Louisiana Coastal Residents Agree They Face ‘Existential’ Crisis
by Bob Marshall
May 26, 2019 – “Shrill” and “existential” are 2 words I have spent a lot of time living with over the past few years.  I’ve been reporting about how peer-reviewed research, projected trends and actual ground-based measurements show that, if the causes of our landscape’s subsidence and sea level rise are not addressed in the next 2 decades, by 2067 much of the bottom 1/3 of Louisiana will be submerged by the Gulf of Mexico — or it will become so vulnerable to storm surge, that it will be unlivable.  As a result, I have termed those threats “existential” – literally a threat to this region’s existence.
For those warnings, I have been labeled “shrill” by a number of readers, as well as various politicians and others working for the industries that have contributed to these problems.
In this case, “shrill” means way too loud and emotional, over-the-top, sensationalist.  In other words, trying to call a rain shower a storm surge.
So, it was with a certain sense of redemption that I read headlines from across the nation last week like these:
“Louisiana’s new climate plan addresses ‘existential crisis’”;
“Levees won’t save Louisiana from a climate ‘existential crisis’”;
“Louisiana unveils ambitious plan to get people out of the way of climate change.”
Those reporters were not quoting me, but words from a major report released by the state’s own Department of Community Development on what kind of future – if any — southern Louisiana has as seas rise and the land sinks.
Right there in the introduction to its 1,500-page road map for survival — compiled not just by academics and researchers, but also by the people living in our threatened communities —comes this admission:
“Louisiana is in the midst of an existential crisis.  We must accept that some areas of Louisiana cannot be preserved as is, and that some residents will have less land and more water, potentially impacting their livelihoods and communities.”
The authors of that statement include the people who live in Louisiana’s coastal zone, the people who have been watching those impacts tear their land and lives apart. 
Does this make them “shrill?”
The report, titled Our Land and Water: A Regional Approach to Adaptation, is one of the results of Louisiana’s Strategic Adaptations for Future Environments (LA SAFE).  That program was funded in 2016 by a $40 million grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, to outline ways communities can adapt to changes caused by climate change.
It does not seek to replace the state’s coastal master plan, the 50-year, $92 billion project now in its 17th year.  It serves instead as a guide for adapting to the smaller, wetter, riskier landscape that will be left, even if that plan is successful.
As Gov. John Bel Edwards explained (admitted?) in a statement accompanying the report’s release, “This is not a mandate for anyone, but it is based on the feedback given by those who will be most directly impacted.  We have to be realistic about the current and future effects of coastal land loss and plan today to develop Louisiana’s next generation of communities.”
(OK, at this point you may be wondering why readers of national news services such as Bloomberg, Scientific American, Digital Journal and others got the full report last week, while you never heard a thing.  You can contact your local newsrooms for an explanation.)
As you might imagine, a report on how to win an existential challenge could not be a quick read, and this one isn’t.  It attempts to address the problems besetting a vast, complicated ecosystem in granular detail.  It melds the realities of climate change impacts with the wishes and insights of the people who are most directly in harm’s way. 
Some of the realities it mentions
· Louisiana is the most flood-prone state in the United States. 
· Even with the coastal master plan conditions, some communities are likely to get worse before they get better.  For some, relocation will be the only viable option.
· Adaptation also must include a large-scale rethinking of where and how development takes place in the future — and where and how it does not
· Louisiana is already experiencing a migratory shift as a result of its flood risk.
· Land is a shrinking commodity in Louisiana. 
· Floods have impacts beyond property damages. 
· The causes and cures of our coastal crisis should be part of the state’s education programs.
The report is filled with maps and graphics that bring to life the threats we already live with due to these changes, as well as some of the costs we’re already paying.
For example, one map shows how homeowners’ insurance has skyrocketed in the southeastern parishes since 2004.  Of course, if you live in St. Tammany Parish, you probably already know those rates have jumped 150 to 175% during that time period.
Rising seas bringing higher estimates of storm surge and heavier rains mean those rates will only be higher in the future.
Everyone who lives in southern Louisiana – and every politician we elect – should take the time to read this report.  It lays out in stark terms exactly the future we face because of these problems. 
Indeed, it’s the people who live in places like Empire, Chauvin, Cocodrie, Grand Isle and Houma, LaPlace, Lafitte and Mandeville who think we’re facing an existential challenge.  But, then, maybe they’re just being shrill.
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