
will ReStoRation of louiSiana’S coaSt 
RequiRe coaStal ReSiDentS to leave
theiR coMMunitieS?  
Coastal restoration in Louisiana is widely supported, but 
it is important to consider the effect these restoration 
activities will have on coastal communities. We considered 
patterns of change in coastal communities as well as 
future options for managing transitions. 

ouR analySiS
In order to better understand this complex subject, we 
evaluated a cross section of communities as well as 
coastal demographic changes over the last 30 years. As we 
evaluated these data, we used the following assumptions:

humans are by nature a highly adaptive species

people living in dynamic ecosystems such as coastal 
Louisiana are culturally disposed to adaptive 
behaviors that create personal, community, and 
social resilience

science as well as local residents’ traditional 
ecological knowledge should both be used to 
identify options for the future.

what the Science SayS
With some exceptions, coastal restoration efforts will 
not force people from their communities. Residents of 
coastal parishes in Louisiana are heavily invested in and 
have a great attachment to their communities. Many 
coastal communities are centered around the harvest 
of renewable resources—such as shrimp, oysters, and 
crabs—as well as the local knowledge and skills that 
makes this harvest possible. In addition, social networks 
in coastal Louisiana are fundamental not only to people’s 
ways of life, but to their very survival. These networks 
extend beyond economic transactions to mutual forms of 
support that subsidize more visible economic activities. 
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Despite these important ties to existing community 
structures, residents of coastal Louisiana are adapting to 
changing conditions and making difficult decisions about 
their lives and livelihoods. The census data show patterns 
of steady population loss in census tracts that are most 
vulnerable to storms due to subsidence, sea level rise, 
and coastal erosion. The combined effect of these factors 
has been a gradual retreat of residents from Louisiana’s 
coast. We considered the pros and cons of four different 
approaches for helping communities continue to cope 
with these changes. 

•
•
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Relocation
After the upper Mississippi River floods of 1993, individual households were relocated out of the flood 
plain and onto nearby bluffs. Individually relocating residents of coastal Louisiana would require moves of 
a greater distance. This would scatter residents, rendering their former exchange networks unworkable and 
making it more difficult for them to continue their harvesting occupations. 

One solution would be to move entire communities to the same location. However, as a nation we have 
little experience in relocating entire communities to more protected locations. In addition, these relocations 
require a commitment from residents and government agencies that would be difficult to secure, as we 
have seen with efforts to relocate the Isle de Jean Charles community. In a recent survey of coastal officials 
regarding adaptation methods, both voluntary and assisted relocation were by far the least desired options 
overall. These factors would seem to indicate that if relocation is undertaken, much of the support derived 
from tightly knit communities would be lost.

Staying in Place, Protected by Levees
The creation of reconfigured communities surrounded by storm barriers is one way to retain the current 
location of threatened communities.  For example, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has proposed creating 
a ring levee around one of the most densely inhabited areas of Barataria Basin. However, the associated 
technical challenges are considerable. Because population density varies in most communities, pursuing 
this option would require reconfiguring community footprints to allow encirclement by levees. 

As with community wide relocation, building levee systems requires broad based agreement, and some 
land/home owners may have to exchange their properties for new locations. Given that many coastal 
properties have been handed down within families for five or more generations, this could be a difficult 
challenge. While it might be possible to accomplish such protection for very small fishing communities, 
the negotiations would be time consuming at best. In addition, certain threatened communities—Isle de 
Jean Charles, Pointe au Chien, Des Allemands, and the beach front communities of Cameron and Grand 
Isle, for example—could not adopt this strategy. These communities are built along the natural levees of 
waterways or coastal cheniers. Such communities are too long to be surrounded by levees, and it is not 
feasible to enclose the neighboring waterways. 

Seasonal Use of the Coast and Long Commutes for Harvesters
This option does not take into account the close relationships that residents have with the landscape as 
well as the web of personal connections that many coastal Louisiana residents hold. From an economic 
angle, a fisher who today parks his boat on the bayou next to his backyard would find it difficult to adapt 
to a scenario in which he has to commute and pay for extra fuel as well as mooring fees. Many fishing 
vessels are too large to fit on a trailer. They may also be worth more than the house they are moored by, 
and thus cannot be left behind in times of danger. We know of one small community that prepared for 
Hurricane Katrina by evacuating vulnerable residents by car while other men and women took their boats 
to a sheltered location to ride out the storm. Given all of these factors, it may be very difficult to relocate 
harvesters inland without impairing the viability of their traditional occupations.
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CoMMuNITy IMPACTS: DEFINING TERMS

To the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers “structural” mitigation means large structures 
that block water (e.g., levees or floodwalls). For the Corps, any other form of 
mitigation (e.g., elevating buildings, floodproofing) is called a nonstructural 
measure. The terms “nonstructural,” “mitigation,” (often used by FEMA) and 
“adaptation” (often used by climate specialists) are interchangeable.



Adapting to and/or Mitigating the Effects of 
Flood Risks and Land Loss
Understandably, most coastal Louisiana residents want 
to be protected where they are because this maintains 
the social networks that are key to their community 
and cultural survival. If levees are not feasible, a 
next step is to use nonstructural measures to help 
residents adapt to and prepare for increased flooding. 
Nonstructural measures may include floodproofing and 
elevation of homes and businesses, as well as land 
use planning, building codes, and zoning ordinances 
that seek to minimize a community’s risk. One possible 
obstacle to nonstructural measures is the reluctance 
of some residents and local leaders to agree to 
regulations that would take away their control over 
use of privately owned land. At the same time, when 
residents have fully understood the magnitude of the 
flooding risks facing them, they have been quick to 
embrace nonstructural measures. 

One successful case of voluntary home elevation 
has been studied in Delcambre Louisiana. Following 
Hurricane Rita in 2005 there initially was little support 
for elevating homes. However, after Hurricane Ike in 
2008, residents began to realize that a 1-in-100 year 
storm like Rita had a 1 percent chance of occurring 
each year. Previously, many residents had thought such 
a storm would occur once in 100 years. A June 2009 
survey of houses in Delcambre found that over 40 
percent of the 850 houses in the sample were elevated 
above Hurricane Rita’s surge. We estimate that this 
trend has continued to the point where over 50 percent 
of the area’s homes are now elevated. As this example 
illustrates, helping local communities commit to 
appropriate levels of nonstructural adaptation requires 
that affected residents understand the full range of 
challenges, including climate and energy scenarios, 
which they are facing. 

iMplicationS foR policy MakeRS
Some communities will be affected by restoration 
measures such as diversions that change water salinity 
and the locations of coastal resources. For most 
communities, however, lack of wetland restoration will 
make the coast more vulnerable to continued flooding 
as well as hazards such as the BP oil spill. Ultimately, 
these threats will be what force people away from the 
coast. If restoration and mitigation are coordinated 
to create compatible outcomes, they will be positive 
activities for coastal communities. 

The populations of these communities are changing 
today, and some communities will be lost. However, 
there are ways for most communities to adapt to the 
changing landscape, using both science and their own 
ecological knowledge. Residents need full information 
about the risks and options they face so they can 
make informed choices.
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