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15 years after Hurricane Katrina, there is new information available on the ecosystem impact of the infamous 
Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO) that can help inform restoration efforts. Through extensive research, we 
now more fully understand the influence of the MRGO: The channel impacted over a million acres of coastal 
habitat. Remarkably, data shows that the relatively simple navigational closure of the channel 
is possibly the most beneficial restoration project to date in Louisiana, helping return salinity 
throughout the Pontchartrain Basin to pre-MRGO ranges. 

At the same time, the ecosystem restoration recommended by the Federal government, the state government, 
conservation organizations, and local communities is far from done. We’ve just begun to make progress on 
projects like marsh creation, shoreline protection, and ridge restoration for the areas impacted by the MRGO.  
In fact, no funding has been allocated to implement the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ (Corps) MRGO 
ecosystem restoration plan, despite Congressional calls for action after Katrina. 

The prioritization of restoration is critical, not only to protect communities with a healthy coastal buffer, but 
also to allow recovery within communities still reeling from the catastrophe of the Federal shipping channel.
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ABOUT OUR COALITION
The MRGO Must Go Coalition was founded in 2006 in response to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. The 
Coalition’s mission is to ensure that the ecosystem impacted by the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO) is 
restored. As of October 2020, the MRGO Must Go Coalition includes 17 local and national environmental, 
social justice and community organizations. 

American Rivers • Citizens Against Widening the Industrial Canal • Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana 
Environmental Defense Fund • Healthy Gulf • Holy Cross Neighborhood Association • Global Green 
Pontchartrain Conservancy • Levees.org • Louisiana Wildlife Federation • Sierra Club-Delta Chapter 
National Audubon Society •Lower Ninth Ward Center for Sustainable Engagement and Development  

Mary Queen of Vietnam Community Development Corporation • National Wildlife Federation
Lower Mississippi River Keeper • Louisiana Environmental Action Network

This report is also supported by friends of the MRGO Must Go Coalition: St. Bernard Wetlands Foundation, 
Deep South Center for Environmental Justice, Common Ground Relief, lowernine.og, New Orleans 350, The 
Water Collaborative, Orleans Audubon Society and The Arlene and Joseph Meraux Charitable Foundation.

Since its inception, the Coalition has served as a liaison between the communities in Orleans and St. Bernard 
parishes and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, 
and other government agencies. The vast organizational resources and expertise provided by the member 
organizations allow the Coalition to make informed policy and scientific recommendations on the restoration 
of the ecosystem impacted by the MRGO.

John Lopez, PhD., Pontchartrain Conservancy
G. Paul Kemp, PhD., Paul Kemp & Associates LLC
Amanda Moore, National Wildlife Federation



When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, communities 
along the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet had their worst 
fears realized. Deadly surge caused numerous levee 
breaches, catastrophic flooding, and claimed the lives of 
hundreds of people in St. Bernard Parish, New Orleans 
East, and the Lower Ninth Ward. 

The MRGO, an ill-conceived navigation canal, was 
constructed in the early 1960s and subsequently 
destroyed and degraded vast landscapes of protective 
coastal wetlands. Despite strong, organized calls 
for closure in the years prior to Katrina, the channel 
remained open. Sadly, it took the environmental, 
economic and social destruction of the Greater New 
Orleans area for Congress to finally close the channel in 
2009.  

Today, 15 years post-Katrina and a decade 
post-closure, we are able to more fully understand the 
impacts of the channel on the ecosystem and how the 
navigational closure, a rock dam at Bayou la Loutre, is 
affecting coastal habitat. Through extensive research 
and monitoring, we are able to piece together the 
ecosystem conditions before MRGO, how they changed 
during the channel opening, and how conditions have 
changed with closure. 

We’ve learned the MRGO negatively affected over 
one million acres of coastal habitat. While not 
foreseen at the time of its deauthorization, the 
navigational closure of the MRGO has benefited 
our coastal ecosystems more than any other project 
implemented since Hurricane Katrina. 

Evidence abounds – baldcypress 
trees can now survive on a protective 
landbridge where they could not 
have survived a decade ago. At the 
seaward end of the estuary, oysters 
have reestablished in their historic 
reef areas. Local community members 
in the Lower Ninth Ward are 

INTRODUCTION
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“MRGO destroyed families in the Lower Ninth Ward, New Orleans 
East and Chalmette. It has to be closed. 
It’s a moral imperative.” 

– Pam Dashiell (1948-2009), community leader, 2006

The baldcypress trees of the Central Wetlands of Violet, LA were devastated by the Mississippi Gulf River Outlet with oysters growing on dead tree 
trunks. Since its closure, the trees remaining have begun to recover.  
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witnessing species like crawfish return to wetland areas 
where they haven’t been seen since their childhoods. 
Ghost forests of oak trees are coming to life again on 
ridges in St. Bernard Parish.

This rebirth brings great hope for the future and 
underscores the opportunities that exist to restore our 
coastal ecosystems — if we act today. Hydrologic 
restoration brought about by the closure provides a 
strong foundation for the remaining work needed to help 
restore tens of thousands of acres of wetlands in key 
areas that were degraded and destroyed by the MRGO. 
With real investment in restoration, we know we can 
have a vibrant and resilient coast. 

While restoration is far from complete, recovery 
is overdue for the communities along the MRGO. 
Generations of families have had to endure the impacts 
of the MRGO. Rich and diverse 
cultures settled in the area where the 
MRGO was eventually constructed, 
including indigenous populations 
and the Isleños, descendants of 
immigrants from fishing communities 
of the Canary Island. Generational 
wealth was built in Black and African 
American communities with some of 
the highest home-ownership rates 
in the nation. In many cases, these 
communities are still recovering 
from the losses associated with the 
MRGO.

It is, however, possible to turn the 
tragedy of the MRGO into a major 
ecosystem restoration and equity-
building opportunity for communities. 

The MRGO Must Go Coalition, with 17 nonprofit and 
community group members, has advocated for recovery 
of the MRGO ecosystem since 2006. While there 
has been some progress has been made and certain 
projects are moving forward, there is still a long way to 
go to restore the ecosystem and help make surrounding 
communities safer. 

In the face of continued ongoing risks posed to 
communities from storms, we must continue to advocate 
for restoration and recovery at a scale commensurate 
with these challenges. In this advocacy, communities 
must be centered in the dialogue and key drivers in 
decision-making. Until the state and federal governments 
prioritize restoration and recovery, local communities 
will continue to bear the burden of the disastrous federal 
shipping channel.

“Things are coming back. The water is again 
fresh and not diluted by the MRGO.” 

– John Taylor, Lower Ninth Ward elder, 2020

Lower Ninth Ward resident John Taylor shows Army Corps leader vegetation from the degraded 
wetlands in his community.
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THE MRGO LEGACY FROM 
HURRICANE KATRINA
Hurricane Laura was the latest 
reminder of the peril facing 
communities along Louisiana’s 
weakened coast, especially in the face 
of ongoing land loss and mounting 
climate change impacts. To understand 
our future risks and vulnerabilities, 
we must look to our past. Those who 
experienced Hurricane Katrina will 
not and cannot forget the devastation 
this storm brought to so many across 
our region. The connection between 
the MRGO and Hurricane Katrina are 
intertwined and complex, but there are 
some key points to remember.

For more than 50 years, Federal and 
state government neglected the ecosystem along the 
MRGO. The channel destroyed tens of thousands of 
acres of protective wetlands and degraded hundreds of 
thousands more acres of coastal habitats. After decades 
of ecosystem decline, Hurricane Katrina’s eye passed 
directly over the MRGO. 

The The Gulf Intracoastal Waterway (GIWW), the 
MRGO and the adjacent levees all converge and create 
a funnel-like effect on storm surge. Studies showed that 
higher surge and larger waves occurred because of the 
“MRGO Funnel”. Flood water was concentrated here 
and passed under the Paris Road Bridge through the 
MRGO at a high velocity, barreling toward the Inner 
Harbor Navigation Canal (IHNC). The major failures of 
the system here were two-fold. Miles of earthen levee 
failed catastrophically along the MRGO near the funnel. 

These levees failed before they were overtopped, and 
their collapse resulted in a deluge of surge water flowing 
west that quickly overtopped the older and lower back 
levee. Once it crossed this levee, it flowed freely into 
homes in Chalmette and all but a few structures in the 
entirety of St. Bernard Parish. 

Even worse were conditions along the IHNC. Surge 
overtopped the navigation canal’s floodwalls releasing 
an instant wall of water into the Lower Ninth Ward, a 
historic neighborhood, which at the time had one of 
the highest percentages of Black home-ownership in 
the nation. Houses were pushed or floated off their 
foundations. Water was at the roof tops. Those who had 
stayed were in grave danger, and many perished. Most 
homes were destroyed, and the greatest concentration of 
structural damage in the city occurred here.

On Aug. 30, 2005, neighborhoods throughout the Lower Ninth Ward remain flooded as a result 
of catastrophic failures of the ederal levee system during Hurricane Katrina.

Jocelyn Augustino/FEMA
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A study of mortality during Hurricane 
Katrina showed that the highest 
concentration of death was located at 
the breach of the flood wall into the 
Lower Ninth Ward. The combination 
of flood water level and fast-moving 
water were catastrophic for the 
Lower Ninth Ward and St. Bernard 
neighborhoods.

15 years later, neither St. Bernard 
Parish nor the Lower Ninth Ward have 
fully re-populated or recovered. The 
lingering effects of lower population 
and reduced infrastructure persist and 
hamper a full recovery. In particular, 
the Lower Ninth Ward remains very 
under-populated and still lacks a 
grocery store, pharmacy or many 
other basic services to support its 
residents. Issues of systemic inequity 
continue to exist here compounded by 
the lingering legacy of MRGO, a Federal project, and 
its destruction of the community.

We must learn from the lessons of the past. 

The federal authorization of the MRGO loomed over 
New Orleans and St. Bernard communities for far too 
long. Today, another federal project intertwined with the 
MRGO, the IHNC lock expansion, continues to loom 

over the Lower Ninth Ward, as 
it has for decades. The project, 
if funded, would bring years of 
daily disruption to residents due to 
construction impacts. Reminiscent 
of the MRGO, the project remains 
authorized despite decades of 
pushback and legal battles from 
the local community that it 
would impact. 

It’s time to learn from the MRGO 
and prioritize our limited 
federal infrastructure funding for 
scientifically supported projects that 
will benefit communities rather than 
exhaust them with apprehension. 
Industrial interests must not be 
placed ahead of the interests 
of predominantly Black and 
Indigenous communities. 
Federal projects must ensure 
environmental justice. 

Dr. Ezra Boyd, 2011

Dr. Ezra Boyd, 2011

Each dot represents an assessed residential house in Orleans Parish, and the color depicts the 
percent damage to the residence. This is based on 2010 research by Pistrika and Jonkman. 

This graph depicts areas with the highest concentration of fatalities due to Hurricane Katrina.



In 2009, after decades of decline, the Pontchartrain Basin took a huge step toward restoration as a result of the 
closure of the MRGO. The closures, the rock dam and the concrete surge barrier, have changed the “plumbing” 
of the nearby wetlands by reducing the flow of salty sea water into the basin. The result of reducing the unnatural, 
saltwater intrusion has brought historical salinity gradients back to over 1.2 million acres of coastal habitat. 

This means that the region will be able to support a variety of historical species and habitats, such as 
baldcypress swamp forests and oyster reefs. These species and habitats also provide vital multiple lines of 
defense, or our natural coastal buffers, that better protect vulnerable communities, such as the Lower 9th 
Ward and St. Bernard Parish, from storm surge and increase their long-term resilience.  

During eleven years of monitoring and study since the closures in 2009, Pontchartrain Conservancy (PC; formerly 
the Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation) studied the changes in suitability for both baldcypress habitat in the north 
end of the basin and for oysters in the south end of the basin. The results — due to the basin’s  new, post-closure 
salinity and hydrology composition — are undeniable.

By lowering salinity and helping to stabilize salinity, the 
MRGO closures have made over 90% of the former 
swamp habitat again suitable to replant trees and 
restore swamps. These areas tend to be where swamp 
restoration could reduce the risk of flooding from storm 
surges. For example, the land bridge separating Lakes 
Pontchartrain and Maurepas is a “critical landscape 
feature” identified by the Corps because it reduces storm 
surge. 

Since the closure of the MRGO, the habitat has improved 
dramatically. PC and its many partners are aggressively 
doing swamp restoration here to strengthen this important 
coastal buffer. PC planted 36,000 trees with an 80% 
survival rate Last year, PC expanded their restoration 
efforts into the LaBranche Wetlands in front of the St. 
Charles Parish hurricane levee. Coalition to Restore 
Coastal Louisiana (CRCL) and partners planted 8,900 
trees along the Maurepas land bridge. In the past year, 
they have begun planting adjacent to the MRGO in the 
Central Wetlands Unit. 

The closure of the MRGO helped revive the fresh end of 
the Pontchartrain estuary, but what about the salty end?

THE ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFIT 
OF THE MRGO CLOSURES

SWAMPS

This is one of 36,000 cypress 
tree saplings planted by the 
Pontchartrain Conservancy. 
Since MRGO’s closure, 80,000 
trees have been planted as 
part of swamp restoration.
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While the MRGO was open, 
saltwater intrusion was so extreme 
that oysters were growing on 
dead cypress tree stumps and 
cypress knees in the Central 
Wetlands, a freshwater system 
prior to the MRGO. This unnatural 
growth of salt-loving oysters on 
freshwater trees is an indication of 
the extreme impact of the MRGO. 
However, this began to change 
with the closures in 2009.  

Based on numerous studies of 
salinity and actual oyster fishing 
activity since the closures in 2009, 
we know that oysters are once 
again productive in the Biloxi 
Marsh, which is where they were productive before the 
construction of the MRGO in the 1960s. The productive 
areas are now a near perfect match to the pre-MRGO 
historical reefs. 

Oysters are no longer growing in former baldcypress 
habitat! 

We expect these newly re-established reefs in Biloxi 
Marsh to produce commercial oysters for many years to 
come. 

Oyster reef restoration in the Biloxi Marsh, including 
projects by The Nature Conservancy, CRCL, PC, and 
Louisiana Dept of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF), along 
with a forthcoming CPRA shoreline protection project, 

are helping to facilitate oyster re-
growth in the area.

We now see the oyster fleet 
concentrating their efforts on these 
historic reefs, and the new artificial 
reefs will act as brood reefs to supply 
oyster larvae. The future of oysters 
here is promising, and this is due to 
the MRGO closures.  

OYSTERS

“The rock dam is a barrier from seawater flow and stops seawater 
from coming in, but it also prevents freshwater from killing 
oysters like in Lake Athanasio and Lake Eloi.” 
– Van Robin, four-decade oyster fisher from St. Bernard Parish, 2020

Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries data from Lena Lagoon, located inside the rock 
dam, shows a significant drop in salinity levels after the closure of the MRGO in 2009.



Most coastal residents are familiar with the powder 
white, quarter-sized clam shells that we see along 
roadbeds and driveways in New Orleans. Most of these 
clams were dredged from Lake Pontchartrain. Dredging 
decimated this important organism, and so it was 
banned in 1990. 

However, the MRGO remained open, allowing a salt 
layer to form on the bottom of the lake creating a “dead 
zone” every summer and killing any new crop of clams 
for about one-third of the area of the lake. MRGO’s 
closure stopped the saltwater intrusion and the annual 
dead zone and death of Rangia clams. 

CLAMS

Clams have been rebounding in Lake Pontchartrain and 
are also expanding their natural range into Lake Borgne. 
Although the clams do not have a direct commercial 
value, the clams are remarkable for their potential to filter 
the lake’s water, which helps improve water quality for 
the entire ecosystem and even for the recreational users 
of the lake.  

Small clams are also a favorite food of the lake’s famous 
blue crabs and diving ducks like scaup, our locally-
named dos gris, so clams also support commercial 
fishing and hunting. 

Today, conditions in the Pontchartrain Basin are closer to the historical conditions of the 1960s 
and that is a hopeful sign for Louisiana’s coast. Closing the MRGO is helping to restore salinities and 
hydrology to allow for healthier, more diverse habitats and species. Now we are ready to complete the 
marsh, swamp, ridge, and oyster reef restoration of the basin. 



PRIORITIZING 
RESTORATION 
& RECOVERY
Today, we better understand the ecosystem recovery 
potential of the MRGO-impacted areas and the signs 
are very positive and hopeful. In part because of our 
advocacy since Katrina, projects are in some stage 
of implementation on Bayou la Loutre Ridge, Golden 
Triangle, New Orleans East Landbridge, Maurepas 
Swamp, Lake Borgne Landbridge, and Biloxi Marsh. 
Thousands of acres of coastal habitat are on track for 
restoration. This is something to be proud of and to 
celebrate 15 years after Katrina. 

However, it is critical to understand that these projects 
are of significantly smaller scale than what conservation 
groups, the state, local communities and the Corps 
have recommended, and they are primarily funded with 
Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection, and Restoration 
Act (CWPPRA) or Deepwater Horizon funds. No funds 
have been requested by the Corps or allocated to 
construct projects proposed in the Assistant Secretary 
of the Army’s 2012 recommendation to Congress in the 
MRGO Ecosystem Restoration Feasibility Study. 
Though the various plans for restoration align for 
billions of dollars’ worth of projects, ongoing cost-share 
issues have plagued restoration progress and remain 

unresolved. Agreement between the Corps and the 
state is not anticipated any time soon. Congress asked 
the Corps to address the impacts of the MRGO, but 
the Corps’ actions on ecosystem restoration have been 
minimal. 

Meanwhile, the state is moving forward with their own 
restoration efforts in the MRGO ecosystem area, but 
at a much smaller scale than what the state and Corps 
originally recommended. For example, the degraded 
New Orleans East Landbridge, which helps provide 
surge protection for more than 1.5 million people, has 
only seen small, piecemeal restoration. There is almost 
no movement on restoration of the 27,000 acres Central 
Wetlands Unit, a severely degraded wetland area along 
the MRGO that runs adjacent to communities in New 
Orleans and St. Bernard Parish. 

Still, 15 years after the storm, we must keep pushing 
forward for the restoration that is needed to protect 
the communities still left vulnerable to MRGO impacts. 
Justice has not been served for the communities along the 
MRGO and their government must do better. 

In the area surrounding Middle Bayou in Manchac, thousands of trees have been planted to successfully restore the Maurepas Land Bridge.
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The state and federal government 
must prioritize restoration of the area 
that reflects the recommendations 
they themselves have made. We 
must also continue to understand not just 
the restoration needs, but the impacted 
community needs as well. 

How do outstanding restoration needs 
impact community recovery? How can 
communities who have been completely 
destroyed by a federal project be 
prioritized in the restoration economy 
that will result from recovery efforts?

Today, we realize that out of the MRGO 
disaster, we have a great opportunity. 
Closure of the MRGO shows that nature 
is rebounding, letting us know that robust recovery of 
coastal ecosystems is possible if we put in the work. 

The positive impacts of the MRGO closure, including 
a restored and balanced hydrology for the entire 
Pontchartrain Basin, have provided a tremendous 
foundation upon which large-scale coastal 
restoration - building marshes, planting vegetation, 
restoring shorelines, reintroducing freshwater - can and 
should advance with urgency. 
Implementing much needed restoration will honor 
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the communities and lives lost and help in the 
ongoing and fair economic recovery of the region.

Let’s continue to press forward boldly, to think holistically 
and to take advantage of the opportunity that nature 
is giving us today to restore the MRGO ecosystem to 
benefit fish and wildlife habitat, local economies, and 
to protect communities still in recovery and at risk from 
future storms and climate change.

This graphic shows the restoration projects proposed in the 2017 Coastal Master Plan, 
the projects in progress, and those completed since Hurricane Katrina in the lower 
Pontchartrain Basin.

Credit: Josh Lewis, PhD. 

A view of some of the thousands of new cypress tree saplings that are 
growing in the area harmed by the MRGO. 
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MRGO MUST GO COALITION MEMBERS

With additional support from:
Common Ground Relief 
Deep South Center For 
Environmental Justice 

lowernine.org
New Orleans 350

Orleans Audubon Society 
St. Bernard Wetlands Foundation 

The Water Collaborative 
The Arlene and Joseph Meraux 

Charitable Foundation
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