
173

12
Coastal Restoration and Protection  
and the Future of New Orleans 
Mark S. Davis

New Orleans and coastal Louisiana are joined at the hip. It is 
impossible to understand New Orleans apart from the coast, 

and the fate and future of each is inextricably tied to that of the 
other. Those ties, often invisible to many—even to a generation 
or more of the city’s own residents and leaders—have come into 
much clearer focus following the 2005 and 2008 hurricane seasons 
and the 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon blowout, an entirely man-
made disaster. Those painfully acute catastrophes have combined 
with the chronic and largely induced collapse of coastal Louisi-
ana, one of the continent’s greatest estuarine and wetland regions, 
raising fundamental questions about the sustainability of both the 
coast and the city. They have also given rise to reborn awareness 
of the importance of both and to an emergent “civics of sustain-
ability” movement that may represent the best hope for the future 
of these treasures and, by extension, for other parts of the nation 
that are facing their own struggles with survival and sustainability. 

The blowout of BP’s Deepwater Horizon well on the eve of the 
fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, the storm that devastated 
New Orleans in August 2005, provoked eerily familiar feelings 
of uncontrolled vulnerability among the residents of the city and 
its adjacent coastal communities. There was no boarding up, no 
evacuation, and no stocking up on food and water, but there was 
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deep and abiding fear about the effects that the spill would have on the 
wetlands, shorelines, and waters of the region and the cultures and econ-
omies that were dependent upon them. To be sure, the coast has been in a 
long and steep decline for decades, but it has never been stark enough to 
garner the attention necessary to do something about it—or to prompt an 
honest, open discussion about the human, economic, and environmental 
costs of letting it go.

Hurricane Katrina and its successors—Rita, Gustav, and Ike—raised 
the level of concern in some circles, but by and large they drew attention 
only to the fallibility of the levees around New Orleans and the need for 
storm protection elsewhere.1 Somehow it got lost that due to Katrina 
and Rita, 217 square miles of land had been lost across south Louisiana, 
converted to open water, in a span of one month.2 

The BP spill was different. It did not flood cities or strand people on 
roof tops. It coated marshes, reefs, and beaches. It threatened fish, birds, 
and wildlife. And it left adrift thousands of businesses, workers, and 
families who depend on the coast: fishers, boat operators, guides, inn 
keepers, restaurant workers, grocers, and more. The BP spill did what no 
hurricane had: it revealed the powerful but fragile connection between a 
functioning coast and a functioning culture and economy. 

But whether the threat to the coast comes from nature or from human 
hands, it is now clear that a threat to the coast is a threat to a vital web 
of human society, exemplified by the connection between the coast and 
New Orleans. The future of the city is a work in progress, and it will turn 
on number of factors, not all of which are within its control. First and 
foremost, it hinges on the future that its residents and leaders are willing 
to shape for themselves. Second, it depends on the degree to which state, 
national, and private actions can be reconciled to achieve a meaningful 
and purposeful outcome. Finally, it will take a measure of luck, since 
even the best plans will not bear fruit if natural or political forces dictate 
a different outcome. 

If we leave aside the things that cannot be controlled, the future of 
New Orleans depends fundamentally on whether the benefits of regrow-
ing the city outweigh the risks. Put another way, do our collective hopes 
as a people for the future of New Orleans and the coast that it is part 
of outweigh our fears about dealing with—or even acknowledging—the 
challenges of creating conditions conducive to sustainability? Perhaps the 
best way of approaching that question is by considering the past.
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History: A City Defined by Its Relationship with Water

Nowhere is the power of hope and fear to sculpt the history and develop-
ment of New Orleans clearer than in the case of the city’s relationship 
with the rivers, wetlands, and estuaries that surround it and the city’s 
vulnerability to water-driven risk. The city always had a troubled rela-
tionship with its watery environs. On one hand, its proximity to the Mis-
sissippi River and the Gulf made the city’s founding and rise to promi-
nence inevitable. On the other hand, the risk of flooding from the river, 
torrential rains, and the Gulf made it a hard bargain with nature from 
the beginning.

Water also shaped the distinctive culture of the city and the region. 
The port of New Orleans made the city one of the great points of entry 
for immigrants coming to America from around the world, giving the 
city a cosmopolitan flavor that was apparent in only a handful of other 
American cities. In stark contrast to the metropolis of New Orleans, the 
meandering bayous, bays, lakes, swamps, and marshes of the surround-
ing delta gave isolating refuge to Native Americans, expatriate Acadians 
(today’s Cajuns), runaway slaves, Vietnamese, and others forging a net-
work of landscape-oriented cultures that remain to this day—for the time 
being, at least. 

Coastal Louisiana is not so much a place as it is a process. It is the 
result of roughly 7,500 years of work by rivers, mostly the Mississippi, 
bringing freshwater, sediment, and nutrients to the shallow water shelf 
at the southern end of the North American continent. In time a system 
of swamps, marshes, and estuaries covering nearly 7,000 square miles, 
or 4.5 million acres, was built between the uplands of the Pleistocene 
Terrace and the Gulf of Mexico.3 It was continually being shaped by the 
natural forces of rivers, the Gulf, soil subsidence, and erosion. It never 
stayed the same, but it was in functional equilibrium when Europeans 
colonized the delta in the early eighteenth century.

This is the coast that New Orleans was founded in. Its location was 
not a mistake. Its location was strategically chosen based on its proxim-
ity to the Gulf of Mexico and the Mississippi River (the mouth of the 
river was difficult to navigate at that time). Combine that with its modest 
but vital elevation (it was not below sea level then, and much of it is not 
today) and its distance from the Gulf, and you get, as geographer Peirce 
Lewis has called New Orleans, an “impossible but inevitable city.”4 
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In settling the area, the Europeans—first the French, then the Spanish, 
followed by the English and the Americans—brought with them con-
cepts and techniques that the coast had never seen. They were claiming 
property, building empires, and subduing a wilderness, and they had the 
tools, the capital, and the legal systems and theology to do it. The first 
levees on the Mississippi River were erected or raised (hence the term 
“levee,” from the French “lever,” “to raise”) when the French established 
the settlement of New Orleans. New Orleans was never intended to be a 
mere outpost; because it was envisioned as a metropolis, the expansion 
of its flood protection and the settlement and leveeing of the banks of the 
Mississippi and its distributary channels followed in short order.5 The 
walling off of the river from its flood plain had begun. 

The first half of the twentieth century ushered in an unprecedented 
level of state, federal, and private actions that sent the coast into a steep 
decline. Navigational improvements such as the Gulf Intracoastal Water-
way, oil and gas exploration and production, and the federalization of 
flood protection on the Mississippi River that followed the great flood 
of 1927 radically altered the hydrology of the coast. As early as the late 
1920s, keen observers were already sounding an alarm, but by and large 
they were not being heard. Conservationist Percy Viosca, lamenting the 
loss of the state’s wetlands, wrote in 1928: 

Reclamation and flood control as practiced in Louisiana have been 
more or less a failure, destroying valuable natural resources without 
producing the permanent compensating benefits originally desired. 
Reclamation experts and real estate promoters have been “killing 
the goose that laid the golden egg.”6

Such sentiments were not shared by many, and the Flood Control 
Act of 1928 made the levees on the lower Mississippi River the nation’s 
business and an overarching priority.7 By the 1930s, Louisiana’s coastal 
wetlands had shrunk to 3.2 million acres.8 Today less than 2 million 
acres remain.

This is the coastal landscape that New Orleans finds itself in today as 
it tries to recover and create a viable future for itself. It is increasingly 
clear that any prospects that the city has to recover and prosper are tied 
to reestablishing some semblance of sustainability in the landscape that 
is collapsing around it. This is not a challenge covered by old school 
urban renewal, new urbanism, smart growth, or any other catchy plan-
ning approach. The future of New Orleans is dependent upon nothing 
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less than a mutual survival pact with nature—starting with the wetland 
ecosystem of coastal Louisiana. 

The fate and fortune of New Orleans and the communities around it 
is tied to that of the coast. That aspect of direct and immediate depen-
dence on an ecosystem sets New Orleans apart from most other places, 
where the connections are less clear or at least less immediate. For over 
a century, the vulnerability of New Orleans to storms and rising seas has 
been growing as the buffering coast began to unravel. Since the causes 
of the collapse of the coast are mostly traceable to things that people did 
for economic reasons it was easy—indeed, it was policy9—to discount the 
growing risks. State and federal agencies feared the social and political 
costs of confronting the threats of an imploding coast more than they 
did the actual risks that coastal collapse posed to the viability of the 
entire economic, cultural, and ecologic web of the region. The riskiness 
of that approach was laid bare by a series of hurricanes that started with 
Katrina and by the BP spill. The lesson—that a new approach to liv-
ing with nature and with risk was needed—had been cruelly taught and 
taught again, but was anyone learning? The answer to that question is a 
hopeful but uncertain maybe, and much will turn on the degree to which 
the Katrina/BP catastrophes force fundamental changes in policy and 
practice at the local, state, and federal levels.

Hurricane Katrina and Its Aftermath:  
A Moment of Uncertainty, a Moment of Possibility 

Recovery from something like Hurricane Katrina is no simple matter. 
Unlike most natural disasters, which hit and leave fairly quickly and 
affect—however gravely—hundreds or thousands of people, the flood 
waters from Hurricane Katrina hit, destroyed, and stayed for nearly 
a month. Hundreds of thousands of people were displaced, and even 
homes and business that were high and dry had no utilities for months. 
There were no schools, hospitals, or grocery stores to come back to. 
Without people to serve, how could they reopen? Without basic services, 
how could people return? The fabric of the city was ripped apart. In such 
a situation the question isn’t so much one of recovery but of rebirth—
and as what? 

It is no secret that New Orleans had a long and well-deserved reputa-
tion for civic indifference. It was an easy place to live well without much 
effort. No city in America was more loved by its residents, and none was 
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more neglected. To be sure, people had hopes that things would improve, 
but for the most part the city’s plans were not well-formed and they did 
not galvanize the community. Among the high-profile projects pursued 
by the city were quick fix ideas such as casinos, race tracks, and amuse-
ment parks. They may have been fine ideas, but they were rooted largely 
in enticing more visitors to visit the city and spend money rather than 
in building an educated, well-paid workforce or fostering any kind of 
a sustainable relationship with the surrounding environment. In short, 
New Orleans was a city in love with itself but with almost no sense of its 
future. Its deep traditions made for an oddly cohesive and resilient city, 
but one that feared change. If there was one thing that Katrina and the 
BP oil spill delivered in spades, it was change.

New Orleans in the fall of 2005 and spring of 2006 was a city fac-
ing its own mortality. There were no guarantees; indeed, some observ-
ers pointedly suggested that New Orleans had been a mistake from the 
beginning and should not be rebuilt.10 What was the point of rebuilding 
a wrecked city in a collapsing coast in an era of warming climates and 
rising seas? That was, and is, a fair question, and the answer lies in 
both the city’s past and a new but growing realization that the city can 
rebound and prosper if it fundamentally changes the nature of its rela-
tionship with water.

For all of the attendant problems, the reasons for rebuilding New 
Orleans are the largely the same as the reasons for its founding. It still 
occupies a strategically and commercially important location. While it 
has lost some of its stature as a port, it is still the place where shallow-
draft vessels from the nation’s heartland meet ocean-going deep-draft ves-
sels. Perhaps most important, the city is not fatally vulnerable to storms 
and flooding. It was not the city’s proximity to the Gulf that left it inun-
dated; it was a poorly designed, built, and maintained set of flood walls, 
pumps, and levees that turned a bad storm into a catastrophe. If the city 
gets smart about how it manages and lives with water, it can sharply 
reduce its level of risk while enhancing the value of its abundant water 
resources—a luxury that few American cities have today. However, that 
won’t just happen. The city will need to frame a vision of its future that 
is based on well-informed hopes and an honest assessment of the things 
that it should fear—like rising seas and a collapsing coast. 

There is evidence that that is happening. Restoring wetlands and 
accommodating sea level rise are now broadly recognized as essential 
components of flood protection and the sustainability of the region.11 
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The state has recognized the need for smarter land use choices and has 
adopted a statewide building code.12 Thanks to relentless civic and envi-
ronmental activism, the Mississippi River–Gulf Outlet, a fifty-year-old 
monument to wishful economic development and disdain for the envi-
ronment, has been deauthorized.13 And the Army Corps of Engineers 
has shifted from providing a levee system with a high-protection target 
(against 1-in-300-year events) and a low-confidence level to a system with 
a lower level of protection (against 1-in-100-year events) and a higher 
confidence factor.14 That may not sound like an improvement, but it is at 
least based on a more honest assessment of just how safe the city is, and 
in New Orleans today honesty counts when it comes to living with water.

In March 2010 the White House released a “roadmap” to guide the 
federal efforts to successfully restore the ecosystems of coastal Louisiana 
and coastal Mississippi.15 That was the first comprehensive policy com-
mitment concerning the restoration of coastal Louisiana ever to come 
from Washington. To be honest, it was not clear just where that roadmap 
would lead or who would be at the wheel. When the BP Deepwater Hori-
zon well blew out, blew up, and sank, it was anything but clear whether 
there was anything left of that roadmap or if anyone was really looking 
beyond the spill to the fate and future of the coast

But as the oil came in—closing fisheries; killing birds, endangered tur-
tles, and dolphins; covering marshes, reefs, and barrier shorelines; and 
putting fishers, workers, and business owners at least temporarily out of 
work—the importance of the marshes, islands, and estuaries came in to 
focus in a way that volumes of studies could not convey. Suddenly there 
was somebody—BP—at least partially on the hook for the damage to 
that system and for doing something to redress it. Finally the coast mat-
tered. The federal roadmap now had a context for action and a driving 
urgency supplied by the duty of BP under the Oil Pollution Act to assess 
the natural resource damage that it had caused and to restore natural 
functioning or compensate for its loss. That point was driven home by 
President Obama in his Oval Office address on June 15, in which he com-
mitted not only to undoing the damage done by the spill but also to going 
further—to reversing the chronic decline the of the entire Gulf Coast.16 
Perhaps most important, the president appointed Ray Mabus, the secre-
tary of the navy and a former governor of Mississippi, to lead the effort. 
For the first time, the viability of the coast was more than just one of 
the dozens of unreconciled federal interests in the area—it was a White 
House priority and it was someone’s job to find a way to make it work.
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The president’s pledge has led to at least some encouraging interim 
actions. In September 2010 Ray Mabus issued a report with a set of 
wide-ranging recommendations, including most notably a recommenda-
tion that a new permanent federal/state/tribal task force be created to 
coordinate ecosystem restoration efforts in the Gulf.17 Ultimately such a 
commission will require congressional authorization, but an ostensibly 
temporary version of the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Task Force 
has been created; it is chaired by the administrator of the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency.18

The task force was charged with developing by the end of October 
2011 an implementation strategy for restoring the ecosystems of the 
Gulf. As bold as that charge is, the challenge of shaping a shared vision 
for the Gulf and an agreement on what needs to be done and how to do 
it will likely be difficult to surmount due to the competing and fractious 
nature of the various state, federal, and tribal interests involved. Those 
factors, plus the complicating reality of the necessity of congressional 
support, suggest that progress on the Gulf will come hard and only if 
nongovernmental stakeholders do much of the heavy lifting.

With respect to the state of Louisiana, its relationship with the coast 
was transformed by hurricanes Katrina, Rita, Gustav, and Ike. The 
drowning of New Orleans (and dozens of other communities that never 
reached the nation’s attention) and the loss of 217 square miles of coastal 
land as a result of Katrina and Rita in the span of one month was a rev-
elation. After years of plans, pronouncements, and ribbon cuttings it was 
clear that whatever Louisiana was doing to keep and restore its coast was 
failing. Indeed, it was apparent that balanced against the state’s desire 
to spur economic development, not offend powerful interests, and avoid 
hard budget choices, saving the coast had never been a serious priority. 
It was not that the state was overtly cynical about its commitment to the 
coast (though at times it came awfully close); it was more a matter of 
finding it so much easier to issue platitudes about the environment than 
to take on the hard work of stewardship, which it inevitably put off until 
later. Katrina forced a reckoning.

In the space of six months, Louisiana fundamentally revamped its 
entire approach to dealing with the coast. In a dicey but essential move, 
storm protection, wetland conservation, and coastal restoration were 
integrated under a single state authority, the Coastal Protection and Res-
toration Authority. By the middle of 2007, the state had developed a 
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master plan that took a more honest and urgent look at the coast and 
the state’s future.19 The master plan is to be updated every five years. In 
2006, the state took what many had thought was an unimaginable step, 
filing suit against the federal Minerals Management Service (MMS) to 
block lease sales on the grounds that a fresh look at the environmental 
impacts of offshore oil and gas development was necessary after the sav-
age impacts Hurricanes Katrina and Rita revealed both a greater vulner-
ability and a deeper connection to the impacts of oil- and gas-related 
activity than had been widely acknowledged.20 The disdainful response 
of MMS and the petroleum industry to the state’s demand was a chilling 
portent of the profoundly dysfunctional approach to safety and environ-
mental risk management that became clear after the Deepwater Horizon 
well blew out. That suit was ultimately settled, but not before so many of 
MMS’s dysfunctional practices had been revealed that the political land-
scape shifted enough to allow the federal government to begin sharing 
the revenues that it received from outer continental shelf (OCS) oil energy 
development with states like Louisiana, which served as the support base 
for that activity. By law, Louisiana dedicated all of its share of those OCS 
revenues to coastal protection and restoration.21

None of the steps taken by Louisiana so far are enough to save the 
coast.22 Furthermore, there have been unsettling signs that when push 
comes to shove, the state will settle for living behind levee walls instead 
of doing what will be necessary to strike a sustainable balance between 
environmental stewardship, economic development, and storm protec-
tion.23 But in fairness, the state has at least put itself in a position in 
which it can make those choices if it can summon the will.

Even New Orleans, which has always viewed itself as being apart 
from the coast, has come to see that it is not. The recently adopted 
master plan for the city is predicated in substantial part on a new rela-
tionship with water, one that aspires to a minimum of a 1-in-500-year 
level of protection from flooding and that recognizes the importance of 
restoring the coast to the future well-being of the city.24 That point was 
reemphasized in Mayor Mitch Landrieu’s inaugural address on May 3, 
2010, in which he stated that “we have a responsibility to not only shield 
and clean up our shoreline [referring to the BP spill], but to restore our 
coast once and for all.”25 

Much more will be needed, however. The real proof will come when 
the hard choices are made about which communities will get higher levels 
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of protection—and when. It will come when the decisions are made on 
whether to fully commit to conserving and enhancing Louisiana’s coastal 
wetlands. It will come when land use planning is made a priority, with 
the force of law. It will come when decisions are made about how to 
mitigate the impacts of the BP spill and to avoid such catastrophes in the 
future. And it will come when the state and the nation decide to develop 
and implement effective strategies for contending with climate change 
and rising seas.

None of this will be easy, but as the BP oil spill reminds us, there is no 
sustainability in standing pat. In Louisiana and elsewhere, a fundamental 
question must be answered: Are we as a people willing to make the laws, 
policies, investments, and commitments necessary to give ourselves a shot 
at a vibrant and sustainable future? Five years after Katrina there are 
hopeful signs in New Orleans and coastal Louisiana that we are finally 
on the verge of making the kinds of commitments and taking the actions 
that will be necessary. Will they be enough or taken in time to matter? 
Right now, we honestly do not and cannot know. But most other cit-
ies—which are, whether they admit it or not, facing their own version of 
a sustainability crisis—face the same question. 

The fact that there are deep uncertainties is not itself cause for pes-
simism. Uncertainty is not destiny. At least in the case of New Orleans 
and the surrounding coast, it is a measure of opportunity to shape des-
tiny. Prior to Katrina the future of New Orleans and the coast were far 
more certain—they were decidedly unsustainable. Today, because of 
the actions under way at the city, state, and federal levels—and perhaps 
most important, at the civic level—the city and the coast have a fighting 
chance. They cannot be what they were, but they can be made healthier, 
more resilient, and more sustainable. The window of opportunity is not 
large and the margin of error is slim, but concerted effort has given these 
remarkable natural, cultural, and economic resources another decisive 
turn at bat. The game is still on, and at stake is much more than just the 
parochial interests of a city and a region . Whatever the outcome, this 
is the place where the hardest lessons about stewardship and survival 
are being taught. If the wisdom, knowledge, and willingness needed to 
act can be assembled in time to make a difference in New Orleans and 
coastal Louisiana, then there is a better chance that we can do right by 
many of the nation’s other threatened communities and natural treasures. 
This is the heart of the matter, and what happens here will echo across 
the country and for generations to come.
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