Is New Orleans Safe?
by John M. Barry
Aug. 1, 2015: New Orleans – The state’s master plan could avert a watery demise.  But it would cost many billions.
This city always had a different rhythm.  It was the opposite of New York.  After a stevedore was overheard saying, “If you can’t make it in the Big Easy, you can’t make it anywhere,” the phrase “The Big Easy” made its way from the African-American community into Newsweek, and spread.  For decades, the city’s ambitious young men and women loved it, yet fled, while those who did move here found places for themselves in existing spaces, slipping into its crevices, embracing it.
Hurricane Katrina, 10 years ago this month, changed much of that.  The essence of the city — its rhythms and smells — survived the storm, even if it seems more like Disneyland than ever.  But it has also become a dynamic place.  After the storm, tens of thousands of volunteers flocked here to rebuild; thousands, many in their 20s, stayed.  They did not seek to slip into existing space; they came determined to make, not find, spaces for themselves and to create a new American city.
Their energy — along with $71 billion in federal spending in Louisiana, most of it in metro New Orleans — changed things.  Amazingly to those familiar with the city, it is not only thriving, but also attracting talent.  In 2014, Forbes put New Orleans at the top nationwide in growth in the number of college graduates, and in 2013, first as the destination where working-age Americans were moving.  It has also become a leader in entrepreneurship, with what is now an annual Entrepreneur Week, which drew more than 10,000 attendees this year.
While poverty and crime remain, New Orleans now evinces a sense of possibilities unimaginable a decade ago.  But there is one nagging question about the city’s future.
How Safe Is It?
That question relates not to crime, which is a serious but solvable problem.  The question is whether the ocean will engulf the city — whether the city can continue to exist.
The answer is complicated, with important ramifications for other cities, including New York.  New Orleans has a new flood-protection system.  Unlike the pre-Katrina one, which failed because of mistakes made by the Army Corps of Engineers, the new system should perform as designed.  It will protect against a so-called 100-year storm, the same protection New York seeks but does not yet have.
But there are 3 problems: the 100-year standard itself; geology and sea level rise; and politics.  The first 2 may be solved.  The last may be intractable.
“100-year protection” sounds safe, but it isn’t.  It protects against a storm with a 1% chance of striking in any given year, but during the average person’s lifetime, the odds that at least one storm will equal or surpass that standard exceed 50%.  The 100-year protection was originally supposed to serve only as an insurance standard, established in 1973 with the National Flood Insurance Program.  It was never intended as a safety standard.
Indeed, before 1973, the Army Corps of Engineers built flood-protection systems to guard against the worst likely flood.  That was the standard used in the 1930s, when, following a 1927 Mississippi River flood more disastrous than Katrina, the Corps built levees and floodways along the lower Mississippi River.  That was fortunate, since floods also smashed the 100-year standard along the lower Mississippi in 1937, 1973 and 2011, but did little damage because of the levees and floodways.  By contrast, areas of the country with levees built to the 100-year standard have been repeatedly devastated.
For New Orleans, which has always depended on the kindness of strangers, to feel smug about 100-year protection is foolish.  For New York, with its immense value, to aim for 100-year protection is ludicrous.  At landfall, Katrina had a 400-year storm surge; Sandy, depending on locality, had a 200- to 500-year surge.
The Netherlands protects cities against a 10,000-year storm; that is not affordable on the Gulf of Mexico and the East Coast, which face significantly stronger storms than the Dutch.  But a standard higher than 100-year is.  The minimum should be 500-year protection.
That is certainly attainable in New York, given its resources.  Is it in New Orleans?
To answer that, one has to recognize that Louisiana’s entire coast was formed by the deposit of sediment carried by the Mississippi River.  The sediment dropped out when it reached the ocean, first forming sandbars.   Then as plants grew, firm land — 7,546 square miles of it, extending west to Texas.  Humans have interfered with this natural process.  Since 1932, roughly 2,000 square miles, the size of Delaware, of Louisiana’s coast have disappeared.  That land once provided a buffer absorbing storm surge.
Land loss is continuing at a rate that would dissolve an area the size of Manhattan in 18 months.  If nothing is done, in the next 15 years, another 300 to 500 square miles of Louisiana will disappear — and loss will continue after that, turning New Orleans into a potential Atlantis, with walls of levees holding back the sea.
Yet New Orleans does have a chance of surviving, for 2 reasons.  1st, it has adopted the concept — though it has done little to implement it — of “living with water,” for example, by raising houses.  2nd, and much more important, the same natural forces that created the coast could preserve enough of it to give Louisiana’s coastal areas a chance at a sustainable future.  Little of what is gone can be rebuilt.  More land will still disappear, but even in the face of sea level rise, if given enough sediment and fresh water, land can be built in strategic places to protect populations.
In fact, New Orleans’s levee system is even now likely to protect against a 500-year storm’s “stillwater” height, i.e., the surge without waves.  Waves dissipate over land, so rebuilding the land buffer can increase protection significantly.  So the Mississippi River gives New Orleans and Louisiana a chance, arguably a better one than, say, Miami or Tampa or Houston, with cannot call upon the Mississippi for help.
Will it be done?  The state has developed a “master plan” to do it.  The biggest technical problem involves sediment, which has declined as much as 50%, giving engineers less to work with than nature had.  The state hopes to distribute the sediment through pipelines or “diversions,” which are openings in levees, to replicate natural flow.
But as difficult as the engineering is, the politics are more difficult.  Most experts consider diversions the only long-term land-building option, yet oystermen have already mounted a campaign against them, arguing that they will destroy oyster beds and fail to build land, while the shipping industry worries about any changes that could affect the channel.
The fight over diversions is only a skirmish; the real fight will begin when people outside any planned protection realize their communities will disappear, or if the state adopts a proposal advanced by many experts to create a new river mouth, amputating part of the state.  Already one region is angrily protesting a Corps proposal that could require people to move from areas of “severe repetitive” flooding.  Then of course comes the question of money.  Officially, the statewide master plan will cost $50 billion.  Approximately 1/5 of that would go to giving New Orleans 500-year protection.  But a Tulane University study puts the actual cost for the master plan at more than $100 billion.  Even at $50 billion, the state is woefully short.
The recent BP settlement provides $6.5 billion to $8.7 billion for coastal restoration.  The state also gets $90 million annually from a federal program which expires in 2019.  It is counting on $170 million annually, beginning in 2017, from federal offshore oil revenue-sharing.  But the Obama administration has proposed redirecting those funds.
Louisiana politicians, while decrying tax increases and demanding budget cuts, not only want to keep that federal money flowing; they also want federal taxpayers to fund the master plan.  They point out that federal projects caused much of the land loss: Levees prevented natural distribution of sediment by floods, and many of those levees safeguard not populations but shipping channels.  Missouri River dams protect people from Montana to St. Louis from floods, but they retain roughly half the missing sediment that once sustained the coast.  Canals built for shipping, both internationally and from Texas to Florida, benefit the entire nation, while Louisiana bears the costs.
But the political reality is that taxpayers around the country are not going to be sending Louisiana tens of billions of dollars anytime soon, especially while Louisiana’s politicians avoid dealing with another major cause of land loss.
Oil, gas and pipeline companies have dredged an estimated 10,000 miles of canals through the coast.  Ensuing salt water intrusion killed plants, without whose roots land dissolved.  Companies also sucked so much material from below ground that the surface sank.  No one seriously disputes industry’s role in land loss.  Even a study funded by the Louisiana Mid-Continent Oil and Gas Association, the trade association for major oil companies, concluded that industry operations were “the overwhelming cause” of land loss in areas where loss was most severe.  A state government study attributed 76% of land loss in those same areas to energy companies.  A United States Geological Survey-led study, which included industry scientists, attributed 36% of the loss, across a larger section of the coast, to the industry.
Most industry operations were conducted under permits that, with increasing specificity, required industry to minimize damage.  In 1980, the state explicitly demanded that damaged areas be “restored to their pre-existing condition.”  Companies have rarely complied.  One example: in 1982, a state permit required one company to “plug [a canal] within 90 days”; 18 years later, the company had done nothing and taxpayers paid $5 million to plug it.  Tens of millions more in tax dollars have been spent repairing similar damage that the industry failed to fix.  If oil, gas and pipeline companies actually contributed the money it would take to restore areas to their pre-existing condition, they could fund much — conceivably all — of the master plan.
But oil has long dominated Louisiana politics.  Neither the state nor the federal government demanded that the industry comply.  2 years ago, the Southeast Louisiana Flood Protection Authority East, a levee board created after Katrina by reformers, and responsible for most of metro New Orleans, did.  It sued 97 companies, for increasing storm surge against the board’s levees.  This board’s members have included the chairman of a National Academy of Sciences panel on coastal risk reduction, a past president of the American Society of Civil Engineers, practicing engineers and flood experts.  (I served on the board for 6 years.)  They hoped their lawsuit would precipitate a statewide settlement funding the master plan, through either additional litigation or taxes on the industry.
2 parishes neighboring New Orleans did file suits.  But the city’s mayor, Mitchell J.  Landrieu, has not — although he has said the industry should “clean up its own mess” and a victory could fund the living-with-water approach.  Meanwhile most of the state’s political and business establishment reacted in astonishment and outrage.  The Republican governor, Bobby Jindal, tried to gut the board — for example, replacing a nationally recognized flood expert who was chief engineer for 1,600 miles of California’s federal levees with a lobbyist who is the treasurer of Mr. Jindal’s wife’s foundation.
The State Legislature seemingly declared oil companies above the law, when it passed legislation retroactively killing the board’s lawsuit.  (A court has ruled the law unconstitutional.)  The vote was close, so Chris John, head of the oil industry trade association, whose study blamed its membership for land loss, said he would “spend more money this time than ever before” in 2015’s state elections.
What does all this mean for New Orleans?
Right now the city is safer than it was pre-Katrina, but it’s hardly secure, and it’s growing more dangerous every day.  Even in the face of rising seas, however, it can be made much safer.  The state has enough money to start its program, even if it doesn’t have nearly enough to continue, much less complete, the necessary work, once the BP settlement runs out.  There is an unfortunate precedent.  After Hurricane Betsy in 1965, the federal government began building the city’s hurricane protection.  In 2005 when Katrina struck, that system remained unfinished.
On the 10th anniversary of Katrina, there will be much congratulating over how far the city has come.  Mayor Landrieu has declared rebuilding over.  He is preparing to make New Orleans an international showpiece for its 300th anniversary in 2018.  If the city and state focus on the one existential threat they face, New Orleans could have a sustainable future.  But if focus dissipates, if politics blocks action, the 300th anniversary will most likely be the last centennial the city celebrates.
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