é
- water

Article

The “Problem” of New Orleans and Diminishing Sustainability
of Mississippi River Management—Future Options

John W. Day *, Rachael Hunter 2, G. Paul Kemp !, Matthew Moerschbaecher 3 and Christopher G. Brantley **

check for

updates
Citation: Day, ].W.; Hunter, R.;
Kemp, G.P.; Moerschbaecher, M.;
Brantley, C.G. The “Problem” of New
Orleans and Diminishing
Sustainability of Mississippi River
Management—Future Options. Water
2021, 13, 813. https://doi.org/
10.3390/w13060813

Academic Editor: Thomas Meixner

Received: 2 February 2021
Accepted: 5 March 2021
Published: 16 March 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Department of Oceanography and Coastal Sciences, College of the Coast and Environment,
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA 70803, USA; gpkemp@Isu.edu

2 Comite Resources, Inc., PO. Box 66596, Baton Rouge, LA 70896, USA; rhuntercri@gmail.com
Louisiana Oil Spill Coordinator’s Office, Department of Public Safety and Corrections,
Baton Rouge, LA 70806, USA; argentinaypf@gmail.com

4 USACE, 7400 Leake Ave, New Orleans, LA 70118, USA; chrisbrantley@charter.net

*  Correspondence: johnday@lsu.edu

1t Has retired.

Abstract: Climate change forcings are having significant impacts in coastal Louisiana today and
increasingly affect the future of New Orleans, a deltaic city mostly below sea level, which depends
on levee and pumps to protect from a host of water-related threats. Precipitation has increased in the
Mississippi River basin generally, increasing runoff, so that in recent years the Mississippi River has
been above flood stage for longer periods of time both earlier and later in the year, increasing the
likelihood that hurricane surge, traditionally confined to summer and fall, may compound effects
of prolonged high water on river levees. The Bonnet Carré Spillway, just upstream of New Orleans
has been operated more often and for longer periods of time in recent years than ever before in its
nearly 100-year history. Because all rain that falls within the city must be pumped out, residents have
been exposed to interior flooding more frequently as high-intensity precipitation events can occur
in any season. A sustainable path for New Orleans should involve elevating people and sensitive
infrastructure above flood levels, raising some land levels, and creating water storage areas within
the city. Management of the lower Mississippi River in the future must include consideration that the
river will exceed its design capacity on a regular basis. The river must also be used to restore coastal
wetlands through the use of diversions, which will also relieve pressure on levees.

Keywords: Mississippi River; coastal restoration; Mississippi River and Tributaries Project; river
diversions; New Orleans; climate change

1. Introduction

The Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA) of the State of Louisiana,
since its inception in 2007, has led the most comprehensive restoration program in progress
for any delta globally, at a cost of $0.7B to $1.0B per year [1,2]. This 50-year Coastal Master
Plan (CMP) is being conceived, amended and constructed at the same time that massive
global change is also taking place [1-3]). Deltas are among the coastal systems most
threatened by climate change because the stability of the land itself—lying at or close to sea
level—is affected by new interactions among stressors that arise in the upstream reaches of
watersheds as well as from the coastal ocean [4-10].

Climate forcings include substantial warming of both oceans and atmosphere, dra-
matic changes in river discharge to the coastal ocean (increases and decreases), more of
the strongest tropical cyclones (Saffir-Simpson Category 3+), as well as more intense pre-
cipitation events and prolonged droughts [11]. These changes are already taking place
for the Mississippi River, the Mississippi River delta and New Orleans, the pre-eminent
North American delta city in ways that will necessarily affect restoration priorities and
project sequencing. Other global trends that interact with climate change will exacerbate
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cumulative impacts and the overall feasibility of restoration, including disruption and
destabilization of natural systems, society and the economy, as exemplified by the effects
of Hurricane Katrina flooding, and the more recent COVID-19 pandemic [12,13].

Extreme heat with soil drying is affecting tropical and sub-tropical areas of the
globe [14-16]. Equatorial areas are becoming increasingly unsuited for the ecosystems
that today sustain human habitation [17]. Sea level is projected to increase by up to a
meter or more by 2100 [18]. The frequency with which Gulf of Mexico hurricanes reach
Saffir-Simpson Category (Cat) 4 and 5 is expected to increase [19,20], and hurricanes are
projected to grow larger [11,21,22], move slower but intensify more rapidly [23], generate
larger peak rainfall rates [24,25] and decay more slowly over land [26].

The Gulf of Mexico is today a semi-tropical sea. It is expected, however, to become
fully tropical in this century [27], increasing its role as a heat reservoir in powering extreme
weather events. Hurricane Harvey in 2017 reached Cat 4 but stalled off the Texas coast
before dropping an unprecedented 1.5 m of rain in 3 days on parts of the City of Houston
(Figure 1). Harvey caused $125 billion in flood damage without a major storm surge. This
was almost as much as the levee and floodwall breaches caused by Hurricane Katrina’s
surge did to New Orleans in 2005. Hurricane Michael, in 2018, was the first storm to strike
the Florida panhandle as a Cat 5, intensifying from a tropical storm in 48 h. Hurricane
Laura in 2020 hit southwest Louisiana after intensifying rapidly to Cat 4 with the highest
maximum wind speeds at landfall of any cyclone to strike Louisiana since 1856.
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Figure 1. Rainfall during Hurricane Harvey in the Houston vicinity. Peak rainfall was more than 1.5 m
over three days. (https://www.climate.gov/news-features/event-tracker/reviewing-hurricane-
harveys-catastrophic-rain-and-flooding, accessed on 7 January 2021).

The 2020 Atlantic hurricane season was unusually long and active, with the first of
a record 30 named storms forming in mid-May. This was the sixth consecutive year with
a named pre-June cyclone, and almost all, 27 of the 30, set new records for the earliest
formation by storm number. The end of the season in October and November also set new
records as well, with seven named storms, including four that intensified into major (Cat
3+) hurricanes. Iota, the last storm of the year, reached Cat 5 intensity on November 16
before crashing into Central America.


https://www.climate.gov/news-features/event-tracker/reviewing-hurricane-harveys-catastrophic-rain-and-flooding
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/event-tracker/reviewing-hurricane-harveys-catastrophic-rain-and-flooding

Water 2021, 13, 813

30f26

Ten of the 2020 named Atlantic cyclones, including three major hurricanes, made
landfall on the U.S. Gulf Coast, and six of these had New Orleans within the cone of
predicted landfall at some point. Fortunately, only one, Hurricane Zeta (Cat 2), actually
passed close enough to the city to cause minor damage. If a wet, stalled hurricane like
Harvey or a powerful wind storm like Laura were to directly hit New Orleans, damage
caused by interior flooding or high winds, respectively, would again be catastrophic even if
all post-Katrina surge defenses survived intact, and evacuation was timely and successful.

The occurrence of early, “pre-season” storms raises the potential for hurricane surge
to enter the mouth of the Mississippi and drive up river levels that are already at or above
flood stage in New Orleans. Hurricanes strike most frequently in August or September
when the river is typically low. During Hurricane Katrina (29 August 2005), the mean
Mississippi River stage was less than 1.2 m (NAVDS88), but the surge added 4 m, pushing
river stage briefly close to Flood Stage (Figure 2). When New Orleans is threatened by
tropical storms or hurricanes six times in one season, this leads to an almost continuous state
of public safety mobilization. Emergency response preparations for navigation channel,
levee and floodwall closures, as well as organized evacuations, must begin 72 h in advance
of any projected landfall.

Here we apply new projections of global change to the existential “problem” facing
New Orleans, namely the sustainability of both the Mississippi River and Tributaries
(MR&T), and the Hurricane and Storm Damage Risk Reduction System (HSDRRS) projects
through which the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has managed the Mississippi River
since 1927 and New Orleans hurricane surge post Hurricane Katrina and the rebuilding
which was largely completed in 2016 [28-30]. In this paper, we focus on the potential
for simultaneous flooding from the Mississippi River and from the Gulf of Mexico. Over
the past century or more, there has been an enormous amount of information generated
about these threats to coastal Louisiana and hundreds of billions of dollars expended to
counter and deal with them, mostly for flood defenses in the form of river and coastal
levees [3,9,30-36].
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Figure 2. Four meter storm surge in the Mississippi River at New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina.
Blue diamonds are readings recorded by the Carrollton Gage before failure, and red line is ADCIRC
model output from [37].
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2. The Mississippi River Flood Control System—Past Development and Future Prospects

The Mississippi River and Tributaries (MR&T) project was developed after the catas-
trophic flood of 1927 to control river flooding and to maintain navigation on the lower
Mississippi River from Cairo, Illinois to the mouth of the river (Figure 3). The plan was
designed to control the “project flood”, a mythical event conceived in the 1930s as carrying
a significantly larger peak flow than during the 1927 flood disaster, then the flood of record.
At Cairo, IL, downstream of the entrance of the Ohio River, the project flood is estimated at
about 68,850 m3 /s (2,360,000 cubic feet per second—cfs). It was estimated at ~85,835 m3s~1
(3,030,000 cfs) at Red River Landing, about 97 km (60 miles) downriver from Natchez, MS,
but upstream of the split that carries flow into the Atchafalaya distributary.

The MR&T project shifted the emphasis of river management from “levees only” to
“levees and outlets” [38,39], an acknowledgement that eliminating natural distributaries
reduced the river’s ability to handle major floods and that levees alone could not offer a
permanent fix. The three primary components of the MR&T project are levees for containing
flood flows, controlled floodways for the passage of excess flows past critical reaches
of the river, dikes and bank hardening to limit meandering and bank slumping while
maintaining a fixed low-water navigation channel for ocean going vessels to Baton Rouge
for barges upstream from there. A fourth focus was outside the main channel on tributary
basin improvements for drainage and flood control (https://www.mvn.usace.army.mil/
Missions/Mississippi-River-Flood-Control /Mississippi-River-Tributaries/, accessed on 29
January 2021).

The MR&T authorized levees to contain flood discharge as well as the major floodways
that relieve pressure on levees. The Old River Control Structure, which has grown from
one to four structures since 1963 is designed to prevent the capture of the Mississippi River
by the Atchafalaya River distributary by limiting the rate at which Mississippi River can
feed the Atchafalaya. It also prevents backflow from the Red River tributary, ensuring that
all Red River discharge goes into the Atchafalaya, which is contained by the levees of the
massive Atchafalaya Basin Floodway (Figure 4).

At the latitude of Red River Landing (31° N), when the Mississippi River reaches
project flood discharge, the MR&T plan calls for flow to be divided equally, with 42,475 m3s~!
(1,500,000 cfs) continuing down the main river channel and the remainder diverted to the
Atchafalaya Basin Floodway via the Old River Control Structures, which take water from
the entire depth of the flow, and through overbank structures like the Morganza and West
Atchafalaya Floodways. Of the 42,475 m3s~! (1,500,000 cfs) flowing down the main chan-
nel, 7079 m3s~1! (250,000 cfs) can be diverted to Lake Pontchartrain and the Gulf through
the Bonnet Carre’ Spillway, another overbank structure, and the remaining 35,397 m3s~!
(1,250,000 cfs) continues downriver to below New Orleans and ultimately to the Gulf of
Mexico [40,41].

Because of sea level rise, subsidence and changed river hydraulics, less sand is trans-
ported to the river mouth so that the sedimentation depocenter is moving upstream from
Head of Passes, and more water is leaving overbank on the east side in the unleveed and
ungated Bohemia Spillway. Kemp et al. [40] reported that this favors formation of new,
unregulated outlets upstream of Head of Passes and the main Southwest Pass navigation
outlet. Such an outlet—now called Mardi Gras Pass—opened through the east bank natural
levee in the Bohemia Spillway at the end of the record 2011 flood and now often conveys
more than 600 m®s~! (20,000 cfs) during high water into the marshes and bays just down-
stream of the end of the federal levee [42]. During the peak of the 2011 flood, only 27% of
the 65,000 m3s~! entering Louisiana reached the Gulf via Head of Passes.


https://www.mvn.usace.army.mil/Missions/Mississippi-River-Flood-Control/Mississippi-River-Tributaries/
https://www.mvn.usace.army.mil/Missions/Mississippi-River-Flood-Control/Mississippi-River-Tributaries/

Water 2021, 13, 813

50f 26

‘: 0 500 km
Legend
S ILLINOIS
£
—— Levees &
. KENTUQCY
— R SSOURI ) e
o O i O TENNESSEE
ARKANSAS - —
St. Francis . ied Polnd
Backwater “— New Madrid
Arga —\\ Floodway
— __ TENNESSEE
©  MISSISSIPPI

Red River
Backwater
Area
Morganza
Floodway
West
Atchafalaya ——— — @\ Iy ——— - — "~ _

Gulf of Mexico
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the Mississippi River that are part of the Mississippi River and Tributaries Project flood control

system [43].
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Figure 4. Mississippi River and Tributaries project water diversion plan during a project design flood.
Discharge is in 1000 cfs [41].

Lower Mississippi River flow and stage data were obtained from the USACE and were
reduced to annual maximum, minimum, and mean discharge and elevation for 1901 to 2020.
Data were subjected to regression analyses with JMP statistical software. In 1927, peak
discharge of the Mississippi River at Vicksburg was 64,000 m3g~! (2,278,000 cfs), but in 2011
discharge was even higher at 65,000 m3g~1 (2,310,000 cfs). The maximum discharge in 2011
at Natchez, Mississippi, about 120 km south of Vicksburg, was 62,900 m3s~1 (2,220,000 cfs).
In general, since the early 1960s stage and discharge of the lower Mississippi River have
been increasing over time (Figures 5-7). It is especially interesting that the minimum river
stage at Natchez and Baton Rouge has increased over time and is the stage most strongly
correlated over time (Figures 5 and 7).
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Figure 5. Minimum, mean, and maximum stage of the Mississippi River at the Natchez, Mississippi USACE gauge. The red
horizontal line indicates flood stage at Natchez (https:/ /rivergages.mvr.usace.army.mil, accessed on 15 January 2021).
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Figure 7. Minimum, mean, and maximum stage of the Mississippi River by year at the. Baton Rouge, Louisiana USACE

gauge. The red horizontal line indicates flood stage at Baton Rouge (https:/ /rivergages.mvr.usace.army.mil, accessed on 15

January 2021).

These data suggest that sediment deposition is filling in the river above Baton Rouge
and reducing conveyance [44]. Wang and Xu [45] analyzed Mississippi River discharge
and stage heights at Tarbert Landing (about 10 km downstream from the Old River control
complex) and found that for the same flow rate of about 28,300 m3s~1 (1,000,000 cfs), flood
heights in 2015 were about 2.2 m higher than in 1988 due to increased sedimentation in
the river. In the 2019 flood, the river was above flood stage at Baton Rouge for 211 days.
This exceeded the 92-year record of 135 days set in 1927 by 76 days. However, in 2019 the
Mississippi River was kept artificially high in New Orleans for an extended period because
the Bonnet Carré Spillway was not operated to its fullest capacity to reduce river water
input to the Pontchartrain Basin. Diverting additional discharge through the Bonnet Carré
Spillway can result in a decline in the hydrograph upstream on the Mississippi River as far
as Baton Rouge.

The number of days that the Mississippi River is above flood stage per year has also
increased at the Natchez, MS and Baton Rouge, LA gauges (Figures 8 and 9). When 4-year
averages are compared for recent years, an increase in average number of days that the
Mississippi River was above flood stage of 10.6 m (35 ft) at the Baton Rouge, Louisiana
USACE gauge is apparent (Figure 10).

The Morganza Floodway, located at Mississippi River mile 280 Above Head of Passes
(AHP) in Louisiana, was built in 1954 and was designed to divert up to about 17,000 m3s~!
(600,000 cfs) of river water into the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway. When Mississippi River
flows at Red River Landing are predicted to reach about 42,500 m3s~! (1,500,000 cfs), the
USACE considers opening Morganza. The floodway has only been opened during the major
floods of 1973 and 2011, for 56 and 55 days, respectively. The opening of the floodway has
serious implications because it can cover the lower Atchafalaya Basin with 3-7 m (10-20 ft)
of water and impact 10,000 people and 6000 homes, not including backwater flooding [41].
With larger and more frequent flooding, the need to open the Morganza Floodway may
increase in the future.
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Figure 8. Number of days that the Mississippi River was above flood stage of 16 m (48 ft) at the Natchez, Mississippi
USACE gauge between 1901 and 2020. Note that 2020 is not a complete data set (https:/ /rivergages.mvr.usace.army.mil,
accessed on 15 January 2021).
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Figure 9. Number of days that the Mississippi River was above flood stage of 11.7 m (35 ft) at the Baton Rouge, Louisiana
USACE gauge between 1935 and 2020 (https:/ /rivergages.mvr.usace.army.mil, accessed on 15 January 2021).
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Figure 10. Comparing 4-year averages starting with 2005 to 2008 and ending with 2017 to 2020
showing an increase in average number of days that the Mississippi River was above flood stage of
10.6 m (35 ft) at the Baton Rouge, Louisiana USACE gauge extending late into spring (May) and later
still into summer hurricane season (June through August) (https://rivergages.mvr.usace.army.mil;
accessed on 1 March 2021).

The Bonnet Carré Spillway is a flood relief outlet situated about 40 km upstream of
New Orleans. It was completed in 1936 after the 1927 flood showed the need. Since the
first opening in 1937, the spillway has been opened 15 times, and the discharge criteria
that must be satisfied to justify an opening have not changed since it was built. Ten of
the 15 openings have occurred in the second half of its operational history and five of the
openings have been in the four years between 2016 to 2020. The spillway was also opened
twice in 2019, something that had never occurred before. The more frequent need for water
release through Bonnet Carre” indicates that large floods are becoming more common,
along with a change in the way that the spillway has recently been managed as indicated
above. This does result in prolonging high water on the levees.

An important assumption that governs operations of MR&T project is that the river
flood season is temporally distinct from that of hurricanes. The annual flood pulse of the
Mississippi River generally declines by early June. Although hurricane season officially
begins on 1 June, the frequency with which hurricanes come into the Gulf of Mexico, or
form there, increases from mid-August to early October [45]. The record-breaking 2019
flood called this thinking into question. After it was opened for the second time that year,
the Bonnet Carré Spillway could not be closed until the second week in August while
Hurricane Barry made landfall in Louisiana in mid-July. If Barry had sent a large surge up
the Mississippi, it could have resulted in some levee overtopping. A Bonnet Carré opening
can replace the volume of Lake Pontchartrain by one to four times.

Tao et al. [46] modeled the combined effects of climate change, land use, and river man-
agement on discharge of the Mississippi River and projected that peak river discharge may
increase by 10-60% during this century. Day et al. [9] plotted the peak discharge at Natchez,
MS for the 2011 flood and added 10% to 60% to that discharge. An increase of 60% over the
2011 flood maximum would result in a discharge of 104,000 m3s~1 (3.70 million ft® s~ 1),
exceeding the maximum conveyance of project flood by about 20% (Figure 11). If increases
of this magnitude occur, the MR&T flood control system on the Mississippi River may be
overwhelmed [40].

As John Barry notes, “the biggest danger is pressure, constant unrelenting pressure”
([28], p. 191). The Low-Sill Structure is now one of four structures that convey Mississippi
River flow into the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway, but it almost failed during the 1973 flood
and remains a weak link in the MR&T control system [47-50].
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46). MR&T is the Mississippi River and Tributaries project flood.

But prolonged high discharges can threaten earthen levees as well as concrete flood-
walls and control structures [51]. Many factors can compromise levees and lead to collapse
including cavities due to rotting logs and burrowing animals, soil weakness, sand boils,
and piping below the base of the levee. Most of the flaws are not visible until failure is
in progress. MR&T levees may fail in the future due to a reduction of the conveyance of
the river channel downstream because of sedimentation and increased pressure due to
prolonged high water during very large floods [50-54]. The nightmare scenario on the
Mississippi River is when stage drops very quickly after a prolonged high water period.
This is when the potential for a levee failure is highest because water stranded in the pores
of the levee soil cannot drain quickly enough as occurred near Donaldsonville, Louisiana,
in 1973 (Figure 12). Given projections for an increase in the peak discharge of the river,
even exceeding the Project Flood design criteria, the potential for failure of levees and
structures on the lower Mississippi River can be expected to increase [9].

Figure 12. Bank failure of levee at Donaldsonville, Louisiana during the 1973 flood. Such failures are

most common when water levels drop precipitously after prolonged high flows. Photo courtesy of J.
David Rogers.
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3. Extreme Precipitation Events

Evidence indicates that the intensification of extreme weather events will occur in a
warming climate [55,56]. Warmer air holds more moisture, and heavy precipitation events
and flooding are expected to increase in intensity with climate change [57-61], and this
is certainly the case for the Gulf Coast. Laska [30] provided maps for major precipitation
events affecting the Mississippi Delta from 2001 to 2017 (Table 1; Figure 13). This shows
how the entire Louisiana coastal zone as well as large non-coastal areas are susceptible
to extreme flooding. Several recent examples have occurred in the North-Central Gulf of
Mexico. In August 2016, nearly a meter of rain fell in 3 days that led to extensive flooding
east of the Mississippi River in the Baton Rouge area with over 10,000 houses flooded.
Most of these homes had not been previously identified as vulnerable to flooding on
Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRM) developed by the U.S. Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA). The 2016 storm was associated with a near stationary low-pressure area
just offshore in the Gulf. In 2017, Hurricane Harvey stalled over Houston and dumped
up to 1.5 m of rain over several days. Such intense storms are occurring with a greater
frequency. Because local rivers in Louisiana are low relief coastal plain rivers, the river slope
is critical in regulating the quantity and rate at which water can be conveyed from large
rain events. Rising sea level will decrease the river slope even further in local tributaries
(other than the Mississippi-Atchafalaya system) to the coastal zone and greatly exacerbate
flooding of low relief areas.

Table 1. The 34 major Louisiana flood events of the 21st century. Storms in bold are shown in Figure 13. Modified from [30].

Event Date Landfall Location Parishes with Flooding
Number

1 Tropical Storm Allison June 2001 Morgan City, LA Cameron, 5t. Tammany, St. Bernard, E.
Baton Rouge

2 Tropical Storm Bertha August 2002 Mouth of MS River St. Tammany, E. Feliciana

3 Hurricane Isidore September 2002 Grand Isle, LA St. Tammany, upper Jefferson

4 Hurricane Lili (Cat 1) October 2002 Vermillion Bay, LA Vermillion, Acadia

5 Tropical Storm Bill June 2003 Central LA Coast Terrebonne, St. Tammany

6 Hurricane Ivan September 2004 Cameron, LA Cameron, Calcasieu, Caddo

Tropical Central LA coast at
7 Storm Matthew October 2004 Frenier, LA Terrebonne, Lafourche
Hurricane Cindy
8 (Cat 1) July 2005 Grand Isle, LA Orleans
Hurricane Katrina . .
9 (Cat 3) August 2005 Mouth of MS River Most coastal parishes
Vermillion, Cameron, Calcasieu,

10 Hurricane Rita (Cat 3) September 2005 LA-TX border Vernon, Beauregard, Jefferson
Davis, Allen

11 Westgrn/Northern October 2006 Not applicable Vernon, St. Landry, Calcasieu

River flood
12 Hurr1ca(réeafllt)1mberto September 2007 Vinton, LA Lafayette, Beauregard
13 Tropical Storm August 2008 Gilchrist, TX Calcasieu
Edouard
14 Hurrl:gl;: ZC); ustav September 2008 Mouth of MS River Most coastal parishes
15 Hurricane Ike (Cat 1) September 2008 Point Bolivar, TX Cameron, Vermillion
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Table 1. Cont.

Event Event Date Landfall Location Parishes with Flooding
Number
16 Tropical Storm Bonnie July 2010 Mouth of MS River Washington, W. Baton Rouge
17 Tropical Depression 5 August 2010 LA-MS border Orleans, Avoyelles
MS and Atchafalaya . . Avoyelles, Iberville, W. Baton Rouge,
18 rivers flood April 2011 Not applicable Pointe Coupee, Iberia
19 Tropical Storm Lee September 2011 Vermillion Bay, LA St. Tammany, Orleans, Plaquemines, St.
Bernard, Jefferson
20 Hurricane Isaac (Cat 1) August 2012 Port Fourchon, LA Most coastal parishes
21 Red River flood June 2015 Not applicable Caddo, Bossier, Natchitoches, Rapides
22 MS River flood January 2016 Not applicable W. Baton Rouge, W. Feliciana,
Pointe Coupee
Tangipahoa, St. Tammany, Washington,
Livingston, Ascension, Calcasieu,
23 lj&r:ilse;;(];f March 2016 Not applicable Beauregard, Vernon, Ouachita,
Caldwell, Richland, Madison,
Bienville, Natchitoches
Ascension, Livingston, E. Baton Rouge,
W. Baton Rouge, Tangipahoa, St.
24 ]?astern LA August 2016 Not applicable Helena, Rapides, Pointe Coupee,
rivers flood er1s . .
Vermillion, Acadia, Evangeline,
St. Martin
25 Tropical Storm Cindy June 2017 LA-TX border Cameron, Calcasieu, Vermillion, Iberia
Cameron, Jefferson Davis, Acadia,
26 Hurricane Harvey August 2017 Cameron, LA Vermillion, St. Martin, Acadia,
Lafayette, Calcasieu, Iberia, Terrebonne
27 Red River Flood March 2018 Not applicable Natchitoches, Bossier, Caddo
28 Hurricane Nate (Cat 1) October 2017 Mouth of MS River St. Tammany
29 Hurricane Barry (Cat 1) July 2019 Marsh Island, LA St. Martin, Terrebonne, Lafourche
30 Tropical Storm Olga October 2019 Central LA coast Terrebonne, Lafourche, St. Tammany
Tropical
31 Storm Cristobal June 2020 SELA Jefferson
32 Tropical Storm Marco August 2020 Mouth of MS River No major flooding in LA
33 Hurricane Laura (Cat 4) August 2020 LA-TX border Cameron, Calcasieu
34 Hurricane Delta (Cat 2) August 2020 LA-TX border Cameron, Calcasieu
35 Hurricane Zeta (Cat 2) October 2020 Cocodrie, LA

What then are the options for sustainable management of New Orleans and the
MR&T system and how is this related to Mississippi Delta restoration? A fundamental
hypothesis of this paper is that neither the New Orleans flood control system (both levees
and pumps) nor the MR&T system (levees and structures) are currently managed and
operated sustainably for the long-term and that catastrophic failure continues to remain
likely unless future climate projections as well as other global change forcings are taken
into consideration going forward.
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Hurricane Gustav (2008)

Hurricane Katrina (2005) Hurricane Rita (2005)

-
Hurricane Isaac (2012)

Hurricane lke (2008) Spring 2011

March 2016 Hurricane Harvey (2017)

August 2016

Figure 13. Top. Flooding due to individual extreme precipitation events. Bottom. Combination of all
storms shown in Table 1. From [30]. Used by permission.
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4. A Sustainable New Orleans

New Orleans is a special challenge for sustainable restoration and flood protection
in the Mississippi delta. It is the largest metropolitan area in Louisiana and the region is
economically important for the state and nation in terms of port activity, tourism, education,
and commerce [62-64]. The regional economy also includes petrochemicals, oil and gas
activity, and commercial and recreational fisheries. Until the late 19th century, New Orleans
was still almost completely above sea level, albeit by only a few meters [65]. Over the
course of the 20th century, the city spread into adjacent wetlands as they were leveed,
large pumps were put in place, and the wetlands were drained. As a consequence, the city
expanded from the relatively high natural levees adjacent to the river out to the edge of
Lake Pontchartrain as well as up and down river from the original footprint of the city.
Unfortunately, this had two unintended and ultimately catastrophic consequences. First,
wetlands, especially baldcypress swamps, that served to reduce hurricane surge and waves
were lost to urban development. Second, the draining of highly organic wetlands soils
exposed them to oxidation and subsidence. Because of this, the city is now up to 5 m below
sea level (Figure 14).

Pumping capacity, though extraordinary, is generally less than 3 cm per hour, and
is often exceeded causing frequent localized flooding with depths of a meter or more.
Since the mid 20th century, catastrophic flooding from hurricanes occurred twice; in 1965
from Hurricane Betsy and in 2005 from Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. As noted above,
intensifying climate impacts are increasing the probability of such events in this century. In
addition, nuisance flooding has been occurring more frequently inside of the New Orleans
levees, including within the central business district.

5. Stormwater Drainage in the New Orleans Metro Area

Most of New Orleans proper (approximately 65%) is at or below mean sea level,
as defined by the average elevation of Lake Pontchartrain during the 1983-2001 period,
estimated at approximately 0.12 m (0.4 ft) NAVDS88 (Figure 14) [66,67]. Unlike natu-
ral watersheds that have a downstream outlet, New Orleans consists of several artifi-
cial hydrologic areas that are isolated from each other and have no downstream out-
let. These are “polders” in the Dutch sense. Rain that falls in New Orleans moves into
a storm drain, then into the underground drainage system where it is conveyed to a
pumping station. At a typical pumping station, storm water is either pumped from
the underground storm sewer network into an outfall canal or pumped from an out-
fall canal to Lake Pontchartrain. Because the river levees are higher than the lake lev-
ees, almost all rainwater is pumped into Lake Pontchartrain, the only exception being
a new river pump station in River Ridge, which is close to the River in suburban Jeffer-
son Parish (https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/local/jefferson/new-jp-pump-station-
capable-of-removing-9-inches-of-rain-within-24-h /289-540251922, accessed on 7 January
2021). The internal drainage and pumping system is operated by the Sewerage and Water
Board of New Orleans (SWBNO) while the perimeter levees, floodwalls and lakeside
pumping stations are operated by the east bank New Orleans Flood Authority [68].

Twenty-four drainage pumping stations, collectively housing 120 drainage and constant-
duty pumps are required to evacuate stormwater from New Orleans. While drainage
pumps are activated to remove rainwater and to prevent flooding, constant-duty pumps
work to regulate the amount of water in New Orleans drainage canals on any given day.
The SWBNO'’s drainage network includes approximately 150 km (90 miles) of open canals
and 150 km of subsurface canals (Figure 15). Many of the subsurface canals are large
enough to drive a bus through. Since Hurricane Katrina, closure gates have been added to
the outfall canals to keep water from surging into the interior drainage system from Lakes
Pontchartrain or Borgne during hurricanes [67].


https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/local/jefferson/new-jp-pump-station-capable-of-removing-9-inches-of-rain-within-24-h/289-540251922
https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/local/jefferson/new-jp-pump-station-capable-of-removing-9-inches-of-rain-within-24-h/289-540251922
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Figure 14. New Orleans elevation relative to mean sea level [67]. Inset shows New Orleans elevation from the Mississippi
River to Lake Pontchartrain.
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Figure 15. Stormwater pump station map of New Orleans (https://www.swbno.org/Stormwater/Overview; accessed on 7
January 2021).
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Because almost all rain that falls on the city of New Orleans must be pumped out,
the volume of runoff can be approximated by the volume of water pumped, analogous
to using the event runoff portion of a hydrograph in a typical stream. The City of New
Orleans can be broken up into five main areas that need to be pumped during rainfall that
are separated by the Mississippi River, the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal (IHNC), and
the Intracoastal Waterway (ICWW). This creates five main polders, or artificial watersheds,
within the city, which are independent and labeled as Main, East, Lower 9th, Algiers, and
English Turn (Figure 16), respectively [67].

SWBNO Catchments
BB Algiers

CJEast

BB English Turn

Clower9th
EIMain

Figure 16. Polders of the New Orleans storm drainage network [67].

The SWBNO has stated that the drainage capacity is 2.54 cm (1.0 in) in the first hour of
an event, followed by 1.27 cm (0.5 in) for each additional hour of rainfall [68]. However, if
rain is falling faster than 2.54 cm per hour, the pumps will not be able to remove the water
and flooding will occur. As an example, if 25.4 cm (10 in) of rain falls in a five-hour period
and then the rain stops, 7.62 cm (3 in) would be pumped out during the 5 h and 17.78 cm
(7 in) would be left. It would take the system about 14 h at 1.27 cm (0.5 in) per hour to
remove that water, assuming that no more rain falls during that 14-h period. In addition,
several analyses have shown that the above estimate by the SWBNO is an ideal maximum
that is rarely achieved due to several factors, including;:

e How many pumps are running (an estimated 10 to 15 pumps are down for mainte-
nance at any one time);

e  How well the pumps are running (Veolia [69] and ABS Group [70] concluded that, of
a subsample of pumps tested, there was an average of 30% diminished pumping capacity);
Location—(e.g., how far the area is from a pump, drain times vary by street);
Amount and rate of rainfall;
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1.25 =
e P umping Rate (in/hr)
H = === Rainfall Rate (in/hr)
1.00 + 1 PumpingMIN (in/hr)
ﬂ - PumpingNOM (in/hr)

Amount of impervious surfaces (affects runoff vs infiltration)
Frequency of storms;
and Soil saturation.

For example, drainage times for a rainfall event in Gentilly of 13.5 cm (5.3 in) were
recorded for different areas. The SWBNO predicted that it would take 11 h to drain all of
the water. On one street in Gentilly it took 8 h to drain, on another it took 10.5 h, and on
another it took 23 h [71]. By comparison, over 1.5 m (about 60 in) of rain fell in the Houston
area in about three days during Hurricane Harvey. A similar amount of rainfall in New
Orleans clearly would lead to catastrophic flooding.

The SWBNO web site states that “The system’s pumping capacity is over 29 bil-
lion gallons a day, enough to empty a lake 10 square miles by 13.5 feet deep every 24 h.
That flow rate (over 45,000 cubic feet per second) is more than the flow rate of the Ohio
River, the nation’s fifth largest river.” However, Lincoln and Schlotzhauer [72] assessed
the City’s pumping capacity and calculated hypothetical minimum, nominal, and maxi-
mum pumping rates for the New Orleans drainage network at approximately 368 m3s~!
(12,990 cfs), 561 m3s~1 (19,810 cfs), and 663 m3s~ ! (23,410 cfs), respectively. The equivalent
uniform rates for the minimum, nominal, and maximum pumping rates were 1.27 cm h~!
(0.50inh~1),1.93 cm h~! (0.76 in h~!), and 2.29 cm h~! (0.90 in h™!), respectively. Rainfall
rates and pumping rates estimated during Hurricane Isaac (2008) were measured for the
Main polder of New Orleans (Figure 17).

Rainfall Rates and Pumping Rates
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Figure 17. Rainfall and pumping rates for the Main polder of the City of New Orleans during Hurricane Isaac. The

hypothetical minimum and maximum pumping rates for the system are specified, as well as the nominal rate provided by

SWBNO [72].

Because of the issues just discussed, New Orleans is one of the most threatened urban
areas in the United States. As noted, Katrina led to catastrophic flooding and loss of life
due to levee breaches, and the region still has not fully recovered [3,73,74]. After the
2005 hurricanes, many expected that the region would undergo fundamental changes to
make the metropolitan area more resilient to hurricane flooding. But most residential and
commercial buildings were repaired in place and strong resistance to elevating structures
beyond that required to obtain flood insurance through the NFIP resulted in very few
flooded structures being raised to levels at or above Hurricane Katrina flood levels [75]. As
has been discussed, more than half the metropolitan area is below sea level and climate
change is projected to intensify the threat of flooding from different events, sources and
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directions (accelerated sea-level rise, more frequent stronger hurricanes, higher peak
river discharge, and more extreme weather events like the August 2016 flooding and
Hurricane Harvey’s impact on Houston). The maintenance of levees and pumped drainage
is costly and will likely become increasingly untenable. If the traditional approach to flood
protection remains more or less the same, it is plausible and even likely that New Orleans
may flood again catastrophically before 2100. Thus, there is a need for new approaches
to integrate resilience into the metropolitan area’s long-term sustainability planning. We
believe that it is critically important that most residents and infrastructure intolerant of
flooding should not remain below sea level.

Erdman et al. [35] proposed a bold new vision to make New Orleans truly resilient
and sustainable in the 21st century and beyond. Their vision is to provide additional
protection at the lake front and to raise all living areas, ideally to at least 5 m above sea
level. They argued that New Orleans provides a case study for all of south Louisiana, as
well as coastal cities around the world, especially port cities with areas below sea level,
that are increasingly threatened by sea-level rise and strong storms as to how settlement
can continue in such a precarious location. They presented a design proposal for elevating
parts the city of New Orleans as an adaptive course of action. Their two-part strategy
begins by reinforcing the lake edge along Lake Pontchartrain using infill to extend the
higher, buildable ground by about an additional 65 km?. This higher ground would be
fronted by a cypress swamp and urban edge. The second part of the strategy aims to build
a series of leveed polders that they call “marais” based on the French term for “marsh”.
These polders could then be developed by filling with river sediment, raising structures
inside the polder, or managing them for aquatic and wetland systems that could also serve
as flood water detention reservoirs. Erdman et al. [35] estimated that the cost to build the
basic infrastructure was about $200 to $400 million dollars per 2.59 km? (1 mi?). Thus,
25.9 km? (10 mi?) would cost from 2 to 4 billion dollars and 54.8 km? (25 mi?) would cost
between 5 and 7.5 billion dollars. The design proposal further develops edge and fill tactics
to complete elevation of the city, in whole or part. Erdman et al. [36] reviewed different
strategies for raising structures and making them more resilient, and Colten and Day [75]
reviewed historical examples where urban land has been raised to avoid flooding threats
or to enhance sewage removal.

6. Future Management of the Lower Mississippi River Flood Control and Navigation System

Future management of the lower Mississippi River must include consideration that
climate change and other forcings will likely lead to discharge levels that by the end of the
century regularly exceed the design capacity of the MR&T project—the project flood. How
can the river convey larger floods while at the same time maintaining flood protection? The
combination of outlets that would both reduce stage levels in the river and lead to large-
scale wetland restoration are an option to accomplish both flood protection and wetland
restoration at the same time. This would lead to considerable freshening of estuarine
waters in the southeast part of the state east of the Mississippi River. Fisher communities
in this area are strongly opposed to more freshwater because of the way it pushes the fish
they seek away from where they were previously. Thus, there is a strong conflict between
flood protection for the New Orleans metropolitan area and maintaining fisheries east
of the river. This is an example of the kind of contentious issues that will become more
common in deltaic restoration planning.

Engineered sediment diversions, which divert sediment and nutrient-rich freshwater
from the Mississippi River to adjacent wetlands, have been identified as critical tools
needed to restore the Mississippi River delta plain [1,7,29,32,76-81]. Large river diversions
are very expensive, costing on the order of a billion dollars [1]. However, after construction
diversions have minimal recurring costs [29]. One problem is that the immediate outfall
area may tend to fill in, as is the case for the Bonnet Carreé Spillway [82]. One option is
to build a conveyance channel like the Wax Lake Outlet that is self-scouring. Diversion
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structures will likely last for more than a century. For example, the Bonnet Carreé Spillway
structure will be 100 years old in 10 years and will likely last many more decades [29,82].

Under natural conditions, river input to the delta plain was dramatically greater
than now. Large crevasses occurred every few years with flows that reached upwards
of 10,000 m3s~! and discharged tens of millions of tons of sediment each year [29,82-85].
Crevasses built up the natural levee and formed large crevasse splays in adjacent wetlands.
Some distributaries functioned year-round but most were active seasonally [86]. Sustain-
able restoration, especially with climate change, will require much greater river input than
is currently envisioned and should seek to mimic the past functioning of the river. Ruther-
ford et al. [87,88] showed that a very large diversion (~7000 m3s~1) into the Maurepas
Swamp on the east side of the river between Baton Rouge and New Orleans would build
and maintain much more land than currently proposed diversions for this area.

Although the first large diversions will be constructed below New Orleans and dis-
charge to the Barataria and Breton Sound basins [1], sediment introduction and retention
decreases the closer a diversion is to the river mouth. Diversions into open waters have
sediment retention efficiencies of 5-30% e.g., [31,89]. Esposito et al. [81] reported that
diversions into settings that are still vegetated have sediment retention efficiencies greater
than 75%. If diversions are located in the more inland parts of the delta, sediment reten-
tion will increase because of shallower water and the high trapping efficiency of forested
wetlands. A large diversion into the Maurepas Swamp would yield several benefits. It
would sustain this deteriorating 57,000-ha swamp that provides a variety of ecosystem
goods and services, especially hurricane protection, for the critical New Orleans to Baton
Rouge corridor [87,88,90,91]. It could also serve as an alternative flood outlet to the Bonnet
Carreé Spillway that is filling in [82]. However, as mentioned above, higher freshwater
input threatens fisheries and fisher communities.

An intriguing idea is that a large Maurepas diversion may relieve pressure on the Old
River control structure and decrease the potential that a larger portion of Mississippi River
flow will be captured by the Atchafalaya River. The Maurepas Swamp is approximately
the same distance from the Old River complex as the mouth of the Atchafalaya so that the
distance advantage of the Atchafalaya would be reduced and make stream capture less
likely. Nienhuis et al. [92] used Delft3D modeling to investigate the influence of vegetation
and soil compaction on the evolution of a natural levee breach and showed that crevasse
splays tend to heal because aggradation reduces the water slope. A way around this is
to create a bifurcation at the point of the Maurepas diversion like the lower Atchafalaya
and Wax Lake Outlet. This would maintain open the lower Mississippi channel past
New Orleans. Control at that point could deliver sediment to the lower river below New
Orleans. The Birdsfoot delta would be abandoned with a new sub-delta between New
Orleans and the Birdsfoot delta at Head of Passes. The Maurepas lobe would then build
out into Lake Maurepas and then into Lake Pontchartrain to enhance wetlands to help
protect New Orleans.

7. The Potential to Increase Basin Sediment Input

Coastal restoration will be much more difficult unless sediment input from the basin is
increased. There is a need to remobilize sediments trapped behind dams and move them to
the delta, especially fine sediments. Sand transport to the delta remains sufficient to build
wetlands in shallow, sheltered coastal bays fed by engineered diversions. Allison et al. [44]
reported that much of the sand fraction of the river was sequestered in overbank storage
and channel bed aggradation inside the flood control levees. Nittrouer and Viparelli [93]
concluded that sand supply to the head of the Mississippi delta was unlikely to decrease
for centuries. But suspended mud (silt and clay) flux to the coast has dropped from a mean
of 390 Mt y ! in the early 1950s, to about 100 Mt y~! since 1970 [94]. Unlike sand that is
deposited near where it leaves the river, fine-grained sediments can be transported deeper
into receiving estuarine basins and play a critical role in sustaining existing wetlands.
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Practically all of this now-absent mud once flowed from the Missouri River basin
prior to the construction of nearly 100 dams in the Missouri basin. About 100 Mt yr~! is
currently trapped by the large main-stem Upper Missouri River dams completed by 1953.
The remaining 200 Mt yr ! is trapped in impoundments built on tributaries to the Lower
Missouri in the 1950s and 1960s. In contrast to the large dams on the upper Missouri, sedi-
ment bypassing on the lower river impoundments is part of river management. Sediment
flux during the post-dam high discharge years of 1973, 1993, and 2011 approached pre-dam
levels when tributaries to the Lower Missouri contributed more water and sediment than
did the Upper Missouri. These lower Missouri river tributaries drain a vast, arid part of
the Great Plains, while those entering from the east bank traverse the lowlands of the Mis-
sissippi floodplain. Both provinces are dominated by highly erodible loess soils. Reducing
the continued decline in Mississippi River fine-grained sediment flux is very important
now that river diversions are being built for coastal wetland restoration in the deltaic
plain. Kemp et al. [10] concluded that tributary dam bypassing in the Lower Missouri
basin could increase mud supply to the Mississippi River delta by 100-200 Mt yr~! within
1-2 decades. Such measures to restore the Mississippi delta are compatible with objectives
of the Missouri River Restoration and Platte River Recovery Programs to restore riparian
habitat for endangered species [10].

8. Planning for Global Change

There is a pressing need to carry out planning for coastal restoration and protection to a
much greater extent within a comprehensive plan that takes into consideration 21st century
global change megatrends including climate chaos, energy scarcity, ecosystem degradation,
economic constraints, and local cultural preferences. There is a need to recognize the value
of ecosystem services and their role in the future ecological, economic, and social health of
the state and city and how these goods and services can be sustained. It is also necessary to
agree on what is possible, what is not, and what is absolutely critical to have a sustainable
system in the Mississippi delta. It is certain that the delta will shrink considerably [95,96],
that there will be significant population shifts accompanying managed retreat, and that
the river will have to be used to the maximum extent possible for restoration. As this
century progresses, much of what is being planned for coastal protection and restoration
will become more expensive, perhaps prohibitively so [97,98]. Society will have to adapt
to a much more dynamic river and delta system that cannot be controlled as it has been
for the last century. The energies of nature must play a much more important role in
delta management. This is ecological engineering on a grand scale that must operate in
synchronization with complex social processes. This will mean living in a much more open
system, accepting natural and social limitations, and utilizing the resources of the river
more fully.

From a conceptual perspective, Colten and Day [75] argued that the resilience and
sustainability of natural and human systems in the Mississippi Delta are decreasing because
human activities have moved the system beyond adaptability due to shifting baselines. In
other words, the environmental functioning of the delta has been so altered that it threatens
both the natural system and human communities. The functioning and sustainability of
deltas depend on regular and episodic, external and internal, inputs of energy and materials
that produce benefits over different spatial and temporal scales [7,32,99-101]. These scales
range from daily tides to development of new delta lobes. Infrequent events such as
channel switching, crevasses, large river floods, and strong storms largely control sediment
delivery and impact geomorphology. For example, two large floods of the Rhone River
that broke dikes formed large depositional splays in the delta [102]. More frequent events
maintain salinity gradients and regulate biogeochemical processes. Proposed management
outlined in this paper involves using episodic forcings (e.g., large river floods and sediment
delivery) as well as rebuilding the elevation capital that is so important for natural and
human systems in the delta.
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The findings for the Mississippi delta have broader implications for delta restoration.
For example, there are a number of deltas globally that have significant areas below sea
level (Rhine, Yangtze, Ganges, Po, Sacramento, Yangtze, and Vistula with areas of the
Ebro, Rhone, and Nile deltas trending towards below sea level) [7,8]. Land elevation in
a number of areas has been raised above flood levels using a combination of raising the
level of the land and raising structures [75]. In addition, extreme precipitation events
and increased flooding is becoming more common globally [58-60] and lessons from
the Mississippi on how to deal with increasing high river discharge and utilize and use
freshwater and sediment resources to enhance sustainability and resilience will be useful
for other coastal areas.
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