





September 13, 2004

Dear Will,

Below is the outline I created from having read Bayou Farewell, a book I think is ESSENTIAL for Jason leaders to read prior to beginning the program.  It is not meant to be a comprehensive summary, but rather an attempt to compile the salient data on the disappearing Louisiana wetlands, which are interspersed in the author’s story of the Cajun lifestyle, also at great risk.  I attempted this so that, for one, I could really grasp what’s going on, and so that I could instill in our kids a sense of why it is so essential we study this.  

Being that teachers are always incredibly busy, it was suggested that I share this with you with the thought it might be useful to share with other teachers who just can’t manage the time to read the book.  I understand there are many reasons why you may choose not to share this, and won’t in the least be bothered by it if you don’t, but in the case that you do, if you could please make sure to inform them that there may be mistakes, etc., and that this was just an informal gathering of information that a homeschooling mom put together for her own kids, that’d be great.
Thanks.

Stacey Mason

masondudes@earthlink.net  
Salient Points in “Bayou Farewell”

(Why are we doing Jason?)

What are wetlands?   

Wetlands are the low-lying areas, where rivers meet the oceans.  They are the most biologically productive areas of the world.

Where are the important wetlands we’ll be studying?

The largest wetland is in the Louisiana bayou region, where the Mississippi River, the 3rd longest river in the world, meets the Gulf of Mexico.  For 7000 years, the Mississippi River, which drains a watershed that includes 3 Canadian provinces and 2/3 of the United States, has dumped 85 million tons of sediment (alluvial deposit) at the mouth of the river every year, creating 6000 square miles (3 million acres?) of land by 1880.  (That’s the same as covering ½ of Delaware with 1 foot of soil every year!)  The Louisiana wetlands comprise 25% of all of America’s coastal wetlands, and 40% of the nation’s saltwater marsh, along a 400 mile coastline.
The San Francisco Bay and Delta is also an important wetlands area, and it comprises 90% of California’s remaining coastal wetlands.  
What is the importance of the Louisiana wetlands?
· They are the most biologically productive areas in the world.

· They are a nesting place for migrating birds.  For example, some 353 species use the Louisiana wetlands during their migration.  20% of all ducks (4 million) winter there.  

· 95% of all seafood caught commercially (shrimp, crabs, etc.) depend on wetlands.  In Louisiana, 10 million lbs. of oyster meat are harvested annually, more than any other state.  (Don’t know figures for shrimp and crab, but those figures are high, too.)  Seafood is a $1 billion industry in Louisiana, and 40% of America’s seafood catch comes from there.

· The Louisiana wetlands are a hurricane shield for 2 million people who live there.  Every 2.7 miles of march absorbs 1 foot of the storm surge.

· They filter out the contaminants that flow downstream in rivers, which otherwise cause dead-zones in the oceans, where nothing grows and fish can’t live.  (The marsh grasses are able to absorb the nitrogen-rich pollutants.)
Why are they disappearing?

They are disappearing for 2 main reasons: Levees and Oil (plus the nutria).  
Levees:  To understand why levees are a big part of the problem, you first have to understand what rivers naturally do.  They deposit dirt into the lower part of the rivers, which creates new land.  It turns out that this process has to be repeated over and over again because the alluvial deposits which form the land sink over time (organic material decomposes and water, trapped inside the dirt, is eventually squeezed out due to compaction).  So, when the river can’t flood anymore, there is no new alluvial deposit to offset the natural sinking of earlier deposits, so the land just sinks.  In Louisiana, after the Mississippi Flood of 1927 (which covered 27,000 square miles of land with 30 feet of water, and 1000 people died), huge levees were built to tame the Mississippi so it wouldn’t flood again.  That happened, but it caused a chain reaction no one anticipated: 
· First, 300 million tons of dirt is dumped into the open ocean every year now, so no new land is built.  

· With no new land being formed, the land sinks, and salt water intrusion into canals ruins fresh and brackish ecosystems, killing freshwater plant life, etc.
· The remaining land is exposed to the pounding waves of the Gulf of Mexico, making the land disappear even faster.
Oil.  Second, at about the same time the levees were constructed, oil was discovered in the coastal area of Louisiana.    In fact, 18% of oil and 24% of natural gas lies in the coastal areas and offshore in the Gulf of Mexico in oil fields ¼ mile below the ocean.  Oil companies have buried 10,000 miles of pipeline under the bayous.  To do that, they dug canals.  Canals trigger erosion because they kill the grassland.  The canals have doubled in size every 14 years!  In addition, taking the oil out of the fields itself causes the land above to sink at a more rapid rate. (The oil from these oil fields are nearly depleted now, so the oil companies have gone offshore.  Now there are 4000 rigs in the Gulf around 150 miles offshore; 80% of all offshore platforms are off the Louisiana shore.)
Nutria.  Third, the introduction of non-native species has posed a problem.  Having no natural predators, and multiplying at an exponential rate, these animals, which chew on the root mat of plants, deplete the marshland in “eat outs.”

How fast are the Louisiana wetlands disappearing?

· In just 100 years, 1/3 of the Lousiana wetlands has disappeared (1800 square miles!)

· Currently, every 20 minutes, the size of a football field (160 square yards), or 

· 2.5 acres every hour, or

· 60 acres every day, or 
· an area the size of Manhattan every 10 months, or

· 25 square miles every year** 

** 1 acre = 4840 yards.  There are 640 acres in a mile

The wetlands in Louisiana could disappear TOTALLY in just a few decades if drastic measures aren’t taken soon.!

What will happen if they disappear?
· The habitat for fish and birds will disappear.  Already, in the last 10 years, 9 Gulf birds are on the endangered list; in the last 20 years, the population of birds crossing the Gulf in the “Mississippi Flyway” (the route birds take as they travel south and north) has diminished by half; forest-dwelling songbirds are disappearing at 1-3% rate per year.

· US economy will suffer tremendously due to loss of fishing industry.
· Way of life for ¾ of a million people will die.

· Hurricane shield will be gone, putting 2 million at risk for drowning in a hurricane.

Is there a plan to save the Louisiana wetlands?

Yes, the Coast 2050 Plan, based on the findings of a scientist 30 years ago, which would be a controlled diversion (95 miles long) of 1/3 of the Mississippi.  It is expected to take $14 billion.  Essentially, it would create an artificial river with the flow equal to the amount that flows past Missouri (200,000 cfs), and let it dump sediment and create new land in unpopulated areas.  The loss would end mid-century, and after 150 years, reversal would occur and Lousiana would grow again.  However, it would take 1000 years to recreate the 1800 miles of lost coastland.  (A side benefit would be that it would eliminate the “dead zone” at the mouth of the river caused by nitrogen rich fertililzers and animal manura, which marsh grass absorbs and thrives on.) 

If not done now, the marshes will all change to regular beach land, and there would be no more marshland as a substrate to build upon.  If action isn’t taken soon, the wetlands in Louisiana will be gone and lost forever.
Vocabulary:

Wetlands: lowlands, such as swamp or marsh, saturated with moisture, and natural habitat of wildlife

Estuary: where river and ocean meet

Dike / Levee: Land built to contain river flooding

Marsh: Soft, wet, low-lying, grassy land, in between water and land.

Bayou: Sluggish, slow-moving stream

Alluvial: sediment deposits washed from one place and deposited elsewhere.

Brackish: Mixture of saltwater and fresh water.

