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Boone sewage tunnel ahead of schedule
BY MIKE RUTLEDGE • MRUTLEDGE@NKY.COM • JANUARY 16, 2010 

BOONE COUNTY - Deep below the snow-covered fields near Botts Lane, a 65-ton Celtic Tiger is 

clawing a 12-foot-wide path through the shale and limestone, 16 hours a day, five days a week.

This is not your average groundhog burrowing 

a tunnel: The boring machine nicknamed the 

Celtic Tiger is 193 feet long, working more 

than 130 feet below the surface, and is on a 

gradual six-mile eastward journey that will take 

it to near Camp Ernst Lake County Park by 

this time next year.

"It's running so good that we can't keep 

everything else up with it," chuckled Larry 

Lenahan of Westlake, Ohio, with the project's 

contractor, McNally/Kiewit Joint Venture.

• Photos: A close-up look at the project 

Working behind the boring machine, crews 

operate tiny locomotives that pull sets of six 

miniature rail cars through the tunnel to the 

site near the Boone County town of Belleview 

along the Ohio River where the Western 

Regional Treatment Plant is under 

construction.

The Celtic Tiger is the primary piece of 

machinery being used to increase Sanitation 

District No. 1's ability to treat sewage from 

local sinks, toilets and factory drains, as well 

as the storm water that falls over Northern 

Kentucky.

During several heavy rainfalls per year, storm 

water overwhelms local sewage-treatment 

plants to the point that the treatments must be 

bypassed, with storm-diluted sewage instead 

pouring untreated into local creeks and rivers. During such periods, when residents flush their toilets 

the flow makes its way into the Ohio River without treatment.

This tunnel, being built at a cost of $109.4 million, will help alleviate such problems - especially in 

Richwood, Florence, Union and unincorporated areas of Boone County along Gunpowder Creek. It 

also will help stop sewage overflows into Banklick Creek near Interstate 275 and Ky. 17.

The tunnel will prevent sewage overflows in two ways:

It will convey sewage and storm water to the new treatment plant.

 
    

The Enquirer/Patrick Reddy 
Charles Pike operates a locomotive pulling muck cars 
through a tunnel being bored under Boone County for a 
regional sewage treatment plant. The tunnel will be six miles 
long and extend from western Boone County off Ky. 20 to 
Camp Ernst Road, Union.
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After heavy storms, large gates inside the tunnel can be closed and the large tunnel can store the 

sewage/rain mixture until the new treatment plant isn't overwhelmed and can treat it. The closed 

tunnel will be able to hold 14 million gallons after storms - about four times the capacity of Coney 

Island's Sunlite Pool.

The tunnel-boring machine was built in 1969 by Robbins Co. and is working on its 13th project. It has 

excavated more than 100,000 feet in its lifetime, including in Frankfort and Cleveland. Approximately 

85 percent of the machine has been refurbished and updated, including most recently this year in 

Medina, Ohio.

The machine has a circular face 12 feet wide that turns about 6.5 times a minute and works almost 

like a spinning cheese grater through the rock. But it's more complicated than a cheese grater 

because jutting from the front of the 12-foot are 27 foot-wide cutting machines that dig into the rock 

ahead of the machine.

Celtic Tiger began chewing its way beneath Boone County on Aug. 18, and should reach its 

destination by late December or early January if it progresses 500 feet a week. It's now about two 

months ahead of schedule. After the tunnel is dug, crews will fill it with 8.5-foot-diameter pre-cast 

pipe sections that should provide capacity for decades or centuries - even for the most expansive 

forms of projected growth in the fast-growing area.

"Sometimes when we build highways or expressways, within a number of years, people say, 'Why 

didn't they put another lane in?'" said sanitation district General Manager Jeff Eger. "This is not just 

for our generation, but it's for generations to come."

The tunnel was sized based on projections of "ultimate growth," Eger said. "So it's been built for what 

we believe would be the ultimate development of the watershed that it's going to handle."

Boone County residents have been curious about the project after some initially were concerned, 

said John Swann of England with the firm Hatch Mott MacDonald, which is overseeing the project.

"Once we explain we're not tunneling underneath your house they become more interested than 

worried," said Swann, who has worked 30 years in the tunneling industry, on every continent except 

Antarctica. The tunnel does not pass below any building, officials said.

About 130 feet beneath the earth near Possum Path Road and Moonlite Drive, Steve McKnabb of 

Athens, Ohio, Bud Dyer of Missouri and Bill Bracken of Weirton, W.Va., were part of a seven-man 

crew that was digging 20-foot-wide Shaft 2, which eventually will reach straight down to the tunnel. 

Of those working on the project, about 70 percent are local, officials said.

The people working amid the noise near the 80-degree-Fahrenheit area near the borer machine 

"make $36 an hour," said Richard Sink of Georgia, a senior inspector with Hatch Mott MacDonald. 

"And they earn every penny of it."

The tunnel and 20-million-gallon-per-day treatment plant, which should be finished by mid-November 

2012, are part of the sanitation district's compliance with a lawsuit settlement approved in 2007 with 

state and federal environmental regulators to reduce local sewage overflows.

Eger said he hopes future Northern Kentuckians "will never have to experience the amount of 

sewage that's overflowed in people's homes and in the creeks where their kids have played, and 

other water bodies."

The tunnel "is pretty important," agreed Lenahan. Building sewers doesn't often win much praise, 

but, "It directly relates to our health," he said.
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