Project to give Tower of Pisa little nudge in right direction
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PISA, Italy ‑ After nearly a decade of delays, a project to keep the Leaning Tower of Pisa standing has begun.

But residents whose livelihoods depend on the hordes of tourists who flock to Pisa for a view of the tower are hoping nothing will jeopardize their future.

“After all these years of study upon study, I just hope they have chosen, the best procedure,” Fabio Magagnini, a taxi driver, said yesterday. “Around town everyone is saying, 'Lets hope they don't make it fall.” 

According to an ambitious and risky ‑ plan, the 12th century tower will be straightened by a half‑degree, enough to stabilize it but not enough for the naked eye to detect.

If the project succeeds, as the international committee that devised the plan predicts, tourists might soon be allowed to make the dizzying climb up the tower's spiral staircase. Visits to the interior of the tower were banned in 1990 for fear the monument would collapse.

The first phase of the project involves the attachment of two sets of steel “suspenders.”
Yesterday, workers used a crane to attach a cable to a giant hook fixed to the third of the tower's eight stories about 85 feet above the ground. Each of the cables to be used will be anchored to giant winches dug into the ground about 100 yards from the tower.  

John Burland, a professor of soil mechanics in London and a member of the project's committee, said the suspenders are a precaution to steady the tower in case it teeters.

Once the cables are in place, which should be just before Christmas, workers will start removing about eight inches of soil from under the tower to allow it to settle better and lean less. It now leans 6 degrees ‑ 13 feet off the perpendicular.

If the digging makes the tower wobbly, the suspenders will be pulled tight to hold it.

The entire project is expected to take from seven to nine months.

If all goes well, both the suspenders and the 9.3 tons of iron slabs now attached to the tower to counter its lean will be removed.

But what if things don't go well and the tower topples?

“If we did nothing, that would happen,” Burland said. “The worst we could do is do nothing.”
Construction of the tower be​gan in 1173. The soil underneath it gave way when it was just 34 feet high, starting its centuries long tilt. Architects compensated, managing to complete it around 1350.

Galileo is said to have used the tower to test his theories on falling bodies.

So it's no wonder engineers 
haven't suggested straightening it completely. 

 

“It is feasible technically, but would be silly,” Burland, “Pisans don't want a straight tower. They want the Learning Tower of Pisa.”
A crane hoists a steel suspender that will be used to keep the Leaning Tower of Pisa from toppling during a project being undertaken to stabilize the landmark permanently.
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