I-10, Another Victim of the Storm, Enjoys a Quick Rebirth 
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NEW ORLEANS - It was one of the most memorable images in the wake of Hurricane Katrina: the twin spans of Interstate 10 over Lake Pontchartrain impossibly broken into pieces, their 260-ton slabs tossed into the water like gigantic mah-jongg tiles by the storm surge.
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Eros Hoagland for The New York Times

The Interstate 10 bridge over Lake Pontchartrain is undergoing final repairs after being ravaged by Hurricane Katrina's storm surge. 
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Lori Waselchuk for The New York Times

A look at some of the destruction on the I-10 bridge on Aug. 30, the day after the hurricane. 

But amid all the things that have gone wrong on the Gulf Coast, the repair of the crucial highway has gone unusually right, coming in ahead of time and under budget. By cannibalizing one bridge to fix the other, and then using temporary steel spans to fix the first bridge, the State of Louisiana and the contractor were able to open one span in October and plan to have traffic flowing on the other as early as Jan. 6, nearly two weeks ahead of schedule.

With the bridges torn apart, a major artery of transportation joining New Orleans and Slidell was cut off. 

I-10 is one of three coast-to-coast interstates that link the entire nation, stretching from Jacksonville to Los Angeles; the broken spans were an affront to the Jack Kerouac sensibility of a vast nation united by its long ribbons of concrete.

Drivers of all kinds are delighted to have their route back; Mike Smid, president of Roadway Express, a major commercial trucking company, said he had assumed there would be east-west backups throughout the winter.

"I would say we're at least six months surprised," Mr. Smid said. "I would characterize it between exceptional and heroic."

Road damage from Hurricanes Katrina and Rita was widespread across coastal Louisiana and Mississippi. In Congressional testimony in October, Johnny B. Bradberry, the Louisiana transportation secretary, estimated the cost of repairing and replacing the state's damaged roads, bridges, public ports, airports, railroads and other transportation systems at $5.5 billion. 

But one of the highest priorities was getting the Interstate open, and doing so quickly required creative thinking, dedication and no small amount of luck. "From the first day, it's really required some ingenuity," said Mark Lambert, a spokesman for the Transportation Department. "They've constantly had to improvise."

The work was financed by the Federal Highway Administration, which advised Louisiana on the project. Norman Y. Mineta, the federal transportation secretary, said through a spokeswoman that the project was "serving as a model for the kinds of efficiencies we should try to achieve in all gulf rebuilding projects."

The state issued a request for competitive bids on the project just 11 days after the storm, Mr. Bradberry said, and made a decision on the same Friday afternoon that the bids were reviewed. Workers swarmed the bridge the next morning and have worked around the clock since. 

The winning contractor, Boh Brothers Construction, was working under difficult circumstances; its own offices in New Orleans were damaged by the storm, and the company worked out of temporary quarters in Baton Rouge. Many of the company's workers had lost their own homes, and hundreds had disappeared, most likely to other cities and other jobs.

The company housed some of its workers in its own facilities, and gave others a housing allowance for the first three months after the storm, said Robert S. Boh, the company president. "The goal was just to get people over the initial hardship and get them to where they could get their families squared away and keep working," he said.

Speed was crucial: the company would earn $75,000 for each day before the deadline that it finished the first span, but would suffer a $75,000 penalty for each day after Oct. 31 that the work on the first span dragged on. 

The initial assessment showed about 400 feet of open or broken pavement on the 5.4-mile bridges. More than 60 of the 65-foot slabs were damaged beyond repair. The eastbound span had suffered the least damage, and in order to move quickly, the company took undamaged slabs from the westbound span and moved them over to the other bridge.

The plan was ingenious, and had been successfully tested before in Florida, where another span of I-10, the Escambia Bay Bridge near Pensacola, had taken a hit from Hurricane Ivan in 2004. Louisiana hired Volkert Construction Services, the same engineering company that had done the work in Florida, as a consultant on the job. 

Hurricane Rita set the crews back by the better part of a week, but Boh Brothers still beat the deadline for Phase 1 by 16 days, earning the company a bonus of $1.1 million, the most it could get, in the process. The cost of that Phase 1 work was about $31 million - nearly $20 million less than the state's initial estimate. Since late October, there has been two-way traffic on the single completed bridge. 

Filling in the gaps in the westbound bridge required quick work by Acrow, a company based in Parsippany, N.J., that makes quick-construction bridges. Each missing slab has been replaced by a temporary steel bridge, leaving a patchwork of concrete and trestle that led Mr. Lambert, of the State Transportation Department, to admit that "it's an odd-looking bridge now." He added, however, that the finished bridge would fully support the weight of traffic. 

Mr. Boh said that the fact that the job was performed by a New Orleans contractor was a tremendous source of pride for his workers, and for the state.

"This is a case where local people stepped in to really help get their city back in shape," Mr. Boh said. Louisianans should be pleased, he said, that the state did not have to use outside help. "If the local people can do it, that's better," he said. "We need to stabilize our economy down here."

Congress has appropriated up to $629 million for a sturdier bridge to replace the 43-year-old twin span; it would broaden the crossing to six lanes from four, with spans that will sit considerably higher than the old bridge. Planning has already begun, Mr. Bradberry said.

"We're blowing and going on that thing," he said.
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