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State maps plan for coastal projects

Billions of dollars of levees, dikes urged 

By Mark Schleifstein, Staff writer 
State officials unveiled a sweeping plan Wednesday that they say will protect New Orleans and other south Louisiana communities from major hurricanes while rebuilding coastal wetlands. If implemented, the plan would dramatically change the shape of the state's coastline at a cost estimated to reach the tens of billions of dollars. 
The plan, a draft to be officially released Nov. 29, represents the state's first concrete statement on the array of massive engineering projects -- such as levees, dikes and freshwater diversions -- that officials believe it will take to save the state's coastline and protect hundreds of thousands of South Louisiana residents from future storms. Once finalized, the proposal will form the baseline for an extensive lobbying campaign by the state -- one likely to stretch on for years -- to wrest from Washington the billions needed to finance the work. 
Though many individual projects in the plan have been debated for years, state officials have now pulled them together in an ambitious proposal that underscores the urgency of the Herculean task at hand. State officials laid out the plan Wednesday in detailed maps presented to the Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority. 
Among the highlights of the plan's recommendations: 
-- A floodgate at the Rigolets, near Slidell, and a dike stretching southwest from there down the middle of Lake Borgne to Proctor's Point in St. Bernard Parish. The intent would be to protect New Orleans and communities fronting on Lake Pontchartrain from catastrophic storm surge. 
-- Essentially abandoning much of Lower Plaquemines Parish for the sake of protecting areas farther up river. The state proposal calls for slicing Plaquemines into three levels of levee protection, with only the areas closest to New Orleans receiving "Category 5" protection; areas between Oak Grove and Myrtle Grove receiving protection from a 100-year hurricane; and areas to the south of that receiving no greater protection than existed before Hurricane Katrina. 
-- Closing the Mississippi River-Gulf Outlet, or MR-GO, the controversial 76-mile shipping channel that connects New Orleans with the Gulf of Mexico. The channel is blamed by many St. Bernard Parish residents and some hurricane protection experts for amplifying Hurricane Katrina's surge and hastening the loss of an estimated 27,000 acres of marshland that once shielded the metropolitan area's eastern flank. 
Controversial proposals 

Those and other controversial proposals have been recommended before, but died in the face of opposition from interest groups that would be negatively affected, such as the residents of Lower Plaquemines or the shipping interests that will be shut out of the MR-GO. 
In the past, the political ramifications of such impacts might have delayed or even killed coast-saving projects such as freshwater diversion before they ever got off the drawing board. But after Katrina, the political landscape has shifted to give added weight to hurricane protection and coastal restoration, said King Milling, an authority member and chairman of the Governor's Advisory Commission on Coastal Protection and Restoration, a separate body. 
"At the end of the day, the state will push it harder and more aggressively," he said. "This is where the state's priority is." 
'We can't save it all' 

In a sobering assessment of the seriousness of the coastal erosion threat, Milling acknowledged that even under the best of all possible scenarios, south Louisiana will never be what it once was. 
"We can't save it all," he said. 
And state officials said any new land that might be created through that and other projects would not necessarily be counted as better protection from major hurricanes by the Federal Emergency Management Agency's National Flood Insurance Program. Jon Porthouse, with the state Department of Natural Resources, said that's because the projects would minimize only the lesser flooding caused by small tropical storms or due to strong winds coming off the Gulf of Mexico during winter storms. 
With its many and varied proposals, the state plan adopts a "multiple lines of defense" strategy proposed by John Lopez, a former corps official who now works for the Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation. 
The plan begins at the coastline, recommending rebuilding of barrier islands and shorelines, and of ancient natural ridges that once marked the paths of old Mississippi River distributaries. 
It also recommends strengthening a variety of shorelines with rock or other materials, including the eastern edge of the Biloxi Marshes along Chandeleur Sound, the land bridge in eastern New Orleans between lakes Borgne and Pontchartrain and the land bridge between lakes Pontchartrain and Maurepas. 
In addition, the plan calls for using parts of the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway to move freshwater into wetlands, antidote to saltwater erosion, as well as strengthening the banks of the waterway. Dozens of other freshwater diversions would be installed along the Mississippi and Atchafalaya rivers, with some freshwater reintroduced into Bayou Lafourche, and then into wetlands along its path. 
A major obstacle to determining the worth of the state proposal is not knowing the level of protection that will be afforded by the new levees, said Mark Davis, executive director of the Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana. "That's not on the map anywhere," he said after the meeting. "I walked out of there with more questions than I had answers, but at least now we know what we're questioning." 
State officials expressed similar frustration, blaming on the corps' delay in determining exactly what kind of storms represent the risk of a 100-year or 500-year hurricane. Corps officials at Wednesday's meeting were unable to say when that information would be available. 
The corps has been attempting to determine the risk to use in shaping its own plan by running a variety of computer model simulations of hurricanes, but the work is not yet complete. 
Long and winding road 

The proposals laid out Wednesday will have a long and winding political road ahead of them. The authority will consider a final version of the plan in February before presenting it to the Legislature in April. The plan then will be given to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for inclusion in the corps' own Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Plan, which must be submitted to Congress by the end of April. 
State officials on Wednesday offered no timelines, cost estimates, or estimates of how many wetlands acres might be affected by levees or restoration projects, saying that information won't be available until much later. 
But earlier state proposals, some containing similar projects, give an indication of the huge scope and cost of the new state plan. Officials have said a previous 30-year coastal restoration proposal would have cost $14 billion. Separately, a draft of a corps plan for greater hurricane protection of the New Orleans area -- which included a version of the Lake Borgne levee-gate plan -- estimated the costs at more than $23 billion. 
Corps and state officials have been sharing information as they move forward with their separate plans. Sidney Coffee, chairwoman of the authority, said she is urging the corps to include the state plan as a separate part of their report, so members of Congress can compare the two plans. 
Channel to be 'plugged' 

In the plan to close the MR-GO, the channel would be "plugged" at Bayou la Loutre, the site of a natural ridge that was cut through when the shipping channel was built in the 1960s. The plug would end the channel's use by shipping, mirroring a plan recommended by St. Bernard Parish officials. 
The state then would allow the existing channel to be used to carry freshwater from a new diversion into the marshes along the outlet and into Lake Borgne. 
But the state also recommends completion by the corps of a long-stalled project to widen the lock from the Mississippi River to the Industrial Canal to allow shipping now using the MR-GO to reach the France Road docks. 
It's unclear whether the state plan will overcome the objections of Port of New Orleans officials who have recommended building a gate at Bayou la Loutre that would be closed for hurricanes and continuing to dredge the channel until the lock is completed to allow shipping to reach the Industrial Canal from the Gulf. 
St. Bernard Parish President Henry "Junior" Rodriguez welcomed the state's plan. 

"The priority is closing the MR-GO totally at Bayou la Loutre ridge," Rodriguez said. 
Residents displaced? 

Another controversial project would divert a major part of the Mississippi River's water and sediment east into Breton Sound, and west into Barataria Bay to the north of Empire, leading to the abandonment of the historic bird-foot delta of the Mississippi River. That would require the creation of a new slow-moving channel for commercial shipping entering the river. 
While the new diversions would help re-create the land-building function the river once performed, they also could mean the displacement of residents living along the sparsely populated peninsula that makes up lower Plaquemines, and cause habitat changes leading to serious disruptions to the fishing industry, one of Plaquemines economic mainstays.
"We are suggesting that it is impractical to provide and maintain a level of protection that is greater than is already provided by the existing levees," Porthouse said of the southernmost part of Plaquemines. The decision would mean that residents wanting to live that far south probably will have to build elevated houses to remain eligible for flood insurance. 
Plaquemines Parish President Benny Rousselle, a member of the authority, said that runs counter to the state's often-repeated objective of leveraging coastal restoration to protect communities. 
"To me it looks like they're cutting us off," he said. "It's what we've been saying all along, that we need to restore our marshes and our coastlines because this is a buffer for the rest of the region. Unless we're going to use it just for habitat." 
'Great Wall of Louisiana' 

Equally controversial is the state plan to build the larger, stronger levees to protect communities from hurricane storm surge in a line broken only by navigation channels from along the Pearl River north of Slidell, along the West Bank, and then west to Morgan City in St. Mary Parish. That plan has previously been derided by critics as the so-called "Great Wall of Louisiana," an overbuilt levee system that would bring development deep into fragile coastal wetlands and destroy the value of their wildlife and fisheries. 
The levee system would follow the path of existing levees and levees either awaiting construction or awaiting congressional approval, including the West Bank and Vicinity, Donaldsonville to Gulf, and Morganza to Gulf levee projects. 
In each case, the state will push for levee designs that allow water through to protect wetlands captured to the north of the new levees, said Randy Hanchey, deputy director of the state Department of Natural Resources. 
The plan recommends avoiding construction of levees west of Morgan City where possible. Instead, Louisiana 84 and other state highway roadbeds would be raised and strengthened to provide protection where possible, though some stretches of levee might be needed to protect more densely populated areas. 
In the future, a new levee system might also stretch around the southern edge of Lake Charles and Calcasieu Lake, protecting both the city and the collection of oil and petrochemical plants along the lake. 
Restoration advocates said that at first glance, the state's plan appears to put too much emphasis on levees -- at the expense of rebuilding a coastal landscape left shattered by more than a century of development and natural degradation. 
Still, they said the levee alignments proposed Wednesday were an improvement over earlier ideas offered by the Army Corps of Engineers. 
"But if we don't do some of this stuff, there will be nothing to be saved," Milling said. 

