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              Tensions between river, man demand resolution





              By John M. Barry 





              As the news reports have been telling us for days now, the Mississippi River


              is flooding — again. National Guard troops are shoring up waterlogged levees


              — again. And Davenport, Iowa, is being threatened with cresting river water


              — yes, again; it could be the city's third big flood in eight years.





              But the one thing Mississippi floods should not make is "news." In 1543, the


              very first white men ever to see the Mississippi River observed "a mighty


              flood of the great river. ... It was a beautiful thing to look upon the sea that


              had been fields, for on each side of the river the water extended over (60


              miles) of land, and within all of this area nothing was seen but the tops of the


              tallest trees."





              A flood 120 miles across was no exaggeration. The 1927 Mississippi flood


              covered as wide an area. This should hardly be surprising, given the power of


              the river. The Mississippi is the greatest geologic force in this country. With its


              tributaries, it drains 41% of the continental United States, and that force


              creates a constant tension between man and the river. That tension isn't new,


              either — and, in fact, is expected to only get worse.





              This unending cycle of flooding will continue until the country does what


              Charles Ellet, arguably the most brilliant engineer in the country through the


              first half of the 19th century, recommended 150 years ago: reach a


              fundamental consensus about how to work with the Mississippi River to


              balance its needs with mankind's.





              In the first of the many studies of the river funded by the federal government,


              Ellet in 1851 emphasized the value of the lands "which are now annually


              overflowed" and the "annual loss and distress" caused by these floods. "Future


              floods," he predicted, "are destined to rise higher and higher as society


              spreads over the upper states, as population adjacent to the river increases


              and the inundated lowlands appreciate in value."





              Ellet was no environmentalist. He favored development. But he also wanted


              society to recognize the price of development, make informed decisions


              based on that price and give the river what it demanded.





              For the Mississippi River, unlike the snail darter, fights back if treated poorly.


              In 1927, the river killed people from Virginia to Oklahoma, forced 325,000


              people into tent cities and inflicted damage on almost a million people —


              nearly 1% of the USA's population at the time. Pioneer environmentalists


              argued that this devastation was not a natural disaster, but a man-made one:


              Nature supplied the water, but bad engineering decisions by the federal


              government created the disaster. They were right, at least partly.





              Today, the tensions between man and river are higher than ever before, as are


              the stakes. The same process that is warming the atmosphere also is creating


              more extreme temperature differences between warm and cold sections of the


              Earth, creating more and stronger storms. That in turn means greater floods


              and more conflict between different interests — conflict that has to be


              resolved. Consider the following:





                  Coastal Louisiana is disappearing into the sea at a rate ranging from 25


                  to 35 square miles a year — a football field every 15 to 20 minutes —


                  because the sediment the river once deposited on the land after floods


                  is now ushered off the continental shelf by the levee system. At this rate


                  of loss, New Orleans will be a coastal city in 50 years. The erosion of


                  Louisiana's coastline could become an enormous regional disaster with


                  major national impact. The state contains 25% of the lower 48 states'


                  coastal wetlands and 40% of their saltwater marshes. Its land losses


                  threaten tens of billions of dollars worth of economic activity, from


                  commercial and sport fishing to oil rigs and barge traffic on the


                  intracoastal waterway. 


                  Fertilizer runoff in the upper Midwest has created a growing "dead


                  zone" in the Gulf of Mexico, an area of several thousand square miles


                  deficient in oxygen, which is damaging one of the world's greatest


                  fisheries. Two sections of the country are pitted against each other,


                  with billions of dollars in income from agriculture and fishing at issue. 


                  Environmentalists are warring with commercial barge interests over


                  renovating locks on the river. After a scandal erupted last year about a


                  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers study that cost more than $50 million,


                  the Pentagon asked the National Research Council (NRC) to review it.


                  The NRC found the study deeply flawed. 





              The Corps of Engineers has been the target of unhappy citizens for some time.


              But the issues are more political than technical. It is not the job of the corps,


              which takes its orders from Congress, to resolve political conflict. That has to


              be worked out at a higher level.





              But before that can happen, we need solid information about the Mississippi.





              The NRC recommended "a comprehensive and integrated assessment" of the


              navigation system. The same could be said of many of the other river-related


              issues. Only then can the political process settle upon a consensus.





              More than 150 years ago, Ellet called for society to reach such a consensus.





              It's time. And it would be best if it happened before the next great flood


              makes "news," not after.





              John M. Barry, author of Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927


              and How It Changed America, is involved in establishing the National


              Center for the Mississippi River in New Orleans, an effort led by the


              Center for Bioenvironmental Research of Tulane and Xavier universities,


              the Port of New Orleans and other river-related institutions.
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