THE WETLANDS STORY BEHIND THE NEW ORLEANS DISASTER

by Ruth Flournoy & Gail Payne

More than a million people evacuated to higher ground.  Some 200,000 remained; however, these were the car-less, the homeless, the aged and infirm, and those die-hard New Orleanians who look for any excuse to throw a party.  The storm hit with the fury of a nuclear warhead, pushing a deadly storm surge into Lake Pontchartrain.  The water crept to the top of the massive berm that holds back the lake and then spilled over.  Nearly 80 percent of New Orleans lies below sea level- more than eight feet in places- so the water poured in…As it reached 25 feet over parts of the city, people climbed onto roofs to escape it…Thousands drowned in murky brew that was soon contaminated by sewage and industrial waste…It took two months to pump the city dry, and by then the Big Easy was buried under a blanket of putrid sediment, a million people were homeless, and 50,000 dead.  It was the worst natural disaster in the history of the United States.

A chilling account of recent events?  No, a hypothetical scenario created in a National Geographic article on diminishing Louisiana wetlands ONE YEAR AGO. In this article a University of New Orleans geologist, Shea Penland, was quoted as saying, “ It’s not if it will happen, it’s when.”

Wetlands, in addition to providing vital habitat for animal and marine species (and supporting maritime industry), act as vital barriers from the onslaught of hurricanes.  The National Geographic article pointed out the loss of over 1900 square miles of wetlands along the La. coast since the 1930s. With its tremendous runoff, the Mississippi River originally built and annually replenished the marshy coastline of La., also creating islands and a swamp that covered more than 6000 square miles in the early 1900s. In 1930s levees were built, ending spring flooding which nourished wetlands with nutrients in soil sediment that was deposited over large areas. The next assault came when nutria, a South American rodent imported by fur farmers, escaped into the marshes and began feeding off the fragile root systems. By the 1960s industry required dredging of 14 major ship channels by the Corps of Engineers for expansion of the New Orleans Port System, and finally the oil and gas industry needed to carve up the wetlands with habitat changing saltwater canals for access to oil field projects.

Realizing that we cannot stop all business growth and progress but must rebuild and conserve Louisiana wetlands, scientists, environmental groups, business leaders and the U.S. Corps of Engineers all joined forces last year in creating an ambitious $14 billion plan over 30 years to save and rebuild what is left. They feared the outcome of a catastrophic hurricane strike on New Orleans. Washington balked at the price tag, which ironically now looks more reasonable as we assess Katrina damage today, and instead supported a $2 billion ten-year plan.  

You can support the effort to save and restore ALL of our country’s coastal wetlands by contacting or contributing to the America’s WETLAND campaign- www.americaswetland.com
For more info. see: United States Geological Survey www.usgs.org; Us Army Corps of Engineers www.usace.gov
