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First Katrina. Then Rita. And now BP. 
Follow the journey of the struggling coast 
and learn why Climate Change may finally 
finish off a wounded Gulf Coast. 

Ends
Story by Cornellia Dean
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For thousands of 
years, the Mis-
sissippi River 
has acted like a 
conveyor belt, 
carrying mil-
lions of tons of 

sediment downstream each year. 
And before its flow was controlled, 
the river meandered across the 
region, spreading its nutrient-rich 
contents along coastal Louisiana.

But since the 1820s, when the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
began building levees and dams 
for protection against flooding, 
the Mississippi River has essen-
tially been trapped and artificially 
channeled into the deep waters 
of the Gulf of Mexico.

As a result, the wetlands and 
barrier islands along Louisi-
ana’s coast, which were once 
regularly replenished by river 
sediment, have begun to dete-
riorate—and disappear.

Scientists have long said that the 
only way to restore Louisiana’s 
vanishing coastline is to undo the 
elaborate levee system and divert 
the river to the sediment-starved 

marshes below New Orleans to 
the southeast. The idea, previously 
dismissed as impractical, too ex-
pensive, and lethal to the region’s 
economy, is now gaining wide-
spread support. State officials are 
embracing it, motivated not only 
by the lessons of Hurricane Katrina 
but also by fears that global climate 
change will bring rising seas and 
accelerated land loss.

Huge Implications

The best way to protect against 
future storms, officials now agree, 
is to allow the muddy river to 
dump that rich sediment where it’s 
needed most. The hope is that this 
would slow or even reverse the 
land loss along coastal Louisiana.

But the prospect of moving a river 
has huge implications—politi-
cal, social, and economic—for the 
people who live near the proposed 
diversion and for the businesses of 
the region.

Experts say there would also be 
tremendous engineering challeng-
es, particularly in finding a new 
way for freighters to make their 
way into the Mississippi’s ship-

Years of 
Disaster 
and 
Grief for 
the Gulf 
Coast

The Sci Fi Channel drama, a reboot 
of the 1970s series overlaid with 
post-9/11 
themes, starts 
its three-hour 
series finale 
with an hour 
tonight (10 ET/
PT) and a two-hour finish next Friday. 
After four seasons, the Human-
Cylon war is almost at an end, but 
only because both sides are near 
extinction. TEXT ABOUT KATRINA/
RITA RECOVERY.

“It held a gigantic mirror up to us,” 
says Edward James Olmos, who stars 
as Adm. Adama, the military leader 
of the refugees. “It took hold of a 
very simple but basic understanding: 
A catastrophic disaster happens to 
humanity, 
and what 
would 
happen to 
us? And 
could we find ourselves again?”

Though influenced by the terror 

attacks on the Pentagon and 
World Trade Center, the series 
could be seen as an allegory for 
any warring people, says creator 
and producer Ronald D. Moore, a 
former writer for Star Trek: The Next 
Generation. THIS WOULD BE ABOUT 
HURRICANES GUSTAV AND IKE, 
WHICH DEVISATATED THE COAST IN  
“I 

don’t know 
that there 
are easy 
answers to 
a lot of things that we experience in 
life, the national traumas we have 
been through,” Moore says. “This 
was an opportunity to highlight them 
and talk about them in a different 

way, that wasn’t caught up in 
contemporary political cultural 
terms.”

This kind of subject matter 
elevated the show above sci-fi 
geekdom, earning the series a 

Peabody and on Tuesday a special 
United Nations screening, where 
its creators will discuss how 
international events fed their story 
lines.

“It’s bittersweet,” Moore says of 
the show’s finale. “I’m excited for 
people to see the end and bring it all 
home. But it’s 
hard to let it 
go.”

ing channel—not to mention 
the monumental cost of such 
an enormous project.

At the same time, there is a 
growing recognition that the 
cost of not acting may be just 
as high. Along the Louisiana 
coast, in the delta plain, much 
of the land is only a few feet 
above sea level. If seas rise as 
expected by two or three feet 

in the next century, 
Louisiana’s land loss 
will only accelerate.

Such a program 
would not turn 
things around im-
mediately, but 
many see it as a 
crucial step for 
Louisiana. “Is it 
practical? Yes,” says 
James T.B. Tripp, 
a member of the 
Louisiana Gover-
nor’s Commission 
for Coastal Resto-
ration. “Will it be 
expensive? Yes. But 
when you look at 
the alternatives, it’s 
very cost effective.”

Ship island, off the coast of mississippi, nearly disappeared following 
hurricane katrina in 2005. this befpre and after photo shows the drastic 
transofrmation the island experienced from 2004-05. Barrier islands began 
dissolving away after the bp oil (below) reached the coastline.

The 2010 Deep Horizon Oil Spill left the Gulf’s 
ecosystem in ruins, killing birds, dolphins and shellfish 
throughout the southeast region. Photo By Tyrone Turner
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Are we too late 
to save the 
Gulf?
*How GIS is 
changing the 
way we see the 
world

More from Earth:
10 Ways to Go Green 
Without Giving Up 
Meat & Dairy


