



City plans to tunnel 5.4 miles

Way found to lower cost, lessen hassle of sewer project 
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It's the biggest public-works project in Columbus history, and you won't have to navigate a maze of orange barrels to get around it. 

City officials say they've changed construction plans for the upcoming installation of a 5.4-mile-long, 18-foot-wide sewer tunnel that's part of their strategy for eliminating spills into the Scioto River.

Instead of digging deep trenches from the surface to lay the pipe, they'll burrow 150 feet underground and bore their way from the Arena District to the Jackson Pike Wastewater Treatment Plant on the South Side.

The new method will cut years and dollars off construction time: It will be completed in 2015 instead of 2025 and will cost $231 million instead of the original estimate of up to $388 million.

It also will mean less hassle above ground for motorists and others who would have had to endure more than a decade of disruption along the Scioto.

"A few years ago this was not even imaginable," said Rick Tilton, assistant director of the Columbus Department of Public Utilities.

The city plans $2.5 billion in sewer and treatment-plant upgrades during the next 40 years. The federal government has demanded that Columbus stop spilling untreated waste -- an estimated 1.6 billion gallons annually -- into local waters during heavy rains.

The augmentation and relief sewer, scheduled to begin in 2010, is the biggest piece yet of the overall plan. It will store untreated sewage and storm runoff for up to three days, until volume slows and the Jackson Pike plant is able to treat it.

The new line will hook into existing sewers below the Arena District, follow under the Scioto River through Downtown and pass below the Brewery District. It will cross the river near Whittier Street, continue beneath Lou Berliner Park and end at Jackson Pike, near Frank Road and I-71.

Crews will tunnel the entire length, Tilton said, including under the river. It's a slow process, using a 75-foot-long boring machine that cuts through rock, processes it into smaller bits and sends it out on a conveyor belt on the back end.

"They don't just go zipping right through like they're cutting through butter," Tilton said.

This type of work has been done before, in cities such as Milwaukee and Toledo that also have faced federal orders to stop putting sewage into rivers and lakes.

Columbus, though, has had a bad experience with tunneling. In the 1990s, the cost of a 6-mile sewer tunnel dug from Griggs Dam to Dublin swelled from $63.4 million to $100 million because underground valleys filled with gravel and glacial deposits damaged a boring machine.

That history worries City Councilwoman Maryellen O'Shaughnessy, who asked Public Utilities officials this week if they will conduct more extensive soil tests before the next project.

"We learned from our mistakes," said Public Utilities Director Tatyana Arsh, who assured her they would.
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