lake Catherine area starting before dawn on Monday, August 29, 2005, prior to the flood that ensued later that morning.  The western quadrant of the eye of the hurricane passed over this area later that morning, probably about 8:30 a. m.  The winds out of the east north east and north were gusting and causing roofs and whole houses to shutter and come apart under relentless wind pressures of from 30 psf to 45 psf and above during the pre-dawn and early morning hours.  These gusting wind speeds caused variable wind pressures that were capable of shaking and dismantling the houses, long before flooding arrived, the flood peaking around noon on Monday, August 29.  Wind direction during this period was first out of the northeast and north prior to the eye passing and then from the northwest and then west following the eye passing.

Winds on Lake Pontchartrain are confirmed by the Louisiana State Office of Climatology to have reached 130 mph with gust well over that speed.  With this, variable forces of up to 40,000 lbs. Acted on the walls, windows, doors, etc., having the capability of shaking the building apart.

This building has been exposed to hurricanes in the past.  Hurricane Lilly on 10/3/02 did wind damage to this structure.  It was restored to its original condition afterward.

Hurricane surge waters had reached the shallow marshes north of Buras and Lake Borne long before reaching this area, and surges that were seen along the Mississippi Coast did not happen here, as they had been dampened by traveling across long stretches of these shallow areas, and were dampened and blown to New Orleans and Chalmette by winds out of the northeast.  When the water did come, it rose fast, but without a major wave to knock down houses.

The homes in this area were mostly one-story buildings.  These homes were generally above the flood height, but the wind, being there first did its damage to these houses that were not built to any particular code, and were demolished.  There is only one answer-the wind did the major damage, and the water carried off the remnants.

Reports from people who rode out the hurricane in nearby Rigolets Estates to Fort Pike and Irish Bayou, and those on Lakeview Drive, Carr Drive, and myself on Bayou Liberty, all attest to the fact that there was no great surge or wall of water that would have pushed over buildings, but instead a fast rising tied in all these locations, that followed the relentless wind.  These people also reported that the flood water did not reach 16 feet above sea level, and that they saw airborne roofs and other parts of buildings, boat houses, etc., fly by them in their respective locations.

Conclusion:

It is my professional opinion that the house was first battered and demolished by the winds of hurricane Katrina before the flood waters came, washing away much of the debris across the highway.

