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TESTIMONY OF MARK DAVIS, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THEEOALITION TO RESTORE COASTAL
LOUISIANA

TO

HOUSE TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE COMMITTEESUBCOMMITTEE ON WATER
RESOURCES AND THE ENVIRONMENT

July 15, 2004

My name is Mark Davis and | am the exe® director of the Coalition to Restore Coadtaliisiana. O
behalf of the Coalition, | would like to express @ppreciation to the Committee and the Chairmamnfating us tc
speak with you about the urgent need to addressrifis that exists today in the lower MississiRwer delta an
coastal plain, a place now known as America’s Wekla

The Coalition to Restore Coastal Lansi is a broad based not-fmefit organization comprised of lo
governments, businesses, environmental and conservgroups, civic groups, recreational and comiaé
fishermen, and concerned individuals dedicatech&restoration and stewardship of the lower MiggssRiver
delta and Louisiana's chenier plain.

Let me begin by recognizing the astange@fforts put into the cause of coastal restoraind stewardship
the State of Louisiander federal partners and a great many envirormhgmups, business, landowners, acade
local governments and individuals over the pasydars. Thanks to those efforts we now have thityabnd the
opportunity to chart a brighter future for our co@sir communities, and our natural heritage.

That said, let me clearly tell you thais nation and America’Wetland are facing a crisis. Despite the
efforts that have been marshaled to date, coastaisianais still disappearing at the alarming rate of hea@5
square miles each year. Without bold, decisiveoadtouisiana as we now know igteographically, ecologicall
culturally, and economically-- may cease to existthe next 50-td00 years. The resulting loss would
incalculable and the tragedy compounded by the leniye that it did not have to be. If the unthiolkashouls
occur, it will not be because we were overtakerebgnts, but because we did not rise to the chalevitgen ther
was still time.

On that point let me also make cleatht®s Committee that the Coalition firmly believéere is still time t
act, but that it is running frighteningly short.

| would be pleased to provide the Cotteriwith abundant evidence about the nature sfdhsis and tr
many vital interests at risk. But in the brief &érwe have here | will focus on some of the factbad make this su
an urgent matter and on the steps the must be tadento secure this great treasure for ourselvelsfanfuture
generations.

The Need for Action

When the crisis in our coast was fgaining attention in the late 1980s there was aggrperception th
somehow this was a local issue and that it waslyparéwetlands”issue. It is now clear that it is much more 1
that. Simply put, this is a survival issue of lga@tional and international importance. The va&ryival of one
the world’s greatest ecologic, cultural and economic treasisrat stake. The price of doing too little oritwag toc
long will be measured in terms of dollars, livesdaur natural and cultural heritage.

The fundamental problem facing thisstoa an induced collapse resulting from hydrologn@anges ar
wetland conversions on a landscape scale. Tofeetlsere are factors other than human activitias ¢ontribute t
this situation, but it is beyond dispute that thimgple drivers are related to efforts to confite rivers, facilitat
navigation and promote the exploration and prodactf oil, gas and other subsurface minerals. hdbsay thi
critically but rather to make the simple point tfat much of the last 150 years it was the aim uf gociet—anc
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often federal policy—to channelizeur waterways, convert our wetlands, support thelogation, production ar
transportation of oil and gas, and facilitate ddegft and coastal navigation. There were oftery geiod reasons f
those actions and policies but they came at atbattvas not adequately appreciated or understbtite time. No
we know the price of all that progress+er one million acres of land lost to subsidenue erosion since 1900 an
continuing loss of nearly 25 square miles each.yea

The response to this calamitous lasg-lmust be systematic and laiegm. To approach it too narrowly
with shortterm fixes is to court certain disaster. Theaeston effort we seek will not replace the milliplus acre
of land that have been lost. Rather, it will resta_functional balanct® this coastal ecosystem, so that it becc
ecologically, culturally and economically sustaileabThe key to sustainability is to work witte natural forces tr
built and nurtured these lands over thousands afsye | am speaking principally of the MississiRiver and it
distributaries. For those who live along the rigerin its coastal plain, it has always been necgssabalance ar
rebalance our relationship with the river and oatexs. Many of the decisions that are now driving coast:
collapse at one time made it possible to live amms$per here, but unless a new balance is struckstanck soon, th
place will cease to exist as we know it. It isex@aggeration to say that the continued collapsthisfarea coul
claim tens of thousands of lives in increasinglyotlprone areas, wipe out one of the greatest biolbgine
estuarine treasures in the world, and severelyplissur nation’s energy and transportation system.

There is still time to avert these @digs, but this Committee and this Congress mustesisively.
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The Elements of Success

This crisis did not appear over nighd avas not caused by a single project or programil&ly, it will take
a concerted effort over time that is truly comprehee in its scope to successfully restore thisesyso health ar
vitality. Fortunately, over the past decade mudhrknhas been done at the federal, state and leeald and in tt
academic and private sectors to assemble and eatstfential elements of a successful coastal agistoprogram
While there is still uncertainty about some poimtisough is known to make a substantial start. &elt always b
an element of uncertainty to this business and Welways know more five or ten years hence, lost jike a canci
patient who hopes that a miracle will be develogpedn but who cannot wait to begin treatment. Oastdoes ni
have the luxury of time. If anything we have wditeo long.

Because of the urgency of this matter ave pleased that the Army Corps of EngineersthadState ¢
Louisiana have prepared a draft near term restoraian. We are also pleased that this Congresswsrecognizin
this as critical issue as it develops the 2005 WRasources Development Act. In many ways thechatsiicture ¢
the program set forth in the Senat®/RDA bill is sound though it is too narrow in pecand too tentative its proj
authorizations to be an acceptable next step imabi@ration of America Wetland. In the coming weeks it will
necessary to bring those various pieces togetheraim actual vehicle for creating at least thet fifsase of a tru
effective and comprehensive coastal restorationséedardship effort. To help that along we wouke lio make th
following suggestions.

1. Whatever is authorized must ultimately be part of a comprehensive effort. It is vital that any near tei
program that is authorized include an authorizasind direction that a comprehensive coastal plapréeare
and delivered to Congress. This comprehenisive piast be one that advances not only the construeinc
operation of coastal restoration projects but phavides a basis for integrating other vital puliorks such ¢
flood control, navigation and fisheries managenaantvell as regulatory programs into a consistdmidaha
ensures sound stewardship and value for the inesstof public resources. We believe that comphetiac
delivery of this comprehensive plan should be nesglino later than July 1, 2008.

2. Coordinate with ongoing coastal restoration programs and ensure meaningful agency involvement. The
restoration effort must engage the expertise ainge of federal agencies whose programs and es@pedn b
brought to bear on the resources, communitiesjrdrastructure of our coastal region and the Gil¥lexico.
The multi-agency task force created in the SeealRDA bill seems to be appropriately inclusivegugh it is
not clear what resources will be used to coordittaeTask Forca' activities or to encourage the participa
of the agencies other than the Army Corps of Erggme Since many of these agencies are alreadydutadb:
part of the multiagency task force created under the Coastal Wetl®tahning, Protection, and Restora
Act (CWPPRA), it may be desirable to link the fuoos of that task force with the task force propbsade
WRDA to ensure both continuity and engagement. éi@w given the lower level composition of the cat
CWPPRA task force it is vital that it not be suhgged for the higher level policy and program caoating
task force envisioned under the Senate WRDA bill.

3. Authorize and direct a plan for eliminating and addressing the adver se consequences of the MRGO. The
Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO) is acknowledb® be a major source of environmental degradatia
land loss in southeastern Louisiana. The ultinfatesure” of this marginal federal navigation channe
prevent salt water migration, storm surges and icoet bank erosion has been called for by
reconnaissance report for the Louisiana Coastah Atady, by a resolution of the Louisialegislature, b
local governments, and by a wide array of enviromiale civic, and landowning interests. The SeNdiRDA
directs the Corps of engineers to prepare a platniodifying” the MRGO. We strongly support the exp
directive to the Corps to prepare such a plan toorust be clear that the plans for “modificatisiiould nc
preclude the ultimate closure of the channel tope#raft navigation. Clearly the interests of deape
shallowdraft navigation must be considered in any coaststioration effort, but any plan that does not
effectively with the damage done (damage which mgoing) by the MRGO is not an effective |
comprehensive coastal restoration and stewardsaip pt is essential that Congress authorize aretidthe
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Corps to prepare this plan for the MRGO.

4. Createanear term program of adequate scale and purpose. The level of effort in the neaerm plan shoul
be appropriate in scale and purpose. While thexg In@ good reasons for Congress to defer authgreifull
comprehensive program at this time, it is essentiat whatis authorized now contribute to and lay
groundwork for the ultimate comprehensive effoAt a minimum we urge that the following progr
elements and projects be included in any programsidered by this Congress:

a. A science and technology program that engagesdg®hcy and noagency science and techn
expertise to help craft and evaluate the successastal restoration projects. For such a pro
to produce significant value it must be clearlyegrated into the development, sequencing, re
and evaluation of the near term program and prejast well as in the development of
comprehensive plan. We appreciate that this seieamtd technology program will not bt
decision making body but rather an advisory andostipyve program. But history teaches
unless such a program is created and integratéiadedinont end it simply does not get included
meaningful way. | do not mean this as a criticishaimy agency or existing program but rathe
an honest recognition of how specific these bridygsveen programs and pools of expertise
to be for them to produce the sort of value it wake to make the survival of AmerisaWetland
reality. The State of Louisiana has recommendatltths effort—which will in many ways be tt
applied research and development arm of the reginraffort as well as a key part of the adag
management and public accountability facets ofptegram—be budgeted at $100 million o
ten years. We believe this is a sound figure antsicler it essential to ensuring that public ft
are invested in projects and activities about wiiare is a high degree of scientific confidence.

b. A demonstration or piloproject program should be authorized to field testtechnologies ai
techniques that will be used to implement the dcrestoration projects included in -
comprehensive plan. This program would demorestnatv innovative approaches or techniq
perhaps used elsewhere on a smaller scale, migiit atathe landscapseale called for in th
effort. These demonstrations will enable the Capd the state to base programmatic deci
on realworld experience. The Senate WRDA provides folhsag@rogram but its funding limi
particularly the $15-million-peproject cap, are a serious constraint. We beliéwe grograr
proposed by the state is more realistic.

c. The authorization for construction of key projetitat have been planned and developed t
other federal authorities and are ready for impletagon. These would include the follow
projects:

I. The Bayou LaFourche River Reintroduction Proje&t.the turn of the last centuL
Bayou LaFourche was a major distributary of the didisippi River and served as
principle conduit for river water to the vast massistem in the lower Baratarigerrebonn
estuary.. Since the Bayou was effectively cutfadfn the river in 1904 its character
that of the wetlands it sustained have deterioratigaificantly. The absence of t
riverine influence can be seen on the landscapess that were once swamp and 1
marsh are becoming saltier or open water. Indemsdarea is in the bull’eye of the lar
loss crisis in America Wetland with loss rates exceeding 12 square railgsar at times
This area is critically important to the biologidahlersity and productivity of the Gulf
Mexico as well as being a vital part of the stomotection and drinking water supply to
communities, farms and businesses of the areas froject has been studied extensi
under the Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protectiod,Restoration Act and is now ready
action. While limited in scope, this project iskaystone project for this area that
improve the natural resources, provide tangible momty benefits, and provi
experience that will be essential to the design iammlementation of larger scale proje
for Barataria-Terrebonne region.

ii. The Maurepas Swamp River Reintroduction Projectp@Ganal). The Maurep
Swamps between the Mississippi River and Lake Mzgavere once fed by the water
the Mississippi River. These swamps, which areragrtbe largest cypress tupelo swa
in this nation, are a direct and vital part of #u®logy of the wetland and estuarine sy:

file://C:\Documents and Settings\Linda\Desktop\eveb\mywebCRCL1\WRDATESTIMONY04.ht 2/27/200t



WRDA Testimony July 15, 20( Page5 of 5

that make up America’ Wetland east of the Mississippi River. The lévgeof the River combined with ott
changes to the hydrology of the area, includingcirestruction of 110 and the opening
the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, have left thigsgeem effectively without a circulatc
system and subject to higher salinities from thdf Gide. Without a source of sedime
nutrients and freshwater of the sort once provioedhe river, this system is under gi
stress and dying. This project would not solveséhproblems but it could give the sys
a new lease on life to permit longer term solutitmbe crafted.

iii. Barataria Basin Barrier Shoreline Restoration. THey to successful coas

restoration lies in reestablishing to a functiodegjree the natural processes that once
and sustained this coast for its many uses andesaltThe two main ingredients o
sustainable system are (1) riverine influence &)dbérrier shorelines to protect the inte
systems and reduce tidal exchange. This projeatdwyork on the latter but needs to
understood in context with such projects as theoBayafourche project discussed akb
and the Myrtle Grove project discussed below—yom’'tcaave this place just with riv
diversions or just with barrier shoreline restarati The barrier shorelines of the Barai
Basin are among the most threatened in our natidrtfeough, with the exception of Gre
Isle, they are unpopulated they provide proveneals habitat for breeding and migra
birds as well as for fish, shrimp and crabs; stbufiers for natural and developed habit
and protection and anchoring points for vital egengfrastructure such as oil and
pipelines. In many ways these islands, particylarithe Caminada Headland area, are
border of our coast and the Gulf of Mexica—border that is rapidly disappearil
Restoration of these barrier shorelines to a foneti condition that can ultimately wc
with a rehabilitated interior hydrology is esseht@the ultimate survival of this regio
This is not a case in which the restoration isifjest by the developmental value of
islands and shorelines but upon their value asralahabitats and natural defenses
provide distinct values for which there are no pcat substitutes.
iv. Sediment Enriched River Reintroduction at Myrtleo@¥. The river and its sedime
are the fundamental building blocks of this coast they are the very things that a rest
coast must be built upon. This project would raelssh the full compliment of riverit
resource (fresh water, nutrients and sedimentgnt@rea that stands to lose more
35,000 acres of land over the next ten years. gitwgect would both help stem that los:
nurturing existing wetlands and create conditiomsrfew wetland creation. This proj
has been the subject of extensive studies and wadkr the Coastal Wetlands Plann
Protection, and Restoration Act and is now readyuiher action.

We cannot emphasize enough the urgehogt only acting at this time but acting wiselydaat a level th
can make a difference. This is not just anothaemproject or conservation initiative, it is a &y issue by whic
history will judge our stewardship. Itis a chalhe we can't afford not to meet.

We would like to thank the Committeeamgfor the opportunity to appear here and we petigbe ¢
whatever assistance we can be to the Committe¢gh@n@ongress as it moves ahead with the enormalieibe o
saving our coast and safeguarding our future.

Respectfully sulied,

Mark Davis
Executive Director
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