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No more water, but fire next time

How can we align the protection of ecological integrity with the 
improvement of human well-being?

This thesis examines how this tension is handled 
in Louisiana’s coastal planning. Finding that the 
current approach resolves the tension at the 
expense of already vulnerable people, I propose an 
alternative which prioritizes the worse-off in society 
without sacrificing ecological integrity. But this is 
an alternative which will have to be struggled for, 
indeed such a struggle, between fishers and the 

State, is already emerging. I turn my attention to producing an analysis 
which can be put into practice in this struggle on the side of the fishers. 
In this context, “No more water, but fire next time” is a warning that if 
we do not handle the problem correctly, we will be left facing a different 
problem. We may prevent the water from inundating the land, but we will 
be have to deal with the fire of social struggle. 
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1. Introduction 

The title for this thesis is taken from a song of resistance.1 This thesis is about the 
dynamics of environmental change, the attempt to manage this change and resistance, 
the resistance that arises when people are neglected by those in power. In Louisiana, 
the State, through its coastal planning program is trying to prevent the destruction that 
floodwaters can bring. But in doing so, it fails to address the needs of some coastal 
people. In doing so it stokes the fires of resistance: ‘No more water, but fire next time’, 
while it may achieve the former it will have to deal with the latter.  

There are two levels to this thesis, the examination of the particular case and the 
exposition of the general approach. The case the thesis deals with is Louisiana’s coastal 
land-loss crisis and what can and should be done about it. I examine the current 
approach to coastal protection and restoration in the state of Louisiana. Though it has 
some very good elements, and is an improvement on previous efforts, it is still lacking 
in some areas. Amongst other problems, it is likely to put some fishers out of work, 
force them to relocate, and otherwise hurt coastal communities. Through a careful 
study of the present coastal program, and by spotting its tensions and weaknesses, I 
propose an alternative approach to coastal planning which focuses on the expansion of 
capabilities.2 I argue that this would address many problems with the current plan 
including those faced by the fishers. Examining the political and economic context, I 
find it is unlikely that the State will support such an alternative, so I instead focus on 
an emergent fishers’ social movement as a potential agent of change, which can put 
pressure on the State to change its approach. I then translate this analysis into advice 
that might assist the movement in its struggle.  

When I argue for an alternative in this thesis, it is an alternative at the level of the 
processes and criteria of decision-making. I do not propose a detailed alternative plan. 
There have already been radical proposals for how the coastal landscape can be adapted 
to deal with various social and environmental changes far into the future. But these 

                                                      
1 This was also referenced in the title of James Baldwin’s book, ‘The Fire Next Time’ (1963). 
2 This has many similarities to cases of climate change adaptation, and, I believe, the argument is highly 

relevant to such discussions, even if I do not frame it in those terms. Although climate change induced 
sea-level rise is a growing driver of both land-loss and flooding, this has not historically been the case, 
other human and natural drivers have been more important. 
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generally fail to tackle two related issues. First, is systematic treatment of the how the 
costs and benefits (understood broadly rather than in the monetary sense) associated 
with coastal planning should be distributed, both in the present and between current 
and future generations. Second, is a description of a pathway for change. I make these 
two components central in my outline of an alternative. If these two can be successfully 
conceptualized then the best possible outcome, in the form of a concrete alternative 
plan, will follow.  

This thesis is also an example of a novel approach in sustainability research, which 
aims to make contributions at a number of levels. I propose that it provides an example 
of how to do interdisciplinary environmental research using the method of immanent 
critique, bringing together coastal geomorphology, political economy, and social 
movement theory. Furthermore, it brings together critical and problem-solving modes 
of research in a concrete case drawing on extended case work. I also propose a particular 
way in which sustainability research can contribute to the practice of social movements.   

1.1. Trouble on the coast 

In coastal Louisiana almost everyone seems to agree that there is a problem. In my 
experience that problem is most often called, “the coast”. That the name this problem 
is most commonly given is in fact the name of the thing to which the problem is 
happening, with no descriptor for the nature of the problem itself, is a reflection of how 
hard it is to reach agreement on what exactly this problem is. It is often called land-
loss, or perhaps even more commonly, but erroneously, coastal erosion. But even then, 
there are those who claim, and not without evidence, that land-loss has ceased to 
happen, and those who claim, not without justification, that land-loss is not a problem: 
things have always changed. For some people, the problems are created by others trying 
to solve what they see as the problem.  

In the context of such extreme contestation, which characterizes so much of public 
discussion these days, particularly when it comes to the environment (Bolsen & 
Shapiro, 2018), what hopes does a lone, outsider researcher have of making any 
contribution to addressing such a problem? For that is my, perhaps naïve, purpose in 
this thesis. The only hope, I think, is to put science as a collective endeavor to work to 
the best of my ability. This collective is composed, firstly, of those whom I have already 
acknowledged, my friends, colleagues, and collaborators. But beyond this, I can draw 
upon the experience of generations of researchers, accumulated in theory and 
established knowledge, for which I am, at best, a conduit. And, I can apply, as well as 
I can, scientific method, again a product of greater minds than my own, which can 
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compare, relate, and even synthesize vastly different, even opposing, ways of seeing the 
world. If I am at all successful, it is largely down to the collective efforts of the scientific 
community, my part is merely in application. In the following section I describe how I 
have gone about this.   

1.1.1. The approach in this thesis 

There are three factors which determine the content of this thesis and give it its 
structure (table 2). The first I have already alluded to above: my aim of contributing to 
solving a problem. This is a thesis in problem-solving research in the field of 
Sustainability Science, though not quite as defined by Jerneck et al. (2011) where 
critical and problem solving research are defined dichotomously. It follows the 
recommendation of Mahmoud, Jerneck, Kronsell, and Steen (2018) to bring together 
both critical and problem solving modes. My approach to this is to place critical and 
problem solving modes in a hierarchical relationship. Practical problem solving is 
primary, not in the sense of any abstract academic value but in the sense that practical 
problems come first, they set the terms for what theory should do. Theoretical critique, 
abstract reason, comes in in order to contribute to solving practical problems, and is 
useful in as far it can do so. We will see below that the aim of this thesis becomes refined 
as the argument progresses. Starting with the tentative aim of dealing with the problem 
of land-loss the aim becomes more specified, after a number of shifts in focus, to 
developing practical advice to an emergent movement as an agent of change toward 
coastal sustainability. To this purpose theory and critique are used to try to solve the 
practical problems this movement faces in its advance toward a concrete goal. Practice 
defines the content of the theoretical framework and limits of the thesis; what theory 
and concepts, and what empirical information is included in the final thesis is 
determined by the necessity of practical problem solving for a social movement.   

This raises the question of how these various concepts, theories and data are related 
to each other and integrated, both in terms of theoretical coherence and the 
organizational structure of the thesis. The former is the question of how 
interdisciplinarity is ‘done’ in the thesis, the latter is a question of the logic of 
presentation. The answer to both of these questions is, immanent critique.  

Starting with interdisciplinarity: all theories and systems of thought have limits and 
it is the job of critique to find these limits. Roy Bhaskar describes the process of 
immanent critique as “taking a system of thought on its own terms, [and] showing how 
it involves various internal contradictions and aporia” (Bhaskar, 2010) p 21, or put 
more simply  “Showing the limitation of a system of thought based on its own internal 
assumptions” (Boda & Faran, 2018) p. 9. This provides a logic for doing 
interdisciplinary research.  
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When examining a specified problem or phenomenon, you start with a particular 
established way of explaining it, then “(o)nce tensions or gaps… are uncovered, more 
adequate ways of thinking and acting become necessary to overcome these 
inadequacies. This provides the objective justification for specific, concrete theoretical 
and practical improvements” (Boda & Faran, 2018) p. 10. This is the process I follow 
in the thesis. I start by taking an established way of looking at land-loss and try to show 
precisely what gaps are discovered and then how new concepts are necessary to address 
these omissions. This procedure continues through a number of iterations. 

I start with the problem of land-loss as it is perceived in its most everyday sense. In 
a recent poll in the Times-Picayune Newspaper, 78% percent of Louisianan 
respondents were aware of the fact that coastal land is being lost, and of these 97% were 
somewhat or very concerned (Sneath, 2018b). So, I start with the phenomenon of land-
loss and try to explain it in physical terms. In the first chapter, drawing mostly on 
coastal geomorphology, I describe the multiple processes that contribute to land-loss. 
The issue here is that from the perspective of geomorphology land-loss cannot rightly 
be called a problem. A problem must be a problem for someone. This necessitates looking 
at the phenomenon from some human perspective.  

I continue by describing the most salient approach to dealing with the problem: that 
taken by the State. I then use economic theories of sustainable development to 
understand how the State frames the problem, and then critique its approach in an 
immanent fashion. That is, based on whether the State’s approach is capable of 
achieving its own goals using the means it employs. I find that it cannot because it has 
a contradictory way of resolving the tension between environmental aims and well-
being. The issues being, in short, that it sacrifices the well-being of already badly-off 
groups in society. I propose a capabilities approach as better way of resolving this 
tension (Sen, 2001) which can reach environmental goals while protecting the well-
being of the worst-off.  

But, the immanent process continues. Finding deep problems with Sen’s account of 
how a capabilities approach can be operationalized, I bring in new concepts and 
theories, from Gramsci’s theory of hegemony (Gramsci, 1971) and social movement 
studies in the tradition of Charles Tilly (Tarrow, 2011; Tilly & Wood, 2015), to try to 
explain how capabilities expansion could become the basis of decision-making in 
coastal planning. The immanent process is suspended when I have identified a 
reasonable agent of change and have developed a sufficiently comprehensive account of 
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the problem to contribute to practical problem solving on behalf of that agent of 
change.3  

As this process develops the problem I am seeking to solve shifts. I start with a 
tentative notion of dealing with land-loss as a problem. Finding issues with how the 
State currently addresses land-loss, I uncover a new problem of proposing an alternative 
which can better resolve the tension between human-well-being and ecological 
integrity. Once I am satisfied that I have found such an alternative it must be 
operationalized. I find that this will require pressure on the State by a social movement. 
So the problem I then face is developing advice to movement activists, which can assist 
them in putting pressure on the State to make capabilities expansion the basis of 
decision-making in coastal planning.  

The method of immanent critique is the means for both integrating theories and 
presenting the argument in the thesis, but I do not pretend that this fully represents the 
way in which the research was conducted. For that I turn to the final factor which 
characterizes this thesis, the process of its construction as a piece of research: the 
practical research methodology. Here two concepts are important. The first is Imre 
Lakatos’s concept of a progressive research program (Lakatos, 1978). The second is 
Michael Burawoy’s methodology of the extended case method (Burawoy, 2009). 
Together these describe and guide how the initial theoretical model was developed and 
then related to the empirical case; what guided the selection and construction of the 
data, how theory was expanded and revised to accommodate the particularities of the 
case, and so on.  

The research program in question here is one that colleagues and I have been 
developing in other work. We propose it as an approach in Sustainability Science, a 
field still in the making (Boda & Faran, 2018; Faran, 2010; Faran & O’Byrne, 2016). 
But we see it as an approach to practically address environmental problems that has 
broad relevance for sustainability and environmental research generally. Lakatos (1978) 
conceptualizes scientific research programs in terms of a hard-core of central theories 
or propositions, and an additional group of theories which support the hard-core. The 
previous two factors described above, immanent critique and practice orientation, are 
elements of the hard-core of this approach. Research programs such as this develop 
according to two logics (Lakatos, 1978). The first logic or ‘heuristic’ is defensive, or 
negative, responding to anomalies or criticisms of the paradigm and trying to 
incorporate them. In the conclusion of the thesis I return to the ‘negative’ aspect of the 

                                                      
3 This method of doing interdisciplinarity leads to what on one level is a complex argument, which draws 

on a diverse set of theories from different disciplines as the argument goes through a number of 
transformations. Yet, at another level the arguments developed within the different fields are relatively 
simple. I hope that what is gained in the summing of parts makes up for any over-simplification in the 
parts themselves.  
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development of the approach in this thesis by comparing it to other approaches in 
sustainability research.  The second way in which a research program advances is 
‘positive’, in the sense that it follows an internal logic of development implied by the 
hard-core assumptions. The aim is to expand its remit empirically or theoretically. I 
consider this thesis as an attempt to expand the research program according to the 
positive heuristic.  

What does this mean in terms of the content of this thesis? This research program 
has developed a theoretical model which I apply and expand upon in this thesis. This 
model starts from the typical problem-framing in environmental policy of trade-offs 
between economic development and ecological integrity. I employ the concept of 
sustainable development to characterize these trade-offs  and draw on a typology, which 
characterize various theoretical approaches to sustainable development (Boda & Faran, 
2018), as a means of characterizing and assessing the current approach to handling the 
environmental problem in question. This is used to find tensions in the current 
approach and to suggest an alternative. Studies within the broader research program up 
to now have identified the capabilities approach (Robeyns, 2005; Sen, 2001) as a 
promising approach to decision-making in the context of trade-offs (Boda, 2018) but 
this argument is not complete. There are some problems with the capabilities approach, 
not least in how it can be put into practice.  

This incomplete theoretical model constitutes the theoretical framework through 
which I have approached the case of Louisiana’s coastal planning. The current state of 
the theoretical model, the questions that remain open, guided the selection of the case. 
There are two aims with regard to this theoretical model. The first, is to develop the 
theoretical connection between critique of approaches to handling environmental 
problems and the process by which an alternative can be realized. Secondly, I aim at 
empirical expansion by applying these theories to a case with unique characteristics.  

The final component that constitutes this thesis is Burawoy’s extended case method 
(Burawoy, 2009). This guided the way in which the theoretical model and the case 
were brought together. Burawoy encourages a close and extended ethnographic 
engagement with the case. I spent 10 months in Louisiana between 2017 and 2019 
engaged in ethnographic fieldwork for the majority of that time. Burawoy describes 
how you enter the field with a theoretical model, but ready to be surprised and open to 
theoretical reconstruction. The researcher starts with single interventions in the social 
world, be they interviews, participant observation (PO), non-participant observation 
(NPO) and so on. Table 3 lists the ‘interventions’ that I made in relation to the various 
objects of study in the thesis. From these interventions, there is a careful process of 
construction upwards, through transcription, coding, generating themes, and so on, to 
describe higher-level social processes. For example, in this case, from planning 
documents and interviews with planning scientists to processes of decision-making. 
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Building on this you move upwards again to try to explain the determination of these 
processes by social structural forces, for example political economic dynamics. In this 
process of abstraction there is a constant dialogue between the particulars of the case 
and the theoretical model. The highest level in this approach is the reconstruction of 
theory, which corresponds, explicitly, to Lakatos’s idea of a developing research 
program.  

 

Figure 1. Overivew outline 
This describes the content of the thesis and how the different elements are related. The top row shows how the problem 
in the thesis shifts over time. The second row shows the object of study, which also changes over time. The third row 
shows the theory and concepts used to study the object and the fourth line shows the major systems, and the 
relationships and processes between them, which are examined at each stage. (Source: Author’s own illustration). 
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Table 3. Methods and objects of study 

This shows which methods were deployed to examine the various objects of study in the thesis. documents, participant 
observation and non-participant observation, and interviews are all listed. There are also a number of interviews that served 
as background, which do not apply to any one object of study in particular (Table 1)  

 Land-loss Decision-Making Impacts on Fishers Movement 
Activists 

Methods 
and Data 

Literature: Coastal 
geomorphology and 
history of the Mississippi 
River Delta 

Literature:  
Grey: planning 
documents from the 
CPRA, Army Corps. 
NPO:  
Board Meetings and 
Governors 
Commission meetings 
CPRA 
CPRA Public Hearings 
State Congress sub-
committee meetings 
America’s Wetland 
Foundation Summit  
Interviews:  
Planning Scientists 1, 
2 
Planning Consultant 
Planning 
Administrator 1,2  
Law Academic 
Design Academic  
Social S Academic 
WNGO 

Literature: Academic: 
impacts of 
diversions, 
capabilities, fisheries 
Grey: LDWF reports, 
LSF reports, State 
socio-economic 
report 
NPO:  
Meetings between 
CPRA and Fishers 
Interviews:  
Fisheries Academic 
FNGO 
Extension 2, 3 
SENGO 2 
Informal interviews 
with fishers after 
meetings 

Literature: Academic: 
Gramsci, SMT 
Grey: Public 
comments to CPRA, 
Transcripts of Public 
Hearings. 
Traditional and Social 
Media. 
NPO:  
LSF, meetings 
between fishers and 
state 
LDWF task force 
meetings, 
Public hearings  
PO: Pipeline 
movement: 
meetings, trainings, 
protests… 
Interviews: 
FNGO 1. 
Extension 2,3,4 
SENGO 1, 2, 3 
R/G Activist 
Local Politician 
Informal interviews 
with fishers after 
meetings 

 

I put these three factors into practice, immanent critique, problem-solving orientation, 
and the research methodology, based on Burawoy and Lakatos, in the case of 
Louisiana’s coastal planning. What follows is an outline of how I went about this. 

1.1.2. Chapter outlines 

I start, in chapter 2, by examining the phenomenon of land-loss. I draw mostly on 
coastal geomorphology to understand the natural dynamics of land-loss in the deltaic 
system and the influence of humans on these processes. Described purely in the terms 
of biophysical science it is not possible to call land-loss a problem, it is simply a 
phenomenon. In order to see land-loss as a problem it must be viewed from some 
human perspective.  

There are many different human perspectives on land-loss in Louisiana; many 
different ideas of how and why it is a problem. The State has started to undertake a 
major program of flood protection and restoration as a response to changing coastal 
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conditions, so because of the huge expenditure of resources and the material impact 
this is likely to have, this seems like the most salient framing of the issue to take up for 
further examination, in chapter 3. The State response to land-loss, through coastal 
management, is based on the notion of promoting the good of society understood as a 
cohesive whole. I find that although the State’s approach seems to provide a great 
number of social and environmental benefits, a number of problems have been 
identified. Some of these problems represent flaws in the approach of the State, in that 
in trying to improve the welfare of society generally it will negatively impact certain 
vulnerable groups. The impacts of restoration on fishers is one such problem, which I 
take up for further examination throughout the thesis.  

To understand how the State’s approach has been developed and how it produces 
this problem for fishers, the second major object of study in the thesis is the process of 
decision-making. I first look at the formal process of decision-making, in chapter 4, 
and use ideas of sustainable development to characterize the current approach. I find 
that it is best characterized as a ‘critical capital’ approach (Boda & Faran, 2018). Along 
with building protection structures that protect important infrastructure and populated 
areas, the critical capital approach aims to maintain or restore natural capital which is 
considered ‘critical’. Critical in this context means wetlands which support certain 
important industries (fishing, navigation, and oil and gas) and protect built 
infrastructure and populated areas. In the case of fisheries, the state plan is designed to 
maintain commercial fish stocks at the aggregate level across the coast, in the long term. 
This is because the logic underlying the critical capital approach is utilitarian, meaning 
that it is designed to maintain the contribution from the fishing industry to aggregate 
GDP. It is this utilitarianism that causes the problems for fishers. Though the State’s 
modelling shows that aggregate fish stocks will be maintained in the long run, there 
will be major local impacts to certain commercial species in both the long and short-
term. Utilitarianism is blind to these local impacts. Before going on to discuss the 
possibility of an alternative that might better address the problems facing fishers, I try 
to understand what it will take to challenge the current utilitarian approach by looking 
at how it is structured socially and economically.  

In chapter 5, I give a brief account of Louisiana’s economic development, up to the 
current day. I analyze, drawing on critical political economy, the State’s current 
approach to economic policy, which involves support to heavy industry and oil and gas 
in the form of tax exemptions as a way of generating growth and employment. At the 
same time the State is trying to diversify into other sectors in which it can be 
competitive, nationally and internationally. Here the social rationality of the State’s 
utilitarian approach in coastal planning is revealed. By protecting major industries 
through its coastal program it continues the support it has traditionally given in other 
forms. By using the massive investment in restoration as a way to try to stimulate a new 
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economic sector it continues its diversification. This also has the effect of creating an 
alignment of interests between heavy industry and liberal environmentalism. A major 
point of this analysis is that the focus on growth in GDP is more than just an ideology 
to which people subscribe. Nor is support for major industries just the outcome of illicit 
influence by powerful corporations. Rather, the utilitarian approach provides benefits 
to groups across society and the economy and a degree of social stability. This is not to 
say that superior alternatives are not possible, but that achieving them will require 
articulating an approach that proposes an alternative and more desirable distribution 
of benefits and the alignment of a broad range of social interests.  

In the liberal tradition, and no-less so with the State’s current brand of free-market 
utilitarianism, the underlying justification for growing GDP is to expand the freedom 
of individuals in society. In chapter 6, I examine how people’s freedom is likely to be 
affected by the State’s plan. I look at the likely impacts of restoration on fishers, the 
third major object of analysis in the thesis (figure 1).  It seems that people are likely to 
be rendered unemployed, be forced to change job or to relocate, a process that may 
cause social differentiation and the concentration of wealth. At the same time people 
are likely to lose important cultural ties, in terms of community belonging and their 
relation to nature, as well as suffering the loss of particular species. This is a likely 
outcome of a utilitarian economic approach to planning, as Amartya Sen has argued, 
because of the equation of income or wealth, measured in the aggregate as GDP, with 
freedom and well-being. This narrow understanding of well-being is what allows for all 
the losses the fishers are likely to face. Sen’s capabilities approach to decision-making, 
as an alternative, promotes the expansion of capabilities as the ends of decision-making. 
Capabilities is a concept which includes a more thorough and nuanced 
conceptualization of well-being and human freedom. This approach prioritizes the 
worst-off in society and opens up more space for the consideration of the many values 
of nature. I argue that this should become the alternative logic of decision-making in 
coastal planning. But when it comes to making this change, I run into problems with 
Sen’s conceptualization of social change.  

Sen’s theory fails to provide a convincing account of how capabilities expansion can 
be achieved in a market economy, so my argument, in chapter 7, is that we must look 
to social movements. Looking to the case of Louisiana’s coastal planning we see many 
attempts by academics, citizens and NGOs to convince the State that it should take the 
social impacts of restoration into account. I show how all of these have failed to effect 
the desired changes. This analysis leads to the final formulation of the ‘problem’ for 
this thesis. Having argued that capabilities expansion should become the logic for 
decision-making; having identified social movements as the appropriate agent of 
change, the problem becomes how to contribute to such a movement in achieving this 
change. I conceptualize the struggle for change in terms of hegemony and counter-
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hegemony. I use theory of hegemony and social movement theory to describe a pathway 
by which a counter-hegemonic movement could emerge and advance. The argument 
here is that assisting the movement in its advance includes convincing the movement 
to employ a critique of utilitarianism from the perspective of capabilities. But rather 
than simply present the analysis in the thesis to a movement organization, convincing 
the movement, involves demonstrating its usefulness to them. This means that it should 
help the movement advance at the same time as being in line with the interests of those 
it represents. I turn to the already existing struggle between fishers and the State, over 
restoration, to make this argument, in chapters 8 and 9. 

I trace the emergence and advance of the fishers struggle against the State over 
diversions, using the social movement theory of Tilly, in chapter 8. I show how the 
struggle has developed over time in response to changing political opportunities. I 
outline the composition of a loosely organized movement in the early stages of its 
emergence. I pay particular attention to the question of framing: how the framing of 
the terms of the struggle over restoration has developed over time and how the debate 
in the public sphere has been constructed through a framing contest between the 
fishers, on the one hand, and the State and its allies, on the other.   

In outlining a contribution to this emergent movement, in chapter 9, I again focus 
mostly on the question of framing. I argue that if movement organizations strategically 
shift their framing of the problems restoration will create for them, the social impacts 
of these and their demands, they could expand their mobilizing network and at the 
same time mobilize a more powerful, objectively grounded critique of the action of the 
State. I also discuss some potential threats to the movement, particularly the problem 
of maintaining solidarity across divergent social interests. I close the chapter with a 
discussion of some openings for further research. 

I close the thesis, in chapters 10 and 11, with a conclusion of the case and a 
contextualization of the research approach in relation to other approaches to 
sustainability research.   
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PART 1. No more water 

The first part of this thesis describes the phenomenon of land-loss, the response from 
the State’s coastal planners, and a critique of the latter. To refer to the title of the thesis, 
it deals with the attempt to manage the problem of land-loss; to keep the water from 
swallowing up the land and threatening life on the coast. A central concept in this first 
part is coastal planning. Though I use often use the term ‘coastal planning’, I deal 
mostly with the narrower domain of coastal protection and restoration planning. This 
omits a range of issues associated with coastal planning generally (Kay & Alder, 1998) 
for example, zoning, fisheries regulations, boating regulations, and so on. I deal with 
planning at a number of levels, technical and engineering, planning as public decision-
making, and planning within a broader rationality of social and economic organization. 
As such, my exploration and critique of planning, is based on the understanding of 
planning it in its broadest sense: as an activity which seeks to consciously achieve 
“widespread improvement in the quality of human life within the context of a global 
capitalist political economy” (Fainstein, 2000) p. 452.  
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2.  Land-loss 

This chapter has two central points. The first is to give an account of the general 
dynamics of the phenomenon of land-loss, though I do highlight a number of particular 
issues. This includes particular attention to the question of anthropogenesis. Just as 
with climate change, there is discussion over how much land-loss can be attributed to 
human activity and how much is natural. Because this comes up in discussion over the 
question of responsibility, I emphasize the points where human intervention affects 
land-loss. I also try, where possible, to give an account of how much can be attributed 
to human activity. I cover scientific disputes and uncertainty as these issues are 
important in ideological debates, which I discuss in later chapters. For example, the 
attribution of the majority of subsidence to deep or to shallow processes has become 
important in ideological debates about restoration (8.4.3). 

The second point of this chapter is to create a starting point for the process of 
immanent critique. I show in the account below that there is no biophysically definable 
‘problem’ here. Land-loss, when considered purely in biophysical terms, is a 
phenomenon rather than a problem. It is a natural part of the delta cycle, which has 
been going on for thousands of years. Even when we include human drivers it is not 
objectively possible to pin-point an absolute baseline upon which we could base a 
restoration response. There is no pristine moment in the past to which we can return. 
The upshot of this is that land-loss can only be considered a problem when viewed 
from some human perspective. So, though land-loss itself is a material phenomenon, 
land-loss as a problem is socially constructed. But this does not mean that it cannot be 
objectively critiqued. The latter is a task I take up in subsequent chapters. 

2.1. The formation of Louisiana’s coastal plain 

All of southern Louisiana has been built by river sediment. We can go back to the late-
Cretaceous period (see table 4) to begin the account of the formation of today’s 
Louisiana coast. That is when the central portion of the North American continent 
began to drain into the Gulf of Mexico. Sediment largely from the Rocky Mountains 
steadily built land over the millennia to give roughly the coastline that we have today 



30 

(Coleman, Roberts, & Stone, 1998). Deposits up to the late Pleistocene have become 
compacted and oxidized forming a hard under-layer onto which Holocene sediments 
continue to be deposited. The present day Louisiana coastal plain is composed of two 
geomorphic zones built by Holocene deposits, the deltaic plain in the east and the 
Chenier plain in the west, both of which were built by the interaction of the Mississippi 
river and the Gulf of Mexico (figure 2).  

Table 4: Geologic Periods 

Geological periods and epochs of relevance to the formation of Coastal Louisiana, including important events in each epoch.  

Geologic 
Period 

Geologic 
Epoch 

Years Events Louisiana 

Quaternary  Anthropocene n/a to present Mid-twentieth Century Expansion of Oil and Gas 
Industry, Restriction of Sediment 
in Mississippi 

 Holocene 11,650 years 
ago to present 

Start of Current Interglacial 
Period , Emergence of 
Human Civilization,  
Increase in Industrial CO2 

Growth of Contemporary 
Mississippi River Delta in 8 
Lobes, Fluvial Valley of 
Mississippi River in Louisiana 

 Pleistocene 2.588 Mya – 
11.7 thousand 
years ago 

Start of Quaternary 
Glaciations 

Formation of central Louisiana’s 
Pleistocene Terraces 

Neogene 
(Tertiary) 

 23.03 – 2.58 
(MYA) 

 Geologic Formations of 
Northern Louisiana 

Paleogene 
(Tertiary) 

 66 – 23.03 
(MYA) 

Major Growth Events in 
Rocky Mountains End 

Geological Formations of of 
Northern Louisiana 

Cretaceous  145 - 66 
(MYA) 

Major growth events in 
Rocky Mountains Begin, 
Central Plain Starts to Drain 
into Gulf of Mexico. 

Sediments from Rockies Start to 
be deposited in Gulf 

 

The deltaic plain is built by direct deposition of sediment from the distributaries of the 
Mississippi river which have migrated over and back across the coast over the past 
several thousands of years. The Chenier plain is built by pulses of sediment that are 
carried westward through the Gulf of Mexico from the river, but only in times during 
the delta cycle when major distributaries of the river are in the westward part of the 
deltaic plain. 
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Figure 2. Geology of Louisiana’s coastal plain 
This shows Louisiana’s coastal plain, which has been formed by Holocene sediments depostied in the Gulf of Mexico by 
the Mississippi River. The chenier plain lies in the western part of the state towards the border with Texas, the deltaic plain 
lies in the central and eastern part of the coastal plain. The Mississipp River flows through an alluvial valley in the centre of 
the state. The position of the City of New Orleans is indicated in the southeast of the state, between the river and Lake 
Ponchartrain. (Source: Modified from USGS, public domain). 

The major phenomenon that I am concerned with in this chapter is the loss of land, or 
the conversion of land area to open water, particularly since the early 20th century. But 
land-loss is, in itself, nothing new to the delta, in fact it is part of the dynamic nature 
of such systems. Deltas grow, recede and change in area and shape without any human 
interference. In later sections of this chapter I discuss the ways in which the 
contemporary phenomenon of land-loss, is caused by human activities, but for now I 
outline the general dynamics of the Mississippi River Delta’s development. 

The Mississippi river delta has grown in a series of lobes (figure 3). Each lobe is built 
when the major distributary of the river deposits sufficient sediments onto the 
continental shelf to cause progradation. As the lobe grows, the distributary bifurcates 
and branches reducing the hydraulic efficiency of the main river channel, while at the 
same time the gradient in the final course of the river declines. This causes upstream 
pressure to find more efficient routes to the sea and eventually the main volume of the 
river is captured by another distributary, which becomes the main outlet of the river 
and forms the next active lobe. With its sediment supply greatly reduced, the old lobe 
of the delta will succumb to inundation, erosion, and reworking by marine processes, 
and eventually complete submergence (Roberts, 1997). Figure 3 shows the evolution 
of the deltaic plain since the last ice age, indicating the 8 major lobes thorough which 
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the river has cycled. Note that the river is in the process of switching again, between 
the Balize, or ‘Bird’s Foot’ delta in the southeast (in gray) and the Athcafalaya-Wax 
Lake delta in the southwest (in brown). The latter is one of the few areas of the coast 
that is increasing in land area. This switching has had, and will continue to have, 
important implications for river management and coastal restoration, which is be 
discussed more below. 

Before taking a more detailed look at the particular processes which contribute to 
land-loss, it is necessary to give a brief account of major human changes to the landscape 
in the last few centuries. I focus mainly on changes introduced during the time of 
industrialization, but that is not to say that changes before the arrival of Europeans, or 
made by pre-industrial Europeans were negligible. There are innumerable changes that 
have been made to the Mississippi River and coastal plain, many of which have some 
impact on the gain or loss of land. I focus on the most significant: engineering 
interventions in the river to promote navigation and reduce flooding, and the 
canalization of the delta for oil and gas exploration and pipelines. 

 

Figure 3. Historical delta lobes of the Mississippi River Delta 
Shows the swtiching of the delta lobes throughout the Holocene, from 7500 BCE to the present day. Eight different lobes, 
indluding the two currently active lobes of the detla, are indicated. The actives lobes are the Balize Delta in the East, which 
is the current location of the mouth of the Mississippi River, and the Atchafalya Wax-Lake delta which is the outlet of the 
Athcaflaya River. The river is in a stalled state of switiching between these two lobes, from the former to the latter. 
Reprinted from Progress in planning, 129, Lewis, Joshua A. and Ernstson, Henrik. Contesting the Coast: Ecosystems as 
Infrastructure in the Mississippi River Delta. 1 – 30, Copyright (2019), with permission from Elsevier. 
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2.1.1. Human changes to the Mississippi River 

I am, of course, talking about the great Mississippi river which drains all or parts of 32 
states and 2 Canadian provinces. From what is considered its traditional source in 
Minnesota it flows south. It is joined from the east by the Ohio River, which is the 
major contributor of water, and from the west by the Missouri and Arkansas rivers, the 
major contributors of sediment, amongst numerous other tributaries.  In its present day 
course, it enters Louisiana at the northeast corner of the state. It divides the state of 
Louisiana from Mississippi as it flows south toward the Old River Control Structure, 
through which much of its volume flows into the Atchafalaya River. From there is 
swings around Angola prison and sweeps away from the Mississippi border towards the 
state capital and most populous city, Baton Rouge. From there it flows east, hits all 
ordinal directions on the compass as it winds through New Orleans and finally heads 
southeast, out through the bird’s foot delta in Plaquemines parish and on out into the 
Gulf of Mexico.  

All peoples who have settled near it have had to negotiate how to live with it. Pre-
Columbian peoples lived on natural ridges, to avoid inundation, without making 
changes to the river itself, but benefitting from the natural fertility of the flood plains 
(Gramling & Hagelman, 2005). When Europeans came they started to build levees to 
protect their settlements from intermittent floods. But it was with the great industrial 
expansion of the 19th century that the continental scale engineering of the river 
according to modern rationalist principles began (Barry, 2007).  

Human engineering interventions during this time have made two major changes to 
the character of the river delta. The natural process of delta lobe switching has been 
stalled, and the sediment load in the river has been reduced and cut off from the delta. 
As John Barry’s account relays, the competition between the egos of two men, 
Humphreys and Eads, in a struggle to engineer a navigable and controlled river 
exemplified this age. What emerged from the competition, ironically following neither 
man’s prescriptions, was a ‘levees only policy’. This meant building high levees with no 
relief openings, under the assumption that the channeling of the river would scour out 
a deeper course for the river, increasing its overall capacity to contain flood waters. This 
approach was a failure. It is thought to have contributed to the disastrous effects of the 
1927 flood. Following the flood a system of flood control measures were introduced 
including three relief spillways in Louisiana, including the Bonnet Carre spillway, just 
upriver of New Orleans. The result is a highly engineered hydro-scape where the 
volume of water flowing in any part of the system is generally, except for in the case of 
catastrophic flooding, subject to human control. 
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Stalling of delta lobe-switching 
As mentioned above, the Mississippi is in the process of switching lobes from the Bailze 
to the Atchafalaya delta. Some five hundred years ago a meander in the Mississippi cut 
into the Red River, making the latter’s upper course a tributary and its lower course 
(the Atchafalaya) a distributary of the Mississippi river. Starting in 1839, a massive, 160 
mile long log jam, known as the great raft, was gradually removed from the Red 
River/Atchafalaya. This caused more and more river water to flow from the Mississippi 
into the Atchafalaya deepening and widening the latter. To maintain the shipping 
channel past Baton Rouge and New Orleans, some of the most important ports in the 
country, the Army Corps of Engineers built a structure (the Old River Control 
Structure), which limits the flow of Mississippi water into the Atchafalaya to 30% of 
the river’s total volume (Mossa, 2013). This has delayed the process of avulsion which 
causes the active delta lobe to switch. Nevertheless the amount of sediment going down 
the Atchafalaya has been enough to start the progradation of a new delta lobe.  

River channel engineering and sediment 
The channel of the Mississippi river has been subject to numerous engineering projects 
over the last two centuries, primarily for reasons of navigation and flood control, but 
also for hydropower, bank stabilization and recreation (Alexander, Wilson, & Green, 
2012). The various engineering projects meant to tame the river have, more often than 
not, acted to reduce the amount of sediment in the river. The Army Corps of Engineers 
describe the major changes that were made to the river, especially in the middle of the 
20th century: 

“Channelizing and stabilizing the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers was a monumental 
task, requiring extensive modifications to stabilize the freely meandering river channel 
and banks and to create a self-scouring channel for navigation by reducing channel width 
and complexity. Flood control in the MRB is accomplished through a complex 
combination of levees to confine and separate the river channel from the flood plain, 
engineered floodways to reduce flood stages near critical infrastructure, channel 
straightening to increase the conveyance capacity of the channel, and the construction 
of dams on the tributaries to attenuate flood peaks and store irrigation water” (Alexander 
et al., 2012) p. 9. 

The most significant of these projects in terms of reducing sediment load in the river 
include the building of dams on the Missouri and Arkansas rivers in the 1940s and 
‘50s, but also the construction of dikes, revetments and river training structures 
(Alexander et al., 2012; Meade & Moody, 2010). 
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2.1.2. Oil and gas development 

The exploration of the delta plain in Louisiana for oil and gas caused the other major 
transformation of the coastal landscape. The history of oil and gas exploration in 
Louisiana is more than a century long. Oil was first struck in 1901 after which it was 
not long until John D. Rockefeller built the first refinery at Baton Rouge in 1907 for 
Standard Oil, the site of a refinery to this day (Houck, 2015).  

Along with sediment starvation, the dredging of canals for oil and gas exploration is 
perceived as the other major human contributor to land loss (Colten, 2016). Whereas 
the major transformations of the river for the purposes of navigation took place in the 
late 19th to mid-20th century, the peak period of direct impacts on the wetlands from 
canalization was between 1955 and 1978 (Baumann & Turner, 1990) with oil 
extraction peaking in the 1960s (Houck, 2015). In total, Turner has estimated that 
17,000 km of canals have been dredged in the Louisiana wetlands giving a total area of 
56,000 ha (Turner & McClenachan, 2018).  

Oil and gas exploration and extraction also involved, and was accompanied by, the 
extraction of sub-surface fluids from deeper layers of sediment. This has been a major 
contributor to subsidence and hence land-loss, which I discuss below. Oil spills are 
another effect of this development that have negative impacts on wetlands. The BP oil 
spill of 2010 is a notorious example of this. 

2.2. The phenomenon of land-loss 

In this section, to enrich the historical account of coastal change in Louisiana, I discuss 
the biophysical processes which contribute to land-loss in deltas generally. I do this 
with reference to the idealized vertical dimension depicted in figure 4b, where the most 
important factors are the rate of subsidence, the rate of sea level rise and the rate of 
accretion of land (Jankowski, Törnqvist, & Fernandes, 2017). I discuss these three 
factors and the various processes which determine them in the following sections. This 
relates back to some of the transformations already discussed. Table 4 provides a list of 
the various factors which contribute to land-loss and whether or not they are driven by 
humans. 

In such a dynamic and human influenced system then, how is the phenomenon of 
land-loss scientifically described and measured? As we will see there is no purely 
geomorphological standard that can be used to define land-loss as a problem, so I start 
with the standard account of the historical rate of land-loss, which comes from 
Couvillion and colleagues at the USGS (Couvillion et al., 2011; Couvillion, Beck, 
Schoolmaster, & Fischer, 2017). Their measurements cover the period from 1932 to 
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the 2016 and estimate that about 25% of the 1932 land area of the wetlands have been 
lost, or 4,833 sq. km. The historical rate of land loss has varied from a high of -83.5 ± 
11.8 km/year to a low of -28.01 ± 16.37 km/year, with contemporary rates being 
toward the lower end of this range, with a noticeable slowdown since the 1970s. This 
slowdown is largely the result of decreased rates of subsidence due to reduction in fluid 
withdrawal (Kolker, Allison, & Hameed, 2011). A further slowdown since 2010 has 
prompted some to claim that land-loss has ceased, but there are other factors which 
could explain this, such as recovery from previous storms and the lack of major storms 
in this time period (Couvillion et al., 2017).  

Figure 4. Factors that affect land-loss and land gain  
(a) Shows the erosion, transport and deposition dyamics of deltas on the continental margin (b) shows, in the vertical 
dimension, the three major processes which contribute to the loss of land: sea-level rise, vertical accretion and subsidence, 
which is further divided into shallow and deep subsidence processes. (Source: Author’s own illustration). 
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Table 5. Drivers of land-loss 

A non-exhaustive list of factors that contribute to land-loss and whether they are human or non-human caused. 

Driver of Land-loss Human/Non-human  

Subsidence  

Tectonic subsidence Non-human 

Holocene Sediment Compaction Non-human 

Sediment Loading Non-human 

Glacial Isostatic Adjustment Non-human 

Fluid Withdrawl Human 

Surface Water Management Human 

Hurricanes Human/Non-human (intensity) 

Eustatic Sea Level Rise Human (Mostly) 

Sediment Load Reduction (or increase) Human 

Canalisation Human 

Agricultural Impoundments Human 

Invasive Species Human  

Oil Spills Human 

 

2.2.1. Subsidence 

As described above, subsidence is a part of the natural dynamics of deltaic systems. It is 
a complex phenomenon, which is driven by various human and non-human processes 
(see table 5). The Mississippi river delta exists on a passive margin, a seam of connection 
between a continental and oceanic plate where sediments are deposited. After 
deposition there are a number of processes which tend to cause land created by 
deposition to sink. Yuill, Lavoie, and Reed (2009) distinguish six (table 6). They are: 
Holocene sediment compaction, where recently deposited sediments, dry out, settle 
and are compacted under their own weight; tectonic processes,  especially vertical 
movement at faults in deeper layers of more compact sediments from the Pleistocene 
and earlier; sediment loading, which causes the underlying rock to flex downwards 
under the weight of deposited sediments; fluid withdrawal, including groundwater, oil 
and gas, which causes overlying land to collapse downwards; glacial isostatic 
adjustment, whereby the land in this region, which was previously raised due to 
downward pressure by glaciers on the northern part of the continent, slowly sinks since 
the pressure has been removed as glaciers retreated, and finally, surface water 
management, which affects soil composition and can increase compaction. 
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Figure 5. Subsidence rates across the coastal plain of Louisiana 
Subsidence rates across the Louisiana coast measured over the last 6-10 years. These rates are measured using a new the 
new technique mentioned below (Nienhuis, Törnqvist, Jankowski, Fernandes, & Keogh, 2017) 
(Source: Nienhus et al. (2017), fair use).  

These processes take place over different time scales, from instantaneous to geologic 
time, cause different rates of subsidence and affect different areas of the coast. The last 
two of these variables are captured in table 6 below. 

There are two ongoing discussions in relation to the scientific understanding of 
subsidence that are worthy of some elaboration here. First is the discussion over the 
location, magnitude and relative contribution of different drivers of subsidence, 
particularly the share attributed to shallow and deep processes.  This is important for 
later discussions of coastal management, including the public debate on coastal 
restoration techniques. Second, there have been discussion over the problem of the 
measurement of subsidence.  

Table 6. Categories of subsidence 

A list of six categories of subsidence, the ranges of rates associate with each type, and the type of area affected by each 
type. (Source: Adapted from Yuill, Lavoie, and Reed (2009). Reproduced with permission from the Coastal Education and 
Research Foundation, Inc.). 

Process Category Range of Identified Rates (mm y-1) Representative Area Affected 

Tectonic  0.1 – 20.0 Coastal regions, continental margins, 
Holocene delta 

Holocene sediment 
compaction 

1.0 – 5. 0 Holocence delta, lower Mississippi River 
valley 

Sediment loading 1.0 – 8.0 Holocene delta, lower Mississippi River 
valley 

Fluid withdrawal Up to 23 Coastal regions 

GIA 0.6 – 2.0 Gulf Region 

Surface water 
management 

0.1 – 10.0 Developed Wetlands 



39 

Relative contributions of various categories of subsidence, past present and future. 
There has in recent years been some debate about the relative contribution of deep 
subsidence processes, especially faulting, to overall rates of subsidence. A number of 
studies have pointed to significant rates of subsidence associated with fault movement. 
For example, Dokka, Sella, and Dixon (2006) found rates of 15-25mm per year in New 
Orleans in the 1970s due to growth faults, similarly Gagliano, Kemp, Wicker, and 
Wiltenmuth (2003) found rates of 10-15mm per year along the Empire –Golden 
Meadow fault zone. It is now generally understood that these rates of change applied 
only over a decadal timescale and were due to transient processes, probably related to 
sub-surface fluid withdrawal, i.e. the removal of oil, gas or water from deeper strata 
(Blum & Roberts, 2012; Dokka, 2011). When measured over longer periods, the rate 
of subsidence attributed to such deep seated processes is of an order of magnitude lower. 
It is now accepted that the majority, up to 90%, of measured subsidence rates can be 
attributed to shallow processes (Frederick, Blum, Fillon, & Roberts, 2019; Törnqvist 
et al., 2008). This makes these processes the most significant over the century timescale 
that is relevant to the contemporary and near term character of the Mississippi River 
Delta (Blum & Roberts, 2012; Frederick et al., 2019). Frederick et al. (2019) gives an 
account of how the timescale determines which subsidence processes are more salient:  

“different subsidence processes dominate the measured signal over different timescales: 
(a) across annual timescales, dewatering and primary sediment consolidation processes 
dominate; (b) from years to decades, short term, transient processes dominate such as 
growth fault movement; (c) over century to millennial timescales, sediment loading and 
compaction is the most important process; and (d) over timescales of 104–105 years, the 
accumulation of thick fluvial deltaic strata and corresponding depocentre scale isostatic 
processes… dominate the measured subsidence signal” p. 186-187.  

With that said, the role of deep-seated processes and geologic faulting in subsidence is 
still not completely understood and studies are ongoing to locate and measure the 
impact of faults on subsidence and land-loss (Culpepper, McDade, Dawers, Kulp, & 
Zhang, 2019; Frederick et al., 2019). Much of this is made possible by data from the 
oil and gas industry (Frederick et al., 2019). Indeed the release of a huge set of data 
from the oil and gas industry has spurred a number of studies into the relationship 
between faulting and wetland loss, at both the graduate and post-graduate level e.g. 
(Akintomide & Dawers, 2019; O’Leary & Gottardi, 2019) 

Measurement of subsidence 
The measurement of subsidence has also been improved in recent years, with clear 
implications for coastal restoration. Until recently it had largely been measured using 
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tide gauges and satellite readings. Because these measurement techniques use gauges 
that are fixed many meters below the land surface, these methods have been called into 
question for their ability to measure shallow subsidence (Keogh & Törnqvist, 2019). A 
new method which is better suited to measuring subsidence from the current surface 
level has been designed, “The centerpiece of this analysis consists of rod surface-
elevation–marker horizon records, 6–10 years long, enabling us to calculate present-
day shallow subsidence rates (i.e., shallow compaction) by subtracting the rate of 
surface-elevation change from the vertical accretion rate at each site” (Nienhuis et al., 
2017) p. 1, and the results show that across the coast the average rate of subsidence may 
be 9 +/- 1 mm per year, as opposed to previous measurements based on tide gauges 
which suggested an average rate of 1-6 mm per year. The range of estimated rates of 
subsidence across that coast are shown in figure 5.  

2.2.2. Sea-level rise 

The dual processes of subsidence and sea level rise are the major contributors to relative 
sea-level rise. As the land sinks so too does the sea-level rise. Subsidence was probably 
more significant in the past, especially due to fluid extraction, with current rates lower 
than in past decades (Nienhuis et al., 2017). The rate of eustatic Sea-Level Rise (SLR), 
on the other hand, has been increasing due to both thermal expansion and melting ice, 
driven by changes in the intensity of the greenhouse effect (Oppenheimer et al., 2019). 
Overall the current rate of Relative Sea-Level Rise (RSLR) measured for coastal 
Louisiana, combining subsidence and SLR, is in the range of 12.0 ± 8.3 mmyr-1, 13.3 
± 8.8 mmyr-1, for the deltaic plain and 9.5 ± 6.3 mmyr-1 for the Chenier plain 
(Jankowski et al., 2017). 

The scenarios from the IPCC for SLR beyond 2050 are highly uncertain in the range 
of 0.29m to 1.10m for the year 2100 (Oppenheimer et al., 2019). That is aside from 
regional variations and dynamics of land subsidence. The Louisiana authorities use a 
range of values with a lower limit figure of 0.31m by 2100 and an upper limit of 1.98m 
by 2100. This follows the practice of using high upper limits in planning (Hinkel et 
al., 2014). It is also important to remember that sea level rise will continue beyond the 
end of the century with estimates of up to 10 meters by the year 3000 (Lenton, 2006). 
This means that the coast will have to be adapted to this problem for hundreds of years 
into the future even if increases in radiative forcing were to end now. 
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2.2.3. Land accretion 

The third major process which affects the rate of land growth or loss is the process of 
land accretion. This is perhaps the most complex factor, where hydrologic and bio-
geomorphic interactions and feedbacks mean that the dynamics around the rate at 
which land accretes are difficult to fully parse in relation to all the relevant variables.  

Historical changes in sediment load 
One significant factor which influences accretion is the amount of mineral material 
available for land building, the majority of which comes down the river as sediment. 
Sediment starvation describes both the reduction in the sediment load and its 
disconnection from the delta. The supply of material from the river is certainly one of 
the most important factors in determining the size of the delta, though the relative 
contributions of different changes are difficult to estimate. The supply of sediment has 
undergone significant changes since the arrival of colonial-settlers to the Mississippi 
valley. But change has not been characterized by a simple linear relationship between 
human interference and a decline in sediment availability, in fact sometimes the 
opposite has been true.   

There is general agreement that since the late-19th or early 20th century the sediment 
load in the lower Mississippi river has decreased significantly, by about 70% (Blum & 
Roberts, 2009; Kesel, 1988). From the late 19th century until the early 20th Century 
much of this was due to changes in water discharge and land uses changes, perhaps a 
change of 25% (Kesel, 1988). Since then the major factors in reducing sediment load 
have been human interventions in the river channel, particularly on the Missouri and 
Arkansas rivers in the mid-20th century (Kesel, 1988). But with that said, the amount 
of sediment coming down the river before this was artificially large, due largely to 
human de-vegetation and cultivation in the Mississippi watershed between the 
beginning of European settlement and 1900 (Turner, 2017). This means that the 1932 
baseline for measuring the extent of the delta (Couvillion et al., 2017) does not 
represent a wholly ‘natural’ state. Nevertheless, had it not been for further interventions 
by humans in engineering the river, the delta would likely be larger than it is today 
(Kesel, 1988; Turner, 2017).  

Bio-geomorphology of soil accretion 
The variables that contribute to land accretion at the decadal scale are many, including 
the supply of organic and mineral sediment, the porosity of the land created, and 
trapping efficiency over the surface area (Blum & Roberts, 2012). 

Accretion in delta soils is dependent on the supply of both mineral and organic 
matter, in different amounts depending on the characteristics of the part of the delta in 
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question. For example it depends on whether the marsh is brackish, saline or fresh and 
whether the marsh is in the active lobe or inactive area of the delta. Mineral sediments 
come directly from the river either in suspended form or in the bed load, or are 
reworked onto the accreting land by marine processes. Organic matter comes largely 
from the decay of wetland and marine plants (Reed, 2002).  

The picture that I have presented until now is the standard one when it comes to 
describing marsh vulnerability to land loss, however this simple model of RSLR and 
accretion rates does not capture the role of bio-geomorphic feedback responses between 
sea level rise and land accretion (Kirwan, Temmerman, Skeehan, Guntenspergen, & 
Fagherazzi, 2016). Rates of up to 5cm per year RSLR might be possible in areas with 
high tidal (>1m) ranges and high sediment loads (>20 mg l−1) in the water. This is due 
to feedback mechanisms which cause land to accrete faster when sea level rise is faster. 
This rate is greater than what is predicted in IPCC reports (though these rates do not 
include factors such as local differences in gravity). Louisiana, however, has low a tidal 
(≈ 50cm) range and estuaries vary in terms of sediment supply, which means this 
feedback will not be pronounced.   

For estuarial regions with heavy sediment loading such as those in the south east of 
the US, marshes are modelled to be able to survive up to rates of 1.2cm of RSLR per 
year (Morris, Sundareshwar, Nietch, Kjerfve, & Cahoon, 2002). This is because (i) 
SLR can lead to higher levels of aggradation (growth within the delta, elevation) and 
avulsion; (ii) flood events and crevassing can lead to increased sediment inputs and 
trapping efficiency; (iii) overwash in the delta fringe can build sandy beaches. So, these 
deltas could survive higher levels of SLR if (i) there is enough sediment (ii) enough 
accommodation space for the delta to migrate towards the coast (iii) human 
interventions do not isolate the delta from fluvial dynamics (Ibáñez, Day, & Reyes, 
2014). All three of these are severely disrupted in Louisiana.  

2.2.4. Other direct human interventions in the wetlands 

As well as the processes of subsidence, SLR and accretion and disruptions to them, there 
are a number of other direct human interventions in the landscape which cause the loss 
of wetland area but do not fit neatly within these categories, though they may also 
indirectly influence them. The dredging of oil canals for exploration and navigation are 
often considered the most significant of these, but there also impoundments for 
agriculture, and the construction of infrastructure such as roads and levees, and the 
development of urban areas. These directly convert wetlands to other land uses or open 
water, but many also have indirect effects which further contribute to land loss by 
affecting the process of subsidence or accretion, or speeding the process of erosion or 
submergence.  
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Canalization 
Along with sediment starvation, the most discussed human contributor to land loss is 
the dredging of canals for oil and gas exploration and transportation (Colten, 2016). 
As well as involving the direct removal of land and vegetation, the dredging of canals 
can lead to increased edge erosion, changes to hydrology caused by spoil banks, and salt 
water intrusion. Canals are built by dredging material, which is then piled along the 
side of the canal creating an upland area that is often higher than the tidal range. As 
well as directly converting land to water this creates disruptions to hydrological 
dynamics (Turner & McClenachan, 2018).  

One controversial issue here is in assessing the relative contribution of the dredging 
of canals to land-loss. As Houck points out the estimates for the contribution of 
canalization to land-loss range from single figures to 89% (Houck, 2015). I am not in 
any position to shed further light on this discussion. This gives a sense of the general 
difficulty in disaggregating the impacts of various processes and interventions on land-
loss. 

Agricultural impoundments  
The reclaiming of land from the wetlands for agricultural production is also thought to 
contribute to wetland loss, but the total effect of impoundments on Louisiana's coastal 
wetlands has been difficult to assess partially because of a lack of information 
concerning the magnitude of the area impounded (Day, Holz, & Day, 1990).  

2.2.5. Other drivers of wetland loss 

Invasive species 
There are a number of invasive species which impact wetland growth and loss. Nutria 
are large invasive rodents that feed on the shoots of marsh grasses which damages the 
integrity of marsh lands causing them to become less stable and more subject to erosion. 
There is a government management program whereby people can get a five dollar 
bounty in exchange for killing individual nutria (Sasser, Holm, Evers-Hebert, & 
Shaffer, 2018).  

In recent years the Phragmites marsh grasses that hold together much of the coastal 
marshes have been attacked by an invasive insect from Asia, which attacks the grasses, 
also known as Roseau Cane. This has caused large scale die-off of marsh grasses, and 
has been devastating the coast for the last 2 years (Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries, 2018).  
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Oil spills 
Oil spills are also thought to contribute to wetland loss. For example, studies conducted 
after the BP oil spill showed that heavy oil coverage contributed to wetland loss 
(Silliman et al., 2012). But there is also some evidence that such losses are temporary 
and that this land will recover, all else being equal (Hester & Mendelssohn, 2000).  

Hurricanes and storms  
Hurricanes are responsible for massive loss of wetlands at the same time as they are an 
incredibly important source of inorganic sediment to inactive areas of the delta. Barras 
(2005) shows that 562 km2 of wetlands were converted to open water by hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita through inundation and erosion. Much of this recovered in the years 
following the hurricanes. Turner, Baustian, Swenson, and Spicer (2006) point out how 
hurricanes contribute to the accretion of land by reworking sediment into the delta: 

“More than 131 x 106 metric tons (MT) of inorganic sediments accumulated in coastal 
wetlands when Hurricanes Katrina and Rita crossed the Louisiana coast in 2005, plus 
another 281 x 106 MT when accumulation was prorated for open water area. The 
annualized combined amount of inorganic sediments per hurricane equals (i) 12% of 
the Mississippi River's suspended load, (ii) 5.5 times the inorganic load delivered by 
overbank flooding before flood protection levees were constructed, and (iii) 227 times 
the amount introduced by a river diversion built for wetland restoration. The 
accumulation from hurricanes is sufficient to account for all the inorganic sediments in 
healthy saltmarsh wetlands.” p. 449 

A note on deltas in general 
Many of the problems that are being faced by people in the Louisiana coastal plain are 
replicated around the world in deltas where approximately 500 million people live and 
work. As low lying coastal areas, deltas around the world are threatened by subsidence, 
sediment starvation and sea-level rise (Syvitski et al., 2009), areas at risk of flooding are 
projected to grow by 50% by the year 2050. There has been much recent attention in 
both research and policy circles to this particular kind of landscape (Giosan, Syvitski, 
Constantinescu, & Day, 2014). Though not explored further, the argument in this 
thesis may have some relevance to other cases of environmental change in deltaic 
systems.  
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2.3. Land-loss as a problem 

I have presented the phenomenon of coastal land-loss in terms of the various 
geomorphic, ecological and human processes that contribute to changes in the nature 
and area of coastal wetlands. Before even approaching the question of the effects that 
the changes in these biophysical systems have on human society, it is clear that it is not 
possible to arrive at an absolutely comprehensive description of a problem here. To 
define some sort of problem we have to be more specific about, for example, the 
timescale over which land-loss has happened and where it has taken place.   

This is because the term land-loss does not make sense as a problem if we cannot say 
why it is a problem. The phenomenon described in purely natural scientific terms does 
not treat land-loss as a problem per se. When we start to treat it as a problem this 
involves some human perspective. For example, the loss of land in a lobe of the delta 
during its transgressive stage 8000 years ago could hardly be considered a problem of 
the same nature as the problem that such a phenomenon is causing now (if indeed it 
would be considered a problem by anyone) given the particular pattern of development 
and social organization that exists on the currently active lobes of the delta. In the 
following chapter I start to conceptualize this as a problem for someone. Thereby, the 
focus switches from land-loss as a phenomenon to the problem of how to manage it.  
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3. The State’s approach to managing 
land-loss 

3.1. Coastal management and land-loss 

The phenomenon of land-loss is treated as a problem in how the State manages it. 
Therefore, coastal management is the object I take up for examination in this chapter. 
When it comes to specifying a problem of land-loss there appear to be many 
perspectives from which this problem could be constructed. In order to derive a 
solution we could look to how the most vulnerable are affected by environmental 
changes; we could look at which changes cause the greatest economic losses; we could 
poll the public and ask them what the most important changes are to them and go with 
the majority. These all have some element of reasonability. But when it comes to saying 
which way we should view the problem, how do we decide? Economics principles, 
principles of social justice or democratic principles. All have their claims on objectivity 
and moral correctness. But rather than start with any set of principles, I posit that the 
best position from which to start this analysis, is the approach entailed in the current 
practice of coastal management and planning. This is the approach that is already 
having material impacts on the environment and society. If the State’s approach is 
found to be problematic it is this approach that must be transcended.   

I opened this first part of the thesis with a quotation from Fainstein where she argues 
that the task for planning is, “of consciously achieving widespread improvement in the 
quality of human life” (Fainstein, 2000) p. 452. The perspective that the State takes to 
this is to try to benefit society, taken as a cohesive whole. The aim with planning is to 
try to contribute to the general welfare of society. I conceptualize this more precisely in 
coming chapters, with reference to the economic decision-making approach of 
utilitarianism and the concept of well-being. For now it suffices to say that the State 
treats society as a unit and tries to deliver benefits to society generally. I continue by 
arguing that in trying to deliver benefits for society generally it leads to problems for 
significant groups within society. I argue that this means that the approach of the State 
is inherently flawed and an alternative is necessary. With that said, this chapter is not 
meant as a substantive critique of the planning, but more as a descriptive account of 
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the approach to planning and the problems that it generates. Detailed and systematic 
critique comes in the following chapters.    

Before outlining the current approach, it is worth discussing how it has come about, 
in order to give a sense of how the current approach represents an on previous coastal 
management efforts. 

3.1.1. Coastal planning before hurricane Katrina 

For as long as there have been humans in the Louisiana coast they have ‘managed’ their 
relationship to the environment, but of course the style of management has changed 
significantly over time. Native-Americans followed the growth of deltaic land into the 
Gulf of Mexico and so their environment was continually changing. Land was held as 
a source of common resources. This started to change with the arrival of colonizers in 
the 18th century, who took certain lands as private property and the rest as common 
property but under the jurisdiction of the crown (Colten, 2016). The amount of land 
held in common or as state property steadily decreased over time, with roughly 80% of 
coastal land now held as private property.  

The first regime of environmental management that Colten (2016) describes is flood 
protection. He dates the start of this regime as far back as 1723 when the French 
authorities introduced laws prescribing that private land owners build levees on river-
fronting property. As time has gone on levees have permeated the coastal environment 
becoming more expansive, taller and increasingly sophisticated in their construction. 
There have been other major interventions in the river, which we saw in the previous 
chapter, for purposes of flood protection, such as the system of spillways. Flood 
protection continues up to this day and is an integral part of coastal management. 
Renewed focus was brought to the issue after the catastrophic failure of the levees and 
flood-walls during hurricane Katrina in 2005. This pointed to deficiencies in the design 
and management of flood protection structures by the Army Corps of Engineers (Sills, 
Vroman, Wahl, & Schwanz, 2008; Ubilla et al., 2008). To rebuild after this failure $14 
billion were invested by the federal government in the new Hurricane and Storm 
Damage Risk Reduction System (Reid, 2013), which though not formally part of the 
current Coastal Master Plan (CMP) is part of the current flood protection regime.  

In the 19th Century wetland reclamation for agriculture was proposed as a way of 
gaining agricultural land and taking advantage of the fact that land was protected from 
inundation by levees. This program was largely unsuccessful due to subsidence and the 
continued need to pump out water. It had lost public support by the 1940s (Colten, 
2016), but the effects are still felt in the results of agricultural impoundments as we saw 
in the previous chapter.  
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In the early 20th century, the negative impact of development on ecosystems started 
to be recognized and conservation policies were slowly introduced (Colten, 2016). In 
1910 certain water bodies were declared the property of the State. The impact of human 
induced changes to coastal hydrology on oyster production was recognized and a 
number of freshwater siphons were opened to maintain stable conditions for oyster 
production. It was also at this time that there was a move toward the regulation of 
fishing. The State introduced a leasing system which controlled the exploitation of 
public oyster beds and privatized access to others. Shrimp fishing was also regulated 
during this time, through the introduction of fishing seasons and vessel licenses. Out 
of state shrimpers were excluded from state waters (Colten, 2016). These fisheries 
management regimes, based on the sale of licenses and control of seasons, continue to 
the current day (Banks, 2016; Bourgeois, 2015).  

Colten dates the start of the restoration era to the 1980s, but plans for large scale 
restoration had been proposed a decade earlier. A river diversion (a restoration 
technique described in 3.1.3) at Myrtle grove was proposed in 1973 in a collaboration 
between Louisiana State University and the Army Corps of Engineers (Gagliano et al., 
1973). In 1984 the Army Corps carried out feasibility studies for freshwater diversions 
into Barataria and Breton sounds (USACE, 1984). These diversions were never built 
but diversions at these sites are still planned as part of the current management plan. 
In 1987 a group of concerned citizens, scientists and public officials called the Coalition 
to Restore Coastal Louisiana (CRCL) outlined a comprehensive plan for coastal 
restoration (The Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana, 1987).  

One important piece of federal policy, also introduced around this time, is what is 
called the ‘no net loss’ policy, first proposed by President Bush in 1989 (Yates, 1998). 
This stipulates that any wetlands that are lost due to development must be replaced. 
This has given rise to an industry where private firms restore wetlands and sell credits 
to developers, be they private or public, to ‘mitigate’ the damage they do to wetlands.  

In 1989 the State opened a trust fund for coastal restoration which was transferred 
to the Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection and Restoration Act (CWPPRA) in 
1990. This was the first federally authorized program for ecosystem restoration, with a 
number of projects and appropriations (The Wetlands Conservation and Restoration 
Task Force, 1990). This has been followed up with a number of state and Army Corps 
of Engineers programs for restoration in the coast, many of which inform the current 
Coastal Master Plan (CMP), for example, the Coast 2050 plan (Louisiana Coastal 
Wetlands Conservation and Restoration Task Force, 1999) and the Army Corps of 
Engineers, Louisiana Coastal Area plan, initiated in 2000 (USACE, 2010). 

A number of trends characterize the development of restoration management in the 
state from the 1980s until now. As Colten points out early discussion of restoration 
implicated both the dredging of canals, for oil and gas exploration and transport, and 
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sediment starvation, due to the construction of levees, as causes of land-loss. This has 
changed over time with the focus shifting to sediment starvation alone. Whereas early 
on there seemed to be political will to hold the oil and gas companies responsible for 
some part of coastal land-loss, this has been less so the case in recent years.4 Along with 
increases in scientific knowledge which is integrated in each subsequent plan and 
program, there have also been stronger attempts to include the public. Nevertheless, 
Colten (2016) still criticizes the neglect of comprehensive public involvement, as well 
as a lack of study and discussion of the effects of environmental change and restoration 
on coastal communities. Another trend has been that as time has gone on there has 
been a shift from piece-meal and one-off restoration projects to successively more 
comprehensive and integrated planning, where restoration and protection planning 
have been brought together in the same programs. This trend has been consolidated 
with the founding of the Coastal Restoration and Protection Authority (CPRA) in 
2005. This is the agency responsible for the current protection and restoration program.  

3.2. The current coastal program: protection and 
restoration projects 

The planning process that goes into developing the current Coastal Master Plan selects 
a range of different coastal protection and restoration projects. But before discussing 
the metrics and modelling that are used to select the suite of projects I give a brief 
account of the types of projects that are used in coastal restoration and protection. 
There are three types of projects, restoration projects, and structural- and non-
structural protection projects.  

3.2.1. Restoration projects 

River diversions 
River diversions are the cornerstone (or flagship) of the State’s plan to restore coastal 
land. Diversions involve the controlled opening of channels off the main body of the 
river. There are a two different kinds of river diversions. The form of diversion proposed 
for restoration are called sediment diversions, (which are distinguished from freshwater 
diversions). With sediment diversions the openings in the river bank are specifically 

                                                      
4 There has however recently been a case taken by some coastal parishes to sue oil companies for their 

contribution to land-loss (Adelson, 2019).  



51 

designed to capture as much sediment as possible and direct it, along with still 
considerable amounts of freshwater, into areas where land is being lost, and thus cause 
land to accrete (McMann, Schulze, Sprague, & Smyth, 2017). They are an attempt to 
replicate the natural process of delta growth, seen in the previous chapter, to counteract 
the loss of sediment which would have been provided to these areas through annual 
flooding. Diversions are expected to build land slowly, with many years lag between 
the opening of the structure and the appearance of dry land above the water’s surface. 
But they could, in principle, continue to operate for decades to maintain the land built. 
The two largest diversions in the State’s coastal program are the mid-Barataria and mid-
Breton diversions, which will be built on either side of the river below New Orleans. 
Construction is slated to begin on the first of these, the mid-Barataria diversion, in 
2022. These diversions will affect the fisheries in Barataria bay and Breton sound in the 
eastern part of the coast. 

 

Figure 6. River diversion 
A schematic illustration of a sediment diversion and how it builds land. It shows sources of sediment in the river and 
reworked sediments from the gulf, and sediment sinks in the delta. Reprinted by permission from: Springer Nature 
Customer Service Centre GmbH: Springer Nature, Nature Geoscience, Restoration Sedimentology, Douglas A. Edmonds. 
Copyright (2012). 

Diversions for salinity control 
River diversions have been proposed as a form of ecosystem management in Louisiana 
since at least the 70s but these have primarily been freshwater diversions. So far no 
sediment diversions have been built. There are a number of freshwater diversions 
already operating in the state, for instance, at Caernarvon and Davis Pond, which 
opened in 1991 and 2002 respectively (Turner, Layne, Mo, & Swenson, 2019). The 
primary goal with these structures was to change the salinity levels in the target bays, 
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for a range of ecological purposes, including making conditions for oyster cultivation 
more suitable (Das et al., 2012). In spite of their intended purpose, the opening of these 
diversions damaged some oysters and oyster beds that were close to the outlet. This has 
caused a long history of litigation between oyster fishers and the State. The current state 
of precedent, which may be important in relation to current resistance to restoration, 
is that the State is not responsible to pay compensation to oyster fishers, if the action 
that produced the damage is shown to be in the public interest (Costonis, 2004).   

The science of diversions: uncertainties and disagreements  
The science of diversions is still being developed. There a number of issues that are not 
fully understood and about which there is some disagreement. In particular there is an 
ongoing scientific debate over the efficacy of diversions in restoring land. There are also 
worries about the impact that large amounts of freshwater will have on fish species in 
the affected bays. Indeed, it is accepted on all sides that there will be negative effects on 
fisheries. These two issues form the central bones of contention in the major political 
dispute that has emerged over restoration between the State and fishers. Discussion of 
this dispute is the focus of the second part of the thesis. Here I just recount the scientific 
dispute over the efficacy of diversions in building land. I discuss the impacts of 
diversions on fish species and fisheries in detail in chapter 6.  

There are a number of factors that are debated when it comes to the land building 
capacity of diversions: the role of the nutrient load in the river water; the introduction 
of freshwater to saltwater and brackish systems, and the amount of sediment available 
in the river for restoration.  

The issue of nutrient load revolves around whether nutrient rich freshwater tends to 
weaken soils and decrease subsurface biomass production, making marshes more 
susceptible to loss during hurricanes. This is the position argued by both (Howes et al., 
2010) and (Turner, 2011), the latter of whom questions the efficacy of diversions for 
restoration on this basis. Day et al. (2018) respond to these claims in support of 
diversions by arguing that large and infrequently operated diversions can avoid the 
negative effects. In these debates there is little detail about the specific characteristics of 
the proposed diversions and nothing about the implications for their arguments for the 
particular diversions that are proposed in the current plan.  

Another dispute is about whether there is enough sediment in the river to produce 
the kind of restoration that is aimed for. Turner (2017) argues that there is not, and 
that the baseline for restoration of 1932 is not realistic as it is based on a delta extent 
which was abnormally large. This is because it had received increased sediment input 
from the erosion of soil due to agricultural practices upstream. On the other hand, the 
State includes a restriction in its modelling for the amount of sediment currently in the 
river, which draws on the most up to date data (Groves, Panis, & Sanchez, 2017). 
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Therefore, their models for land growth are based on current sediment loads, and are 
not related to the 1932 baseline.  

But the State’s models are also questioned; the third issue in the discussion about 
diversions is the admitted uncertainty in the modelling of diversion outcomes in terms 
of land area. Models produced by the CPRA give very different results than models 
produced by Gary Brown at the Army Corps of Engineers, this is based on the relative 
importance of different variables in the models (Brown, 2017). There are ongoing 
modelling efforts, not least by the CPRA, to better understand the dynamics of 
sediment diversions and their impacts on the ecosystem. For now there are significant 
sources of uncertainty.  

Marsh creation 
The second major type of restoration project currently being built by the State is marsh 
creation projects. These involve the dredging and dumping of sediment to create large 
areas of land instantly. Sediment is mined from the river or ocean bottom and 
transported to the desired location by barge or pipeline where it is spread out over the 
marsh creation area to a standard height above sea-level. The land is then planted with 
vegetation appropriate to the location of the marsh, be it freshwater, brackish etc. 
(McMann et al., 2017). 

 

Figure 7. Marsh creation project 
Sediment is introduced into the area using a pipe from a dredging barge, it is redistributed over the marsh creation area 
and will later be planted with vegetation. (Source: CPRA (2017c) public domain).  
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Marsh creation projects produce land instantly but are likely to need renourishment at 
some time in the future depending on local conditions, such as the rate of subsidence, 
sea level rise, storms, and edge erosion. Research has shown that marsh creation using 
dredged and piped sediment is high in financial and energetic costs and there will need 
to be an increase in the frequency of re-nourishment as the sea-level rises (Day Jr et al., 
2005). Some of the larger projects in the current plan will cost almost $2 billion (Groves 
et al., 2017) and will need costly re-nourishment if they are to persist in the long run 
i.e. past the 50 year time horizon of the plan. One environmental organization note 
that, “(t)hese projects can build land fairly quickly, but will eventually fall victim to the 
same process that caused the land to disappear originally” (Restore the Mississippi River 
Delta Coalition, 2017). 

Barrier island restoration 
The transgressive phase of delta lobe development has produced a number of chains of 
barrier islands, which trace the perimeter of vanished or vanishing lobes (Roberts, 
1997). There are a number of chains surrounding the delta in Louisiana (see figure 3). 
These are considered the ‘first line of defense’ in what is called a ‘multiple lines of 
defense strategy’ (Lopez, 2009), meaning that they act as the first barrier to incoming 
waves and storm surges. Because of this the third major category of restoration projects 
taking place currently are barrier island restorations. These are carried out in a similar 
way to marsh creation projects: largely through dredging and dumping of sand, 
followed by vegetative planting.  

Other restoration projects 
While the above three types of project represent the vast majority of the State spending 
on restoration, there are numerous other types of ecosystem restoration projects being 
undertaken and planned. These include bank stabilization, ridge restoration, shoreline 
protection, hydrologic restoration and oyster barrier reef creation (McMann et al., 
2017).  

3.2.2. Structural protection projects  

Levees 
Earthen Levees, are the main feature of structural protection in Louisiana. They have 
been built for centuries along the banks of the Mississippi River, and to protect from 
flooding from the sea and lakes. According to McMann et al. (2017):  
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“These structures consist of pyramidal banks of compacted earth that provide a barrier 
against storm surge for coastal communities or assets. Levees can either be linear or ring 
levees. Ring levees form a closed risk reduction system that encircles a protected area 
(referred to as a polder). Linear levees create a closed system by tying into other linear 
levees or by extending inland to high ground” p. 57.  

Levees are complemented by flood walls, also known as sea walls, or concrete T-
walls. These are “typically located at points along the levee where there is a high 
potential for erosion or insufficient space for an earthen levee” (McMann et al., 2017) 
p. 91. Floodgates are built where levees or walls cross a road, railway or water body.  

Pump-stations 
These are used for removing water from behind protection structures, like levees and 
sea-walls. These are particularly important for the drainage of the city of New Orleans, 
much of which lies below sea-level.  

3.2.3. Non-structural protection projects 

There are three major types of non-structural protection: home elevations, 
floodproofing and voluntary acquisitions.  

Home elevations  
Home elevation involves taking existing homes and raising them on pilings to protect 
them from flooding. The current practice is that homes that are predicted to experience 
up to 14ft of flooding are elevated (see figure 8).  

Voluntary acquisition 
For homes that are likely to experience flooding of greater than 14ft, the state provides 
the option for people to sell their house to the State on a voluntary basis. People receive 
the market value of the home and the building is demolished. This is intended to 
provide people with the means to relocate to safer areas (McMann et al., 2017). So far 
there have not been any voluntary acquisitions within the Coastal Master Plan program. 
Though there have been some relocation projects funded through different agencies 
(Lewis, 2012). 

Flood-proofing 
Flood-proofing will be carried out on commercial premises that are determined to be 
at risk from flooding. Floodproofing involves a range of measures to ensure that 
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buildings are resilient to flooding, like shields on windows and doors and the use of 
resistant materials on the ground floor (McMann et al., 2017).  

 

Figure 8. Home elevation 
A home elevation on Grand Isle Louisiana. (Source: Author) 

3.3. The Coastal Master Plan 

Though there was a trend towards centralization and stronger coordination before 
hurricane Katrina, this was solidified in the wake of the storm. Part of the state response 
to the storm was to establish the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA), 
as an office within the executive branch of the State Government, directly under the 
Governor of Louisiana, on December 1st 2005. This agency brought together 
responsibility for both restoration and protection planning in the same state agency for 
the first time ("Louisiana State Legislature Act No. 523  "). The CPRA has central 
responsibility for coastal management in the state but coordinates with other important 
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agencies at both federal and state level, for example Louisiana Departments of Natural 
Resources, Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) and Environmental Quality as well as the 
federal Army Corps of Engineers. 

The CPRA produces a Coastal Master Plan (CMP) every five years (recently changed 
to six years) and an annual financial plan every year. The CMP is a general guiding 
document to coordinate restoration and protection efforts across the coast. Though the 
process to produce the CMP can be considered the primary process in coastal planning, 
this process does not fully account for coastal planning. For example, after projects have 
been selected for inclusion in the CMP, they must go through a permitting process that 
involves multiple other state and federal agencies, environmental impact studies, and 
the acquisition of land or land-access rights. Many of the projects included in the 
current CMP were conceived and proposed long before, having been developed over 
numerous iterations, as components in various Army Corps of Engineers or parish 
projects.  

The planning process that delivers the CMP selects a suite of projects to be built over 
the next 50 years at a maximum cost of $50 billion. It has five stated primary goals:  

 
• Flood Protection – Reduce economic losses from storm-based flooding; 

• Natural Processes – Promote a sustainable ecosystem by harnessing the 
processes of the natural system; 

• Coastal Habitats – Provide habitats suitable to support an array of commercial 
and recreational activities coast wide; 

• Cultural Heritage – Sustain Louisiana’s unique heritage and culture; and 

• Working Coast – Support regionally and nationally important businesses and 
industries (CPRA, 2017c).  

The CMP process selects a suite of projects, from a wider pool of projects that are 
formally proposed for consideration. Proposals come from a wide range of sources, for 
example, previous programs like the Louisiana Coastal Area program of the Army 
Corps of Engineers, but also from parish governments or even private actors. This 
process is described as inductive (Nost, 2018). This contrasts it with a deductive 
process, whereby projects would be designed ‘from scratch’ so to speak, according to 
some overall guiding criteria. The 2017 plan is a combination of 124 different 
restoration and protection projects (CPRA, 2017c). Funding is split roughly evenly 
between restoration and protection projects.  

The scientific dimension of the planning process consists of a planning tool and a 
range of ecosystem and economic models. The planning tool is built on an algorithm 
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which selects a suite of restoration and protection projects based on their combined 
performance according to certain metrics. There are 8 different models (Meselhe, 
White, Brown, & Wang, 2015). In tables 7 and 8 these are simplified into 3 different 
groups. These are designed to estimate the performance of projects on a broad range of 
metrics related to the structure and composition of the landscape (how much of what 
type of land, suitable for which kinds of species), the biomass of certain species, and the 
economic damage caused by flooding. 

Though the planning tool records the performance of projects in terms of multiple 
criteria, for both kinds of projects there is a single primary criterion (called decision 
drivers). For restoration projects the primary criterion is land area built or maintained 
at 50 years, measured in acres, and for protection projects it is reduction in Expected 
Annual Damage (EAD) measured in dollars. EAD includes damage caused to buildings 
and infrastructure but also “lost income, lost sales, lost rents, and relocation expenses” 
(Fischbach et al., 2012). For all projects there is a cost-effectiveness provision. The 
general approach is to maximize performance in terms of the decision drivers in a cost-
effective way, and then to test against the other metrics. These metrics correspond to 
some of the other goals of planning, for example, there are metrics related to habitat 
health for various species; the effect of projects on various industries, or how projects 
affect buildings of cultural and historical importance.  

Future conditions are modelled using three different environmental scenarios, details 
of which are in table 9. Flood-risk is modelled using the Coastal Louisiana Risk 
Assessment Model (CLARA), which calculates the EAD to buildings and infrastructure 
from flooding of various intensities.5  

There is a deliberative planning procedure which happens in parallel to the technical 
one, this influences the choice of particular courses of action within the planning 
process, which sometimes results in manual adjustments of the final selection of 
projects. There is also an outreach component to the planning process, which involves 
engagement meetings and public hearings involving civil society organizations and 
private citizens. These also sometimes result in manual adjustments to the final plan.  

The plan is estimated to build or maintain 800 square miles (2071 sq. km) of land 
in the medium environmental scenario and reduce EAD by $8.3 billion by year 50. 
This will involve elevating 22,400 homes and recommending more than 2000 for 
voluntary acquisition (CPRA, 2017c). The plan is widely praised, by members of the 
public, environmental organizations and political actors, particularly for its use of 
sophisticated scientific techniques in modelling and decision-making (Speyrer & 
Woodard, 2017a, 2017b). 

                                                      
5 See Nost (2018) for a detailed and critical account of modelling within the CMP process. 



59 

Table 7. Ecosystem metrics in the CMP 

All the ecosystem metrics in the CMP and the two models which are used to predict the impact of projects on these metrics. 
(Source: Groves et al. (2017), public domain). 

Source (model)  Ecosystem Metrics 

ICM (Integrated Compartment Model) Land (square kilometres) Decision Driver 
 
Trajectory of land beyond the planning horizon, when a project is 
implemented in year 30 (difference in land between modelled year 30 and 
year 20) (square kilometres)  
 
Nitrogen uptake (kg)  
 
Species habitat (habitat units)  

• Oysters, Shrimp (brown/white), Largemouth Bass, Juvenile 
Menhaden, Spotted Seatrout, Bay Anchovy, Blue Crab, Brown 
Pelican, Mottled Duck, Green-Winged Teal, Gadwall, Alligator, 
and Crawfish  

 
Wetland type (square kilometres)  

• Freshwater Wetlands, Forested Wetlands, Fresh Marsh, 
Intermediate Marsh, Brackish Marsh, Saline Marsh, Bare 
Ground, Upland, Open Water  

 
EwE (Ecopath with Ecosim) Species biomass (tonnes/square kilometre) 

• Over 20, including Spotted Seatrout, Red Drum, Black Drum, 
Largemouth Bass, Catfish, Anchovy, Blue Crab, Brown Shrimp, 
White Shrimp, Gulf Menhaden, and Oyster 

Table 8. Risk metrics in the CMP 

The risk metrics in the CMP which are modelled using the CLARA model. (Source: Groves et al. (2017), public domain). 

Source (model)  Risk Metrics 

CLARA (Coastal Louisiana Risk Assessment Model) Expected Annual Damage – EAD ($) 

50th Percentile, mean, and standard deviation 

Residual Damage – DMG ($) 

Years 50, 100, and 500 

Table 9. Environmental scenarios in CMP 

The various paramters that make up the environmental scenarios in the CMP. A range of subsidence values were calaculated 
for 17 different regions in the coast, these ranged from 0 – 25 mm/yr (Reed & Yuill, 2017) 
(Source: Groves et al. (2017), public domain). 

Scenario ESLR 
(m/50yr)* 

Subsidence Precipitation Evapotranspiration Overall 
Storm 
Frequency 

Average 
Storm 
Intensity 

Used in ICM Used in CLARA 

Low 0.43 20% of 
range 

> historical < historical - 28% + 10.0% 

Medium 0.63 20% of 
range 

> historical historical - 14% + 12.5% 

High 0.83 50% of 
range 

historical historical 0% + 15.0% 

 



60 

3.3.1. Program funding 

BP funding 
The largest amounts of money available for restoration and protection projects come 
from the three major settlement packages which resulted from the 2010 BP oil spill. 
These are the National Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA), the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) and the Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, 
Tourist Opportunities, and Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States (RESTORE) 
Act (CPRA, 2020a).  

The NRDA program is administered by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) and awarded Louisiana $5 billion. It is awarded under the Oil 
Pollution Act 1990 and the National Environmental Protection Act. This will supply 
the state with $5 billion, for restoration projects (CPRA, 2020a). 1.2 billion was 
directed to the NFWF for restoration in Louisiana as a result of criminal charges, 
including violation of the clean water act and the deaths of 11 people The funds are 
specifically intended for barrier island restoration and river diversions (CPRA, 2020a). 
The RESTORE act is divided into three pots of funding for expenditure on ecological 
and economic restoration of the Gulf Coast region. As well as allowing for ecological 
restoration it includes provisions for workforce development, job creation and 
infrastructure (Pels & Rinne, 2012).  

Other sources 
Aside from the exceptional funding from the BP settlement there are a number of more 
permanent but smaller sources of funding. The biggest of these is the Gulf of Mexico 
Energy Security Act 2006. It is a program for sharing some of the revenues from outer 
continental shelf production with the Gulf Coastal States and is designated for use in 
coastal protection and restoration. There are a number of other sources for coastal 
restoration, for example, the CWPPRA program mentioned earlier, which predates the 
CPRA, other state and federal Government sources (CPRA, 2020a).   

Even though this funding is restricted, with much of it stipulated for use in 
restoration specifically, it is my understanding from review of the sources above and 
from talking to Extension 2 that there are significant grey areas with respect to how this 
money can be spent6. There are also some specific allowances for workforce 
development. This is significant for ongoing discussions about possible sources of 

                                                      
6 I believe in particular that NRDA funding is being investigated as a possible source of funding for some 

of adaptation measures. There was also discussion in CPRA board meetings over what exactly 
constitutes ‘infrastructure’, spending on which is allowed under a number of sources. The RESTORE 
Act explains that workforce development “is intended to include non-profit, university, and 
community college-based workforce, career and technical training programs 
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funding to combat the negative effects of restoration. I take this up again briefly in 
chapter 9.   

3.3.2.  Issues that have been raised with the current approach 

When pointing out issues with the current approach, the aim is not to denigrate or 
rubbish the current planning process. It is clear from numerous conversations I have 
had, and a huge number of public comments (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017a, 2017b), 
that the CMP is not only approved of by many people but is a significant source of 
hope too. The planning process with its sophisticated ecological modelling, elaborate 
planning tool and the highly advanced ecological restoration techniques, is a huge 
advance on anything that has happened in the state before. It is objectively an 
improvement on previous efforts and even by international standards it is progressive 
and scientifically sophisticated. That said there are real issues with it that should not be 
ignored simply because what is in place now is better than what was once there.  

The problems presented here are ones pointed out by a range of different actors, 
sometimes they are admitted by the State itself, either explicitly (as in the case of 
diversions), or implicitly (as in the case of bottle-nosed dolphins). Others have been 
pointed out by academics, NGO workers, private citizens, and so on.  

Funding 
Some have estimated that the coastal program that has been designed will cost twice as 
much as the $50 billion that is budgeted in the current plan (Davis, Vorhoff, & Boyer, 
2015; Davis, Vorhoss, & Driscoll, 2014). On top of this only about $20 billion of the 
budget for the CMP has been secured. There is a lot of discussion about how to increase 
the funding for the program (Davis & Boyer, 2017; Davis, Hemmerling, Hilferty, & 
Dalbom, 2019; Van Marter, Davis, & Dalbom, 2019), from suggestions about doing 
deals with landowners (where mineral rights are exchanged for access to coastal land) 
to debt spending in the form of environmental impact bonds (which I discuss in chapter 
5).  

The effects of river diversions on fisheries 
Diversions will cause significant changes to the ecosystem (Adamack, Stow, Mason, 
Rozas, & Minello, 2012; de Mutsert, Lewis, Milroy, Buszowski, & Steenbeek, 2017; 
Rozas & Minello, 2011; Soniat et al., 2013a). The two largest diversions in the CMP 
are the mid-Barataria and mid-Breton diversions. Construction is slated to begin on 
the first of these, the mid-Barataria diversion, in 2022. These diversions will affect the 
extremely productive fisheries in Barataria bay and Breton sound in the eastern part of 
the coast. The major issue being that the introduction of freshwater to salt water or 
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brackish areas will move the salinity line outwards making areas that are currently fished 
for oysters, shrimp, crab and other species unsuitable (Expert Panel on Diversion 
Planning and Implementation, 2016). Fishers in certain areas may be forced to move 
operations further afield, perhaps relocating their homes, which will incur serious costs 
and may not be possible for all. Those who can afford to move will possibly encroach 
on other fishing territories causing added pressure to the fisheries and on other fishers. 
Though there have been some programs to consult fishers about possible adaptation to 
this problem (Louisiana's Seafood Future, 2019), there has been no funding guaranteed 
to realize such programs.  

Inequality in protection planning and migration 
Colten, Simms, Grismore, and Hemmerling (2018) have pointed out the limited 
attention to migration, as a response to the threat of flooding, in the CMP. It is an 
ongoing problem which is causing the concentration of elderly and poor people in 
vulnerable areas. Furthermore, some of the measures to deal with flood-risk such as 
voluntary acquisitions may tend to reinforce this pattern and deepen inequalities (Mach 
et al., 2019). This issue was raised by at least one activist at one of the CMP public 
hearings (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017a).  

Negative ecological effects  
As well as the effects on commercial fisheries, the protection and restoration program 
of the State is predicted to cause damage to non-commercial species. For example, the 
State’s own modelling shows that brown pelican habitat will be reduced by almost one 
third after 50 years (Groves et al., 2017). The State has also sought a waiver from the 
marine mammals protection act (NOAA, 2018b), which is widely seen as a tacit 
admission that river diversions will have negative impacts on bottle-nosed dolphins in 
the affected bays.  

Neglect of some alternative restoration techniques 
Colten (2016) points out that the current approach to planning focuses more on 
sediment starvation as a cause of land-loss than the changes brought to the wetlands by 
the oil and gas industry. One measure to restore land which has been proposed is the 
back-filling of canals dredged by oil and gas companies. Back-filling of canals, though 
it has been shown to be cost-effective, has not been proposed as a measure in the CMP 
(Turner & McClenachan, 2018). One reason may be that due to the inductive nature 
of project selection, projects will not be included if they have not been formally 
proposed. There is also a minimum size requirement of 500 acres for marsh creation 
projects (McMann et al., 2017). It may be that individual back-filling projects would 
not satisfy this criterion. Turner and McClenachan (2018) have suggested that the 
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exclusion is ideologically motivated as it would highlight the culpability of the oil and 
gas industry.  

Changes up river such as releasing sediment from behind dams and preventing it 
being trapped in future, might be very effective at increasing the sediment load in the 
river and therefore the supply to the delta. But there are some difficulties with this. It 
would be very expensive since it would mean replacing and redesigning dams. 
Restoration sedimentology is in its infancy (Edmonds, 2012). Sediment bypass tunnels 
can increase the flow of sediment through dams but they are expensive in terms of both 
construction and maintenance (Auel & Boes, 2011; Kondolf et al., 2014). One of the 
main reasons for the trapping of sediment has been as a result of improving the 
navigational conditions in the river. There might be significant trade-offs between 
maintaining the navigation in the river and restoring the coastal zone using this method 
(Julien & Vensel, 2005). At the same time sedimentation behind dams is a significant 
problem upstream too (Palmieri, Shah, & Dinar, 2001), so perhaps there are synergies 
to be exploited in this area. Any solution to this issue would require the involvement 
of, and coordination with, numerous other state and federal agencies 

Climate change 
Climate change is glaringly absent from much of the documentation and presentation 
of the current coastal program. It is not excluded from the modelling, in the sense that, 
for example, predictions of sea-level rise, change storm intensity and precipitation all 
take climate change into account. But it is certainly missing from the rhetoric and 
public documents. Beyond failing to mention climate change, Kevin  Fox Gotham 
(2016) has pointed out that some state policy is at odds with the goals of coastal 
restoration. That is, by supporting the oil and gas industry through subsidies, they are 
indirectly contributing to climate change. At the same time coastal planning policy is 
aimed at adapting to sea level rise produced by climate change. This paradox is present 
in coastal planning policy itself, because the State explicitly aims to protect the oil and 
gas industry through protection and restoration projects. 

Uncertainty 
There are a number of sources of scientific uncertainty in the planning tools employed 
by the State. This first of these is the use of land-area as a proxy, for the range of 
different benefits that are derived from wetlands. There is significant difficulty in 
assigning proxies to quantify the damage to wetlands (Peterson et al., 2008). But the 
use of land-area represents a huge loss of information on wetland damage (Robertson, 
2004). Such concerns have been raised in relation to the CMP. The modelling advisory 
committee for the CMP warn that using land area as major decision criterion is very 
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limited in terms of the ability to accurately represent overall ecosystem health 
(Callaway, Hagen, Harris, Kimmerer, & Waldon, 2017).   

Reducing damage from flooding is one of the main reasons provided for restoring 
wetlands (CPRA, 2017c) but there is significant uncertainty in the wave and surge 
attenuating capacity of wetlands.. While it has been shown that coastal marsh systems 
attenuate waves even during storm surge conditions (Möller et al., 2014), “the physics 
of surge propagation over wetlands is more complex than can be described by a constant 
rate” (Wamsley, Cialone, Smith, Atkinson, & Rosati, 2010) p. 60, and “(w)etlands do 
not decrease the mass of water driven by the storm; they change the momentum and 
redistribute the surge.” p. 60. Furthermore, “(f)or a given storm, depending on forward 
speed, track, and intensity, a wetland may not attenuate surge at all” p. 67.  

The communication of science by the CPRA has also been criticized, particularly in 
relation to their communication of uncertainty. One of the modelers involved in 
producing the CMP recommended that the range of possible outcomes from diversions 
should be better communicated to the public (Sneath, 2017). This was also recognized 
by the modelling advisory committee of the CPRA (Callaway et al., 2017), who warn 
that, “uncertainties in the model products may be obscure to all but the most 
sophisticated end user. Care should be taken to communicate the methods and results 
to the scientific and management community” p. 11. This reservation contrasts with 
how the science in the plan is currently presented. For example, in a senate 
subcommittee hearing, the former head of the CPRA Garret Graves, talking about the 
CMP, said “the science proves everything that’s in there” (Louisiana House of 
Representatives, 2013).   

3.3.3. Locating the major point of critique  

I opened this chapter by suggesting that the way in which the State seeks to manage the 
problem of land-loss is to try to maximize the benefit to society in general. In the above 
we have seen the kinds of projects it deploys and the metrics it uses to select these. I 
also described some of the issues that have been raised with the State’s approach. Each 
of these problems is potentially worthy of further investigation. But it is possible to 
divide these problems into two kinds, ones that are technical in nature and could be 
addressed within the current approach, and ones which represent a flaw with the 
current approach itself.  

My critique of planning, which I substantiate in the following chapter, claims that 
in the State’s attempt to benefit society as a cohesive whole, it creates negative impacts 
for significant groups within society. This is seen clearly in the cases of fishers and 
migration above. These are problems which I therefore see as resulting from flaws in 
the State’s approach. This means that in order to deal with these problems it will have 
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to abandon treating society as a cohesive whole. Addressing other issues does not require 
this kind of departure. The reduction and communication of uncertainty, increasing 
funding to the program, and more attention to climate change are all possible within 
the State’s current approach to management.  

Because it represents a deeper flaw with planning, in line with immanent critique, in 
the remainder of the thesis I focus on the problems created for fishers as a way of 
developing and arguing for an alternative. Nevertheless, I continue to refer on occasion 
to the issue of migration and the other problems above, and address how this alternative 
addresses these issues.  

Fishers are also the section of the public which have presented the most resistance 
from the public to the CMP. They have organized into a semi-coherent movement and 
mounted significant opposition to the CPRA. At this point in time this seems like the 
most likely political agency of change, which could force the State to change its 
approach to planning. This is a reason to pursue this issue rather than, for example, the 
issue of migration, though this too has also produced some limited criticism from the 
public.  

In the following chapter I substantiate the critique that I have just sketched here and 
argue that the impacts of diversions on fishers represents a failure of the current 
approach in its own terms. To do this, I move the focus from the technical aspect of 
planning, to planning as public decision-making. This allows me to conceptualize the 
logic which guides the use of metrics and decision criteria outlined above. I argue that 
problem diversions cause for fishers result from a flaw within this logic, which justifies 
the argument for instating an alternative logic of decision-making.  
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4. Coastal planning as public 
decision-making 

The point of this chapter is to systematically critique the current approach to planning. 
The main point in this critique is to explain how the problem of the negative impacts 
of diversions on fisheries and fishers has come about. Because the State is aware of this 
problem, we can assume that it is not the result of mere oversight. To understand how 
the problem has come about we must examine the rationale that guides planning. This 
involves examining the metrics and criteria that guided the modelling and decision-
science behind the CMP in the previous chapter. To reveal this rationale, in this 
chapter, I conceptualize how the State approaches management in terms of handling a 
trade-off between ecological integrity and economic development. I show how the 
CPRA uses the metrics described in the last chapter to settle this trade-off, and uncover 
the underlying theory that justifies this approach to settling the trade-off. Having 
identified the guiding logic behind decision-making it is possible to identify the source 
of the problem facing fishers, and by showing that this problem cannot be handled by 
the rationale of the State justify arguing for an alternative rationale. 

In order to identify the underlying theory behind the approach to planning, I draw 
on a typology of theoretical approaches to sustainable development, developed by Boda 
and Faran (2018). I use this typology precisely because it relates the tools and metrics 
of decision-making to underlying economic theories of sustainable development. The 
concept of sustainable development is appropriate in this case because it applies to cases 
where there is a tension between economic development and protecting the 
environment, of which this is a case. I argue that the approach used in the case of 
Louisiana’s coastal restoration and protection planning to settle this trade-off is best 
described as a Critical Capital Sustainability (CCS) approach. This means that it 
identifies certain natural capital as critical and seeks to preserve it. Non-critical capital 
is open for exploitation. In this way a certain safe limit of ecological integrity is 
maintained at the same time as economic development can continue. I then argue that 
the problems facing fishers arise from deep conceptual tensions in this approach. 

I alluded to the approach of the State in the last chapter as aiming to provide benefit 
to society as a whole. This approach is more accurately conceptualized as utilitarianism. 
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Utilitarianism in economic decision-making is an approach that aims at improving the 
general welfare in society, which is equated with the aggregate wealth. The CCS 
approach relies on utilitarianism to identify critical natural capital and it is this that 
leads to negative impacts for a significant, and already vulnerable, group. I contend that 
the tension in the CCS approach lies in its recourse to utilitarianism, and that this 
means that a different theoretical approach to decision-making will be necessary to 
overcome this problem. This will imply different metrics and tools of decision-making 
to produce a different resolution to the trade-off between ecology and economy. 

In this argument I am imputing to the State the most coherent rational argument 
for the current approach that I can formulate, it is not explicitly stated anywhere, nor 
is it likely that planners consciously follow a particular sustainable development 
approach per se. But, if we are to understand the problems facing fishers, why they have 
come about and if and how they should be addressed, then it is important to understand 
the best possible rational support for pursuing the current approach. It allows us to see 
what could be improved in application as opposed to what would require a more 
fundamental change of approach. If problems, which are contrary to the intentions of 
the approach, can be accommodated within the approach, then the critique stops there. 
If however such problems arise even with the most consistent application of the 
approach, then this suggests that the approach should change. 

I want to emphasize here that the scope of this argument is still limited to the formal 
processes of decision-making. This refers to the conscious and explicit process of 
choosing projects and suites of projects and deciding between alternatives. This involves 
the selection of tools and metrics as the means of achieving a particular end in terms of 
human well-being and ecological integrity. The definition of these ends and the 
relationship to the means constitute the rationality of decision-making. In subsequent 
chapters it again becomes necessary to move beyond this level of analysis. In seeking an 
alternative, I relate decision-making processes to structural political and economic 
processes. Similarly, I relate the rationality of decision-making to a broader rationality 
of social and economic organization. But for now decision-making is the focus.  

4.1. Coastal planning as sustainable development 

CPRA planning is guided by the aim of reconciling a tension between economic 
development and the environment. The CMP describes how this tension has developed 
historically:  
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“Levees and flood control structures on the Mississippi River have successfully provided 
flood control and tremendous benefits to the nation. This approach to river 
management, however, has also fixed the channel of the Mississippi River and tributaries 
within its banks, depriving the broader coastal ecosystem of the freshwater, sediment, 
and nutrients it needs to survive and thrive. Dredging canals for energy exploration and 
pipelines provided our nation with critical energy supplies, but these activities also took 
a toll on the landscape, altering wetland hydrology and leading to land loss. Navigation 
canals provided our nation with critical infrastructure but also allowed salt water to 
invade deeper into coastal basins.” (CPRA, 2017c) p. ES-6. 

The CPRA seeks to overcome this tension by creating a win-win scenario where both 
ecology and the economy benefit. Their goal, stated in admittedly vague terms, is to 
“improve the resilience of our economies, increase protection for Louisiana homes and 
businesses, improve the health of our coastal ecosystem, and support the future of our 
unique culture and communities” (CPRA, 2017c) p. ES-8. Elsewhere they do, 
however, recognize that “decisions to focus investment in some areas and not in others 
will need to be made (Groves et al., 2017) p. 2. 

This tension, between economy and environment, is the core concern of the concept 
of sustainable development. This was first conceived by the Brundtland report in terms 
of trying to meet the needs of current generations while allowing future generations to 
meet theirs (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). In other 
words, this means maintaining the environment such that it would allow development 
long into the future, thereby effectively overcoming the tension between ecology and 
economy. A range of theoretically informed approaches have been developed since then 
to argue for how this kind of development can be achieved, and indeed to guide 
decision-making in such situations. These have come mostly from the field of 
economics, but with input from a range of other disciplines, including ecology (Boda 
& Faran, 2018). I use a typology of these approaches, developed by Faran and Boda 
(2018), in my characterization of the current approach, below. 

But the point in this chapter is not only to characterize the current approach, but 
also to evaluate it. For this, the typology of approaches to sustainable development 
(Boda & Faran, 2018; Faran, 2010) is also useful. It is suited to this purpose, for one, 
because, as mentioned, it relates metrics and tools of decision-making to theory. But it 
also serves as a tool for evaluating and comparing different approaches. This is because 
the typology is constructed through the procedure of immanent critique with each 
subsequent type being related to the previous one by how it resolves some tensions or 
limitations in the previous type. As one progresses ‘along’ the typology, the types 
increase in terms of comprehensiveness. The published work on the typology stops at 
a particular point, with the capabilities approach (Robeyns, 2005) to sustainable 
development (Boda & Faran, 2018) as the most advanced approach. Still, the typology 



70 

is a work in progress. Further types can be added if they can reasonably claim to resolve 
tensions in what is currently the final type. What at any time is considered the final 
type in the typology can be therefore be considered objectively superior to the previous 
ones, but it cannot be considered perfect, or absolutely ‘true’. 

The typology is organized around the answer each approach to sustainable 
development provides to the question, ‘what is to be sustained’. In all cases the answer 
is human well-being, though these are conceived of differently. The particular 
conception of well-being implies different conceptions of ecological integrity. The 
different metrics and tools used in decision-making follow from the conceptualization 
of well-being and ecological integrity. 

I characterize the current approach in Louisiana as an example of the critical capital 
approach (Boda & Faran, 2018). This is, in terms of the typology, an advanced 
approach. But rather than start with this characterization, I first give a brief account of 
the ‘earlier’ approaches, and what they might look like in the current case. These earlier 
approaches, known as Weak Sustainability (WS) and Strong Sustainability (SS) are 
prevalent in academia, and the former to some extent in practice. Providing an account 
of them here serves the function of showing the superiority of the current approach to 
these and also strengthens the argument for the approach I favor, the capabilities 
approach. 

These are all systematic approaches to deal with trade-offs between ecological 
integrity and economic development. They describe the most systematic approaches to 
decision-making in the context of a trade-off between ecology and economy that are 
available. Most alternatives in decision-making will fall under one of these categories 
even if they are not explicitly acknowledged as such.   

4.1.1. Possible approaches to sustainable development 

Solow and so-called ‘weak’ sustainability 
Early attempts were made within the field of economics to clarify the concept of 
sustainable development after Brundtland, and to formulate it in an operational way 
(Stern, 1997). Robert Solow, the economist, argues that: 

“If sustainability means anything more than a vague emotional commitment, it must 
require that something be conserved for the very long run. It is very important to 
understand what that something is: I think it has to be a generalized capacity to produce 
economic well-being” (Robert  Solow, 1993) p. 167-168.  

For Solow this productive capacity relies on the available total stock of capital. 
Sustainable development amounts to growing or at least maintaining the total stock of 
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capital in the very long run. Solow insists that capital be interpreted in the broadest 
sense. Here he is following the assumption, common in economics, that capitals are 
substitutable; that is that resources “can take the place of each other” (Robert Solow, 
1993) p. 181.  

So what does this means for decision-making? This means that a trade-off, for 
example, exploiting some piece of ‘natural capital’ is acceptable if it contributes to the 
total stock of capital, regardless of what this total stock is composed of. If forests are 
converted into wood, mountains into iron, what measures the sustainability is the 
overall stock of capital not its form. According to Solow: “There is no specific object 
that the goal of sustainability, the obligation of sustainability, requires us to leave 
untouched” (Robert Solow, 1993) p. 181. Decision-making according to this approach 
requires a way of measuring how much is in the total stock of capital. This is usually 
done in the monetary terms of GDP (or more precisely NNP). To put it simply the 
sustainability of a project can be measured in terms of its contribution national wealth, 
with GDP as a monetary measure of this.  

Well-being, which is the goal of sustainable development for Solow, is understood 
in its relationship to GDP as a measure of national wealth. In the tradition going back 
to Adam Smith (Smith, 2010), the measure of a nation’s wealth is proportional to the 
measure of individuals’ freedom and well-being. The market distributes this wealth 
through society as income, allowing people to meet their needs and wants. 

When it comes to decision-making Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) provides the perfect 
tool to compare how alternative development projects will affect the total stock of 
capital (Hanley, Barbier, & Barbier, 2009). Among many alternatives, decision-makers 
can select the alternative which guarantees positive monetary benefits. If a natural 
capital asset does not yet have a market price, its inclusion in CBA for purposes of 
decision-making requires that it be assigned a price, for which a wide variety of 
techniques have been developed (De Groot, Wilson, & Boumans, 2002). 

What would WS look like in this case? 
Historically development in Louisiana has largely taken place under the assumption of 
natural abundance. Up until around the early 20th century, when conservation policies 
started to be promoted, nature was implicitly seen as bountiful enough to support 
development indefinitely (Colten, 2016). Since then conservation, and more recently 
restoration, have been on the policy agenda. Both conservation and especially 
restoration are based on the idea that there is something particularly important about 
certain ecosystems, which makes it undesirable to degrade or replace them. For this 
reason it is difficult to imagine a coast-wide program in the present day which would 
stick strictly to the principle of substitutability of capitals.  
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I can only hypothesize what such a strategy might look like. Such an approach, to be 
consistent with Solow’s, would employ the monetary valuation of ecological assets and 
CBA, through for example willingness-to-pay exercises. This might preserve significant 
amounts of coastal land if they were found to be more valuable intact. It is conceivable, 
on the other hand, that this would allow the total loss of coastal wetlands, accompanied 
by the building of more and taller protection structures around important urban areas, 
to protect existing capital and growth. This has been the trend elsewhere, where hard 
protection structures have proliferated all around the coast of the U.S. (Gittman et al., 
2015). As long as the only thing that requires protecting is the total stock of capital, 
the loss of wetlands to be replaced by concrete structures is not considered a loss.   

Strong sustainability 
It is on the point of substitutability of capitals that Herman Daly fixed in articulating 
what has become known as the strong sustainability (SS) approach (Daly, 2005). While 
adherents to the SS approach accept Solow’s injunction to preserve the general capacity 
to produce economic well-being, they take issue with the neo-classical assumption of 
near-perfect capital substitutability (Stern, 1997). These critics point out that human-
made and natural capital, rather than being replacements for each other, are more often 
complements to each other (Costanza et al., 1997). The oft used example is 
coincidentally, the complementary nature of fish and fishing boats. If there are no fish, 
the boats lose their value. If one accepts the complementarity of capitals, then the 
substitution of natural capital by human-made capital is not in line with sustainable 
development, and therefore not in line with maintaining human well-being. When the 
market does not provide the mechanism for justifying the needed conservation of 
natural capital, the conservation of natural capital assets would need to be ensured 
through some sort of political intervention, as opposed to the impersonal selection 
based on the market values, which is the case with WS.  

What would SS look like in this case? 
Again applying the SS approach in this case is quite speculative. Given the productivity 
and biodiversity of the Louisiana coastal wetlands, some of the most important in the 
country, it is safe to assume that strong sustainability advocates would push for 
maximum conservation and restoration of these ecosystems. This would firstly involve 
a cease to all economic development that would cause further damage to the wetlands. 
Secondly, given that the current organization of society in the area relies on continued 
maintenance of massive infrastructure, and probably the construction of more, which 
destroy wetlands, we should also assume that a strong sustainability program would 
involve a maximal project of restoration (Farley & Daly, 2006).  
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Such a program of conservation and restoration would involve inter alia, removal of 
infrastructure, levees, and pipelines from wetlands; restoration and back-filling of 
canals; relocation of people out of the delta to higher land; allowing the river to take its 
natural course through the Atchafalaya by removing the Old River Control Structure, 
which would contribute to land building in Wax-lake/Atchafalaya delta. Such drastic 
changes have been proposed in a design competition called Changing Course, by (Baird 
Team, 2015; Moffatt & Nichol, 2015; STUDIO MISI-ZIIBI, 2015).  

There is neither any serious political will nor popular support for undertaking such 
drastic programs. The difficulty with these proposals is that they lack both a systematic 
account of how costs and benefits of their projects are distributed and a description of 
a pathway to change. Whereas the WS approach in Louisiana has been historically 
superseded – as evidenced by the widespread recognition of the necessity of restoration 
–  the practical limitations to the SS approach are in the realm of political will. This is 
a conceptual problem for the SS approach generally, because it relies on the majority 
(in a democratic system) to accept a halt on economic development (Boda & Faran, 
2018). According to the proponents of SS this can only be achieved by a massive change 
in people’s values against their interest in economic development. Daly himself has 
admitted that all we can do is ‘appeal to morality’ (Daly, 2018). Similarly Kallis (2017) 
says that we are left hoping for a “social miracle” of mass value change . Though 
ecologically this might seem like the ‘right thing to do’ it would cause enormous social 
and economic upset and harm, for which there is currently, essentially, no support, 
versus the overwhelming support for the current approach of the CPRA. 

4.1.2. Critical capital sustainability 

This brings us to the Critical Capital Sustainability approach, which represents a 
synthesis and thereby an advance on both WS and SS. It is essentially a concession by 
the WS approach to SS. It accepts the complementarity argument of SS but in a 
qualified way. Only certain critical natural capital is considered off-limits to 
exploitation. The approach of CCS is to identify those ecological processes which are 
critical to human life and economic production, and from this establish boundaries or 
‘safe minimum standards’ for economic evaluation (Boda & Faran, 2018). It settles the 
trade-off between ecology and economy by setting clear environmental targets for the 
protection of natural capital and then opens the remainder up for exploitation in order 
to maintain economic development. It avoids the problems in the WS approach of 
valuing all natural capital purely in monetary terms. At the same time, in accepting 
economic development, ensures its political support. This describes well the decision-
making process in Louisiana, except that rather than only trying to conserve some 
critical natural capital the State is also trying to restore as much as possible. Otherwise 
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the underlying reasoning is the same. Louisiana’s coastal planning seeks to maintain 
and restore as much critical natural capital as is possible.  

The key issue, and source of difficulty, with operationalizing the CCS approach is in 
defining what constitutes critical natural capital, i.e. what metrics define what capital 
is critical. Defining critical capital requires some objective criteria or theory and there 
is no consensus on these (Boda & Faran, 2018)7. It is clear in the case of Louisiana that 
wetlands are considered critical, but how the decision is made to preserve or restore 
particular wetlands is the key to understanding how the CCS approach is practiced. I 
argue that it is this rationality which guides the use of the particular metrics and tools 
in the technical domain of planning, and which ultimately gives rise to the problems 
for fishers.  

4.1.3. Critical capital sustainability in Louisiana 

Before examining the use of the CCS approach in Louisiana, it is worth noting that 
wetlands are considered critical capital at the national level. The Army Corps of 
Engineers, the main federal body with responsibility for restoration, was authorized in 
1996, by section 206 of the Water Resources Development Act (WRDA) (1996), to 
participate in the restoration of aquatic ecosystems. The decision over which aquatic 
resources are to be restored is formally a political one, in that projects must be approved 
by a legislative body, where the assessment is based on it being ‘in the public interest’ 
and ‘cost effective’, see the WRDA (1996). Of note here is that the decision to restore 
is not based on monetary valuation of environmental assets. But there is no guidance 
which I could find in national literature which provides criteria for deciding what 
wetlands are critical or under what conditions wetlands must be restored. So, it is 
necessary to take a closer look at state decision-making, to see what it is about wetlands 
that causes them to be considered critical. 

In the case of Louisiana’s coastal planning recall that in the CMP there are two major 
decision drivers, one each for restoration and protection, maximizing land-area for the 
former and reduction in EAD for the latter. These are supplemented by a range of other 
metrics (Groves et al., 2017). It is possible to understand exactly how critical capital is 
identified by examining how these other metrics have been deployed.  
  

                                                      
7 The pre-cautionary principle is sometimes proposed as a way for defining critical natural capital for 

conservation. But it has been argued that “(i)n a situation of fundamental uncertainty, inactivity cannot 
claim any particular dignity compared with specific activities”(Lerch & Nutzinger, 2002) p. 18. It is 
also more difficult to apply to cases where restoration is suggested.  
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In restoration  
As mentioned earlier, the main metric for decision making in restoration planning is 
land area built or maintained, within a constrained budget. Land area is used as a proxy 
for general ecosystem health. In addition to this primary criterion, there are an array of 
sub-metrics used to produce model outputs, which ensure protection for oil and gas, 
and navigations industries, and fish stocks for the fishing industry (Groves et al., 2017). 
We saw in the previous chapter that this is operationalized through sophisticated 
modelling, algorithmic planning tools and deliberative procedures. This seems to 
suggest that the stated goal of the CPRA to protect major industries (CPRA, 2017c) p. 
47, is more than just rhetorical.8 

There is more evidence of how critical capital is defined in how these metrics are 
used in the decision-making behind sediment diversions, in the current CMP. 
Diversions are primarily included in the final plan because they are predicted to be a 
cost-effective ways of restoring large amounts of land. According to the modelling for 
the 2017 CMP the mid-Barataria sediment diversion is expected to build or maintain 
(with respect to the future without action scenario) 29,686 acres, while the figure for 
the mid-Breton sound diversion is 15,831 acres. At this time these projects were 
expected to cost roughly $1 billion and $0.5 billion respectively, though those figures 
have increased significantly since (Baurick, 2019). But, the cost-effectiveness of the 
projects in building land area is not the only consideration. Looking in more detail at 
how the sub-metrics are used in planning gives us a better sense of what defines critical 
natural capital in this case. 

                                                      
8 This is in contrast to the aim to protect coastal culture for which there are no concrete measures in the 

CMP.  
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Figure 9. Value of ecological assets on the coast 
A presentation of the moentary valuation of ecological assets in the coast, used in CPRA publications for communication 
with the public. (Source: CPRA (2017c), public domain) 

During the modelling for the 2017 CMP, scenarios which aimed to maximize land area 
led to significant declines in the area of habitat suitable for brown shrimp reproduction 
(see figure 10), and conversely, scenarios aimed at maximizing brown shrimp habitat 
reduced the overall amount of land that would be built (Groves et al., 2017). The 
scenario that was eventually selected as part of the CMP (represented by the purple line 
in figure 10) is one in which brown shrimp habitat was maintained at almost the same 
level as today and land area built or maintained was close to maximized. The scenario, 
in terms of the amount of shrimp produced for harvesting, is marginally better than the 
future without action scenario. This scenario also maintains white shrimp and other 
commercial species at or around today’s levels, 50 years in the future (de Mutsert, 
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Lewis, Buszowski, Steenbeck, & Milroy, 2017). The scenario which would have 
maximized shrimp habitat would have ruled out both of the largest diversions in the 
CMP. The scenario which would maximize land, would include those two diversions 
and another two diversions further downriver. The alternative, which was eventually 
chosen includes the two large diversions but not the lower two. This suggests that only 
restoration of critical natural capital that supports economic development in the fishing 
industry, or at least does not compromise it, is permitted. 

Figure 10. Brown shrimp modelling in the CMP 
Shows three different scenarios for brown shrimp habitat studied during planning by the CPRA. The scenario that was 
chosen is indicated in purple. This represented a balance between maximizing land area and maintaining shrimp stocks at 
levels close to the current level. (Source: Groves et al. (2017) public domain) 

At the same stage of modelling as the changes were made to protect brown shrimp, tests 
were run to ensure that restoration did not interfere with major navigation 
infrastructure. Finding that no such interference existed no changes were deemed 
necessary. This, together with the adjustments for brown shrimp, supports the notion 
that critical capital is defined in relation to its contribution to key industries.  

Though part of the overall reasoning for maintaining coastal wetlands is that they 
provide breeding grounds for commercial fish species (CPRA, 2017c), the scenario 
which includes the two largest diversions provides marginal benefit over the future 
without action scenario. But it is not clear how much these diversions in particular 
contribute to fish habitat. They seem, according to (de Mutsert et al., 2017b) to largely 
relocate the productive areas rather than increase them. Therefore, though they do not 
have negative overall effects on fish stocks, they also do not seem to contribute hugely 
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to them. We have to look beyond the formal planning metrics and processes for further 
justification of these projects.  

One additional potential reason for the construction of these particular diversions is 
that they are in the location of some of the greatest land-loss: “The Barataria and Breton 
Basins of the Mississippi River Delta have lost approximately 700 square miles (or 
447,000 acres) of land, representing one of the highest land loss rates in the world” 
(CPRA, 2020b), particularly during the hurricane season of 2005. Another reason is 
that these diversions are predicted to build land directly outside the city of New 
Orleans, which it is thought will provide some level of protection to the city (CPRA, 
2017c, 2020c; Restore the Mississippi River Delta Coalition, 2019) Though, as I 
discussed earlier, there is a great deal of uncertainty about the level of protection that 
wetlands actually provide.  

So, in terms a rationale for defining critical capital, we can say that diversions are 
selected because they are cost-effective ways of restoring land which will maintain 
current fish-stocks. They will also reverse land-loss in one of the most devastated areas, 
while they provide some level of protection to populated areas. The evidence suggests 
that the logic behind the selection of critical natural capital is that wetlands should be 
maximized such that they contribute to, or do not compromise, major industries and 
contribute to protecting developed areas.   

There is further evidence for this logic in the placement of some marsh creation 
projects. It has been pointed out by Eric Nost (2018), in his work on the modelling 
behind the CMP, that some of the largest marsh creation projects are placed specifically 
with the intention of protecting oil and gas infrastructure. For example, both the Belle 
Pass-Golden Meadow wetlands restoration project and the Caminada Headland 
restoration project seem specifically designed to provide protection to the important oil 
port at Port Fourchon (Figure 11). 

In protection 
As we saw in the previous chapter, the main decision criterion used for selecting 
protection projects is reduction in Estimated Annual Damage (EAD), measured 
monetarily, with the associated tool being CBA. While it might be tempting to relate 
this to weak sustainability, CBA and monetary metrics alone, though employed in the 
WS approach, do not describe a WS approach. They simply reflect the widely used 
Cost-Benefit approach to public decision-making (Porter, 1996). It is only possible to 
talk of sustainable development, and the critical capital approach is only apparent, 
when we look at the treatment of nature in protection planning.  

In the ‘no net loss’ legislation, which affects the construction of much protection 
infrastructure in the Louisiana coastal area, the loss of wetlands must be compensated 
for with the construction of new wetlands. Taking this provision into account, the 



79 

overall logic of protection planning can now be considered a critical capital approach. 
The destruction of natural capital is allowed, in order to build levees, sea-walls etc., 
provided that it is replaced. The overall stock of critical natural capital, at least in 
principle, is maintained. Thus economic development is facilitated while critical 
natural capital is preserved.  

There is also some suggestion that alternative non-structural protection projects are 
considered when large-scale infrastructural development is considered too damaging to 
the environment: “Nonstructural risk reduction projects are often beneficial in areas 
where structural risk reduction is not feasible, cost-effective, or would have negative 
impacts on the environment” (CPRA, 2017b) p. 3 

 

Figure 11. Restoration projects at Port Fourchon 
Shows two major restoration projects close to Port Foruchon. The Caminada Headland Project is already completed the 
Belle Pass- Golden Meadow project is still in the planning phase. (Source: modified image, web application at, 
http://cims.coastal.louisiana.gov/masterplan/, created by the USGS, with data AECOM and Earthstar Geographics). 

In summary, from the evidence above we can say that wetlands are considered critical 
for their role in supporting important industries and their contribution to protecting 
value in infrastructure and developed areas. This intention is explicitly stated in the 
CMP, but can more be said about precisely how the contributions of wetlands (as 
instances of critical natural capital) to these industries is conceptualized? For example 
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is it because of the cultural significance of these industries, the number of high skilled 
employees they employ or their contribution to GDP? And furthermore, what is the 
theoretical support for taking this approach? 

4.2. Utilitarianism as the underlying logic of CCS 

One of the major difficulties with the critical capital sustainability approach is defining 
what constitutes the correct amount of critical natural capital and what specific 
ecological processes to protect. Boda and Faran (2018) ask “given our imperfect 
knowledge of (not to speak of the inherent uncertainty in) ecological processes, how 
can we be sure of having identified the right critical natural capital?” p. 16. They go on 
to point out that, “because instances of critical natural capital occur at specific 
geographic locations and are by nature local, a host of questions about distributive 
justice and ethics in general are raised”. The critical natural capital approach necessitates 
some rationale for settling these questions. I argue in this section that the rationale here, 
though, again, never explicitly referred to as such, is utilitarian.   

I argued in the previous section that the approach to sustainable development in 
Louisiana’s coastal planning is to protect buildings people and infrastructure using the 
tool of CBA and to restore and maintain wetlands such that they protect and maintain 
important industries, at least at their current level of functioning, and protect developed 
areas. In seeking to protect important industries, urban areas and infrastructure, I argue 
that the State’s aim is to maintain and develop the productive capacity in the region. 
This is carried out according to a utilitarian logic, where the benefit of economic 
activity is measured in the aggregate and well-being is equated with wealth and income. 
I will then go on to argue that it is this utilitarian logic which leads to a number of the 
major problems with planning outlined in the previous chapter.  

4.2.1. Utilitarianism as an approach in economic decision-making 

Utilitarianism describes an approach in philosophical ethics first fully articulated by 
Jeremy Bentham (Driver, 2014). As an approach in the field of ethics it is meant as a 
guide to what is ‘good’ or ‘right’ generally. But when I talk in this thesis about 
utilitarianism in contemporary economic decision-making, I am talking about a more 
circumscribed set of ideas and practices. Utilitarianism in this context is characterized 
by three elements. Decisions are judged based on (i) the end state of affairs, meaning 
(ii) the welfare of the entire society in terms of individual utility, and (iii) this is 
measured as the sum of individual utilities (Sen, 1985). In utilitarian decision-making 
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generally, and in the current case, utility is related to monetary measures, like income 
and wealth, and therefore the sum total is measured through aggregate indicators of 
national wealth such as GDP (Ortega Landa, 2004). As Atkinson (1999) points out, 
“Although few economists today openly admit to being utilitarian, implicit 
assumptions of this kind underlie many policy prescriptions” p. 175. Decision-making 
which follows this kind of utilitarian logic aims to maximize GDP as a way of 
maximizing the general welfare. No further steps are taken to measure or influence 
individual utility or well-being, the relationship between welfare and well-being is 
assumed. In the history of economic theory this equation of general wealth and 
individual well-being is, again, firmly within the tradition of Adam Smith (Smith, 
2010), where increasing the wealth of the nation is seen as the best way of increasing 
the material affluence and therefore the well-being of the populous. Income is equated 
with utility because in a market economy it is assumed that income provides individuals 
with the means to maximize their utility through their action in the market.9  

Focus on aggregate utility is seen as legitimate because it is assumed that the best 
result is that which increases the overall utility by the greatest amount. Aggregate utility 
therefore becomes equated with GDP, or other aggregate measures of economic 
activity, and so this become the ends of decision-making. I argue that this market-
centered utilitarian logic is what is used to identify and protect critical natural capital, 
and what gives rise to the problems for fishers.  

4.3. Utilitarianism in defining critical natural capital 

The case of fisheries 
We have seen how the focus with restoration in its effect on fisheries is on protecting 
the amount of biomass and habitat of both commercial and recreational species. I argue 
that the CPRA takes this approach in order to maintain the same contribution from 
the fishing industry to GDP as a way of contributing to the general welfare of society, 
following a utilitarian approach.   

Diversions, by introducing freshwater into saltwater or brackish areas, will destroy 
and relocate the habitats for certain commercial species in certain areas. This means 
that fishers in these areas will have to adapt (Adamack et al., 2012; Rozas & Minello, 
2011; Soniat et al., 2013a; Wang, Chen, La Peyre, Hu, & La Peyre, 2017). The State’s 
modelling results show that the mid-Breton sound diversion will damage the habitat 
for brown shrimp and oysters in the bay (CPRA, 2017a). Similar results are expected 

                                                      
9 This meaning of utilitarianism is distinct from the personal ideology or behavioral norm which 

describes people seeking to maximize their own utility. 
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for the mid-Barataria diversion (de Mutsert, Lewis, Milroy, et al., 2017). This is 
paradoxical given that one of the State’s goals is to protect the fishing industry into the 
future. But as we saw above, the State has taken steps to ensure that the coast-wide 
populations of commercial species will remain stable into the future. The key here is 
that modelling is done at an aggregate, coast-wide, level. 

The State’s approach, it seems, is to maintain the general productive capacity of the 
fishery across the coast. If the resource is maintained in the long run, and there remains 
a demand for the product, then harvesting and production of that product will 
necessarily follow, regardless of where precisely the resource is. Production, distribution 
and consumption of the product is likely to continue and therefore its contribution to 
GDP is likely to be maintained. In the case of the two diversions it is predicted that 
areas further from the outlet into the bay will become more suitable for the production 
of shrimp and oysters, and that this will compensate for damage closer to the outlet, in 
currently productive areas. This will of course necessitate some changes in production, 
to adapt to the changed conditions, but in aggregate the economic activity in that sector 
will be maintained.  

But it is precisely these localized changes in production that cause the problems for 
fishers. In order to adapt to the changed conditions fishers are going to have to adapt. 
If there is no comprehensive assistance, fishers with a lower capacity for adaptation are 
likely to experience hardship. Some are likely to have to change occupation, or relocate 
their homes, leading to a variety of social, cultural and economic effects, which 
represent a decrease in their well-being. We will see in greater detail in chapter 6 the 
precise kinds of effects that these diversions will have on fishers, and the kinds of steps 
that would be necessary to assist them in adapting. But here is the tension in the State’s 
approach: it is supposed to sustain societal welfare but in trying to do so it decreases 
the well-being of some already less-well-off people. The general failing is that an 
approach that is supposed to maximize the welfare of the state is likely to decrease the 
well-being of an already badly-off portion of society.  

In the process of producing this argument, I had already inferred that the utilitarian 
approach to planning was at play in the case of fisheries. Late in the process of writing 
I discovered a socio-economic impact study commissioned by the State and carried out 
by a private organization (REC and EE, 2016)10. This report takes the biophysical 
outputs from the (de Mutsert, Lewis, Milroy, et al., 2017) study, which was done as 
part of the State’s modeling effort, and uses them to make predictions about socio-

                                                      
10 These include all 4 diversions not just the 2 chosen in for the CMP. In this modeling these two 

diversions seem to cause most of the negative effects on fisheries but it is not possible to say 
conclusively what the results would be if it were just the 2 diversions that are included. But the point 
with referring to this study here is how the effects are presented and what is considered a success, i.e. 
aggregate benefit to GDP, whereas local negative impacts are largely ignored. 
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economic impacts. There is no evidence that this report was part of the formal planning 
process as it is not referenced in any of the major documents for the CMP. But if this 
report reflects the thinking of the CPRA, the findings of that study support the 
argument that the State is following a utilitarian approach.  

The main finding of this report, with regard to the economic impact of diversions, 
is that aggregate measures of economic activity will be improved over the 50 year time 
scale of the plan. But when one looks into disaggregated findings in the plan, we see 
precisely the kinds of local disturbances that will cause problems for fishers (figure 12).  

 

Figure 12. Impacts of diversions on oyster and shrimp fisheries 
These graphs show the predicted impacts of 4 river diversions on the shrimp and oyster fisheries in 10 coastal parishes 
measured both in harvest weight and dollar value. (Source: REC and EE (2016), public domain) 
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Firstly, there is a general dip in production in the first ten years after the diversions are 
opened. Secondly, disaggregating by parish and species we see major negative impacts. 
The first ten years for oysters across the coast, but particularly in St. Bernard parish, 
sees a decline. We see a collapse in the Jefferson Parish fishery, especially in shrimp, and 
a collapse in the finfish fishery in Plaquemines Parish (REC and EE, 2016). While in 
the aggregate GDP and employment figures might grow, these localized and temporal 
effects will no doubt cause impacts on the lives of many individual fishers and fishing 
families. Nevertheless the diversions are described as successful because they improve 
aggregate measures of economic activity. 

The distribution of costs and benefits that diversions are likely to create, it should be 
noted, is not necessarily at odds with the utilitarian approach. It is perfectly consistent 
with the utilitarian approach, to argue that as long as investment by the State acts to 
guarantee the maintenance of GDP, then questions of distribution should be settled by 
the market mechanism. A growing economy, with free movement, free entry and so 
on, will provide the greatest opportunity for people to access new sources of 
employment and regain their income stream. But I return to this issue in chapter 6 to 
show that these assumptions are not likely to hold true in this case; I substantiate the 
argument that this is an inherently flawed approach.  

Protection planning 
While the case of fishers will be the main focus of this thesis, it is worth looking at how 
the utilitarian approach relates to the other problems identified in chapter 3. I will start 
with protection planning, where there are a number of issues. Firstly, utilitarianism 
clearly determines what is valued for protection, and what is left out of this valuation. 
Estimated Annual Damage (EAD) is damage caused to buildings and infrastructure but 
also “lost income, lost sales, lost rents, and relocation expenses” (Fischbach et al., 2012). 
It is measured as a loss in economic activity and the cost of restoring this activity, 
measured in monetary terms. What is clearly absent from the above definition are 
impacts on, for example, individual health, access to education, or cultural ties which 
might be disrupted.  

Secondly the logic for the placement of structural and non-structural protection 
follows a CBA approach. This means that some people are left outside of the protection 
structures, and this is calculated based on the monetary value of their homes. Many of 
these will be covered by non-structural protection projects, but here again the criteria 
for selection is also cost-effectiveness (Groves et al., 2017). And so again people with 
lower value homes are more likely to be excluded.  

Finally, one of the non-structural measures for those at risk for the most severe 
flooding is voluntary buyouts. Again the amount by which people are compensated for 
the loss of their home is calculated based on the market value of their home. But many 
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of these people live in areas where the market value is depressed due precisely to the 
risk of flooding. Furthermore, the utilitarian logic does not take account of other 
benefits that people receive from living where they live, for example their closeness to 
family or friends, their attachment to a particular place, and so on.   

All of this is likely to contribute to a pattern of coastal migration where old and poor 
people are concentrated in more vulnerable locations and young and more affluent 
people leave (Colten et al., 2018). This creates a concentration of the more vulnerable 
in coastal areas. Those that have resources are able to move while those who have less 
resources cannot. The utilitarian approach fails to acknowledge these distributional 
issues, just like in the case of the fishers.  

Other species 
Taking a critical capital approach means designating what is critical natural capital and 
what is not. It is clear in the CMP that certain species are valued more than others, and 
this seems to be roughly determined by their economic value. For example, metrics are 
included for commercial fish species but not for bottle-nosed dolphins. There are no 
steps taken to mitigate the effect of restoration on brown pelicans but there are for 
brown shrimp (Groves et al., 2017). Again, this is consistent with the utilitarian 
approach, in that it may be fair to assume that commercial fish species provide more 
utility, in general, than dolphins. However, the extraordinary step of getting a waiver 
for the marine mammals protection act (NOAA, 2018) demonstrates how the 
utilitarian approach comes into conflict with a commonly accepted value, the 
protection of marine mammals, which has even been enshrined in federal law. 

Climate change 
The problem of climate change could in principle be addressed by the utilitarian CCS 
approach. In effect this is what emissions trading schemes attempt to do. Kevin Fox 
Gotham (2016) has pointed out that the lack of attention to climate change in coastal 
planning seems short sighted, and could lead to undermining the whole restoration 
program. Atmospheric composition which influences sea-level rise is something that is 
also critical for the protection of society and economy, but it is not a target of coastal 
planning. In fact, by protecting oil and gas industry it could be seen as supporting the 
means of its own undoing. But while the atmosphere could potentially be included, as 
critical capital, in decision-making in Louisiana, it is more likely that this would be part 
of another set of policies than coastal planning specifically. So that fact that it is not 
included as critical natural capital in the CMP, in the narrow context of restoration and 
protection planning, is not a surprise. But the fact that it is rarely mentioned and that 
the State lacks an overall climate strategy, are signs that it is not considered an important 
problem by the State.  
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Uncertainty 
Uncertainty will exist in any scientific endeavor. There are admissions by planners that 
the uncertainty in modelling should be better accounted for and communicated to the 
public (Callaway et al., 2017; Sneath, 2017), but these are not inherent to the utilitarian 
approach. When it comes to decision-making the question of uncertainty can be 
thought about in terms of risk, and risk in terms of distribution (Faran & Olsson, 
2018). Considered in these terms uncertainty should be considered in relation to the 
distribution of cost and benefits associated with those risks. It is likely, in the current 
case, that the costs and benefits of uncertainty are unevenly distributed. For example, 
the risks associated with uncertainty around diversions are borne largely by fishers and 
others in that industry, whereas benefits accrue to the City of New Orleans, engineering 
companies and so on. This distribution of costs and benefits is also a result of the 
approach to decision-making.  

4.4. Changing the utilitarian approach 

This chapter has characterized the theoretical basis to the approach to decision making 
as critical capital sustainability, revealed its underlying utilitarianism, drawn out the 
tensions in this, and related these tensions to the concrete problems with planning that 
were identified in the last chapter. This has revealed the utilitarian CCS approach as 
one that is flawed. In trying to improve general well-being in the state, it looks likely to 
decrease the well-being of a significant group of fishers, those who are already worse-
off.11 An alternative decision-making approach is necessary in order to address these 
problems. But, before moving on to make an argument for an alternative, which can 
address these problems, I continue with the examination of utilitarianism. This is 
because utilitarianism is more than an approach to economic decision-making, it 
corresponds to a rationality for the organization of economy and society. The 
distribution of costs and benefits that utilitarian decisions lead to, are both determined 
by and reinforce particular social structural forces. Utilitarian decision-making creates 
an alignment of interests between different social groups, which extends beyond the 
direct concerns of coastal planning. Understanding how a different decision-making 
procedure can be realized requires an examination of the social structural forces behind 
planning. This is what I take up in the next chapter.  
  

                                                      
11 It is difficult to estimate the precise numbers of people that would be impacted because of the high 

degree of uncertainty and the lack of detailed studies. I will discuss this more in chapter 6. I would 
venture a very rough estimate would that it could affect hundreds directly involved in fishing and could 
extend to thousands in second order effects.  
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5. Political economy, planning and 
the social logic of utilitarianism 

In the previous chapter I suggested that an alternative decision-making approach will 
be necessary to address the problems fishers face as a result of diversions. But to 
understand how such an alternative might be achieved it is first necessary to try to 
understand why the utilitarian CCS approach would persist in the face of the problems 
that it creates. To do this I move the focus of analysis once again, from the formal 
process of decision-making to the wider social context. I relate how the approach to 
decision-making relates to political and economic dynamics in the state.  

In this chapter I argue, drawing on critical political economy, that the current 
approach and the problems that it creates are structurally determined. Meaning that 
the critical capital approach, with its undergirding utilitarianism, persists because of its 
relationship to broader social and economic forces; it delivers significant benefits to 
multiple sectors of the economy and groups in society. There may be some lobbying, 
illicit political influence and even outright corruption that supports the current 
approach. But I argue that even if this were not the case, the State’s approach would be 
likely to persist because it creates an alignment between multiple, powerful social and 
economic interests.  

Gramsci argues in the spirit of Hegel that in critical circles there is tendency to 
assume:  

“that everything which exists is a 'trap' set by the strong for the weak, by the cunning for 
the poor in spirit…The truth of the matter is that everything which exists is 'rational', it 
has had or has a useful function. The fact that what exists has existed, has been justified, 
because it 'conforms' to the way of living, thinking and acting of the ruling class... A 
truth which is forgotten is that what exists has had its justification, it has been useful, 
rational and has 'facilitated' historical development and life” (Gramsci, 2012) p. 126. 

So, in order to propose an alternative to the current approach in planning we must first 
understand the extent to which it is rational in this broader social sense, what is its 
‘useful function’. This means taking full account of the social basis of the utilitarian 
logic by answering the question of how this approach creates an alignment of social 
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interests. I show how the character of the alignment of interests it creates is represented 
by the approval that the CMP receives from heavy industry, including oil and gas on 
the one hand, and environmental groups on the other. I show the particular means by 
which the current approach creates this alignment of interests, and therefore gains the 
support of these groups, in the way that it distributes costs and benefits. My contention 
is that the utilitarian logic tends to create benefits to these sectors, not because of some 
illicit bias towards these particular industries, but because of their role in maintaining 
the economic development of the state.  

But to develop a picture of the current trajectory of economic development in the 
state, and the place of coastal planning within this, we first need an account of its recent 
history. I start with a brief economic history of Louisiana tracing some of the major 
structural developments. I then move to a discussion of the contemporary dynamics of 
the state economy and how coastal planning, and its utilitarianism, fits within these 
dynamics and the State’s attempt to manage them.  

5.1. Political economy 

5.1.1. A brief economic history of Louisiana 

We have already seen, in the first chapter, the close relationship between the 
development of the Louisiana economy and particular character of the Louisiana 
environment. Coastal resources, especially for nutrition, have been the foundation for 
economic activity in the region from pre-Columbian times to the present day 
(Gramling & Hagelman, 2005). The Mississippi River provided an important 
transportation route to the mercantilist regimes of the first colonizing powers and 
remain critical to contemporary American, and even global, capitalism. Levees have 
been built for centuries to protect cities and agricultural regions, transforming the shape 
of the river and its delta. More recently the Louisiana wetlands have been carved up to 
explore for oil and gas and to transport it across the state. It is this industry with which 
the state of Louisiana has become so intimately associated in recent decades. Much of 
the history of the Louisiana economy in the previous century is the story of the 
emergence, development and slow decline of oil and gas.   

Late 19th and early 20th century 
I will start this brief review, however, before the discovery of oil in the state, with the 
transition from a slave based agricultural economy to a fully capitalistic and industrial 
one. The oil based economy and the political regimes that emerged alongside it, grew 
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out of a political and economic landscape which had previously been dominated by 
agriculture organized through plantation slavery (Estabrook, Levenstein, & Wooding, 
2018; Woods, 2017). This transition was presided over by what has been described as, 
“an oligarchy of native capitalists, merchants and planters which governed Louisiana 
from the 1830s to the early 1900s” (Estabrook et al., 2018), p. 79, sometimes called 
Bourbonism. Their power survived the civil war, the abolition of slavery and persisted 
through reconstruction (Wall, Cummins, Schafer, Haas, & Kurtz, 2002).  

Tensions started to emerge within the base of white support, which had secured 
Bourbon power, towards the end of the 19th century (Inverarity, 1976) resulting in a 
threat to their power by a wave of agrarian populism in the 1890s, in what can be 
considered a struggle over the distribution of wealth in the developing capitalist 
economy. The movement sought solidarity between poor black and white Louisianans, 
with some success. But it was eventually put down by measures which included the 
removal of the black franchise. This would not start to be redressed until the civil rights 
movement more than half a century later. This meant that around the turn of the 20th 
century: “Louisiana was a case of arrested political development. Its populism was 
repressed with a violence unparalleled in the South. Its neo-populism was smothered 
by a potent ruling oligarchy” (Woods, 2017) p.112.  

But the developing capitalist market would eventually create the conditions for the 
replacement of the Bourbon regime. The opening up of the Louisiana economy to 
extractive industry attracted northern capital and brought the so-called ‘progressive era’ 
to Louisiana. The first commercial oil-well was sunk in Louisiana at Jennings in 1901. 
This was followed, at the end of the decade, with the construction by Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil in 1909 of the state’s first oil refinery at Baton Rouge in 1909 (Houck, 
2015). The progressive era saw a range of changes across society, from infrastructural 
development to the initiation of a change in political culture. This was the time when 
ecological conservation was initiated by the State, and fishing management regimes 
were introduced under principles of scientific management (Colten, 2016). Similarly, 
the ideals, if not always the practice, of responsible and efficient government associated 
with the liberalism of the northern capitalists started to gain some currency in Louisiana 
politics. At the same time their politicians introduced small reforms, like a 2% severance 
tax on oil and invested in the campus for Louisiana State University and the beginnings 
of a state highway system (Wall et al., 2002). But greater changes to Louisiana politics, 
and ones whose mark is more obviously born by contemporary politics, came about in 
the interwar years. 

Industrialization, and the rise of politics by consent 
The beginnings of the industrialization of Louisiana’s economy were accompanied by 
a more radical change in the nature of political power, with the major break occurring 
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with the election of Huey Long as State Governor in 1928 (Wall et al., 2002). This 
could be characterized, rather grossly, as a transition from an oligarchic rule through 
force, under the Bourbons, to a form of rule through the production of consent, 
through populist welfare style policies, under Long. But this did not involve a curbing 
of state power. On the contrary, it has been argued that “Long maintained virtually 
absolute control over a highly centralized state government that broke with Louisiana’s 
oligarchic past through the dispensation of a cornucopia of popular programs and 
reforms” (Wall et al., 2002) p. 281. The story goes that Long made war on Standard 
Oil, extracting taxes from them and other industry in order to pay for popular 
programs. But, the other side of this coin was that once these taxes were extracted, 
industry was left largely to its own devices. This mode of government has left its mark 
on the relationship between State and industry to this day, as Houck describes it:   

“Long set a new mode of governance for Louisiana: massive public works and welfare 
systems, highways, hospitals, and schools…—all based on oil revenues…these revenues 
harvested, the golden goose would be left unmolested, an understanding with few 
consequences at the time but very large ones as adverse impacts of oil development 
appeared” (Houck 2015) p. 191 

And though Long used oil money to pay for some public services, these were not as 
abundant as one may have thought from the rhetoric of the time. In fact, it seems the 
public were appeased at least as much by the low taxes and well-paying jobs as by the 
quality of public services: “Louisianans paid low taxes, had day jobs, and did not need 
a lot of education to maintain them” (Houck, 2015) p. 193. In a deepening of this 
arrangement in favor of industry, Long’s successor introduced a ten-year property tax 
exemption for certain kinds of industry to relocate to Louisiana, if they could 
demonstrate they would contribute to local development. We will see below how the 
legacy of this mode of government remains to this day. It is particularly evident in the 
Industrial Tax Exemption Program (ITEP) and how it prioritizes the expansion of 
heavy industry to the detriment of both public services and the environment (Estabrook 
et al., 2018). Some version of a Longist regime, described above by Houck, continued 
throughout, and complemented, the Fordist years of American capitalism up until the 
1970s.  

The decades after World War II in Louisiana were characterized economically by 
declining relative importance of agriculture – by 1970 only 5% of the population 
worked in agriculture – and an expanding industrial sector. After the depression of the 
30s, extractive industries were the most important, but spurred on by World War II 
there was a marked increase in the importance of the manufacturing industry, with 
employment in the sector doubling between 1940 and 1950. The introduction of 
engine-driven fishing boats allowed for shrimp fishing further into the gulf, though the 
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traditionally small-scale, family ownership structure of both the shrimp and oyster 
fisheries was preserved. Changes in the national food market which caused the relative 
labor cost of seafood to increase, meant that seafood went from being a food of the 
poor to a more highly priced and niche product (Marks, 2005). The transformation of 
the country during the ‘Golden Age’, especially the expansion of automobile-based 
transportation, drove huge expansion in the petrochemical industry, especially in the 
industrial corridor between Baton Rouge and New Orleans (Wall et al., 2002). The oil 
and gas industry reached its peak as the Fordist era came to a close in the late 70s and 
early 80s. This peak represents the start of the post-fordist era in Louisiana and the start 
of one of the defining developments in the state: the declining importance of the oil 
industry. In the following section I look in greater detail at the contemporary political 
economic scene, starting with a brief account of the emergence of the contemporary 
era.  

5.1.2. The contemporary political economic scene 

Starting with the national level, the current era started from a response to the economic 
crises of the 1970s. The changes which occurred in the American economy, it has been 
argued by Carchedi and Roberts, were an attempt to restore profitability to US 
capitalism. They argue that, “Capitalism managed to get the counteracting factors to 
falling profitability into play, i.e. greater exploitation of the American workforce (falling 
wage share); wider exploitation of the labor force elsewhere (globalization), and 
speculation in unproductive sectors (particularly, real estate and finance capital)” 
(Carchedi & Roberts, 2013) p. 87. But from 1997 onwards profitability starts to fall 
again leading to the most severe crisis since the depression which struck in 2008/0912. 
Since then profitability has remained low and economic growth anemic, with low 
investment in spite of consistently low interest rates. We will see below how these 
dynamics have affected the state of Louisiana, particularly the effects of globalization of 
production on the oil and gas and fishing industries.  

Alongside, and as a result of, these efforts to restore profitability, the State in OECD 
countries including the U.S underwent a number of transformations, from what 
Wolfgang Streeck (2016) calls the tax state, to the debt state to the consolidation state. 
After the crises of the 70s there was a shift in government funding from tax to debt. 
This was brought on by cuts in upper income and corporation taxes, to stimulate 
investment and to free up money for investment in the financial sector. This led to a 
massive increase in public indebtedness, which was eventually shifted to private 
households through austerity measures, what Streeck calls the consolidation state, and 
                                                      
12 That is until the Covid-19 pandemic, which is ongoing at the time of writing.  
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the expansion of personal credit. It was the latter which would initiate the crisis in 
2008/09. These shifts in taxing and opening of access to credit have served to increase 
inequality while growth has remained stagnant and debt has soared.   

Since 2008, Peck (2014) has argued, the financial crisis has been pushed onto states, 
turning a crisis in national finances into a state and municipal crisis. During this time 
there was also considerable changes in the relationship between the national and state 
governments. This involved cuts in direct funding, imposed ‘fiscal responsibility’ at the 
state level, increasing competition between states, and privatization of public services 
(Peck, 2014). All of this has left states with stretched budgets trying to meet basic 
services. In some cases it has pushed them into risky forms of ‘entrepreneurialism’, in 
seeking to access credit through bond markets, particularly at the municipal level. We 
will see below how the state of Louisiana has suffered recurring crises in state finances, 
due to these dynamics combined with endogenous dynamics of the state economy, and 
external shocks.  

State finances and spending 
In 2008, when the most recent recession struck, Louisiana was emerging from the 
tumultuous post-Katrina situation under the governorship of Kathleen Blanco, a 
Democrat. It goes without saying that the cost of this storm, and the response to it, in 
terms of human lives and suffering, was immense and can never be compensated for. It 
changed the physical and cultural character of New Orleans, the state, and even the 
nation to this day, and probably for years into the future. But from the purely economic 
perspective, in terms of aggregate measures of activity, recovery was relatively quick. 
Appeals went out immediately after the storm for help for the numerous affected 
industries: fishing, tourism, and so on. At this time, in late 2005/06, the national 
economy was booming. Federal dollars and other out-of-state investment that came in 
the wake of Katrina led to a boom in the construction industry. This generated revenue 
for the State, which it spent on increases in teachers’ wages, spending on the police and 
so on (Kurtz 2014, in (Wall et al., 2002). The boost provided by this injection of 
external money helped to delay the slide of the state into the recession that had already 
hit much of the rest of the country by 2008.  

By the time the Bobby Jindal came to power in 2008 the incomes from this boom 
were already starting to decline. In an apparent effort to stimulate the economy and to 
ensure a balanced budget, Jindal embarked on a campaign of tax cuts while promising 
to veto any attempt to raise taxes (Harlan, 2016). The eventual deficit that this would 
cause in the State budget was compensated partially by the selling off of state assets, like 
farmland and parking lots; by dipping into one-off state funds, and by making cuts to 
public services in mental health and higher education. This deficit was deepened when 
there was a drop in oil prices towards the end of Jindal’s second term, leaving his 
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successor John Bel Edwards, a Democrat, with the task of trying to balance the budget. 
This he achieved in 2019 with the hesitant cooperation of the Republican legislature 
by increases in sales tax, some federal changes to income taxes and by closing off some 
loopholes in corporate taxes (Karlin & Ballard, 2019). This has left the State with a 
balanced budget, but with restricted social spending and a tax framework which places 
a disproportionate burden on the worse-off. We will see more off this immediately 
below when I discuss the ITEP.  

What it is important to note here is that it is into this context that settlements from 
the BP oil-spill enter. They are truly exceptional in that the State would be in no 
position to embark on this kind of spending if it had not been for this settlement (we 
saw in chapter two the limited amount of money coming from non-BP sources). It also 
suggests why the State would do its absolute best, according to current practice, to 
leverage this money to support its economy in what way it can.  

The Louisiana industrial tax exemption program 
We saw how during the Fordist period a relationship started to develop between 
industry and the State, whereby the latter would provide a favorable environment for 
industry, through a combination of tax exemptions and looking the other way. The 
low collections from property taxes from industry are balanced in the state budget by 
sales taxes, which are the highest in the country. This situation is what the Louisiana 
Budget Project calls the state’s “upside-down” tax structure (Roussel, Butkus, & Lewis, 
2019). This distributes costs in society disproportionately to the less well off, at the 
same time as it starves the State of the revenues necessary for widened social services, 
which have suffered ongoing cuts during the neo-liberal era.  

The most striking feature of this tax program is the Louisiana Industrial Tax 
Exemption Program. We saw above how the oil industry peaked in the late seventies. 
Part of the response to the decline that followed was a diversification in the industrial 
sector particularly into chemicals. In 1974 the property tax exemption that had been 
introduced in 1936 was enshrined in a new state constitution, and this combined with 
lax environmental regulations contributed to the expansion of the petrochemical 
industry and the recovery of the economy into the 80s. In the earlier years of the 
program it seems that exemptions were awarded according to the ability of the applicant 
to show that they could contribute to local economic development (Houck, 1986). But 
in more recent years the board has awarded exemptions indiscriminately, with 99.5% 
of all applications being granted between 1998 and 2017 (Together Baton Rouge, 
2017). While these decisions are made by a state-level board, the benefits of the 
property tax that is forgone would normally accrue to local governments. This program 
has therefore reduced funding that would otherwise have gone to social services, 
especially education, by $2 billion per year. The dollar amount per person of industrial 
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subsidization in Louisiana is, as a result of this program, ten times the national average 
and twice that of the second placed state in the country (Together Baton Rouge, 2017).  

The formal justification for continuing this program is that the outside investment 
it encourages and the contribution that this makes to the economy in the form of jobs 
and contributions to GDP makes up for what is lost in taxes. But this program has 
come in for criticism and resistance, resulting in some of the decision-making power 
being ceded to local governments. The development which this program stimulates, 
especially in petrochemicals in the industrial corridor between Baton Rouge and New 
Orleans, has long been a site of struggle between environmental justice activists and 
industry (Wright, 2005). A prominent feature of Louisiana’s economic model in the 
neo-liberal era, well represented in the ITEP, is an attempt to stimulate heavy industry 
for economic growth, which is compensated by low investment in public services, 
damage to the environment and a regressive tax regime.  

This approach to economic development in its interaction with historical conditions, 
has produced a state with one of the highest levels of poverty in the country. This is 
borne disproportionately by is black population, which makes up one third. It is the 
third most unequal state in country and has a poverty rate of 19.6% (US Census 
Bureau, 2018). This poverty is concentrated in the black population of the state, with 
half of all of those in poverty being black. Median income for white households in 2017 
was roughly twice that of black households (US Census Bureau, 2017).  

The decline and continued relevance of oil and gas 
Another major part of the story of Louisiana’s economic development during this time, 
is the decline of the oil industry starting in the 1980s. Oil and gas in Louisiana is what 
Jamie Gough calls a local export industry, which he argues are the most important 
sectors for understanding regional economies in a comparative sense (Gough, 2014). 
While much of the U.S economy was suffering from the effects of the oil crisis: 

“The years from 1975-81 were heady ones for the Louisiana economy. The price of crude 
oil had risen from only $7.09 a barrel in 1975 to a whopping $37.48 at one point in 
early 1981 (about $93.15 in 2011 dollars). The southern part of the state especially 
became like a gold mining town in the gold rush days. Employment in the oil and gas 
extraction sector rocketed up from about 50,000 in 1975 to just over 102,000 at one 
point in 1981(Scott, Richardson, & Collins, 2014) p. 14 

As we saw, the crisis did eventually come to the oil industry in the 1980s. By the time 
the bust came to Louisiana, in spite of the size of the oil industry, it was the least 
industrialized state in the South (Chapman 1992, in (Estabrook et al., 2018)). The 
recovery which followed involved expansion in the industrial centers of the state, along 
with a wave of neo-liberal restructuring, in the form of consolidation, the replacement 
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of workers through modernization and the introduction of poorly paid contract work 
(Estabrook et al., 2018). There was diversification into the chemicals industry, as 
previously mentioned, but also into transportation, shipbuilding, textiles and the 
healthcare industry. This led to a period of growth that lasted 13 years before entering 
the more volatile 2000s (Scott et al., 2014).  

The oil industry has never recovered its dominant position. It has been in a slow 
state of decline, while the state continues to be vulnerable to fluctuations in price. The 
push toward diversification continued as a response to price fluctuations and weakening 
oil and gas, for example into steel production and software (Scott 2014). That said, 
Louisiana is by far more reliant on its secondary sector than the U.S average, with 31% 
of its GDP coming from private goods production, compared to the U.S average of 
18%. Oil, gas and chemicals combined contribute about 16% of GDP (U.S. Bureau 
of Economic Analysis, 2018).  

All of this describes another prominent feature of the Louisiana economy. It is one 
with a disproportionately large industrial sector of which the petrochemical industry is 
a major part. Oil and gas, with its close connection to the chemical industry, are an 
important if diminishing sector. There is a trend towards diversification into other 
industrial sectors and, like much of the country, to services to compensate for this loss.  
This combined with the tradition of support for industry, to the detriment of social 
services and the environment, are important when it comes to elaborating how coastal 
restoration as a new economic sector fits within the State’s economic development 
model.  

But before moving on to a discussion of restoration as an economic sector in its own 
right, I will first give a brief account of the economic reasoning for the protection of 
the industries that the CMP explicitly supports: oil and gas, navigation, and fishing.   

Fishing in the contemporary era 
Healthy fisheries have been maintained right through from pre-Columbian times to 
the current day. The catch for both oysters and shrimp have been fairly stable over time, 
aside from some one-off disastrous years, for example the effects of river flooding on 
oysters (Colten, 2016). By the 1980s the loss of coastal land which caused saltwater 
intrusion in brackish bays was damaging the conditions for oyster production. This led 
to the construction of a number of freshwater diversions to improve conditions, which 
in turn led to various struggles between oyster harvesters and the State for compensation 
when oyster beds had to be relocated (MacKenzie Jr, 1996). There was a problem with 
over-fishing in the shrimp industry in the early nineties but this came to an end when 
a cost/price squeeze in the early 2000s forced many out of the industry (Caillouet Jr, 
Hart, & Nance, 2008). This squeeze happened due to a rise in oil prices and 
competition from the globalizing market. Shrimp prices fell as a result of competition 
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from imported shrimp, grown using aquaculture, especially from southeast Asia 
(Marks, 2012).   

Today Louisiana has the highest commercial fishing landings in the lower 48 states. 
According to the CPRA it is the nation’s number 1 provider of shrimp, oysters, blue 
crabs and crawfish. It produces 25% of all seafood in the U.S and generates $2.4 billion 
in economic benefits and over 26,300 local jobs (CPRA, 2017c). Fishing and seafood 
are important to several other industries in Louisiana especially tourism and hospitality; 
seafood is a feature of Louisiana restaurants while sports fishing is another tourist draw. 
Disturbances to the fishing industry equally have a significant impact on the state’s and 
indeed the nation’s economy. This is clear from the impacts of the BP oil-spill in 2010:  

“the total economic impacts for the period 2010–2020 of foregone commercial fishing 
revenues and recreational fishing expenditures as a result of the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill are a loss of over 25,000 jobs, $2.3 billion in industry output, $1.2 billion in total 
value added or gross regional product, $700 million in labor income, $160 million in 
state and local tax revenues, and $160 million in federal tax revenues.” (Hodges, Coffey, 
Ainsworth, & Yoskowitz, 2020) p. 569. 

CMP support for fishing 
As I have already argued, the State’s aggregate approach to planning is in tension with 
the fact that there will be localized impacts on certain fisheries and fishing communities. 
This explains why fishing is the industry from which the most significant resistance to 
the CMP comes. And yet, at the same time, in the eyes of the State it is taking measures 
to protect what it views as an extremely significant industry. The fact that the fishing 
industry does not give the same kind of support to the CMP as other industries (as we 
will see below), is explained by the problems that diversions will create, for certain 
fishers in certain localities. This issue will be taken up more in the next chapter. For 
now it suffices to note that the State takes measures to protect fishing at the aggregate 
level. This approach is in line with its utilitarian logic, in that fishing is a significant 
contributor to economic activity.  

CMP support for oil and gas 
The purpose of the above account of the oil and gas industry, is to show that there is a 
strong social rationality behind coastal planning's support of it. Though there is 
significant lobbyism and corruption in the relationship between oil and gas and the 
State (Silverstein 2014), the power of the oil and gas industry is more deeply rooted 
than that. It makes a huge contribution to the economy directly, through employment 
investment, and so on. It is also tightly linked to other sectors, particularly chemicals. 
Its history in the state means that it has strong cultural and ideological significance 
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beyond its direct economic power. Colten (2016) discusses how the focus in discussions 
over restoration has shifted away from the role of the oil industry in causing land-loss, 
as a way of gaining support for the program. We can see from this account why is so 
important to gain that support.  

In the light of this it makes sense that some of the biggest coastal restoration projects 
built to date, and planned for the near future, are designed with oil and gas 
infrastructure in mind. For example, both the Caminada Headland project, which is 
completed, and the planned Belle Pass-Golden Meadow project, are located right 
around Port Fourchon, one of the major oil ports in the country (figure 11). A recent 
report (NISAC and NIMSAT, 2011) for the Department of Homeland Security 
predicted that a 90-day closure at Port Fourchon would cause a $7.8 billion drop in 
national GDP. It should also be no surprise that major oil companies like Exxon and 
Shell express their support for the current CMP in written comments to the state 
(Speyrer & Woodard, 2017b) 

CMP support for navigation 
In the context of the Louisiana navigation industry Port Fourchon is, however, one of 
the smaller ports. The Port of Southern Louisiana, on the other hand, situated on both 
banks of the river between Baton Rouge and Louisiana, is the largest port by tonnage 
in the Western Hemisphere (Wilmot, Modali, & Chen, 2016). The majority of U.S 
grain exports move through this port as well as 20% of oil. The location of this port is 
a major incentive to stop the main course of the river from switching to the Atchafalaya. 
Dotted along the coast are numerous other ports which generally act as facilitators of 
the oil industry. As an example of the potential impact of disruptions to this industry, 
the ten-day closure on the Port of New Orleans after Katrina and the subsequent 
depression in activity led to the direct loss of 3,500 jobs and lost wages of $136.1 
million (Dolfman, Wasser, & Bergman, 2007). Considering the long history of 
navigation in the state and its cultural significance, which is tied to the Mississippi River 
and the founding of some of the major cities in the state (Wall et al., 2002) it is no 
surprise that port commissions across the coast write in support of the CMP (Speyrer 
& Woodard, 2017b). Nor is it strange that specific measures are taken to ensure that 
this industry is not negatively affected by coastal planning (Groves et al., 2017).   

5.2. Coastal restoration as an economic sector 

Restoration, as massive state spending, is designed to stimulate a new or emerging 
economic sector, the ‘restoration economy’. I argue in this section that the State’s 
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promotion of this economic sector is perfectly in line with the current development 
model in the state. Meaning that it continues the support that the state already provides 
for the key industries, such as oil and gas and navigation, as we have just seen. And, at 
the same time, it fits with attempts at diversification by it stimulating a sector which it 
is hoped will provide the state with a competitive advantage nationally and 
internationally.  

5.2.1. The restoration economy 

The State’s coastal program is a response to an environmental problem which threatens 
society. Given that it involves significant spending, it will deliver, as matter of course, 
economic benefits to certain groups. It entails large scale engineering and construction 
projects which create jobs and wages. But, beyond this, it is being treated as a stimulus 
to the regional economy greater than the simple ‘multiplier effect’ of such spending. 
The State, and a range of other organizations, in the public and private sector, spend 
considerable resources to develop the human capital and institutional environment that 
can support a so-called ‘restoration economy’. For example the State has invested in the 
Water Institute of the Gulf (WIG), a public-private research institute which carries out 
much of the modelling for the CMP, but also competes for private international 
contracts. Numerous universities have opened a range of new programs in coastal 
research, for example a new coastal engineering program at the University of New 
Orleans in collaboration with a New Orleans based business development foundation 
(Wolfe, 2014), and a new coastal center at Nicholls State University in collaboration 
with the CPRA (Batte, 2019).  

A recent scandal involving the alleged theft of an ecosystem model by two former 
employees of the WIG (Stole & Hasselle, 2019) shows how valuable the knowledge 
dimension of this sector is thought to be. The following is text from the indictment: 

“The Basin Wide Model was a highly sensitive, proprietary, and valuable trade secret of 
the Water Institute because it could project how the natural environment of the 
Mississippi Delta would change over time, and its protection was essential to 
maintaining the Water Institute's competitiveness for consulting contracts worth 
millions of dollars.” p. 2. ("United States of America vs. Ehab Meselhe and Kelin Hu," 
2019)  

This emergent sector, it is proposed, has a number of desirable characteristics in the 
context of the ongoing development of the state economy. It is thought that it can 
create a new sector in which the state can be competitive, nationally and internationally. 
This can help the state deal with the decline of the oil and gas industry by creating 
significant employment. For example, BenDor et al. (2015), make the case that 
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environmental restoration can stimulate the development of 33 jobs for every 1 million 
spent by the state. Furthermore, some of the skills required for this sector already exist 
in the state, both from the already existing coastal engineering companies but also in 
the oil and gas industry (GNO INC, 2014).  

Diversions and international competitiveness 
A central feature of the justification for promoting this emerging sector as something 
with longevity is the argument that Louisiana can develop a leading position in an 
emerging world market for restoration. Especially important for this is the role of 
diversions in defining this competitive advantage. This is put well in a report by 
OXFAM and the Nature Conservancy:  

“With new markets in Asia and elsewhere developing coastal management plans that 
include restoration and green infrastructure activities, this could create a new export 
industry for the Gulf Coast.40” The Netherlands’ for example, after years of investment 
in water management projects and research, now has an annual export market in water 
technologies, which now makes up almost two percent of its gross national product.41” 
(Oxfam America & The Nature Conservancy, 2012) p. 8. 

The independent research organization the Data Center produced a number of 
reports on the restoration sector, the latest being in 2019, arguing for the promotion 
of southeast Louisiana, including New Orleans and Baton Rouge, as an economic 
cluster for water management (another term used for the restoration and protection). 
A cluster describes the close proximity of specialized companies and other 
organizations, strategically organized with the understanding that “(s)pecialized clusters 
drive regional competitiveness” (Habens, 2019) p. 5. 

The Netherlands is often mentioned as a model which Louisiana could follow. For 
example, Justin Ehrenwerth, the head of the WIG, at a summit proudly quoted a 
Deltares (Dutch specialists in coastal engineering) employee as saying “I never thought 
we would have a peer” (personal notes from the summit, 16th Feb 2017).  

But beyond such comparisons, river diversions are seen as an important factor to 
differentiate Louisiana from the Netherlands. Diversions are used as an example of how 
advanced Louisiana is in terms of coastal restoration. An Environmental Defense Fund 
article, touts Louisiana’s approach to coastal restoration as a nature-based successor of 
the Dutch hard infrastructure approach:  
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“Many in Louisiana, including some state leaders, touted the Dutch’s high level of 
protection as a goal and aspiration. But in the years since Katrina, Louisiana has realized 
the importance of incorporating nature-based flooding solutions… Louisiana has the 
knowhow and a plan to sustainably rebuild its coast – and the ability to ensure that 
protection, not risk, grows every day. With this model, Louisiana in the position to lead 
the world in flood protection” (Peyronnin, 2018) 

Environmental support 
But as well as fitting within the current development of the state economy it also 
represents a departure of sorts. Restoration, unlike the oil and gas industry which it is 
proposed to partially replace, is seen as a greener sector. It will offer high skilled and 
well-paid, middle class green jobs (GNO Inc., 2016). This gains a different 
constituency of support than the State’s current industrial policy. This is evident in the 
kinds of organizations that support the concept of a restoration economy, for example, 
Oxfam America and The Nature Conservancy (2012). This point is essential in 
understanding the range of support that planning receives, and how it creates an 
alignment of interests across what might otherwise be considered divergent interest 
groups. By trying to create a competitive industry, which responds to both problems in 
the current economy and the existential threat of coastal land-loss it aligns the interest 
of the protected industries with those who will benefit from growth in the restoration 
economy. This is all within a utilitarian approach to public policy.  

The exclusions of utilitarianism 
So, we have seen above the success of the utilitarian approach in both responding to 
the problem of coastal land-loss and creating a broad alignment of interests across 
society, particularly in relation to the paradoxical alignment of heavy industry and 
environmental interests. But this approach also has shortcomings, for example, there is 
racialized poverty and inequality, and environmental damage. In the case of coastal 
planning, fishers are excluded from the benefits of this approach, to which I will return 
in the next chapter. But before that, there are two further elements to the support that 
planning receives. They deserve some attention here. 

5.2.2. Other dimensions of the social support for planning 

‘Creative finance’ and finance capital 
The coastal program is still in need of securing financing. Only about $20 billion of 
the $50 billion has been secured (Davis et al., 2015). There are a number of suggestions 
for how this gap could be filled. For example, Academic: Legal 1 and 2 thought that a 
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carbon tax would eventually be inevitable. Another example, would be to allow 
landowners to keep mineral rights as a source of income and release themselves of the 
burden of unwanted land surface. In exchange the State would receive the land for a 
lowered rate or for free, thus reducing the overall cost of the program by up to 20% 
(Davis & Boyer, 2017).  

Another suggestion, which has gained significant support, is the funding mechanism 
of ‘environmental impact bonds’. These involve raising capital from private investors 
to sponsor the construction of restoration projects in exchange for a return on their 
investment. ‘Impact’ refers to the stipulation that the projects must be completed in a 
timely fashion and within the budget (EDF, 2018). Bonding for coastal restoration and 
protection projects has already been drawn upon in Louisiana. One prominent example 
is the case of the Morganza to the Gulf levee system, which is being partly paid for by 
the sale of bonds, which Terrebonne Parish guaranteed with the increase of a parish 
sales tax (Terrebonne Parish Consolidated Government, 2013).  

It should be pointed out that bonding is not in fact a way to raise additional funds, 
but rather can be used to get more funds upfront to get projects off the ground quicker. 
This does not always seem always seem to be recognized, for example, in board meetings 
of the CPRA these kinds of ‘creative finance’ were sometimes spoken about in terms of 
“growing” the money that has already been secured. Some funds are actually ‘lost’ when 
bonding because returns must be paid to the investors. Jamie Peck (Peck, 2012, 2013) 
has pointed out how bonding has become necessary and commonplace in the era of 
neo-liberalism as a way for strapped states to pay for social services. But here given the 
amount of funding the state has secured from the BP settlements, it seems irrational to 
go into debt to pay for projects. In relation to economic context of planning, schemes 
like this provide an opportunity for finance capital to benefit from restoration projects, 
thereby generating interest from that sector of the economy.  

Local government buy-in 
As well as gaining the support of various economic sectors the State also conducts 
planning in a way that gains the support of local governments. Nost (2018) has argued 
that the inductive approach in particular is useful for this. This process, described in 
chapter 2, involves the selection of a suite of projects from a large number of proposed 
projects. A number of informants, close to the planning process (Planning Scientist 2 
and 3), agreed that the approach when selecting projects included efforts to give every 
parish ‘a little bit of what they wanted’ in order to keep them happy. One even 
suggested that this was done in cases where the projects would not work, meaning they 
would not restore or maintain land. Nost (2018), in independent research with 
modelers’ testimony, argued that:  
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 “All coastal communities want their restoration project, and modeling – sometimes 
surprisingly – enables the state to more or less appease everyone. There is a long history 
of patronage politics in Louisiana that cannot be covered here…This history resonates 
today, with the majority of public comments on the draft plan involving parishes fighting 
for local projects. Many comments, especially from the parishes, involve requesting that 
an already underway or proposed project be incorporated into the plan. The modeling 
process itself, as currently socially and technically organized, is conducive to this 
clientelistic or porkbarrel politics” (Nost, 2018) p. 205.  

5.3. Towards an alternative: reform or transform 

I have presented an argument for the social structuration of utilitarian approach, as the 
source of the problems facing fishers. At the beginning of this chapter, Gramsci warned 
us against seeing the current organization of society as a trap set by the powerful for the 
powerless. Heeding this advice has helped me to see that there is a deep social logic 
behind the utilitarian approach. Given contemporary economic conditions, as a logic 
for decision-making, it is highly successful by aligning the interests of a broad spectrum 
of society. But we should not forget the fishers who will lose their ways of life, nor the 
inequality, poverty and environmental damage that this rationality has resulted in. In 
the passage quoted at the start of the chapter, Gramsci goes on to say, “it is true that at 
a certain point this stops being the case that certain forms of life change from being 
means of progress into a stumbling block, an obstacle” (Gramsci, 2012) p. 126. So 
what do we do if that time is nigh? 

The capitalist economic system gets is theoretical justification from utilitarianism. 
Does this mean that replacing the CCS approach in coastal planning, which relies on 
utilitarianism, will necessarily mean transforming the capitalist system? While it is true 
that transforming the whole economy would as a matter of course allow for different 
metrics for public decision-making, it does not mean that such a change in approach 
to coastal management cannot be achieved without deep economic structural changes. 
Demonstrating what will be necessary will involve first specifying what that alternative 
should be, and then investigating the social process by which it might become the basis 
of decision-making. In the nascent fishers’ movement, which emerged as a response to 
diversions, there is an impending social force that may be capable of bringing about 
such a change in decision-making.   

There are also some examples that suggest that utilitarianism can be pushed back 
against without wholesale transformation of the economy. We can look to the example 
of the Louisiana Strategic Adaptations to Future Environments (LASAFE) program 
which, though much smaller in scope than the coast-wide program of the CPRA, paid 
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little attention to the impact of projects on aggregate GDP and took a much broader 
view of human well-being (LASAFE, 2018). Further afield, and at the national level, 
Paul Krugman has emphasized the case of Nordic countries, like Sweden. These 
countries have been shown to have lower productivity than the U.S, but Krugman 
argues, this is the result of a social choice to improve what is sometimes referred to as 
work/life balance (Krugman, 2018). Again, well-being is understood as more than 
income. It includes holidays and recreation time amongst other things. At this stage, I 
argue, it is only scientifically justifiable to begin by seeking reforms which can address 
the problems in coastal planning. The first step towards that is identifying an alternative 
approach in decision-making. Then, armed with the analysis to this point, constructing 
a pathway by which this approach can be realized. That is the subject of the second part 
of this thesis. 
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PART 2…but fire next time:  

The State may, through its coastal program, keep the water away, but by ignoring the 
needs of some in the community it is setting itself up for a fire, in the form of resistance. 
In the second part of this thesis I explore the resistance of a nascent fishers’ movement, 
for its potential to bring about changes in the planning regime. I start by examining the 
effects of diversions on fishing communities and argue that the capabilities approach 
should replace current approach in decision-making because it can systematically 
address the problems of fishers, along with other problems. I then argue that in order 
for this to happen, external pressure will most likely have to be exerted on the State and 
its coastal agencies in the form of a social movement. Such a movement can struggle 
for improvements in the planning approach by proposing capabilities expansion as an 
alternative metrics of decision-making and a broader rationality of economic policy to 
utilitarianism. I examine the emergence and development of the fledgling movement 
in order to trace out the practical implications of my analysis for the movement and in 
order to make recommendations that could assist it in winning changes from the State. 
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6. Capabilities expansion as an 
alternative for decision-making 

I have argued that it is necessary to reform decision-making to move away from the 
CCS approach in coastal protection and restoration planning. To establish what the 
content of the reform should be, in terms of different metrics and criteria for decision-
making, I continue with the immanent method. The problem for the fishers comes 
from the critical capital approach with its basis in utilitarianism. In this chapter I 
undertake a more detailed examination of the tensions that are inherent in this 
approach. I do this first at the conceptual level and then when applied to the case of 
diversions. Because a capabilities approach can resolve these tensions I argue for it as 
the alternative approach to decision-making and outline what this would mean for 
criteria and metrics to guide planning.  

I examine two tensions in particular. One tension that has already been identified 
with the utilitarian approach is that because utilitarian economic decision-making 
focuses on aggregate welfare it is indifferent to negative impacts on particular groups. 
In Louisiana’s coastal planning when trying to improve the general welfare it decreases 
the well-being of significant groups of less well-off people. In the particular case of 
fishers, in aiming to maintain the contribution from the fishing industry to overall 
welfare (its contribution to GDP) it seems likely to decrease the well-being of a 
significant less-well-off group of fishers. In this chapter I also highlight another tension 
in the utilitarian approach to economic decision-making, one I have briefly mentioned. 
This is that the implied equality of income and well-being neglects other aspects of 
people’s lives that they have reason to value. This includes various values that people 
place on nature.  

After arguing for the capabilities approach as a theoretical solution to these tensions, 
I examine the implications of these tensions through concrete analysis of the likely 
impacts of diversions on fishing communities, the groups whose well-being will be 
negatively impacted and the nature of this impact. I will then outline how a capabilities 
approach to decision-making would overcome these problems, by ensuring that the 
well-being of the worst-off, considered broadly, is protected. For the critique of 
utilitarianism I rely mostly on the work of the economist Amartya Sen, much of whose 
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work on social choice is an engagement with, and a critique of, utilitarianism in welfare 
and development economics (Atkinson, 1999; Sen, 1979, 1999b, 2001).  

We will see in the next chapter that there are shortcomings with Sen’s approach, 
especially on the question of how the capabilities approach can be operationalized, and 
so at that point we must part company, so to speak. Even so, though leaving many of 
Sen’s assumptions behind, I will retain capabilities expansion as the criteria for judging 
by which planning projects should be selected. 

6.1.1. A critique of utilitarianism 

There are two features of the utilitarian approach to economic decision making that I 
have discussed thus far (in 4.2) that we should remind ourselves of here. The first is the 
assumed relationship between growth in aggregate wealth and increases in individual 
well-being. Here the understanding is that the way to deliver the greatest benefit to the 
greatest number of people in society is to aim to grow wealth generally. This is an 
argument attributed to Adam Smith (Smith, 2010), in the famous metaphor of the 
‘invisible hand’, where the free-market is understood as the best means of both 
maximizing wealth and ensuring that this wealth is distributed in society. Why is the 
market the best means of distributing wealth? The most common argument from neo-
classical economists is that the market is simply the most efficient means of distribution. 
Hayek, on the other hand, takes the view that the market is best because the distribution 
of resources that results from the operation of the market is the one in which people’s 
individual freedom was impinged upon least. In other words, any attempt to change 
the distribution of resources against the operation of the free-market represents a form 
of coercion by an illicit centralized state power (Hayek, 2014).  

The second, which is implied by the first, is the equation of individual well-being 
with income and wealth. The assumption is that improving a person’s material wealth 
gives them greater freedom to access the things that bring them pleasure, or utility.  

These assumptions help to explain the approach of the State in the case of diversions. 
We have seen that the logic of the State’s approach to restoration is to create the 
environmental conditions for continued growth in the contribution to GDP from the 
fisheries sector. But we have also seen that, even though they are aware of the fact that 
this will have negative impacts on communities of fishers, they have not committed to 
any ameliorative action. Though it is possible there will be compensation programs at 
some time in the future, this approach, as it is now, is perfectly in line with the 
assumptions of utilitarianism. In response to the external shock that coastal 
environmental change is likely to cause on the economy, the aim is to grow the 
aggregate wealth. The thinking goes that the operation of the market will produce the 
best possible distribution of this new wealth. A growing economy is thought to be the 
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best way of ensuring that there are opportunities for gainful employment for those who 
have been affected. When people return to income-generating employment their well-
being is again guaranteed.  

So what if anything is problematic with this reasoning? Amartya Sen has engaged in 
sustained theoretical critique of utilitarianism in economic decision-making (Sen, 
1979, 2001). He starts with questioning the equation of well-being and income. Sen 
does this by situating welfare and development economics in the tradition of liberal 
philosophy since the Enlightenment. The point of which has been to ensure and 
improve people’s freedom. Understood in this light, the point of aiming to increase 
people’s income, is that it gives them the freedom to pursue the ends that they desire, 
the ability to maximize their utility. But Sen points out that income, in this reasoning, 
is simply understood as the means toward achieving freedom. So it is strange to treat it 
as the ends of decision-making. Would it not make more sense, Sen argues, to make 
the expansion of freedom the ends of decision-making more directly?  

This immediately raises the question of how to conceptualize freedom, and 
eventually, how to measure it? Sen argues for an expanded notion of freedom. Whereas 
Hayek’s idea of freedom is negative (Berlin, 2017), meaning the absence of coercion, 
Sen’s conception of freedom is positive, meaning that freedom is about the ability to 
live a good life. Sen uses the concept of capabilities to give more specific content to this 
notion of freedom. For Sen public decision-making should aim to expand the freedom 
of the public, understood as capabilities. But to understand this argument, we must 
first understand what is meant by capabilities.  

6.1.2. Capabilities as alternative 

According to Sen, capability can be considered the ability to lead a life that one has reason 
to value (Sen, 2001). Ingrid Robeyns (2005) describes capabilities as ‘substantive 
opportunities’. So, people can be considered to have a high level of freedom if they have 
the substantive opportunity to be healthy, well-nourished, part of a community, to have 
a job they find meaningful and so on. Capabilities are closely related to but distinct 
from functionings. Functionings are the actual outcomes that people achieve, the 
‘doings and beings’, so the state of being healthy and well nourished, participating in a 
community etc. The capabilities approach asserts that public decision-making should 
aim at expanding the capabilities and functionings of the people. 

Sen argues that income per capita, or GDP, is not even a good proxy for freedom or 
well-being. He supports this argument with reference to societies that have achieved 
relatively better outcomes in terms of functionings like health, education, gender 
equality and so on, at lower levels of income. He uses the Indian state of Kerala as an 
example (Sen, 2001). Public decision-making should therefore aim at expanding 
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individuals capabilities more directly. This line of argument might for example support 
direct spending on health and education rather than supply side policies aimed at 
stimulating economic growth. But the point here is not to ignore economic growth or 
incomes altogether, but rather that a lower level of growth might be acceptable if 
compensated by improvements in the capabilities of society in general, as we saw with 
Krugman’s example of Scandinavian countries at the end of the previous chapter.  

In making this switch to a focus on freedom Sen tackles a number of other issues 
with the utilitarian approach. The first and most important of these for the current 
argument is the question of distribution, which has for a long time been a point of 
discussion in welfare economics (Kaplow & Shavell, 2000; Sen, 1979, 1999b; 
Tinbergen, 1957). Sen argues against utilitarianisms focus on aggregate utility. When 
freedom is understood in terms of capabilities it becomes clear that the best way of 
achieving a freer society is to start with expanding the capabilities of the least free, those 
most deprived of capabilities. One of the arguments for focusing on capabilities and 
functionings versus utility as the ends of development, is that capabilities and 
functionings can be measured objectively, whereas utility refers to subjective mental 
states. This allows for interpersonal comparison, which is seen as a foundation for 
dealing with issues of distribution (Atkinson, 1999; Sen, 1999b) and therefore 
justifying the focus on the freedom of the worst-off.    

Secondly from the perspective of capabilities we can consider both utility and non-
utility concerns. In environmental decision-making this is important for the dealing 
with the issue of people’s multiple values for nature, which I will take up below. The 
third point is that while income is an important – but not the only – consideration in 
the capabilities approach, we should be cognizant of the fact that people do not convert 
income to well-being at the same rate. Similarly, capabilities expansion might first be 
necessary before individuals can access income generating employment (Sen, 2001).  

6.1.3. Capabilities: the environment and future generations 

I am moving towards arguing that an alternative decision-making procedure in coastal 
planning should aim for capabilities expansion as opposed to maintaining and growing 
GDP. But what exactly does this mean for the environment? The major difference 
between the capabilities approach and the utilitarian is that the environment is 
considered in decision-making for its contribution to human capabilities rather than 
for its contribution to GDP. Here it can be contrasted with the CCS approach. The 
CCS approach recognizes that there are certain thresholds that it is important not to 
cross in certain ecosystems to maintain social stability and economic activity, whether 
it be in terms of climatic warming or species stocks. The capabilities approach does not 
reject these limits, it merely provides a framework for evaluating what we mean by a 
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good society in relation to these limits. Do we judge it solely in terms of GDP or a 
more disaggregated and expanded notion of human freedom. In turn this definition 
might change how we define what is considered critical. It might require that we 
preserve more of the critical capital, in a different location, or in the case of climate 
change that we adjust what we consider the warming limit downward. 

Moreover, from the perspective of capabilities, the existence of a particular species 
might be considered to contribute to a life that we find more valuable than one without 
that species. This is regardless of its contribution to our utility, let alone economic 
growth. This is the argument that Sen makes when he argues ‘Why we should Preserve 
the Spotted Owl” (Sen, 2004). And this brings us also to the intergenerational 
dimension of sustainable development. Not only might we consider the existence of 
the spotted owl a contribution to our well-being in the present day, but if so then we 
should also consider it a potential contribution to the well-being of future generations. 
The capabilities approach provides a logic for the preservation of natural capital that is 
based on a broader conceptualization of the relationship between humans and nature 
than that of weak, strong or critical capital sustainability.  

In the case of Louisiana’s coast this would mean that we should consider the impact 
that land-loss and restoration will have on capabilities. We should consider the range 
of ways in which the coastal environment contributes to people’s lives, beyond just their 
contribution to GDP, both now and for future generations. This means that a whole 
host of different considerations would be introduced to decision-making. But would 
this render decision-making too cumbersome to be effective? 

We saw in chapter 3 how the critical capital approach ran into similar difficulties in 
trying to define critical capital. It is partly for this reason that recourse is made to 
utilitarianism. For all its problems, the utilitarian approach provides a consistent and 
objective means on which to base decisions. If we are not to fall into a similar problem 
with the capabilities approach, then there must be a systematic way of taking account 
of the various ways in which the environment contributes to people’s lives and of 
integrating them in formal decision-making procedures. For this I turn to the theory 
of social choice (Sen, 1999b). 

6.1.4. Operationalizing capabilities expansion 

The capabilities approach allows us to consider the range of different factors that 
contribute to a valuable life. It should be obvious that these capabilities are not 
reducible to each-other. No amount of education can be converted directly to health, 
even if being educated might help one somewhat to avoid disease. Similarly, the 
capabilities approach allows us to value the existence of a species separately from its 
contribution to economic growth. But this seems to present a few problems when it 
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comes to decision-making. Namely, when people have so many things that are 
reasonable to value, how do we know what capabilities should be considered? 
Furthermore, how can they then be integrated in a systematic way without reducing 
them to a single index, as in CBA? 

Let us take this from the perspective of making a decision over different alternatives. 
When doing this using the tool of CBA, one measures alternative scenarios in terms of 
the contribution to GDP. So what is the equivalent when it comes to the capabilities 
approach? Proponents of the capabilities approach argue that these alternatives should 
be judged in relation to a list of capabilities and functionings (Sen, 2001). This list 
should be weighted, producing an evaluative framework that can deliver a ranking of 
the different alternatives. But the difficult question is not so much in identifying the 
capabilities and functionings that matter in a particular case (I will return to this below), 
but in deciding how they should be weighted. Which capabilities and which 
functionings of what groups should be prioritized? This, Sen argues, must be the result 
of a ‘social choice’: “the issue of weighting is one of valuation and judgment, and not 
one of some impersonal technology” (Sen, 2001) p. 79. It requires interpersonal 
reasoning and public discussion, by those to whom the decisions matter. As such, 
participation is an important aspect of social choice, both for identifying relevant 
capabilities and for deciding on weightings. I will discuss why Sen thinks this is possible 
and the problems with his thinking on this point later, but for now let us stick with his 
reasoning.13  

The fact that capabilities and functionings must be weighted leads to a very 
important conclusion, especially when it comes to the environment. Let us assume that 
the participatory environment in which the capabilities are being identified and 
weighted is completely free of the influence of special interests, ideological 
manipulation and so on, that it approximates a Habermasian ideal speech situation 
(Habermas, 1981). There will nevertheless have to be a prioritization of capabilities and 
functionings, and given that in any society resources will be limited, the alternative that 
is ranked highest may still involve the neglect of some capability, which might in some 
cases result in the loss of some environmental feature. There is no guarantee that all 
capabilities can be expanded at the same time. That is why Sen, though he argues that 
we have reason to save the spotted owl, never argues that we in fact will (Sen, 2004).  

But why then should we take a capabilities approach if there is no guarantee that it 
will preserve every piece of natural capital? I believe there are a number of reasons which 
make it superior to the other approaches to sustainable development mentioned up 

                                                      
13 See Sen (1999b) for an account of how a capabilities approach in social choice overcomes technical 

issues with both utilitarian decision-making and standard voting procedures by broadening the 
informational base upon which decisions are made.  
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until now (WS, SS, CCS). Firstly, non-utility values are on the table in decision-making 
procedures. Secondly, because of the focus on the capabilities of the worst-off, it allows 
for trade-offs between economic development and the environment to be settled at the 
expense of those who can best bear the cost in society. Furthermore, a lower rate of 
growth is acceptable if it produces better substantive outcomes, including for the 
environment. The focus on capabilities expansion also encourages a shift in the 
orientation of development away from purely quantitative measures to qualitative 
changes. This essentially amounts to a more practical way of moving towards strong 
sustainability, than waiting for the ‘social miracle’ that is the only hope of proponents 
of strong sustainability and de-growth (Daly, 2018; Kallis, 2017).  

6.1.5. Conceptual critique of the current approach 

Let us now consider the case of Louisiana’s coastal planning from the critical perspective 
of capabilities. Planning sets out to maintain and improve the well-being of those in 
the coast by protecting important industries and infrastructure, in order to maintain 
the contribution to aggregate GDP. But we saw how this aggregative approach tends 
to ignore negative impacts that might arise for certain groups, for example fishers in the 
case of diversions, or the poor and elderly in the case of migration and protection 
planning.  

In the case of diversions, the aim is to maintain the total stock of commercial fish 
species to maintain a growing fishing industry in the long term. This will lead to some 
loss of employment, at least in the short term, and the necessity for some people to 
relocate. The utilitarian approach might assume that the resultant economic growth 
would allow those put out of work and displaced to return to income-generating 
employment relatively quickly and so there would be no substantive loss of well-being. 
Critique from the perspective of capabilities points out that a return to income 
generating employment would not necessarily equal a return to the same level of 
capabilities and functionings. Furthermore, it would question whether the market will 
facilitate people returning quickly to income generating employment, particularly 
groups of people who are already deprived of capabilities that might be necessary to 
return to work. These are the issues that I discuss in the next section. 
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6.2. Critique of utilitarian planning in the case of 
diversions  

I turn now to examine the case of the fishers in concrete terms, to show how the 
conceptual tensions of utilitarianism play out in this particular case. There are two 
questions which guide the analysis:  

 
• The first is in relation to the critique of the equation of income and well-

being. If people return to income-generating employment, after a 
disturbance such as that brought about by a diversion, are there any other 
losses in terms their substantive freedoms and functionings?  

• The second point relates to the critique of distribution under utilitarian 
decision-making, and the process of return to employment. How well will 
the market distribute the benefits of restoration, will it facilitate a speedy 
return to employment for those affected? According to the capabilities 
approach, capabilities and functionings are themselves important in 
accessing employment. So I will examine whether the affected people will 
have the capabilities and functionings to return to employment after the 
disturbance.   
 

Because these impacts have not yet occurred, the analysis in this section will be based 
on prediction of the kinds of effects that the diversions will have on the fishing 
communities. Prediction is of course difficult for science, especially as it pertains to 
human society. Natural systems are perhaps slightly more predictable, so I will build 
the analysis starting with the changes that are expected to occur in the ecosystem.  

I should note at this point that it is was beyond the scope of this thesis to try to carry 
out a full assessment of the likely impacts of these diversions. It is something that others 
have recommended (Colten & Hemmerling, 2014), and a call that I second. For that 
reason, what follows below is based largely on secondary sources. Though there are also 
significant inputs from a number of interviewees (table 3).  

But while others have criticized the planning of diversions before, the novelty with 
this analysis is associating the failures of planning with utilitarianism. The claim here is 
that the utilitarian approach is the source of the problems with planning because it fails 
to take proper account of the likely impacts of restoration. That is, that there is 
insufficient attention to the distribution of the negative impacts of diversions, and that 
these negative impacts amount to more than a temporary loss of income. Analysis on 
these terms suggests an alternative pathway to change than previous analyses. I compare 
my approach to these previous analyses in 7.1.1. 
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So far the State has neither promised nor planned any assistance for people to adjust 
to changes in the ecosystem brought about by diversions. It is possible that there will 
be some form of compensation eventually, but for now I assume that this is not the 
case. I return to this possibility as well as other possible State responses at the end of 
the section.   

6.2.1. The effects of diversions on fisheries 

The two diversions discussed here are the mid-Barataria and mid-Breton sound 
diversions, which will be built on either side of the river below New Orleans (figure 
13). The first of these is slated for construction to start in 2022. There is limited 
research to understand the potential effects of diversions on fisheries, but what research 
exists suggests that it will cause changes to the ecosystem, particularly the dislocation 
of productive areas for commercial and recreational species. Research has shown that 
there will be changes to the ecosystems for oysters (Soniat et al., 2013b) brown shrimp 
(Adamack et al., 2012; Rozas & Minello, 2011) and multiple other species (de Mutsert, 
Lewis, Milroy, et al., 2017). The study by Adamack and colleagues modelled the effects 
of the timing of diversions, the length of time the diversion is operating for, and changes 
in temperature and salinity, on the development of brown shrimp. They found that 
diversions operated in April and May, likely times of high water, which lasted between 
30 and 60 days, could lead to a decrease in juvenile brown shrimp production of 
between 40 and 60%. The de Mutsert et al. study, which was sponsored by the State 
as part of producing the CMP, shows that the two areas affected by the diversions 
proposed in the 2017 CMP will yield much lower biomass for both eastern oysters and 
brown shrimp. These reductions, they argue, are largely due to redistribution of the 
biomass to other areas of the coast.  

It was the de Mutsert study that provided the ecological input to the socio-economic 
study mentioned in chapter 4 (REC and EE, 2016). I referred to these models earlier 
to show the utilitarian logic the State used to identify critical natural capital. This socio-
economic report was the only place that I could find data about the potential impacts 
of diversions disaggregated by 10 year period and by parish. This kind of data was not 
presented in the official CMP materials or in the published peer-reviewed studies. 
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Figure 13. Salinity changes in Breton bay 
The effect of the mid-Breton sound diversion on salinity levels in Breton bay (CPRA, 2017a) The location of the diversion is 
indicated (001.DI.23).The city of New Orleans is in the top left of the picture. Barataria Bay is on the opposite side of the 
river from Breton bay. The mid-Barataria diversion will be built slightly downriver of the mid-Breton diversion, on the 
opposite side of the river. (Source: CPRA (2017a), public domain) 

The State’s own Expert Panel on Diversions (EPD) has said that this study should be 
treated more as “an exploration of plausible futures than as a means to obtain definitive 
predictions of future fish biomass or fishery yields” (Expert Panel on Diversion 
Planning and Implementation, 2016). They cite the lack of quality data and issues with 
model design. Following the advice of the EPD, in this section, I do not quote the 
figures in these studies and reports as accurate predictions of species biomass in the 
future. I am however assuming that the study is reasonable in showing a plausible 
pattern of impacts (Expert Panel on Diversion Planning and Implementation, 2016). 
The pattern that this study produced is below: 

• Overall decline in total catch in Jefferson parish, measured in both weight 
and dollar value  

• Overall decline in total catch in Plaquemines parish measured in weight but 
not dollar value 

• Overall decline in crab in St. Bernard, measured in both weight and dollar 
value  
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• Overall decline in finfish in Plaquemines, measured in both weight and 
dollar  

• 10 year decline followed by rise in oysters in St. Bernard parish, measured 
in weight and dollar value. 

• Overall decline in shrimp in Jefferson, measured in both weight and dollar 
value (REC and EE, 2016). 

Beyond the uncertainty in the potential magnitudes of these impacts, the model 
outcomes, even at this level of disaggregation, still fail to provide enough data to fully 
understand the effects of diversions on the activity of fishers. The de Mutsert study says 
that even within the sub-regions there will be redistribution of species (de Mutsert, 
Lewis, Buszowski, et al., 2017; de Mutsert, Lewis, Milroy, et al., 2017). The parish by 
parish results above may therefore hide bigger losses in some areas and gains in others.  

This is vital information for fishers, because we know, for example, that one third of 
shrimp caught in coastal Louisiana are caught in federal waters (Bourgeois, 2015) which 
require a different license than state waters. The other two thirds are caught by smaller 
operations in the shallower state waters closer to the shore. The outflows from 
diversions open into state waters and therefore the state water fishery is more likely to 
suffer their negative effects. A shift in productive areas to federal waters may not show 
up in total landings by parish, but will have a significant impact on who can and cannot 
fish and earn a living.  

Similarly, the socio-economic report does not show what will happen in the first 
years of diversions. It provides figures at year 0 and year 10, 20, 30 etc. The declines 
seen in some species at year ten could conceivably represent a recovery from a more 
severe decline in the first years of operation. This means that a greater number of people 
would be temporarily out of work or on lower incomes in the years immediately after 
the diversions open.14  

To return to the point of the critique here, this all suggests that there will be a 
distribution of impacts of diversions, depending on species, location and time, which 
the aggregate approach ignores. So the next question is how these impacts will be 
experienced socially.  
  

                                                      
14 There are proposals for how the operations scheme could mitigate these effects (Restore the Mississippi 

River Delta Coalition, 2016), but the specific effects of these proposals on land-building, and whether 
they would still achieve their goals in this regard have not been modelled.  
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6.2.2. Impacts on fishing 

Louisiana Sea Grant, the marine equivalent of the agricultural extension service at LSU, 
carried out a survey and conducted meetings with fishers across the coast to understand 
attitudes to coastal environmental change (Louisiana's Seafood Future, 2019). The 
kinds of impacts predicted in the studies above are reflected in what fishers expect will 
happen as a result of diversions. The survey asked what kinds of adaptations fishers 
thought would be necessary to adapt to changing conditions in the coastal 
environment, including changes induced by diversions. The number one response in 
surveys was the ability to access more productive areas, suggesting that they expected a 
change in where fish would be available. The following lists describes the different 
adaptations that shrimpers and oyster fishers identified:  

 
What shrimpers wanted 

• To be able to fish in more productive areas 
o Modification to vessels 
o Acquire federal fishing permits  

• Better marketing 
o Labelling, certification, new markets and products. 

• Business training 
• Move into other fisheries 
• Move into other lines of work 

What oystermen wanted  

• To be able to fish in more productive areas 
o Modifications to vessels 
o Lift oyster lease moratorium 
o Convert public grounds to privately leasable grounds 

• Modify operations to support off-bottom aquaculture 
o Develop hatcheries 
o Develop seed sources 
o Economic help of development of gear and vessels 

• Explore options for compensation mitigation 
• Operations of sediment diversions 
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• Include crop insurance for post disaster recovery (Louisiana's Seafood Future, 
2019) 

From this we can gain an idea of what it would take for fishers to maintain or return to 
income generating employment in the event of disturbance. If there is an overall drop 
in productivity in a particular area, then people will be forced to live with lower incomes 
from fishing. They may have to access credit or savings, take on more work, change 
their line of work, or move to other areas, in order to maintain a similar level of income. 
If people choose and are capable of fishing in the new productive areas there are a range 
of adaptations that might have to be made. Some of them will require the investment 
of capital, others require legal or administrative changes. For example, fishers might 
have to change gear or equipment, they may have to pay more for fuel to travel further 
out, and moving to new fisheries might require them to move their home. There could 
be similar changes required if a fisher were to switch to catching another species. 
Possible legal changes would be to open up new oyster grounds so that oystermen could 
relocate their leases, or lifting the federal moratorium on shrimp fishing in waters more 
than 3 miles from the coast.  

I will argue below that it will be not equally possible for all affected groups to make 
these kinds of changes, without some kind of intervention. The fishing communities 
in question are not homogenous, they are differentiated along the lines of the species 
they fish, class, income, ethnicity, age and gender. There are likely to be significant 
barriers to certain people returning to income-employment. Moreover the changes that 
are likely to be inflicted on some people’s lives, whether they can quickly return to 
employment or not, amount to considerable losses of freedom. The utilitarian approach 
has no response to either of these issues. The capabilities approach would both seek to 
identify these impacts on vulnerable groups and ensure that they were addressed as a 
priority in coastal protection and restoration planning.  

6.2.3. Social factors affecting impacts and well-being  

For this analysis I am examining the two largest fisheries that are likely to be adversely 
affected by the diversions, the shrimp and oyster fisheries. I focus mostly on those 
employed in the fishing and processing of seafood as those who will be most affected 
by the kinds of impacts that diversions will have. The shrimp fishery is the most 
valuable in the state with dockside value of landings at $112,000,000 in 2016 and 
oysters are third at $78,000,000 (NOAA, 2018a). (Menhaden which is the 2nd most 
valuable fishery is not expected to be adversely affected by diversions). It is hard to get 
figures on the exact number of fishers in each sector in the affected parishes or in the 
coast in total. The number of licenses sold for shrimp in 2013 was 10,123 (Bourgeois, 
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2015) and for oysters was 1024 in 2014 (Banks, 2016). Only a proportion of these 
operate in the affected parishes, but there would likely be knock on effects to other 
parishes if fishers are forced to relocate. Shrimp licenses are related to the type of gear 
used and whether the operation will fish in inshore or federal waters. Oyster licenses 
give access to harvest in a particular location. There are private licenses which give 
exclusive access to particular locations and there are public licenses which give access to 
public grounds.  

Incomes 
In general the shrimp fishery is characterized by instability in its price and a degree of 
variation in year to year landings. The worst cost/price squeeze occurred between 2000 
and 2003, where oil prices were high and competition from imports, due to the newly 
globalized market, drove down prices (Marks, 2012). From then to now the number 
of annual licenses issued has dropped by almost half. Recent years have also been 
difficult, for example, in 2018 shrimpers threatened to go on strike over low prices 
(Baurick, 2018). The oyster industry has been more stable both in terms of landings 
and price, except for a few disastrous years, for example, as a result of the BP oil spill in 
2010 and massive freshwater flooding in 2019.  

Shrimpers on average tend to have low incomes from fishing but also low levels of 
formal debt. According to the most recent survey available only 8% of boat owners had 
any debt, but the average level was around $58,000 (Bourgeois, 2015). According to 
FNGO 1 it is likely that many more are indebted to family.  
For shrimpers incomes are generally low:  

“Net income before taxes, which considers all sources of revenue, averaged $16,000. 
(Other sources of income related to shrimping include sale of other seafood, grant 
money, disaster relief payments, shrimp tariff disbursements, and oil spill 
compensation.) Estimated net income before taxes was negative for the majority of 
respondents” (Bourgeois, 2015) p. 36.  

The most recent available data suggests that incomes from oysters were higher than in 
shrimping operations but that there were also higher levels of debt (Banks, 2016). The 
number of operations carrying debt is much higher than the shrimp fleet with almost 
half of operations surveyed having an average level of indebtedness of $63,000. The 
average value of their capital is higher than shrimpers at around $111,000 (Banks, 
2016), compared to $60,000 for shrimpers (Bourgeois, 2015). In this survey they also 
had a much better situation in terms of income than the shrimpers:  
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“About 44 percent reported net income from fishing operations of less than $25,000 in 
2009. Net fishing income was between $25,000 and $49,999 for 29.7 percent, between 
$50,000 and $74,999 for 13.6 percent, and between $75,000 or more for 11.6 percent” 
(Banks, 2016)  p. 37. 

Class differences  
It is possible to distinguish distinct class groups in the fisheries sector in Louisiana. In 
fishing and harvesting operations there are the owners of large boats or multiple vessels, 
which employ waged laborers, in the form of deckhands. The third group are family 
owned and operated boats, the large proportion of which give the Louisiana fishery, 
particularly the shrimp fishery, its particular character. The typical family run 
operation, according to FNGO 1, regardless of the ethnicities of those involved, usually 
involves the husband working on the boat often with children as deckhands, especially 
during the summer months, with the wife as the inland captain.  

A distinguishing feature of the Louisiana fishery, which was pointed out to me by 
Extension 2, is the lack of vertical integration that is present in Alaskan and Texan 
fisheries. This involves a firm owning the docks where fish are collected and distributed 
as well as owning fishing fleets. In Louisiana these operations are almost universally 
separate. This, combined with the large number of family operations and small in-shore 
boats in the shrimp fleet, mean that the small scale of the Louisiana fishery is unique in 
the U.S. We can expect that the impact of the disturbance due to the diversions, and 
the kinds of responses that are possible, are likely to be influenced by these structural 
and class differences.  

In the distribution and processing side of the sector there is a typical capital/labor 
relation. Work in seafood processing is low-paid and with a high proportion of women, 
including a significant number of Latina migrant workers (C. D., 2019). Deliberto and 
Schafer (2018) report that in 2018 there were 662 migrant worker visa holders working 
as “meat poultry and fish cutters” earning $9.98 per hour. In the Vietnamese 
community, many of the wives of men working on boats work in the seafood processing 
sector (Nguyen, 2017). Nguyen (2017) documents how workers in processing were 
some of the hardest hit by both Katrina and BP oil spill, and how, due to their 
vulnerable position, they often settled for poorer compensation programs, whereas 
better off fishers were able to hold out and negotiate better conditions.  

Ethnicity, language and formal education 
The Louisiana coast, and its fishing communities are very ethnically diverse. There are 
Native Americans, who have fished the waters for centuries. There are White, Black, 
Creole, and Isleño fishers. Cajuns, make up large proportion of the fishing fleet, 
especially in Acadiana and in the crawfish fishery. There are large proportions of 
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Croatians in the oyster fleet. Vietnamese and Cambodian shrimpers make up a 
disproportionate proportion of the fleet: 30% according to Schewe and Dutton (2018), 
or five percent of the overall fishing fleet according to Bankston III and Zhou (1996). 
The Vietnamese community have come in waves of immigration starting in the mid-
seventies, with a second major wave in 1978-80, known in some quarters as ‘boat 
people’. Successive waves have followed. Nguyen (2017) estimates that about 30% of 
the 12,000 New Orleans Vietnamese work in the industry, which includes the famous 
New Orleans Vietnamese restaurants. This combination of cultures combine to give 
coastal Louisiana fishing communities a unique and diverse culture. The CPRA is 
explicit about protecting these cultures, though there are no concrete measures in the 
CMP that are geared towards this (CPRA, 2017c).  

Some of the members of these groups, members of the Vietnamese, Cambodian and 
Croatian communities particularly, lack skills in the English language (according to 
FNGO 1 and Extension 3). Schewe and Dutton (2018) found that deckhands on 
Vietnamese shrimping boats in particular had limited language skills. This has meant 
that communities are sometimes isolated from extensions services (Extension 3). It has 
also meant that some have lacked the capacity to access loans and compensation after 
disasters (FNGO 1). FNGO 1 also suggested that language was used as a tactic to isolate 
Vietnamese and Cambodian fishers from outreach activities of the State, by providing 
short notice before meetings, which hindered the hiring of a translator.   

Furthermore across all ethnics groups in the fishing industry there are those for 
whom levels of formal education are low. FGNO 1 remarked that it was not unusual 
for those working in a family operation to “leave school in grade 4 to go work with 
grandpa”. According to Extension 3 this can create similar problems to those 
experienced by non-English speakers when trying to access loans or other services.  

Gender and age 
We already saw some of the gendered dynamics in the fishing and seafood processing 
industry. One further remark on the seafood workers is that there is some evidence that 
these female employees are subject to other forms of vulnerability in that they suffer 
harassment and poor and illegal working conditions (C. D., 2019). 

The gendered division of labor has also affected the response to disturbances in the 
past. For example, during the cost/price squeeze of the early 2000s, Marks (2012) 
documents how, in the Vietnamese shrimp fleet, larger operations were able to keep 
their hired crew, but many of the smaller and inshore operations replaced hired 
deckhands with unpaid labor from wives, children or siblings. One third of the people 
he interviewed in 2004, reported unpaid wives working as deckhands. Wives also 
started to work more in onshore businesses during this time.  
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Shrimpers are also an aging group (Nguyen, 2017) which is causing younger 
generations to move out of the industry. Marks (2015) documents how many of the 
current operations are run by the first generations of immigrants, who are now moving 
towards retirement age. Intergenerational succession has been severely limited and is 
now discouraged. Many young people have moved to other sectors and are discouraged 
from moving into shrimping:  

“While in prior generations young people’s entry into the sector was supported by 
relatives, the scouring of household reproduction by the crisis left few family resources 
remaining to foster generational succession”. (Marks, 2015) p. 166.  

A Local Politician explained how these dynamics have also affected his white shrimping 
community: “All I wanted to do when I was 12 or 13 was be a shrimper, be on the boat 
all day, be my own captain, be in control of my own destiny”. But as he grew up and 
saw globalization coming, he decided it was not possible. Now he has a “toy shrimp 
boat” and gives people tours (including me).  

6.2.4. Outcomes in terms of distribution  

To return to the critique, and the question of distribution: I have been assuming, that 
the reason the State has not proposed any measures to address impacts on fishers, is 
that they have an implicit assumption that a growing economy will provide 
opportunities for the affected people, and that they will be able to return to 
employment relatively quickly. I have made this assumption because it is really the only 
theoretically defensible position for their inaction. But based on the analysis above how 
likely does it seem that this will happen? From the evidence above we have reason to 
believe that there will significant barriers to people returning to employment, and that 
this will depend on factors related to, level of income and indebtedness, their class, 
levels of education, language skills, and so on. 

There are a range of factors which might cause people to experience losses, which 
would impeded their return to employment. People with low capital will have less 
ability to absorb shock. People with high debt will be less able to access capital. People 
with low incomes in shrimping, food processors with low incomes, oyster fishers who 
might have high levels of debt, will all have limited capacity to adapt. These people may 
be forced therefore, to change job or move.  

This might suggest that some kind of compensation scheme or loans might help 
people ride the tide. But we have also seen that the ability to access compensation 
schemes or loans may not be universal, in the past it has been hampered by low income 
levels, and capabilities such as language skills and education. Nguyen (2017) described 
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the situation after the BP oil-spill: “While the quick payment…was mainly accepted by 
low-income people such as deckhands and seafood processors, it was not accepted by 
people with average income” p. 184. they had more savings they could rely on and 
could go out to fish sooner (Nguyen, 2017). This compensation scheme ended up 
being a worse deal than the one those who waited received. People with low levels of 
English language proficiency or formal education may find it harder to get another job 
(FNGO 1).  

In short, there seems to be enough evidence to suggest that if the diversions are 
brought online, with no additional assistance from the State, there will be people who 
suffer substantial setbacks in their ability to earn an income for significant periods of 
time. 

Social differentiation, concentration of capital.  
It seems plausible that some workers and operations will be forced out of fishing while 
others will be able to weather the storm. At the same time the State is predicting that, 
in aggregate, the contribution to GDP from the sector will remain the same. It seems 
highly likely, if this is the case, that the wealth generated will be shared amongst a 
smaller group of larger operations. This is precisely the type of change that some 
fishers are planning for, according to FNGO 1. They are thinking of using the occasion 
to “build bigger, to do better”. The only thing that is required by utilitarian planning 
is that the contribution to GDP will remain the same or higher. It is not concerned 
with whether this leads to a concentration of wealth. This could lead to the permanent 
exclusion of fishing families from the industry, or processes of differentiation whereby 
family operations become either bigger wage-paying employers or laboring deckhands.  

There are a number of other suggestions for how this disturbance might lead to these 
types of changes in the industry. In my conversation with Extension 2 we discussed the 
possible role that private funders might have in supporting adaptation by the fishers. 
After, discussing the sometimes informal and non-corporate nature of the Louisiana 
fishery they suggested that some of the conditions placed by funders on loans, who 
want a guaranteed return on their investment, would lead to a corporatization of the 
fishery, with more vertical integration. The Local Politician I spoke to also thought that 
this was both a possibility and something that people feared. FNGO 1 raised the 
possibility that these transformations could lead the way to a kind of “coastal 
gentrification” whereby fishing communities are replaced by vacation spots for 
recreational fishing.  

A further possibility mentioned by both Extension 2 and 3, was the possibility that 
more aquaculture could be introduced, particularly for oysters. Because they are grown 
off-bottom they are more mobile in uncertain environmental conditions. There are 
ongoing discussions in the LDWF task-force (Oyster Task Force aquaculture meeting 
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on the 14th of Feb 2019), on the potential of aquaculture. The State is also sponsoring 
the development of these techniques (LDWF, 2019).  

All of this is at the moment largely speculative. But in the light of transformations 
of fisheries throughout the world, toward corporate models and concertation of wealth, 
at the expense of small-scale fishers, they are reasons for concern. There are numerous 
cases of how the Individual Transferable Quota (ITQ) system in fisheries have led to 
transformations in fishing regimes, through the consolidation of quotas and the 
concentration of capital (Pinkerton & Davis, 2015). Though Louisiana has been touted 
as a model for fisheries’ management which is better suited to protect small-scale fishers 
(Pinkerton, 2019), there are numerous mechanisms by which similar transformations 
could come about, some of which I just described. Though these mechanisms are 
different than the ITQ system, it is the same utilitarian logic and reliance on the 
market-mechanism, which only considers aggregate wealth, which lies behind all of 
these.   

6.2.5. Losses in well-being beyond income 

So having seen how the utilitarian approach fails to deal with questions of distribution 
let us turn now to the question of losses other than income. Depending on the extent 
of the impacts, whether diversions displace or put some hundreds of people out of work 
or if they lead to a wholesale transformation of the Louisiana fishing industry, there are 
losses that are not captured by just focusing on the loss of income generating 
employment. There are many possible and likely instances where people will lose 
components of a life that they have reason to value.  

• People might have to relocate, losing attachments to places that their family 
might have lived in for generations.  

• If whole communities are forced to relocate, there is a loss of community and 
a particular culture.  

• If people lose their way of life, there are impacts, for example in terms of mental 
health.  

• What is lost if children leave school earlier, or wives lose access to independent 
employment, on top of incomes? 

And the above are just in relation to changes brought about in seeking for new 
employment. The transformation of the ecosystem will also potentially lead to certain 
other losses.  

• Land will be lost in some places and gained in others, these could be sacred 
areas, or areas of traditional or cultural importance,  
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• Saltwater marsh will change to freshwater marsh which will bring new species, 
including different invasive species.  

• It seems likely that there will be losses to certain species like brown pelicans 
and bottle-nosed dolphins. 

This is not an exhaustive list but it does give a sense of the kinds of freedoms that may 
be lost, and the kinds of considerations that a capabilities approach would take heed of.  

6.2.6. Current and possible ameliorative actions by the State 

In the face of the certainty of some damage, and the uncertainty of its extent, the State’s 
current response seems callous. It will continue to produce studies as projects move 
toward construction, and there are some attempts at gathering information from fishers 
and engaging with them, like the LSF initiative. But the general attitude of the State 
seems to be that expressed by Bren Haase, the now executive Director of the CPRA, 
when he says: “There will, without question, be some impacts, things will change…the 
simple fact is that there is not enough money, there are not enough resources both 
natural and financial primarily to provide everything that we want to provide for all of 
our citizens” (Project Earth, 2017) and the fishers and seafood workers will be the losers 
in this. This seems to be the reason that so far there is no guarantee of compensation. 
The only State program that has been conducted is the LSF initiative, and the only 
concrete talk of relief loans that I heard during my fieldwork was from the private 
sector. Below I will discuss how all of these options fare, in the light of the analysis 
based on capabilities.  

Legal changes 
The State has the possibility to open up new areas for fishing to both oyster and shrimp 
fisheries. The State has already put a process in place to open new oyster leases after a 
more than decade long moratorium (Sneath, 2018a). It is also possible that a 
moratorium on federal shrimp permits would be lifted, that would in principle allow 
inshore shrimpers to move to federal waters. These changes alone, while they would be 
welcome, do not totally solve the problem. Fishing in other areas might require 
relocation. For oysters there is significant investment required in terms of time and 
money before oyster beds become productive. Shrimping in federal waters might 
require changes in gear or vessels. These changes are more available to those with greater 
capital or access to credit and other capabilities, like education and language ability. 
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Compensation schemes 
I have already mentioned compensations schemes. If those with greater existing capital 
or capabilities are better able to access compensation schemes, as we saw in the work of 
Nguyen (2017), then this may contribute to a process of concentration of wealth and 
the deepening of inequalities. Similarly if people have to move, and they receive 
compensation for this based solely on the market-value of their homes, then those living 
in flood prone houses will be poorly compensated due to the low market-value of their 
homes (this is the current practice for voluntary acquisitions see 4.3). Compensation 
schemes have also been found to have other negative effects on communities (Ritchie, 
Gill, & Long, 2018) for example, the tensions that are created when some qualify and 
some do not. Compensation schemes, if they are forthcoming, will need to be designed 
with all of these things in mind. But even at that compensation schemes, because they 
are monetary, can never fully compensate for non-monetary values. And we should 
remember that at the moment, legal precedent in the state is that there is no obligation 
to compensate fishers for damages caused by coastal restoration (Costonis, 2004). 

Louisiana’s seafood future 
Another scheme that I have also already mentioned is the information gathering and 
dissemination campaign called Louisiana Seafood Future (Louisiana's Seafood Future, 
2019). This project was started in 2018 at the request of the governor. Extension 2 and 
3 suggested that this was because it was an election year and the governor was extra 
sensitive to the plight of the fishers because of this. The initiative was run by Louisiana 
Sea Grant. The homepage describes the activities of the initiative as:  

“asking members of the seafood industry to come together and discuss how to keep their 
businesses competitive and sustainable. In rounds of meetings throughout the coast, 
industry members will share ideas about how to adapt and what they need to make those 
adaptations work.” (Sea Grant, 2019) 

Though the description of the program refers vaguely to coastal change, it was very 
clear from my attendance at a number of meetings, and from talking to both fishers 
and organizers, that the main issue of interest in both Plaquemines and St. Bernard 
parishes were the diversions.  

The program description is also very clear in describing its scope, “we aren’t creating 
regulations or giving out funds. Instead we’re trying to identify the tools needed to keep 
Louisiana’s seafood industry going strong”  (Sea Grant, 2019). This was also very clear 
from the meetings. The final product of this program was to describe the types of things 
that fishers thought were necessary to adapt to changes (e.g. the list of adaptations 
named by fishers in 6.2.2). Though there was discussion of the fact that this 
information would be useful if it were possible to secure funding in the future, it was 
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made very clear that no such funding was available. The information gathered in this 
process will indeed be useful but, without a source of funding and a plan for how it 
should be carried out, the LSF project does not go far in addressing the kind of losses 
that communities and individuals will face.   

Loans from private funders 
A private loans scheme is being developed by one NGO with whom I spoke.15 It is 
hoped that these loans will be tailor-made to deal with the needs of fishers, since it is 
often difficult for them to access credit. The plan is to have low interest rates and 
payback schedules fit to the seasonal nature of fishers’ work and income. But here I 
would raise questions of how effective these will be from the perspective of meeting the 
needs of the worst-off is. For example, how widespread could the coverage be, what is 
the institutional capacity of the organization to cover everyone? As Extension 2 put it, 
investors will still be looking for a return on investment. It seems very likely that they 
will still go to those who are seen as the best investment, which means that the same 
kinds of considerations that should apply to compensation schemes should apply here. 
Otherwise, in a similar way, they could contribute to the concentration of wealth and 
deepening of inequality. 

6.3. The necessity of capabilities expansion 

I have made many arguments as to what is left out of the current approach, and, by 
implication, what should be included in an alternative, capabilities approach. Here I 
will suggest what this alternative might look like.  

The first thing that needs to be addressed, as is obvious from the limited nature of 
some the arguments in this chapter, is the understanding of the potential impacts of 
these diversions, which is currently minimal and uncertain. There needs to be more 
data gathered, more and improved models run, to get a better sense of how the 
diversions will work. A particular issue that I have identified, is that the ecological and 
socio-economic modelling bears too many of the marks of the aggregative utilitarian 
approach. Studies need to be carried out at scales both in time and space that are 
relevant to the people who rely on the affected resources. Furthermore, socio-economic 
studies need to take account of the full range of ways in which nature is reasonably 
valued by people, reflecting the real substantive opportunities that the environment 
provides to current and future generations.  

                                                      
15 But who indicated they wanted to remain anonymous on this question in particular. 
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From the perspective of social choice, this would be done with the participation and 
active deliberation of affected people (Sen, 2001).  It would be through such processes 
that a weighted list of capabilities and functionings would be developed, which would 
form the basis for decision making. All alternatives and projects could then be ranked 
according to their performance in relation to this weighted list. With that said, the 
difficulty in designing effective participatory processes is well-documented (Arnstein, 
1969; Cooke & Kothari, 2001). I will discuss in the following chapter how their success 
in the current program has been limited. In contrast to Sen my position on the question 
of participation is that social struggle will be necessary to make participatory processes 
effective as part of an approach to decision-making, which can expand capabilities, 
starting with those of the worst-off. I also take this up in the next chapter. 

In such a participatory process a whole range of considerations beyond the 
contribution to GDP, or income, would be on the table. Holding true to the principle 
that the process should prioritize the capabilities of the worst-off, alternatives which 
ensured that those with lower adaptive capacity, whether due to poor English language 
skills, low-levels of formal education, low incomes or high levels of debt, were equally 
capable of returning to work after a disturbance, would be given higher priority than 
those that did not. Similarly, there could be discussion over the value of other things 
that might be lost, like connections to place, or cultural artefacts or cultural 
connections. The impact on marine mammals and non-commercial species could 
similarly be considered and be weighted in relation to other benefits and costs of the 
projects.16 

Looking beyond diversions to some of the other problems created by planning, like 
its likely effects on migration. Alternatives which ensured that the pattern of 
concentration of vulnerability was not reinforced would be prioritized over those that 
did. A similar range of other concerns, like attachment to place, or maintaining 
communities intact would also be considered. There are precedents for programs that 
try to achieve many of these goals, for example, the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement 
program (Crepelle, 2018). Though not without problems, the program attempted to 
relocate an entire community out of a vulnerable location in the Louisiana coast, in 
order to maintain important social and cultural ties. There is continuing study to see 
what prospects exist for more directed and holistic resettlement (Dalbom, Hemmerling, 
& Lewis, 2014).  

The outcome of such a process is not pre-determined. On the question of whether 
diversions would go ahead or not, that cannot be answered beforehand. What I can say 
is that if they were to go ahead, there would have to be a large parallel social program 

                                                      
16 Long-term planning for the sustainability of the fishing resource to combat potential over-fishing 

could also be included at this point if that over-fishing were to become an issue again. 
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to ensure the protection and expansion of capabilities. On the other hand, if they were 
not to go ahead, there would have to be some way of ensuring that environmental goals 
were also met. For example studies have shown that in the absence of diversions, the 
salinity line will continue to move landwards causing further problems for fishers in the 
future (White et al., 2019).  

Furthermore, there are limitations that cannot be escaped; this process cannot 
guarantee an endless budget. And even if social choice and capabilities expansion guided 
the development of the entire State budget, there would be limited resources to spend. 
Without a huge shift in the scale, to include the entire Mississippi River watershed, we 
cannot change the amount of sediment in the river. This will mean that not everything 
that might be desirable to everyone can be done, even in cases where these desires do 
not conflict. It simply provides a more rational approach to using these resources than 
utilitarianism.   

But now the question becomes how to put this procedure in place? 
 



131 

7. Social movements and the struggle 
for capabilities expansion 

Making capabilities expansion the criteria for decision-making would address the 
negative impacts of diversions on fishing communities. At the more general level, taking 
a capabilities approach would address a number of other shortcomings of the current 
plan, by ensuring that the costs of coastal restoration and protection would not be borne 
by the worst-off in society, and that the diverse values of nature, other than its 
instrumental value for particular industries, could be taken account of. The problem 
that remains, if one accepts this argument, is making capabilities expansion the criteria 
for making judgements in decision-making. So let us first look at what Sen himself has 
said on the question of operationalizing the capabilities approach, to see if he can 
provide some guidance on this question.  

7.1. Shortcomings of the capabilities approach 

Sen recognizes that capabilities expansion does not currently guide most public 
decision-making and that there are barriers to making it so. But he does not suggest a 
consistent approach to overcoming these barriers. In a number of different instances he 
seems to suggest a variety of different ways in which capabilities expansion could come 
to guide decision-making. Starting with his own practice, he himself went to the World 
Bank to give lectures that became the book ‘Development as Freedom’ (Sen, 2001) and 
contributed to the development of the Human Development Index, a multi-
dimensional metric for assessing development projects used by the Bank (Anand & Sen, 
2000). Elsewhere, he has highlighted the role of social movements, such as the feminist 
movement, in pushing for changes that could be considered in line with capabilities 
expansion (Sen, 2002). Another example is the reference Sen makes to the case of Kerala 
(Sen, 2001). The Communist Party was in power for decades and it was in large part 
down to its policies that Kerala was able to develop in way that was more in line with 
capabilities expansion. This suggests that under certain circumstances the State can 
implement such an approach. But aside from these various examples, Sen never 
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theorizes the social or political process by which the capabilities approach can be 
realized. All that we can say is that he sees the realization of such an approach as possible 
within a market economy. Perhaps his general inattention to this issue reflects his 
neglect of sociology (and indeed that disciplines neglect of him). 

Unearthing Sen’s implicit assumptions in relation to this question, necessitates a 
close look at his work on social choice, and its relationship to capabilities. For Sen, as I 
have discussed earlier (in 6.1.4), decision-making focused on capabilities expansion 
relies on the technical decision-making procedure of social choice. This is a process by 
which all involved parties agree on a weighted list of capabilities, which act as a tool for 
evaluating alternative outcomes (projects for example). A quite obvious assumption Sen 
is making here, is that a group of people can get together and agree on such a weighted 
list of capabilities. Knowing what we know about the problems with participatory 
processes (e.g. Cooke and Kothari (2001), why does Sen think this is possible? Luckily 
for us, Sen has answered this question in ‘The Idea of Justice’ (Sen, 2009). In this book 
Sen moves from development and economics to the field of ethics to support his earlier 
arguments about social choice.  

Sen develops the concept of ‘rational non-rejectability’ to defend the idea that a 
group of people with different interests can come to a reasoned consensus on a weighted 
list of capabilities. He accepts that people will come into such a procedure with very 
different priorities. For example, an elderly person might prioritize healthcare, whereas 
a parent might prioritize education. What the idea of rational non-rejectability asserts 
is that even though these people might not share the same priorities, they are likely to 
accept that the other person’s priority is reasonable, and therefore non-rejectable. One 
might not agree with their precise prioritization of capabilities but one can accept that 
their prioritization is reasonable. This is the foundation for participatory processes that 
can effectively operationalize capabilities expansion.   

This sounds very well and may in certain circumstances be possible. But let us 
consider how this reasoning would hold up in the kind ‘real-world’ situations we are 
dealing with in Louisiana. For example, in the case of Louisiana I have argued that 
taking the capabilities approach in coastal planning will likely mean that costs be shifted 
from a worse-off social group to a better-off group or economic sector. Why can Sen 
believe that everyone involved would agree to this being the case?  

In another of his books ‘On Ethics and Economics’ (Sen, 1999a), Sen actually 
suggests that this kind of distributive outcome is unlikely to happen. He argues that it 
is, purely economically speaking, possible to redistribute assets in society. Meaning that 
the market will remain efficient. But the political dimension of this is trickier. Sen 
argues that though it is technically possible, redistributing assets in a radical way would 
run into problems of ‘political feasibility’. I presume that this means that there would 
be some significant objection from the party whose assets were being redistributed. Sen 
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suggests that another route must be taken but without telling us what this other route 
can be. 

Elsewhere he does make some oblique references to democratization as a process that 
can fill this gap (Sen, 2002). But he fails to properly conceptualize this. Peter Evans 
points out that Sen does not take proper account of, “the extent to which modern 
market processes might constitute an impediment to the kind of deliberative preference 
formation that is essential to the expansion of capabilities” (Evans, 2002). The market 
is more of a barrier to the realization of a capabilities approach than Sen ascribes to it. 
It seems that Sen’s own work has identified this impediment with the term, ‘political 
(in)feasibility’, (Sen, 1999a) but does not theorize this further.  

So now it is time to part ways with Sen, having appropriated the criteria for decision-
making that he has developed: capabilities expansion. The question that now has to be 
answered is, what can overcome this impediment to their operationalization? Before 
trying to answer this question more conceptually, let us first look at attempts in 
Louisiana to push the CPRA to address some of the shortcomings in planning. This 
can act as a way of gauging more empirically what it will take to make capabilities 
expansion the basis of decision-making.  

7.1.1. Previous attempts to influence the practice of the State 

I am not the first to point out that there are problems with the State’s approach to 
planning, as we saw in chapter 2. Numerous researchers have made suggestions about 
how planning should be changed which are not dissimilar to what I am arguing for 
when promoting capabilities expansion. But by failing to identify the root cause of these 
problems, in the utilitarian economic logic that the State uses with its deep roots in 
social structure, they underestimate the scale of change that will be necessary to address 
these problems. Similarly the solutions they suggest are insufficiently thorough. 
Nevertheless, these arguments, and the reaction of to the State to them, function as a 
good measure of the intransigence of the State.  

As described in the previous chapter participation by the public is an important 
component of decision-making in the capabilities approach. Other researchers have 
called for more participatory decision-making procedures, but the State has not 
responded to these calls. For example, Matt Bethel and colleagues (Bethel et al., 2014) 
have argued that participatory mapping exercises can provide more information on the 
possible effects of restoration in particular communities, which would be useful in 
decision-making. But such methods have not been taken up by the CPRA (according 
to Extension 1). Similarly, Colten (2016) has criticized the current planning approach 
for its shallow participatory processes and argued that, “robust public participatory 
methods that foreground local social and cultural experts as full partners is essential in 
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analysis and planning” p. 700, but this too has been to no avail. The CPRA claims that 
that they already do participation (Planning Scientist 2). 

Another requirement of the capabilities approach in this case would be that it take 
full account of the social impacts that restoration will have. Here again researchers have 
made similar arguments in the past. Colten and Hemmerling (2014) have even 
produced a detailed methodology for assessing the social impacts of diversions on 
communities, including a detailed plan for public participation. But even though this 
research was sponsored by the Water Institute of the Gulf with its close ties to the 
CPRA their recommendations have not been put into practice.   

In both of these cases researchers, who are very close to the planning process, have 
made well-supported arguments for changes to planning, which are superficially similar 
to the changes the capabilities approach suggests. So far neither of these have been 
successful. It seems like well-reasoned arguments from academia will not be enough to 
convince the State to change its decision-making procedure significantly. Perhaps 
arguments from private citizens or civil society might prove more successful? 

On a number of occasions members of the public or of civil society organizations 
have raised critiques of planning that target, albeit implicitly, the utilitarian approach 
in planning. For example, in the deliberative phase of planning which involves input 
from various consultative groups, someone in the ‘communities focus group’ argued 
that Low and Medium Income (LMI) families be prioritized in the planning of the 
non-structural protection program. The method that was chosen by planning modelers 
to try to incorporate this concern was to develop a scenario which included a restriction 
such that 30% of all units protected would be LMI families (Groves et al., 2017). But 
rather than prioritizing the worst-off, this had the effect of restricting the overall size of 
the program. Naturally, the judgement of the Master Plan Development Team was that 
this parameter was ‘very restrictive’ and so, no further measures were taken to prioritize 
LMI families (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017c) p. 47. The utilitarian logic that they were 
relying on was clear, they argued, “constraining LMI as a decision factor would 
potentially exclude high income properties which are likely more cost-effective to 
mitigate due to their higher property values” (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017c) p. 41.  

The same issue was raised by an activist at a public hearing, who asked, “that the 
CPRA, in its flood risk and resilience initiatives and in its non-structural program 
prioritizes those most at risk and prioritizes low income community members in its 
analysis versus the current cost benefit analysis approach” (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017a) 
p. 178-179. There is no evidence that the State has heeded these arguments. These 
examples show the resistance of the State in wavering from the utilitarian logic, even 
though these demands come from within the State’s own participatory processes.  

The final piece of empirical evidence, which suggests that changing the approach of 
the State is unlikely to happen spontaneously comes from the experience of the 
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Louisiana Strategic Adaptations to Future Environments (LASAFE) program. The 
LASAFE program, which I mentioned in 5.5, involved a much deeper and more 
involved participatory program than that run by the CPRA. The decision for what 
projects to build were made based on a range of different indicators and a public vote. 
But all of this occurred at a much smaller scale than the planning of the CPRA. Indeed, 
according to Planning Administrator 2, this scale was crucial to the depth of 
participation and the range of indicators that it was possible to deploy. A larger program 
would have attracted higher level interests which would have steered it away from 
addressing the needs of the communities involved.  

All of these pieces of empirical evidence suggest that it will take more than public 
participation or reasoned argument, from academics or the public, to convince the 
CPRA that it should make capabilities expansion the criteria for judgement in decision-
making. So then the question is what can achieve this? Not only does the State seem 
unwilling to act, we must remember the broad alignment of interests that CMP 
facilitates. On the other side of this, there is a struggle being undertaken by the affected 
group, the fishers, to have their claims met by the State. A change in decision-making 
toward capabilities expansion seems much more in line with the interests of fishers than 
those of the State and its supporters. So rather than fight the losing battle of trying to 
convince the State to take up this approach, it seems more reasonable to address myself 
from now on to the emerging fishers’ movement.  

7.2. Hegemony and social movements 

The Coastal Master Plan responds to an enormous and severe environmental threat to 
the social order and requires the outlay of significant financial resources. Any such 
spending will likely provide more benefits to certain sectors of society than others. We 
saw in chapter 4 how the distribution of these resources was targeted to maintain 
accumulation by providing benefits to particular economic sectors, both established 
and fledgling. At the same time we saw how this created an alignment of interests across 
diverse sectors of society, from heavy industry to environmental organizations. This fits 
quite precisely with a gramscian understanding of the role of the State in capitalist 
societies.  

The role of the State according to a gramscian understanding is to provide protection 
for the continued development of the economic system at the same time as it provides 
stability to society. Society, is riven by tensions, not least those extending from precisely 
that economic system. Indeed these should not be seen as two separate functions. As 
Eisenschitz and Gough (1998) put it: “It is not that the state has distinct and conflicting 



136 

functions of aiding accumulation and sustaining legitimation, but rather that these are 
mutually supporting yet contrary sides of the class relation, reflecting the progressive 
development of the forces of production and the divisive domination of capital” p. 6. 

Gramsci conceptualizes power over the populous in terms of how it maintains this 
social stability. This power comes largely in two forms, coercion and consent. Coercion 
is generally practiced by the State whereas consent is usually produced in civil society 
(though the story is somewhat more complicated than that (Anderson, 1976)). The 
term hegemony, which Gramsci has updated for the 20th century (Anderson, 2017), 
describes the kind of stability in society that is maintained predominantly through 
consent, with force its constant but latent guarantor. In this understanding civil society 
becomes, in addition to institutionalized politics, an important domain of social 
struggle (Gramsci, 1971).  

Hegemony is achieved by a class, or a faction within a class, by constructing a broad 
alliance of classes and social groups. Given that these social groups often have contrary 
interests, constructing an alliance means ameliorating the tensions that manifest based 
on these clashing interests. For example, in the current case there are clear differences 
of interests between environmental organizations, and the constituencies they 
represent, and the oil and gas industry. The form that coastal planning takes manages 
to gain the support of both of these sectors.  

The maintenance of hegemony stereotypically has ideological and material 
dimensions. One way of addressing tensions is to provide some kind of material benefit 
to competing interests, for example, by directing resources directly to their benefit. The 
other is ideological, to promote ideas which naturalize, conceal or normalize the 
differences upon which these tensions are based. For example, the CMP rarely mentions 
climate change explicitly, but does mention other environmental problems like 
subsidence and sea-level rise. Presumably this is satisfactory, if not ideal, for both the 
oil and gas companies and environmental groups.  

Ideology, as Stuart Hall (1986) has pointed out, is layered and discontinuous. The 
ideological fabric of society contains many ideologies, including contradictory and 
incommensurable ideas. Hegemonic ideology cements and unifies, in Gramsci’s words, 
the “ideological unity of the entire social bloc” (Gramsci, 1971) p. 328. In this way, 
not all ideologies can be subsumed into the hegemonic ideology, but it allows the 
possibility of multiple ideologies to stand in a kind of stable tension, or compromise. 
For example, the utilitarian focus on economic growth, as we saw in chapter 5, can 
accommodate ideologies related to environmentalism and pro-oil conservatism. But 
unlike the post-gramscian approach of Laclau and Mouffe (2001) this is not merely a 
discursive grafting of political identities, it is a way of addressing real social interests. 
The ideology that goes with utilitarianism is related to a program for the distribution 
of wealth which delivers real material benefits to both constituencies, physical 
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protection to the oil industry and green jobs to the environmentalists. In this way the 
ideas that lie behind coastal planning serve to knit together, in a stable state of tensions, 
two seemingly opposed sets of ideas. This kind of compromise between social groups 
is what typifies hegemonic alliances. But we should also notice the exclusions. In terms 
of social groups the fishers are clearly not the beneficiaries of this approach. Elsewhere 
in the state poor communities of color suffer from the pollution of heavy industry, 
crawfishers and Native Americans suffer from leaking pipelines and disturbed 
hydrology, and so on.  

The theory of hegemony provides an explanation which situates utilitarianism, as 
discussed in chapter 5, within a more thorough understanding of society. From the 
point of view of utilitarianism, the omissions, the fishers and others, were the remainder 
in an otherwise rational and ethically based calculation. The position accepts that there 
are problems, but it is seen as the best possible outcome. From the point of view of 
hegemony, these omissions are recast as the inevitable outcome of the State seeking to 
maintain accumulation and stability in a society that is inherently riven by tensions. 
Just like critiquing the utilitarian approach from the point of view of capabilities 
revealed its inadequacy in decision-making, so too does critique from the perspective 
of hegemony reveal its inadequacy at the wider social level. In doing so it reveals 
utilitarianism as an ideology of class control. The task of replacing the utilitarian 
approach with the capabilities approach becomes that of struggle in the terms of 
hegemony and counter-hegemony.  

The production of consent 
With this insight, it is now possible to look back on the participatory processes of the 
State and consider them in terms of the production of consent amongst the public. We 
saw above how ineffectual some of these processes were in causing substantial change 
in the approach to planning. If the purpose of these procedures is not to democratize 
the process, it seems feasible to assume that it rather serves the function of creating buy-
in amongst the public. In this light the elaborate program of public hearings, 
community outreach meetings, consultative groups, interactive online tools and so on 
appear at best as an attempt at public education and at worst as an exercise in promoting 
consent and co-opting resistance.  

Much of this outreach and engagement is done in collaboration with a range of 
environmental and conservation NGOs, particularly members of the ‘Restore’ the 
Mississippi River Delta coalition of NGOs, which was brought together with funding 
from the Walton Family Foundation. The central mission for this coalition, according 
to WNGO 1 and SENGO 1, is to promote diversions. As a result they are one of the 
major adversaries of the fishers. This pattern of private foundation involvement in civil 
society has been documented by Joan Roelofs (Roelofs, 2003, 2007). She points to how 
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they serve the function of promulgating hegemonic ideas and co-opting resistance. Jay 
Arena has further argued that the struggle against private foundation funded NGOs is 
a central moment of struggle in contemporary U.S society, especially over public 
housing (Arena, 2012; Arena, 2013).  

7.2.1. Capabilities expansion as counter-hegemonic 

Struggle against hegemony is conceptualized in terms of counter-hegemonic 
movements. For such a movement, the task of advance in the face of hegemony mirrors, 
to a certain extent, the practice of maintaining hegemony. A movement must assemble 
a coalition with aligned interests, it must propagate an ideology which unifies the 
constituencies in the movement at the same time as it undermines the hegemonic 
ideology. This is where capabilities fit in the process of counter-hegemonic struggle.  

Firstly, capabilities provides a comprehensive and objective framework for 
characterizing the range of grievances and social interests that are implicated in the 
struggle between the State and the fishers, Beyond losing income or even jobs, people 
stand to lose their way of life, cultural and natural connections, and so on. All of these 
are well captured by the concept of capabilities and functionings: a life that one has 
reason to value. Secondly, capabilities can serve as a central component in a counter-
hegemonic program that can, at the same time, undermine the hegemonic ideology and 
unite a broader social base in opposition. By prioritizing the worst-off it fulfils the same 
function as liberal ideologies that focus on material equality, or at least the relative 
improvement of material position. But more than this, by conceptualizing equality in 
terms of substantive opportunities it can accommodate a range of claims and interests 
that are non-economic, getting close to Marx’s idea of to each according to their need. 
The comprehensiveness of the capabilities approach as a rationality for decision-making 
is a result of Sen’s immanent critique of utilitarianism and his trying to overcome 
problems within the tradition of liberal theory. 

Here it is necessary to be clear about the conceptualization of social tensions or 
clashing interests that are not based on class. These are central to the discussion of 
contemporary social movements, for the environment, feminists, nationalists, and so 
on. And of course it is essential in the current case, where the groups which look likely 
to suffer from the effects of planning are differentiated by their geographic location, 
their ethnicity, their occupation, their gender, and indeed their social class. These social 
groups are structured by divisions that are not particularly capitalistic or that even 
predate capitalism. Moreover, the effect of these differences in people’s lives may be far 
more apparent than those stemming from their membership of a particular class. Given 
that this is the nature of society, building counter-hegemony will involve forming 
solidarity across these axes of difference. But in this the material, economic and 
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therefore the class element is central. The fishers stand to lose out in terms of incomes 
and access to employment. Furthermore, when it comes to non-economic demands, 
having these addressed will also likely involve some kind of distributional demands, for 
example for resettlement or education.17  

It is necessary to clarify a further two points here in relation to capabilities. Firstly, 
it does not follow from the argument that capabilities provide a more rational, 
comprehensive logic for coastal planning, that it will be acceptable to all. Nor, as I have 
mentioned, does it mean that it will do away with the need to decide between 
competing ends. It could possibly mean a reduction in growth in GDP, it will also 
almost certainly mean that capital, or some section thereof, will have to bear the cost. 
Because of this social struggle is unavoidable.  

Secondly, just because the capabilities approach can be considered more rational than 
the current approach, this does not mean that convincing activists to fight for it as a 
counter-hegemonic idea is a question of enlightenment. There is a greater likelihood 
that fishers will appropriate it than the CPRA because it aligns better with their interests 
than the hegemonic utilitarianism. But even with that said, activists will only take it up 
if they can see its usefulness to them in advancing their interests. In the next section, I 
draw on social movement theory in the tradition of Charles Tilly to describe a 
framework for translating the analysis in terms of capabilities into useful advice to the 
nascent movement aimed at assisting it in its advance.  

7.3. Social movements to fight for capabilities  

I have argued that the process of making capabilities expansion the basis of decision-
making can be conceptualized broadly as a struggle between alternative planning 
rationalities, between the hegemonic utilitarianism and capabilities expansion, at the 
same time as it is a social struggle. This argument has implications for the practice of 
the fisher activists. I elaborate these in the remainder of the thesis, by examining the 
emergence and development of the struggle to date and suggesting ways in which the 
analysis based on capabilities might influence how the fisher activists engage in the 
struggle. But doing this requires a more fine grained understanding of the general 
dynamics of social movements. 

Focusing on the agency of social movements is not intended to separate civil society 
from the State as an independent realm of social power. Social movements do influence 
society directly and in their own right. They are the site of the development of new 
                                                      
17 Nancy Fraser has conceptualized this relationship between economic and non-economic concerns in 

terms of redistribution and recognition (Fraser, 2000) 
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ideas and knowledge, and cultural innovation and continuity (Eyerman & Jamison, 
1991). But social movements also effect changes through the apparatus of state power. 
It is this more narrowly political dimension of social movements that I focus on here. 
This is the perspective on social movements which Charles Tilly also takes, when he 
defines them as, “a sustained challenge to power holders in the name of a population 
living under the jurisdiction of those power holders by means of repeated public 
displays of that population’s worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment” (Tilly, 
1999).  

As political agents social movements start in civil society but interact with 
institutionalized politics, often with the State or one of its agencies as a target of its 
demands. The way social movements interact with the State is best described by Felix 
Kolb (2007) in terms of the five strategies they might employ: 

“The disruption mechanism states that governments might offer concessions to social 
movements in order to restore public order. The public preference mechanism states that 
governments respond to shifts in public opinion mobilized by social movements. The 
political access mechanism states that social movements can cause political change by 
gaining access to the policy making process. The judicial mechanism states that social 
movements can use the leverage of courts to achieve political change. The international 
politics mechanism states that movements can cause political change by mobilizing the 
support of outside political actors such as nation states and supranational organizations” 
(Kolb, 2007) p. 227. 

Figure 14 The development of a counter-hegemonic movement 
The green boxes represent how the actions of the State, under the influence of hegemony, through the planning regime, 
create or exacerbate grievances amongst the fishing community. Under these conditions, the interaction of framing 
processes, the presence of a mobilizing network and political opportunities, represented in blue, a counter-hegemonic 
movement can arise to challenge the action of the State. (Source: Author’s own illustration) 
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According to the theory of hegemony movements arise from social tensions, and the 
associated grievances experienced by sub-altern groups in society. The emergent fisher 
movement has its basis in the negative impacts of the action of the State, which aims 
to restore coastal wetlands using diversions. As we have seen this action is part of a 
program to maintain social stability in response to the threat posed by land-loss, but it 
is imperfect in achieving this stability. Theorist of social movements Sidney Tarrow 
(2011) agrees that movements respond to social tensions, what he calls ‘broad change 
processes’, but this is not sufficient to cause the emergence of a movement. For this 
other conditions are necessary. McAdam, McCarthy, Zald, and Mayer (1996), describe 
these conditions as a three-way interaction between political opportunities, mobilizing 
structures and framing processes.  

The concept of political opportunities relates movement dynamics to 
institutionalized politics. Political regimes are characterized by certain constraints and 
opportunities to which movements respond. These are particularly important in 
movement emergence, for example, when democratic reforms create openings for 
oppositional movements. As movements develop and grow in strength they can start to 
shape political opportunities just as the political regime can try to create new barriers 
to the movements advance. In the case of the fishers it seems like the launching of the 
huge coastal program with numerous outreach and engagement activities has had a role 
in stimulating this opposition. 

Grievances on the one hand and political openings on the other are not sufficient to 
cause a movement. Framing processes describe processes of collective interpretation and 
sense making which are crucial to a movement’s emergence and advance. If the problem 
faced by the fishers is interpreted as the responsibility of the State, if the action of the 
State is seen as unjust, if there is a sense that a movement can be successful, these will 
all contribute to the emergence of the movement. The emergence of these collective 
framings will be assisted by networks of people and organizations, or mobilizing 
structures. These not only mobilize ideas which frame the struggle, but organize people 
and mobilize resources towards the movement’s goals. As movements emerge and 
advance framing becomes a more conscious and strategic process, carried out largely by 
movement organizations. Framing contests, where organizations on both sides of the 
dispute struggle to frame the problem, the impacts, the appropriate responses etc., 
which emerge between movement organizations and the State, can be considered a 
conscious and strategic dimension of the broader ideological struggle described by the 
theory of hegemony.  

In the contribution that I formulate to the movement in the following chapters, I 
will focus largely on the concept of framing, and how a strategic shift in framing might 
assist certain movement organizations to expand the mobilizing network and take 
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advantage of political opportunities. All of this is in service of the goal of pushing for a 
change in decision-making.  
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8. The ongoing fishers’ struggle 

Making the fishers’ activism an effective agent of change, which can push the State to 
change its approach in planning, is the aim of this and the following chapter. I have 
argued that capabilities expansion, as a counter-hegemonic rationality to that of 
utilitarianism, could help the activists in this regard. This requires translating the 
analysis thus far into advice that will be useful to the movement organizations. To do 
this, it is necessary to understand the current state of the emergent movement. That is 
the task for this chapter. But first I take a step back and give a brief account of my 
engagement with other environmental movement activity in the state, before coming 
to the fishers’ struggle.  

8.1.1.  My first encounter with Louisiana activism 

When I first entered the field in Louisiana I was interested in tensions between the 
environment and economic development in the coastal context generally. This initial 
interest led me to engage with the anti-Bayou Bridge pipeline movement which was 
active when I first arrived to Louisiana in 2017. This was a movement that brought 
together a broad coalition of different groups, with the aim of stopping the construction 
of the Bayou Bridge pipeline through hundreds of miles of coastal wetlands and 
hundreds of waterways, including through the Atchafalaya Basin. This pipeline was the 
southern leg of the Dakota Access pipeline, protests against which received 
international attention. Indigenous water protectors, Cajun crawfishers, environmental 
justice activists from St. James Parish in the industrial corridor between New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge (known as cancer alley), and urban environmentalists, came together 
to resist the pipeline. To engage with the movement I started attending weekly activist 
meetings in New Orleans, as well as attending protests, public hearings, and so on. 
After initial enthusiasm and some small successes, the movement started to loose 
cohesion due to internal tensions over the choice of tactics, it suffered repression 
through arrests, and eventually it simply failed to stop the pipeline.  

The fate of my research project would take me away from the pipeline movement. 
As the direction of the research took shape, and I started to focus more on the formal 
processes of coastal planning around the CMP, this led me, through the process I have 
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already outlined, to examine the fishers’ activism. Nevertheless, as an outsider from 
Ireland (via Swedish academia) this experience gave me significant insight into the 
general character of Louisiana society, politics and policing, and the context for social 
movement organizing. It sensitized me, to a certain extent, to the reality of life in a state 
in the Deep South with its history of racial division, petro-state politics, and so on. 
These are issues which it is difficult to get a sense of from the outside. Though my 
knowledge in these areas is still limited, the experience of engaging with this movement 
provided valuable insight, even if all of it was not directly relevant to the final form of 
the project.  

8.1.2.  The fishers’ activism 

Before presenting the development of the fisher’s activism it is necessary to make some 
categorical distinctions. The general body of theory which I draw on in this chapter, I 
have been referring to as ‘social movement theory’. Within the tradition of social 
movement theory that I am working (Tilly & Wood, 2015) social movements are 
considered a sub-category within the broader type of social action called contentious 
politics, of which there are many types. While the fishers’ activism certainly falls into 
the larger category of contentious politics, I think it is up for debate as to whether if 
represents a social movement proper, according to the criteria of, for example, Charles 
Tilly and Lesley Wood (2015). Nevertheless, the theory which describes the emergence 
of social movements can equally be applied to forms of contentious politics which seem 
to have the potential to emerge into a full social movement. I think the fishers’ activism 
is reasonably classified as of such a type. This is why I refer to it as an emergent, or 
nascent movement.  

There is a loose network of organizations with similar claims which constitute this 
emergent movement. The Save Louisiana Coalition (SLC) has been the central, most 
visible and vocal, organization in the struggle so far. They also take the most directly 
oppositional approach to the State. But they are not the only people or organization 
that have engaged in a campaign. There is a network of other organizations that are 
present at public meetings and make comments on the CMP. There have been letter 
writing campaigns, conferences, and a yearly fundraising event called the Battle for the 
Bayou Bash. All of these organizations make claims against the State, even if these 
claims are not always consistent across all organizations, as we will see below. 

Lewis and Ernstson (2017) provide the best account that I know of the fishers’ 
struggle in the academic literature. They date the start of the current cycle of contention 
to around 2010 or 2011, which was followed by the formation of the SLC in 2012. I 
consider the same timeframe for my analysis. 



145 

Methods 
The analysis in this section is developed using a number of data sources (see table 3). 
Documentary sources include media articles, in particular where fishers and their 
opponents present arguments for or against diversions; public hearing transcripts and 
public comments made on the Coastal Master Plan, where members of the public, 
various civil society, public, and private organizations expresses their opinions and 
concerns about planning, especially in relation to diversions. Non-participant 
observation for this analysis involved attendance at a range of different meetings: public 
hearings on the CMP, meetings of Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries 
Task Forces, and especially meetings organized by Louisiana Sea Grant as part of the 
Louisiana’s Seafood Futures program to discuss the needs of the fishers in adapting to 
environmental change in the coast. In all of these meetings fishers made comments 
expressing their attitude to diversions. After the two meetings in the LSF program I 
held informal interviews with a number of fishers. I also conducted a range of formal 
interviews at other times (see table 1) with fishers, workers in environmental 
organizations, extension workers some of whom were themselves from fishing families, 
a local politician and a labor/environmental activist. 

8.2. Political opportunity 

Once a particular segment of the population experiences some kind of grievances, the 
most important factor for the emergence of a social movement according to Doug 
McAdam (McAdam et al., 1996), is the perception that the movement can be 
successful.18 This is largely based on the perception of political opportunities and 
threats. Whereas opportunities refer to the openness of the political system, the stability 
of ‘elite alignments’ and the presence of elite allies (McAdam et al., 1996), threats refer 
more to the costs of taking action, for example the possibility of ending up in prison 
(Tarrow, 2011). Movement emergence also relies on framing processes and the 
presence of a mobilizing network, which are the subjects of sections 8.3 and 8.4.  

We saw in chapter 5 how fishers are already under a number of pressures due to 
instability in prices, environmental pressures, and so on. The diversions certainly 
represent a new threat that will create and deepen already present grievances. But aside 
from diversions there is already a lot of frustration waiting for an outlet. It is clear from 
numerous comments at the LSF meetings that inaction on the part of the State in the 
                                                      
18 This is what explains why severe grievances often do not lead to any movement, for example in 

extremely repressive regimes, and why what might be perceived as less severe grievances lead to large 
organized movements 
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past, in addition to the proposed diversions, is something that fishers are upset about. 
For example one fisher exclaimed to the organizers that: “Y’all wasn’t listening to my 
daddy 40 years ago”, another added “if you had had the dredge 30 years ago we 
wouldn’t be in the boat right now”. There was a general sentiment that there were 
numerous problems that fishers faced, which was summed up by another fisher: “a lot 
of fishermen today are fishing on a broken system”.  This suggests that it is not just 
diversions that fishers are responding to, but longer processes of environmental change 
and the State’s role in facilitating or allowing these. Diversions are seen as an 
inappropriate response to the State’s previous inaction.  

Given that many of these grievances have been present since before the CMP they 
alone do not account for the emergence of this activism. The perceived openness of the 
State is also important for this. Public hearings have been mandated for coastal 
engineering projects since the 1960s. Lewis and Ernstson (2017) trace the emergence 
of this current round of resistance to public hearings that took place for a restoration 
program for the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, a shipping channel which bears some 
of the responsibility for flooding during Katrina. Similarly, the series of public hearings 
and community meetings that have been conducted in connection with the CMP 
process have provided a consistent arena for the expression of discontent and even 
minor influence on planning. Furthermore, in contrast to many engineering projects 
in the pre-CPRA time, power is now located in a State agency, where local government 
members sit on the board. These factors combined could increase the sense that State 
is more open and susceptible to influence by the activists.  

Future outlook 
Looking now to the future, there are a number of characteristics in the political regime 
that could be important for the development of the movement. The first of these is 
elite tensions, and is demonstrated by ongoing legal case where some local governments 
are suing a range of oil and gas companies for their contribution to the destruction of 
wetlands (Adelson, 2019).  Some coastal parishes, including some of those that will be 
affected by diversions, as well as the City of New Orleans have taken the oil companies 
to court. Smaller environmental organizations have come out in support of the case 
whereas the ‘Restore’ coalition, funded by the Walton Family Foundation, have 
remained silent. Furthermore the Governor came out in support of these cases whereas 
the Attorney General was against them (Adelson, 2016). Though we saw in chapter 5 
that there was broad alignment of interests behind the coastal program, this rift suggests 
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that hegemony is not completely stable, even on coastal issues.19 This is something that 
could potentially be exploited by a growing movement though this would require 
further investigation.  

Another ongoing issue is the fallout from the opening of the Bonnet Carre spillway 
in the spring and summer of 2019. The opening of this pressure valve on the Mississippi 
River due to record rainfall upriver delivered unusual amounts of freshwater into the 
salt and brackish waters of south-eastern Louisiana and Mississippi. This caused 
significant damage to marine life, including oysters. A case has been taken by the State 
of Mississippi against the Army Corps of Engineers for opening the spillway (The 
Associated Press, 2019). Some smaller local environmental NGOs in Louisiana have 
also threatened the Army Corps of Engineers with a lawsuit (Schleifstein, 2020). This 
has been noticed and supported on the social media of some of the Louisiana fishers’ 
organizations. This brings public attention to the impacts of freshwater on saltwater 
systems, which is analogous to the effects diversions are likely to have.  

As part of the permitting process for the mid-Barataria sediment diversions a series 
of public hearings are scheduled for August of 2020. The public will have the 
opportunity to respond to a draft of the environmental impact statement associated 
with the project (USACE, 2017). These have traditionally been times when fishers have 
mobilized. This may also be a time when further legal action, is taken against the State 
to try and stop the diversions, according to Academic: Fisheries and Planning Consultant.  

Aside from these more local and fairly proximate openings, the years since the 
financial crisis of 2008 have seen growth in environmental, labor and other social 
movements in the U.S. These have included pipeline movements led by indigenous 
activists, organizations like 350.org and the Sunrise Movement, the anarchistic 
Extinction Rebellion, national waves of teachers’ strikes and minimum wage strikes, 
and many more. At the same time there are growing tendencies toward repression and 
movements of a conservative and reactionary nature. It is difficult to see the immediate 
practical relevance of these changes in the broader political landscape to the fishers’ 
struggle, but it certainly warrants further study.  

The effect on movement development of State actions 
There are also a number of threats to the development of the movement, especially in 
the form of potential actions of the State. In 6.2.6 I detailed some potential actions that 
the State might take to address the impacts of diversions on fishers. They included, 
compensation, loans, and informational campaigns and outreach. I discussed how these 
                                                      
19 But there are also issues here when it comes to fishers, as many families in the coast have members 

working in both fishing and the oil industry. This close cultural relationship between fishing and oil 
and gas is instantiated in the yearly Shrimp and Petroleum festival in Morgan City. Making the oil 
industry the direct target of a movement of fishers would run into conflicts based on this.  
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measures are likely to be more favorable to certain groups. This poses a threat to the 
advance of a unified movement, by creating diverging interests within a coalition where 
the interests are currently reasonably well aligned. All groups currently have the 
potential to be impacted by diversions and so they can be united in opposition. But 
action of the State could change this.  

Those who can access adequate compensation or loans are most likely to support 
such measures, whereas those who would require much more help to access them, or 
simply would not qualify, might not. We saw how these differences tend to line up 
along lines of class, income, education, language skills etc. This could mean that low-
paid workers, or family fishers might suddenly find their interests diverging from those 
of larger operations, or those in possession of some capital or particular capabilities. 
This would amount to hegemony recreating itself at this level through the response of 
the State to the problem of diversions. Certain groups would be brought in, whereas 
others would continue to be excluded. This poses a difficulty for counter-hegemonic 
politics generally.  

I want to note that it is not necessary for the State to have an explicit policy of divide 
and conquer to achieve this. Following the closest policies to hand, those that fit most 
comfortably with their current thinking, like monetary compensation, is likely to have 
the same effect. But that is not to say that governments do not also take active measures 
to reduce resistance. For example, during the pipeline protest in 2017 new legislation 
was brought it to criminalize protest around pipelines (Ballard, 2018). 

The discussion in the following chapter will be directed at trying to understand what 
changes can be made by movement organizations to exploit the above openings and try 
to deal with the likely threats. But to do this we need to first have an idea of the types 
of organizations that are involved, and the way they currently approach and frame the 
problem and their resistance.  

8.3. Mobilizing network 

There is a loose network of organizations and individuals that make up the nascent 
movement. Their claims range from demanding an outright stop to the diversions to a 
focus on ensuring that the needs of the fishers are met. This network has emerged in 
response to the inclusion of diversions in the 2012 iteration of the CMP (CPRA, 2012). 
There is a mixture of organizations that existed prior to this round of contention and 
some that have emerged as a direct response to the proposed diversions. All of the 
organizations discussed below, have some level of contact or formal working 
relationships with each-other. On the other hand, they represent different social groups, 
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undertake different forms of protest and means of voicing their concerns and frame the 
issue in somewhat different terms.  

8.3.1. Movement organizations 

The SLC, which I have already mentioned, was formed as a coalition of various fisher 
organizations, small firms and private individuals, as a direct response to the planning 
of diversions, especially in Plaquemines and St. Bernard Parishes. They have been the 
most visible and vocal organization in this struggle, and often appear to represent the 
fishers’ resistance generally (Lewis & Ernstson, 2017). As a result, the SLC is 
responsible for much of the public framing of the issues on behalf of fishers. The public 
debate over diversions emerged as a ‘knowledge controversy’ (Lewis & Ernstson, 2017) 
between the SLC, on the one hand, and the State and the Walton funded ‘Restore’ 
coalition, on the other. The primary demand of the SLC to stop diversions and 
substitute them with marsh creation projects is captured in their much used slogan 
‘dredge don’t divert’.  

The Louisiana Shrimp Association is a member organization of the SLC and was 
described to me by Extension 3 as the only other organization involved in fighting 
against diversions that is run by fishers. They tend to take a similar line to the SLC in 
terms of their major demand. These first two organizations are grassroots organizations 
predominantly run by volunteers. The have limited ability to organize since they are 
involved in fishing much of the time.  

Another visible presence in this struggle is a network of eight to ten small community 
organizations.  This group is a mixture of grassroots organizations and some small but 
more professionalized NGOs. They represent fishers, African-American communities, 
the Vietnamese and Cambodian communities, environmental organizations, disaster 
preparedness organizations and OXFAM the international NGO. They have amongst 
other activities organized a petition, with hundreds of letters and signatures, to respond 
to the 2017 draft CMP (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017b) as well as making written 
comments to the CMP and oral comments in public hearings. These organizations tend 
to focus more on the impacts of diversions and concerns of fishers more broadly. They 
make demands for better information on the impacts of diversions and measures to deal 
with these in the event that diversions go ahead.   

Some of the larger environmental NGOs also make claims independently, for 
example both OXFAM and the Sierra Club wrote comments to the draft CMP, making 
claims on behalf of the fishers, such as for ‘transition funding’ (Speyrer & Woodard, 
2017b). According to SENGO 2, the Sierra Club have also been working with in the 
affected parishes to find some compromise between fishers and the State.  
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Grassroots organizations, which predominate in this struggle, according to Della 
Porta and Diani (2020) tend to rely on strong participatory norms but low levels of 
formal structuration. The fishers’ organizations in this case seem to rely heavily on a 
few highly involved leaders. In spite of their low level of formalization, the SLC have 
been relatively successful in mobilizing resources for their cause. They hold an annual 
fundraising event called the “Battle for the Bayou Bash”, to fund their ongoing 
campaign, which has been going for 8 years. They have had representatives appear at 
conferences and conventions to promote their position on diversions. One of their 
members, as part of another organization, was responsible for bringing together a range 
of academics at a convention on the seafood industry and restoration (Sea Grant, 2019 
). This included an LSU geomorphologist and a private-sector geologist, who are critical 
of diversions. These organizations connect to wider social networks through social 
media too. The SLC and Louisiana Shrimp Association connect to numerous other 
groups, such as the ‘Louisiana Commercial Fishermen’ Facebook page, which has 
almost 8000 followers, and the ‘Louisiana Coastal Geology’ page which has around 
3000 followers. But to give a sense of the scale of the opposition they are facing the 
‘Restore’ coalition has more than 80,000 followers.  

Aside from this horizontal reach this network of organizations also has some 
influence vertically. For example, the governments in affected parishes take the side of 
the fishers. St. Bernard Parish government officials have expressed the opinion that 
diversions are not the answer for restoration (Sneath, 2019). Plaquemines Parish 
Government has gone further, for example, denying the CPRA permission to collect 
soil samples associated with the construction of the mid-Barataria diversion 
(Schleifstein, 2018). Furthermore, members of both the SLC and Louisiana Shrimp 
Association are represented on the LDWF task forces, which are a points of contact 
between the industry and the state management authority. FNGO 1 suggested that the 
oyster fishers have more influence through this channel.  

8.4. Framing processes 

As I mentioned above, I focus my contribution to the movement on the issue of 
framing. In order to translate my work into a form that is more practically useful it will 
be instructive to first examine the framing processes and frames that have emerged in 
this struggle. In this section I discuss two dimensions of framing processes. The first is 
the relationship between grievances and frames. That is, the process by which the 
socially structured interests, both in relation to diversions and other environmental 
issues, are interpreted and then emerge as broader frames in the public sphere 
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(Simmons, 2014). The second dimension is the process of framing in the public sphere, 
a central feature of which is a framing contest (Tarrow, 2011) between the emerging 
movement and its adversaries. 

8.4.1. Grievances and frames 

In section 8.2 above I described how historical environmental change and the perceived 
inaction of the State are already a source of frustration for fishers. I also gave an account, 
in 6.2, of the kinds of changes that they are likely to be experienced due to diversions. 
Coastal environmental change has been driven by river engineering and oil and gas 
exploration, and will continue to be driven by climate change, and the State response 
to these changes. The prices of fish products and the incomes of fishers are affected by 
changes in global markets, fuel prices, and so on. The diversions themselves, as we saw, 
are an engineering response to environmental change at the same time as they are the 
centerpiece technology in the State’s plan for a new economic sector. All of these macro-
level processes are experienced and interpreted in various ways in the lives of fishers and 
their communities, whether through the amount of money in their pocket, the fact that 
they have to fish in different location, or through information they get through friends. 

How these processes are interpreted, what meaning is assigned to them and how they 
become collective ways of representing the problem, is a crucial process in the 
emergence of activism and social movements (McAdam et al., 1996). How they are 
understood collectively determines to a certain extent how they are acted upon, and 
how people seek to influence these underlying processes in hopes of addressing the 
grievances they experience. 

The intention with this analysis of framing is to find a way of making the work in 
this thesis relevant to movement organizations in the hopes that they would formulate 
a counter-hegemonic program based on capabilities expansion. So, as a way of 
understanding how an alternative, counter-hegemonic, framing might be strategically 
deployed by an organization in the movement I am guided by the following questions. 
How can the analysis in terms of capabilities be related to current collective frames? To 
what extent are current frames influenced by hegemonic ideological concepts?  

I look first at the range of concerns expressed by fishers either at meetings with the 
CPRA and LDWF in Plaquemines Parish and St. Bernard parishes on the 18th and 19th 
of February 2019, respectively, or directly to me after these meetings (see table 2). 
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8.4.2. The framing of grievances 

From the analysis of recordings and written notes from these meetings and subsequent 
interviews, I identified 8 themes around which the responses of fishers clustered. The 
themes are: anti-diversions; negative impacts on the fishing industry; migration; change 
in livelihood; differential impacts; corruption; injustice, and history. I will describe 
them below in approximate order of their frequency of occurrence. I save discussion of 
this analysis for 8.4.4, where I take it together with discussion of the public framing 
contest. 

Anti-diversions 
This theme describes various arguments that diversions will not work, or will not work 
as they are supposed to. There were outright statements such as, “it won’t build a 
football field”. People also drew on observations of previous diversion projects to argue 
that “we can go back and look at Caernarvon” and “we already know that diversions 
don’t work”. Such claims were often accompanied by arguments for alternative projects 
such as dredging and barrier island restoration, sometimes referring to particular 
suitable locations.  

Another aspect of this was questioning the validity of the knowledge that was being 
used in planning, or especially asking why the knowledge of the fishers was not used 
more. As one person claimed at a meeting, “you are not taking on board the knowledge 
in this room”.  

Negative impacts on the fishing industry (and broader economy) 
This theme together with the previous one was the most common in responses. The 
particular issues raised here included direct concern for the impacts of diversions on 
commercial species. One person asked, “what about the food source? A renewable 
resource…these estuaries are the nursery for the entire gulf of Mexico”. Others were 
concerned with the knock on effect this would have on other industries because of the 
local importance of fishing and seafood in tourism and hospitality. For example, 
someone asked, “would we risk, not just the commercial fishermen’s jobs, but the 
bartenders, the waitresses, the bussers, the hotel staff, the tour guides…” Along with 
these more nuanced arguments there were blunter statements that expressed frustration 
with the State, “that’s the Master Plan: to put us out of business”.  

Migration 
Some people related the negative impacts on the fishing industry to the question of 
migration and how this would affect fishers in other parts of the coast. The first 
commenter mentioned in the previous theme made the argument forcefully: 
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“We house the largest commercial fishing fleet in North America…if we move our 
fishermen through forced mass migration, as a cause of diversions, then our fishermen 
have to migrate into the other areas, whether it is to the west or the east of us, not only 
will we be impacted but those fishermen over there that are barely making it, our fleet is 
going to go over there and wipe out those bays” 

This point was also expressed at the individual level, “35 years you been kicking me 
down the line…now where you want me to move?” 

This is closely connected to the issue of being forced to change occupation or 
livelihood, which was also raised by numerous commentators. 

Change in livelihood 
Fishers were expecting that they may have to change occupation, “we have to look for 
another job, another way of life”. One person questioned if this was the reason for 
having these meetings, asking why they were conducting, “meetings on seeing what we 
can do to change our livelihoods. We don’t want to change nothing. Change your 
livelihood”. 

Differential impacts 
Some fishers understood that the impacts of the diversions, and the possibility for 
adaptation, would not be the same for everyone involved. For example, one person 
explained that:  

“There is a difference, when you talk about the fishing industry between the fleet 
industry, and the larger organizations, and the traditional family fishery. Because when 
you talk about moving to the new fishing areas that is going to, you know, have to take 
into account the smaller boats, traditional family fishermen, inland waters as opposed to 
going farther out.” 

On the other side of this, some fishers were talking about adapting precisely by getting 
bigger. One organization worker said that, “I know a lot of our fishermen are thinking 
building bigger so they can go further out or go further west…a lot of them are 
expanding bigger and better”. This was countered by someone asking, where they 
would get the deckhands for this? 

History 
We saw in section 8.2 how history plays a role in how people understand the current 
situation. This is evident in many people’s comments. On the one hand people 
expressed how they were tied to the place or the livelihood historically. One person 
spoke about how they had fished the resource “for generations”. On the other hand the 
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action of the State was sometimes put in the context of historical neglect of coastal 
change, as we saw above. Similarly, the issues of diversions were related to other acts by 
the State in the past that were seen as unjust. One fisher, for example, mentioned how 
the State had blown the levee in St. Bernard parish during the great flood of 1927 to 
relieve the pressure on the city of New Orleans. These dynamics of framing relating to 
history and the upstream/downstream divide are discussed in more detail by Lewis and 
Ernstson (2017).   

Corruption 
These last 2 themes were less frequently mentioned than the previous ones. The first is 
the suggestion of corruption in the planning process. One person warned the CPRA 
employee who was present at the meeting that, “you know we’ve been following the 
money” another asked, “who’s daddy’s consulting company got the job”, in reference 
to the contract to construct one of the diversions.  

The injustice of State action 
Similarly people argued that the whole consultation process was not genuine, that 
the CPRA, “don’t give us time for Q&A, don’t give us time for dialogue, throw us 
out when we ask crazy questions, then take our sign in sheet and say the commercial 
fishermen were there and were part of the process”. Another compared the action of 
the State to what would happen if it were a private company saying: “Whatever the 
government does it shouldn’t harm us… you think private industry could do this? 
Not a chance”.  

8.4.3. Framing in public contestation 

The framing of the issue that has emerged in the public sphere is mostly the 
responsibility of a few movement organizations, especially the SLC, in contestation 
with the State and its allies. The data in this section comes from review of public 
comments, public hearing transcripts and NPO, particularly in the CMP outreach and 
engagement processes (see table 3). It also involves review of media articles, particularly 
from Louisiana newspapers, NOLA.com and The Advocate, and other publications on 
the internet and in social media, especially those of the SLC and the Walton funded 
conservation NGOs, the ‘Restore’ coalition.  

The four major themes that I identified in this material are: pro/anti-diversions; 
science, who’s right and who’s wrong; negative impacts on the fishing industry, and 
negative impacts of the spring 2019 floods.  
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Pro/anti diversions 
The first point here is not so much that there are pro- and anti- positions in relation to 
diversions, but the extent to which this issue tends to dominate the discussion of coastal 
restoration. It is certainly not the only thing that is discussed, but when it comes to the 
discussion, of the potential negative effects of restoration or resistance to the coastal 
program Extension 3, Fisheries Academic, and SENGO 1 all agreed that this dichotomy 
dominates. This is in spite of the range of other issues that have been pointed out with 
coastal planning, as we saw in chapter 3. Extension 3, also expressed surprise at the fact 
that so many environmental organizations were taking up a position that was against 
small-scale fishers. 

There is a hard division between these camps. In the words of Extension 3 almost no-
one “can see both sides”. For example, one environmental NGO worker that I spoke 
to (SENGO 2), said that though they were currently trying to get a better deal for 
fishers, if it came down to a choice between fishers or diversions they would choose 
diversions. Another fishing NGO worker, FNGO 1, expressed to me that having the 
opinion that diversions could be made compatible with the needs of fishers was too 
controversial to mention. WNGO 1 explained that the promotion of diversions was the 
whole reason for the Walton Family Foundation’s involvement in the coastal program.  

Science: who’s right and who’s wrong? 
The terms of the debate between the pro- and anti- diversions camps seem to have 
started to crystallize when a group of 27 scientists, sponsored by the Walton funded 
‘Restore’ coalition of NGOs, published a full page advertisement in a number of 
publications on the 3rd of May 2015 (Bahr et al., 2015). This letter started by extolling 
the objectivity of the science that supported diversions: “An objective examination of 
all of our coast and all who depend upon it, now and in the future, reveals that a 
solution is available: manage the Mississippi River to build new wetlands”. It then 
claims that resistance to the diversions is based on “exaggerations and speculations” and 
these themselves represent the self-interest of the fishers taking precedence over 
consideration of the greater good, “We realize that the environmental cost of diversions 
will be borne by a few Louisianans in this generation whereas the environmental and 
economic benefits will be spread throughout coastal Louisiana for generations to 
come”. They strike a conciliatory note by saying that measures must be taken to address 
the concerns of fishers. 

The SLC responded to this with a letter of their own. They respond to the claims of 
objectivity by claiming that the letter from the ‘Restore’ coalition is, “meant to deflect 
further discussion of this complex and controversial issue rather than spark an honest 
consideration of the claimed “objective examination” and “guarantee” of success about 
Mississippi River diversions” (Save Louisiana Coallition, 2015). They then go on to 
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question the interests behind the position of the ‘Restore’ coalition claiming that, “there 
is just as much, if not more, potential for “parochial” interests among consultants 
contractors, engineering firms, bureaucrats, government employees and others whose 
profits and very jobs depend on promotion of these unproven and mega-expensive 
projects to keep the cash flowing”.  

Lewis and Ernstson (2017) have argued, convincingly, that this dispute in the public 
sphere has elevated the public discussion around diversions, and even stimulated the 
State to put together an Expert Panel on Diversions. But while it may have elevated the 
scientific discussion around how and whether diversions will work, the terms of the 
discussion do not seem to have broadened. Questioning both the science of diversions 
and the interests behind it, has remained the central way in which the SLC has attacked 
the State and its allies since. For example in comments at a public hearing in 2017, the 
head of the SLC stated: “SLC firmly believes these diversion  projects cannot be 
operated in any adaptive management regime to protect our fisheries, and still offer any 
substantial land building capabilities, nullifying any cost-benefit”. In 2019 on their 
Facebook page the SLC attacked one of the member organizations of the ‘Restore’ 
coalition of NGOs, the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) with a post saying, “How 
hypocritical! The EDF denouncing “censored science” used by EPA, while they 
embrace “voodoo science” used to their full support of so called “sediment diversions” 
that will devastate our estuaries”. 

But it is not just the SLC, or those resistant to diversions, that have maintained the 
debate on these terms. The ‘Restore’ coalition continues to promote the diversions 
largely on the grounds that they will be successful in building land and will not 
significantly harm fisheries. At the same time they have been less vocal on their earlier 
insistence that something must be done to address the admitted impacts on fisheries.  

Furthermore, in trying to get the upper hand in this struggle, it seems that both sides 
have interpreted science to suit their purpose in a way that distorts the actual evidence. 
For example, in Renfro (2018) the ‘Restore’ coalition go to efforts to undermine some 
of the claims that have been made by opponents of diversions. For example, they 
examine one of the papers that opponents cite, Howes et al. (2010), which the 
opponents claim argues that freshwater diversions weaken marshes making them less 
resistant to damage by hurricanes. The ‘Restore’ coalition claim, that what this “paper 
actually concluded was that marshes with low mineral sediment input… are weaker 
and more vulnerable to storms because of their lack of sediment”. But when one looks 
at the paper, one sees that low mineral sediment is only one factor among many that 
might explain why the marshes in the study were weakened and the actual conclusion 
of the paper reads, “low salinity wetlands are vulnerable to bulk erosion of the marsh 
platform during storms due to weaker soil strengths and reduced rooting depths” 
(Howes et al. 2010) p. 14018. With that said, it is also true that the way the SLC 
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represents this information is not necessarily in good faith either. On their homepage, 
for example, they claim that coastal restoration has been the greatest cause of wetland 
loss (Save Louisiana Coallition, 2018) referring to a freshwater diversion.  

There is a similar pattern to the discussion over dredging where opponents of 
diversions put forward arguments for why it is superior and the State, or the ‘Restore’ 
coalition, respond by point out its poor cost/benefit ratio. 

The apparent certainty of both sides in this debate belies the uncertainty that 
characterizes the scientific debate at this stage, which I discussed in 3.2.1. While it 
seems that under certain conditions diversions can be successful in building land, there 
is still a lot we do not know. We also know that they are likely to be harmful to 
ecosystems with a certain pattern of impacts on fish species. But the terms of debate 
seem to be stuck on the issue of whose science is right.  

This has led to the perception in some quarters that there is an overlap between the 
pro-diversion camp with pro-science ideology and the anti-diversion camp with anti-
science and anti-restoration sentiment. This was repeated to me by FNGO 1 and 
Extension 3. One fisher at and LSF meeting argued that the State make it look like, 
“fishermen just want to use it ‘til we lose it and that we are not true conservationists. 
Paint us as the bad guys!” Articles in the media that represent fishers as anti-
conservation contribute to this perception. For example, when Marshall (2019) argues 
that, “those fishers fighting diversions are, whether they realize it or not, also fighting 
to prevent future generations from enjoying the fishing they have today”. 

The perceived anti-science position of the fishers may explain why certain elements 
of the discourse of climate denialism seems to be appearing in the public discussion 
over diversions and coastal restoration, especially on social media. Connection are made 
between arguments that climate change is not human induced and arguments that the 
majority of subsidence comes from deep processes. This is related to the debate over 
the relative contributions of shallow and deep subsidence, which I discussed in 2.2.1. 
In this discussion shallow subsidence is seen as something for which humans have 
greater responsibility whereas deep processes are seen as out of range of human 
influence. The argument goes that if deep non-human processes are to blame for land-
loss this is similar to how natural process are to blame for climate change. 

Negative impacts on the fishing industry 
At the level of public debate we see similar concerns to those raised by the individual 
fishers with regard to the expected effects on the fishing industry. Whereas the debate 
over science is dominated by the SLC, the other organizations in the network seem to 
be more concerned with the impacts on the industry. The group of eight smaller 
NGOs, in comments to the CPRA on the CMP, argued that the “CPRA’s diversion 
projects could significantly and negatively impact our diverse fishing industry” (Speyrer 
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& Woodard, 2017b). In a public hearing one person from an organization representing 
Vietnamese fishers, referring to a presentation that they had seen a year prior to the 
public hearing, stated, “it has been over a year since this meeting and it is still not clear 
how the CPRA will address the loss of brown shrimp in the commercial fishing 
industry” (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017a). The SLC also raise this issue, “we are very 
concerned about the issues because our commercial and recreational fishing industries 
are very important to our economy. Not just to St. Bernard's economy, but the whole 
state's economy” (Speyrer & Woodard, 2017a). 

Negative impacts of spring 2019 floods 
This is something which has appeared recently in the public sphere. In response to the 
freshwater flooding of 2019, due to the prolonged opening of the Bonnet Carre 
spillway, much of the media and social media related to diversions has now become 
tied to this event. For example, an article in a national publication stated that, “the 
torrent of river water pushing into Gulf estuaries is decimating crab, oyster and shrimp 
populations”, and goes on to compare it to the proposed diversions: 

But many fishermen who have worked in these areas for generations suspect something 
else is threatening their future: politics. As part of a plan to save Louisiana’s rapidly 
sinking coastline, state agencies want to pump in more sediment-heavy river water to 
help rebuild the disappearing land. Fishermen question the efficacy of freshwater 
diversions and worry about the dangers to fisheries and marine life posed by these 
projects. They question why NOAA would grant waivers to Louisiana last year to bypass 
the Marine Mammal Protection Act and allow the freshwater diversion construction to 
proceed (Kistner, 2019).  

A post from the SLC on Facebook on the 13th of February 2020 makes the same 
comparison, “Great thinking!! The Bonnet Carre opening caused $258 million in 
fisheries disaster that lasted 123 days. So, what does the state want to do? Spend millions 
more to build a river diversion to put the same river water in EVERY year!! Simply 
amazing!!”  

8.4.4. Frames in relation to capabilities and hegemony 

What does this analysis of framing processes reveal about the struggle in terms of 
ideological struggle under hegemony, and the goal of strengthening the position of the 
movement?   

From the first part of the analysis we can see that the meanings attached to grievances 
by the fishers correspond fairly closely to the perspective of capabilities, even if there is 
not a one to one match. The fishers raise many issues that would challenge the 
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utilitarian assumptions about impacts and recovery. They refer to the likelihood of 
migration and the problems this will bring, they refer to fact that diversions will have 
differential impacts, they have expressed their resistance to changing occupation, and 
so on. All of these problematize the assumption of a smooth transition to other 
employment or adaptation to changed conditions, which State seems to assume.  

On the other hand, while elements of the hegemonic ideology are to be found at the 
level of individual fishers, when we look to the level of the public discussion its imprint 
is much more apparent. The terms of the discussion in the public sphere are much 
reduced compared to the variety of concerns raised by individual fishers. It seems that 
the framing contest between the State and the SLC has acted to reduce the range of 
concerns expressed by those resisting diversions. The focus is on the science of 
diversions and aggregate level impacts to the fishing industry. It has reduced the 
discussion to terms that the hegemonic ideology can easily win on.  

When the science of diversions is attacked it either refutes the arguments with more 
science or dismisses the opponents as anti-science. If concerns are raised about the 
negative impacts on the fisheries little is mentioned about distributive effects or 
differential impact of these. The challenge coming from the fishers’ organizations does 
not challenge the aggregative approach of the State. And so the State is never forced to 
justify causing negative impacts on certain groups of people, or explain why it should 
be those people who bear the costs.  

8.5. The current state of the emergent movement  

There is an emergent movement, but it is loosely organized, with limited resources and 
a range of different claims. It is up against a hegemonic bloc, which is very powerful, 
and has reach deep into civil society. The framing that is emerging in the public sphere 
has tended to get subsumed by the hegemonic ideology, which is mobilized by the 
State, the CPRA, and its allies. There are a range of potential political opportunities in 
the form of new openings, potential alliances and elite tensions, which it may be 
possible for the movement to exploit in the future. But, there are also threats in the 
form of potential State responses, which could create a wider divergence of interests 
within the currently allied groups. In the next chapter I outline the ways in which the 
analysis in the previous chapters of the thesis might be useful in this particular moment 
of movement emergence, and what questions remain to be answered.  
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9. Putting the alternative into practice 

9.1.1. Putting immanent critique into practice at the social level  

The argument for capabilities expansion is based on critique of the utilitarianism of the 
State’s planning approach. But the capabilities approach itself lacked a realistic 
conceptualization of operationalization. I introduced the gramscian concept of counter-
hegemonic struggle to account for the process of social change that can make 
capabilities expansion the criteria for judgement in coastal planning. I argued that a 
social movement would be necessary to make capabilities expansion the basis of 
decision-making in coastal planning. So I brought social movement theory in to the 
analysis to understand the emergence of the fishers’ struggle as a potential such 
movement.  

And now comes the time to suggest how this analysis might be put into practice by 
the emergent movement; how it can contribute to their day-to-day actions. I have 
already argued that for movement organizations to accept this contribution they will 
have to see it as useful for their purpose. At the same time, my job as a researcher is not 
to promote the movement instrumentally towards whatever its goal is, but to try to 
nudge it in the direction of fighting for capabilities expansion, because that is what the 
analysis recommends. If it is to be useful, and therefore convincing, to movement 
organizations it must be relevant to the situation they find themselves in at the time the 
advice is given. It should be something that can be drawn on in participatory processes, 
in protests, when articulating demands, countering the State’s arguments from their 
opponents, and so on.  

But let me be crystal clear, I am not arguing that this analysis is the only knowledge, 
or type of knowledge, that is important for the movement. The experiential knowledge 
of the movement is just as important. These types of knowledge fulfill different roles. 
Experiential knowledge will be at least as important to the success of the movement as 
academic knowledge. Furthermore, what I am calling academic knowledge is not 
something just generated by people working within academia. What I am calling 
academic knowledge is that which can provide systematic and evidence based analysis 
of the natural and social dynamics of the problem that the movement responds to. It 
could equally be called theoretical or scientific knowledge. This kind of knowledge can 
be developed by anyone with the desire and the resources. It can be translated into 
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knowledge that is useful for the advance of the movement. But, with that said, it is also 
limited.  

It is limited by the disciplines that it employs, and to some extent by the skills and 
knowledge of the researcher. Different individuals, in different contexts will have 
different capacities to interact with and to study different movements, and this will be 
colored by a range of personal and contextual factors too long to list. Whatever analysis 
a researcher produces is limited in that it can and should only ever be offered in the 
form of advice, to be weighed against the other advice and reasoning that movement 
leaders always consider. For example, I can propose a shift in the framing of demands 
to an organization leader. Though I may believe this better fits the state of scientific 
knowledge and provides a powerful counter-hegemonic argument, which could help 
build alliances, it will be up to the leader to decide if and when and how to use it. They 
will decide, if and how to express it to their base, and this will be based on their 
experiential knowledge. Furthermore, there are things that analysis can say nothing 
about, like when, where and what form protests should take. In these cases experiential 
knowledge is all-important.  

I argue in this section that there should be a pivot in framing. But, even if practically 
speaking a particular movement organization would be the target of such advice, I will 
not focus on any one movement organization in particular. What I present here would 
have to be adapted to the particular circumstances of that organization. That process 
would depend on further work with a particular organization. What I present below 
could form the basis of the advice to any of the organizations that I discussed in the 
previous chapter, but how this happens should be the subject of further work. 

9.2. A pivot in framing 

I focus on developing a contribution to the conscious process of framing: of the 
problem, the struggle, the claims, the targets, and so on. This becomes a subject of 
strategizing as the movement develops (McAdam et al., 1996). The general argument 
I follow, is built on that made in chapter 7, that a framing based on the critique from 
the perspective of capabilities can be more successful than the current framing. That is 
because the current framing in the public sphere is in the grip of hegemonic ideology 
as I argued in 8.4, focused on the science of diversions and the impacts of diversions of 
fisheries in aggregate. The goal is to develop a framing that is counter-hegemonic.  

I argued in chapter 7 that a counter-hegemonic framing is one that corresponds to a 
rationality of social organization which is superior, or more rational, than the 
incumbent one. Meaning, that it distributes the costs and benefits of restoration in a 
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more rational way, for example, with the costs accruing to those who can best bear 
them. Because of this, the argument goes, it could eventually help to create a broad 
coalition, and further down the line, a popular movement, which can reorganize society 
according to this rationality.  

We saw in the last chapter how the public debate had become constructed in terms 
of the current state of the science and what science was valid, with a strict dichotomy 
between a pro-diversion side and an anti-diversion side. Impacts on the fishing industry 
were discussed mostly at the level of the entire industry. The general argument which I 
elaborate below is that framing the program, the demands, the impacts, and so on, in 
terms of capabilities can accomplish a number of tasks. Using this framing might help 
in avoiding the public discussion being reduced to the terms of hegemonic ideology; it 
can undermine the arguments of the State while continuing to represent the interests 
of the fishers and seafood workers.    

9.2.1. A contribution to framing 

The point of immanent critique is that the explanation that is developed is more 
comprehensive than what it critiques. In other words it explains everything that the 
critiqued system of thought does, and then some anomalies which the system of 
thought it critiques cannot (Bhaskar, 2010). Using an analysis based on immanent 
critique would mean that the fishers can use the same facts and data as the State to 
support their position, but also explain more. They currently ignore the evidence upon 
which the CMP is based and rely solely on different studies and different interpretations 
to oppose the CPRA. This is a good example of what Gramsci (2012) warned against, 
quoted at the start of chapter 7, that is, seeing the current state of affairs as a trap or 
deception, as opposed to the result of a flawed rationality.  

Relying on the analysis based in immanent critique, would allow the movement to 
incorporate all the evidence that the State uses to support its position but show how 
this is flawed. The State’s own data and studies, as well as multiple independent studies, 
all accept that there will be serious impacts to certain fisheries in particular areas. They 
also accept that there is high degree of uncertainty. By stressing these accepted negative 
points, and bringing more attention to the distribution of impacts and the losses 
beyond just income, the movement can incorporate all the evidence the State presents 
but, by presenting its contradictions, undermine it more effectively.  

This argument suggests two substantive points which I argue can make up the 
content of a strategic shift in framing. The first is a shift toward focus on the multiple 
and differential impacts of the diversions. The second is to rely on the actual state of 
scientific knowledge on diversions, which is highly uncertain.   
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 The first point, is to bring more attention to the distribution of the impacts of 
diversions, and the nature of the losses to well-being, including but going beyond, the 
loss of income. This critique can be based on the expected pattern of damage from 
studies like (de Mutsert, Lewis, Milroy, et al., 2017) or the socio-economic study (REC 
and EE, 2016). At the moment, as we saw in 8.4, the framing coming from movement 
organizations in the public sphere tends to talk about impacts to the fishing industry, 
but not so much in terms of the distribution of impacts. But we know from the CPRA’s 
own studies (Groves et al., 2017; REC and EE, 2016) that the State frames success in 
terms of aggregate outcomes for the industry, be it in terms of fish stocks or 
contribution to GDP. This means that it can ignore claims that question the aggregate 
impact, because the model upon which the State relies predicts positive outcomes at 
this level.  

The concerns voiced by fishers in 8.4.1 are more specific, and more in line with the 
disaggregated approach of capabilities. They do mention the general economic impact, 
but they also mention the pressure that will be put on particular areas, how this will 
lead to people migrating into other areas and putting pressure on fisheries there. They 
also raise concerns about the different impacts that will be experienced by small family-
run operations compared to larger operations. We may not know exactly how severe 
these impacts will be or precisely whom will be affected, but we can say with a high 
degree of confidence that there will be a certain pattern of differential impacts. These 
might not affect the overall fishing industry at the level of contribution to GDP, but 
the point here is that there are substantial differential negative impacts.  

What is more, the State’s utilitarian approach focuses only on contribution of 
fisheries to the GDP as an indicator of overall welfare. The analysis from the perspective 
of capabilities points to a range of other losses to well-being that might be experienced, 
like loss of cultural and community connections, or a particularly valued way of life. 
These are nominally concerns that the State shares (CPRA, 2017c), but which they take 
no specific actions to address (Groves et al., 2017).   

What claims or demands go along with this framing? This is more speculative and 
would have to be discussed with the particular organization. But it could include, for 
example, demands for the full range of impacts to be taken into account rather than 
demands for an outright stop to diversions; this would require better scientific 
understanding of the impacts of diversions. It might also involve a demand for a 
guaranteed stop to construction if studies show that diversions are not going to work 
according to pre-defined criteria (in terms of substantive freedoms and functionings), 
and the threat of further disruptive action if they were to go ahead in spite of that. They 
might also demand that if diversions are to go ahead they will be accompanied by a 
comprehensive plan that can make up for lost capabilities and functionings, for 
example, community relocation, compensation, retraining, and so on. 
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The second substantive point is that the movement organizations should base their 
argument strictly on the current state of scientific knowledge on diversions to make 
their argument. The best characterization of the current state of science is that there is 
some evidence that diversions might work under certain circumstances, but whether 
they will work as desired in the planned cases is highly uncertain. State scientists at 
various levels have said that the State should be more forthcoming about uncertainty 
(Callaway et al., 2017; Sneath, 2017). The USGS has created models that disagree with 
the State’s as to the efficacy of the planned diversions (Brown, 2017). There has, as yet, 
been very little modeling of how the diversions would be operated, and how differences 
in operation regimes would impact particular species and land-building.  

A pivot from outright rejection of the State’s arguments to highlighting the admitted 
uncertainty could allow movement organizations to avoid the trap of falling into the 
strict pro/anti diversions camps, which causes them to become associated with anti-
science ideology. They can rather present diversions as highly uncertain, even 
experimental, technologies, which come with a high degree of risk. They can also make 
a point of gaining the legitimacy of using the best science available, including the State’s 
own studies. 

As well as these two major points, there are a number of minor points that would be 
in line with the analysis from the perspective of capabilities. One example of this, 
(which is already being tried) is highlighting the impacts that freshwater flooding from 
the Bonnet Carre spillway is having on non-commercial species, especially the bottle-
nosed dolphin. This can be used to highlight the effects that diversions will have on 
other species, which are not taken into account in the current CMP.  

Another is to highlight restoration technologies or approaches that are conspicuously 
absent from the discussion. The back-filling of canals here is particularly relevant. This 
seems to be a cost-effective way of restoring wetlands, which may not be favored due 
to its implicating the responsibility of oil-companies (Turner & McClenachan, 2018). 
It could be used, for example, as an argument for how certain environmental benefits 
could be achieved in the event that diversions were not to go ahead.  

Finally, it is possible that demands for additional social spending will be met with a 
response that there is not enough money to go around, as the current Executive 
Director of the CPRA has stated (Project Earth, 2017). Here I think it will be important 
to highlight the ambiguity which surrounds constraints on the spending of BP 
settlement funds, as we saw in 3.3.1.  

9.2.2. What can a shift in framing achieve? 

Is what sense is this a better framing? One might be tempted to argue that it is better 
because it is more objectively grounded, but in today’s post-truth world it is not obvious 
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that arguments gain any legitimacy purely for their basis in science. The point here is 
not just to make a more rational argument, but that a more rational argument is also 
practically useful. Meaning that it will assist with the advance of the movement.  So the 
question is: how does this change in framing address some of the practical problems 
that the movement is facing or will face in its advance? Can it help to take advantage 
of the political opportunities and respond to threats I discussed in the previous chapter? 
Can it assist in expanding the mobilizing network, or in the mobilization of resources? 

The main strategic advantages I think that this framing can have are that it can 
provide a more coherent framing across the network of movement organizations; that 
it can help to build alliances with some more neutral organizations, and that it may 
help to exploit existing elite tensions. 

It can potentially provide a more coherent framing for the movement organizations 
because it represents the various interests expressed by the various organizations. But 
establishing this would require more work to understand why particular organizations 
employ the frames that they do presently.  

The second point is that it can assist with the building of alliances and expand the 
mobilizing network. If we divide civil society organizations into pro and anti-diversion 
camps, on the pro side there are the conservation focused Walton sponsored NGOs, 
and smaller environmental NGOs. This latter group are more sympathetic to the plight 
of the fishers. We saw, for example, that SENGO 2 stated that if their NGO was forced 
to choose between diversions and fishers, it would side with diversions. The framing of 
the issue which enforces this harsh dichotomy is standing in the way, in my 
understanding, of these small environmental organizations more vocally supporting the 
fishers.  

There is further evidence that an alliance between these smaller environmental 
groups might be a possibility. In a recent Facebook post the SLC welcomed the fact 
that Healthy Gulf, one of the smaller environmental NGOs, were considering suing 
the Army Corps of Engineers because of the effect of the opening of the Bonnet Carre 
spillway on the saltwater and brackish bays. The SLC expressed the hope that they 
might support the SLC in their campaign against diversions because diversions would 
have similar impacts as the spillway has had.  

There may also be the possibility of taking advantage of the elite tensions that were 
revealed by the lawsuit taken by coastal parishes, supported by the city of New Orleans, 
against oil companies. Some of the small environmental NGOs as well as the Governor 
came out in support of this case, whereas the Walton funded NGOs did not. Certain 
coastal parishes also already support the fishers in the struggle. If a switch in framing 
could facilitate alliances with smaller environmental NGOs, there is the possibility of 
accessing an even wider network of support. But further research as the movement 
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grows would be required to understand the potential for this and how it could be 
achieved in terms of concrete steps.   

There would be no point in proposing a different framing if it did not seem likely 
that it would be acceptable to the movement organizations and the people they 
represent. I think that there is good reason to expect that the framing I suggest here 
would be, based on how this framing is coherent with the types of claims that were 
brought up in the meetings in Chapter 8, and many of the claims in public comments 
and at public hearings. With that said, the particular articulation of this framing that 
organizations would be willing to use would have to be worked out.  

On this issue the biggest difficulty I foresee with this last point would be avoiding 
the outright claim that diversions will not build land, and maintaining the focus on the 
localized and differential impacts of diversions, and uncertainty. According to Della 
Porta and Diani (2020) strong ideological commitment is common to grassroots 
groups as it serves to maintain solidarity but it can affect their ability to handle evidence 
and thereby stand in the way of their advance. It might be difficult for the fishers to 
leave their anti-diversion commitment aside. We saw in 8.4, that many fishers believe, 
based on their first-hand experience of previous freshwater diversions, that sediment 
diversions will not work in terms of land-building20. On the other hand, according to 
FNGO 1, the belief that diversions will not work is not universal among fishers. This 
suggests that this pivot might be acceptable if it came with some success in advancing 
their movement. 

Threats 
The most immediate threat to the success of the movement comes from the likelihood 
that responses from the State, such as offering loans or compensation will be satisfactory 
to some and not to others. As I argued in 6.2, if these responses are true to past form 
the needs of the worst-off will not be met and the vulnerable will be left behind. To 
counter this, there is the possibility that the above shift in framing, were it to help bring 
in an expanded network of organizations, would put the movement in a better position 
to continue to fight for the expansion of the capabilities of the worst-off.  

But it is also possible that the movement would die out, with the better-off elements 
being provided for, through loans or compensation, and the worse-off losing out. John 
Arena documents precisely these dynamics in the fight for public housing in the wake 
of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (Arena, 2012). Of note in his analysis, given the 
role of the Walton foundation in coastal planning, is the role played by private 
foundations and non-profits in facilitating this co-optation. Fighting against these 

                                                      
20 Though they are called sediment diversions there will still be significant amounts of freshwater. Some 

fishers are sceptical of the name sediment diversions seeing it as a rebranding of the same technique.  
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forces will require a movement that can center the concerns of these groups. It remains 
to be seen whether the fishers’ movement will be able to do this and resist the tendencies 
towards co-optation.  

But what this threat highlights both about environmental problems and 
environmental movements, is that questions of distribution and social differentiation 
continue to be relevant throughout the development of the movement. This suggests 
that maintaining a strong movement for capabilities expansion as a resolution to 
environmental problems will require that the movement be a movement of the worse-
off, the subaltern groups in society. This does not mean that the movement should be 
solely composed of these groups, but that their concerns are centered.  

9.3. Further research 

9.3.1. Bringing research to movement organizations 

The next step in operationalizing this research would be to approach a particular 
movement organization and recommend this pivot in framing. This would involve the 
selection of a particular organization, learning more about their particular practice and 
opening a dialogue with some member or members. This would involve negotiation 
back and forth about what they would expect, what I could offer, and so on. Without 
giving a full account of this process, the point is that taking the above argument and 
translating it into advice to a particular movement organization is another process, 
which involves research, interpersonal communication, building trust, and so on. It is 
not just a matter of presenting research findings or dissemination, but a targeted 
extension of the research process. Here theories of organizations and intellectuals would 
be useful.  

9.3.2. Ongoing contextual analysis of politics and civil society 

The reframing that I argued for above is formulated at a particular point in time and is 
suited to that conjuncture. As the movement develops, or fails to do so, the context will 
change, and this will require continued analysis. For example, I suggested that it might 
be possible in the future to exploit some elite tensions that exist in terms of 
environmental policy in the state. Understanding how to go about this, would similarly 
require ongoing contextual analysis of the relationships between the political and civil 
society actors involved.  
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In general movements have a need for continued contextual analysis of this kind. 
This presents a challenge for movements to provide the resources to what may be 
considered non-essential activities given the limited resources with which many 
movement organizations operate. It also presents a challenge for academia. Beyond the 
hesitance in academic circles to be seen as ‘political’, it is not clear that funding streams 
are set up for such long term engagement.   

9.3.3. Study of other restoration techniques 

Continued analysis of the political context should be accompanied by continued study 
of the biophysical systems and restoration technologies involved in coastal planning, as 
well as their social and economic effects. For example, I mentioned previously how 
understanding the impacts of diversions in terms of capabilities would require better 
knowledge of the ecological and social impacts of diversions, at appropriate levels of 
spatial and temporal scale. 
Both movement organizations and the CPRA would benefit from exploring alternative 
restoration techniques, such as canal back-filling and up-river restoration, which would 
broaden the possibilities for future plans.  

9.3.4. Relating to the other problems on the coast 

Beyond the issue of river diversions, which have been the focus of most of this thesis, 
there are other problems with the coastal program that I have only touched upon 
recently, for example, the impact of planning on coastal settlement and migration 
patterns. I have briefly suggested the types of considerations that a capabilities approach 
would take into account on this issue, but this problem is worthy of further 
investigation in its own right. Then there is the question of how or if the fishers’ 
movement would relate to these problems and other environmental struggles in the 
coast; the climate movement, and the environmental justice movements in in the 
industrial corridor between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, known as cancer alley. 

The final issue which is of particular relevance to the fishers concerns the long term 
dynamics of the fishing sector, aside from the issue of diversions. There are numerous 
other pressures that they face, from changing environmental conditions to pressure 
from imports, and so on. I think a particularly interesting question given the 
environmental problems faced by the industry and particular character of Louisiana 
fisheries, characterized by small-scale family fishers, is of devising a long term strategy 
for the sector. This should address the capabilities of those working within it, including 
seafood workers, deckhands and small scale family fishers, and the goals for 
environmental integrity. Such strategy should also address the long-term sustainability 
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of the fisheries, In that this would likely deal with pressures towards the maximization 
of profit, pressures toward the maintenance of low sale prices, and the maintenance of 
ecosystem integrity and so on, this would likely represent another case of a conflict 
between environmental aims and social claims, which could be investigated using a 
similar approach that as in this thesis.21  

In the concluding chapters I will reflect back on this approach, what it has achieved 
and how it relates to competing approaches in sustainability research.  

                                                      
21 I have outlined an approach to relate goals for sustainability in particular economic sectors to 

environmental movements in an article (O'Byrne, 2020). 
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PART 3: Conclusion and 
Contextualization 
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10. Conclusion of the case 

The state of Louisiana is faced with the catastrophic loss of coastal wetlands. I started 
this thesis with an examination of this phenomenon to see what could and should be 
done about it. The natural dynamics of the Mississippi River Delta and hundreds of 
years of human interventions mean that there is no pristine condition that can be 
returned to, nor is there a universally accepted ideal state that should be aimed at. The 
current way of managing the phenomenon includes a tacit definition of a problem. So 
my focus switched from the question of how the problem of land-loss can be solved, to 
assessing whether the current approach to solving the problem was sufficient and 
appropriate. According to the CPRA’s protection and restoration planning, coastal 
land-loss is viewed as a threat to the supportive conditions for society and economic 
activity. Therefore to address this problem the CPRA has decided to protect certain 
areas and restore wetlands. Its approach to deciding what should be protected and what 
land should be restored is utilitarian, in the sense this is used in economic decision-
making, meaning that it is based on an understanding of human well-being which 
relates aggregate measures of social wealth to the general welfare of society. This means 
that the goal of protection and restoration is to maintain growth in GDP, by protecting 
particular areas of high value and supporting particularly important industries. In 
assessing whether this approach was adequate I found that it was flawed on its own 
terms; in seeking to maximize the general welfare it is likely to decrease the well-being 
of a significant group of people, a group who are already some of the worse-off in 
society. Furthermore, in only considering the contribution of nature to income and 
GDP, it fails to take account of other reasons why nature is valuable to people.  

I examined these dynamics in relation to the impact of river diversions on fishing 
communities and found that river diversions are likely to put some fishers and seafood 
workers out of work, force people to move, cause disturbance to coastal and cultural 
communities, cause damage to particular species, and other negative impacts. As a result 
fishing communities have started to resist the diversions. The approach of the existing 
plan is designed to prevent the inundation of the coast and the impacts of this on 
people’s lives, but in doing so it neglects a significant group in society who are left with 
no alternative but to protest. To refer back to the title of this thesis, it may stop the 
water, but is has created a fire.  
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But it does not have to be so. I argued that an alternative logic to guide decision-
making is called for, one which focuses on human freedom. More specifically, to 
respond to the problems with the current approach the alternative should focus on the 
expansion of capabilities, starting with the worst-off. As well as employment and 
income, this would involve the consideration of the range of different ways in which 
nature contributes to human society. Operationalizing such an approach would require 
detailed study of the potential ecological and socio-economic impacts of diversions, at 
the disaggregated level sufficient to understand the impact on particular groups in 
particular locations. It would also involve the broad participation of the public to 
identify which capabilities should be prioritized for expansion. While it is not possible 
to say what the outcome of such a decision-making procedure would be concretely, it 
is possible to say what would be on the table for consideration that is not currently. It 
may be that diversions would go ahead, but it would require that social programs be 
put in place to help fishers adjust to the new conditions, for example, community 
relocation, education for other jobs, financial compensation to purchase new 
equipment and so on. This would require spending to be redirected from some other 
activity, be it within the coastal program or through some other appropriation. I argue 
that this should happen at the expense of those who can most afford it. I argued that a 
logic of decision-making that is open to such possibilities is more rational than the one 
that is currently in place, where huge sums of money are directed to industrial subsidies 
and to precarious marsh creation projects, with none available for fishers in dire straits.  

Amartya Sen’s idea of capabilities is that expansion of the capabilities of the worst-
off will benefit all in society and will, as a result, be accepted by those in power. I argued 
that, in fact, expanding the capabilities of the worst-off may involve the redistribution 
of costs to some better-off sector of society, meaning that this strategy is likely to meet 
with resistance. The incumbent utilitarian approach is supported by a broad alignment 
of interests, including important economic sectors and certain brands of 
environmentalism. So, though such a decision-making approach with capabilities 
expansion as its metrics might be more rational, it is not necessarily the case that such 
a procedure will be put in place by the government. I argued, drawing on Gramsci’s 
theory of hegemony, that realizing the capabilities approach would have to be the task 
of the emergent fishers’ movement. I then focused on making my research useful to the 
fishers’ movement in their practical activities, of making demands, arguing with 
adversaries and appealing to the public and possible allies.  

I argued that an analysis from the perspective of capabilities is both an accurate 
representation of the interests that lie behind the movement and that it can help the 
movement advance. In order to understand how the analysis could be made useful to 
the current (at the time of writing) practice of the movement, I went to the emergent 
movement and studied its development up to the current conjuncture using the 
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political process approach in social movement theory (Tilly & Wood, 2015). My 
analysis provides movement organizations with material which can be used to point out 
the shortcomings, the faulty rationality, the inconsistency of the existing plan in 
participatory processes, or when making demands in protests and demonstrations. I 
argued that the analysis might be effective in helping propose a coherent program across 
movement organizations and assisting them in expanding their network through 
alliances with other organizations. It is my hope that if this framing were taken up it 
would strengthen the movement in fighting for changes to the coastal program that 
would protect the worse-off. That is where the thesis stops. But there is still research 
required to bring this analysis to the movement, albeit research that is even more 
practice oriented. This must deal with questions like which organizations to approach, 
at what time and so on. Indeed, research could continue as long as the movement is 
active, it would change as the movement develops and adapt to victories or losses. 
Research and analysis are ideally complements to and a part of movement practice. 
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11. Contextualization of the approach 

If one intention of the thesis was to contribute to addressing a particular environmental 
problem practically, the other was to contribute to the development of a research 
program in Sustainability Science, as a field still in the making. In the introduction I 
described how the approach to this was to try to extend an already existing research 
program (Boda & Faran, 2018) according to what Lakatos calls its positive heuristic 
(Lakatos, 1978). This research program, has a number of core assumptions and a 
growing theoretical model. Working in this positive heuristic involved working out the 
implications of these assumptions and expanding the theoretical model in work on a 
particular case. What I achieved in terms of the case is described in the previous section. 
In this section I reflect on what I see as the strengths of my approach generally. I do 
this by switching to the negative sense of research program development, by comparing 
my approach with other approaches to sustainability research. I do this in relation to a 
number of themes. This is not intended as a systematic critique of the other positions. 
The aim of comparison is indeed not critique at all but to bring light to more specific 
features of my approach, which I think make it distinct.  

Immanent critique 
The first fundamental component of my approach, which I have mentioned a number 
of times is immanent critique. This concept can be quite abstract and so I hope that 
having an example of how it is used (i.e. the argument in this thesis) in the practice of 
research can facilitate a more accessible discussion of it here. The practical aim of this 
thesis is to develop, and move towards realizing, an alternative to the current coastal 
planning approach in Louisiana. The role of immanent critique within this is to develop 
this alternative by transcending the current approach to planning, both in theory and 
practice, by taking the best of what is there and resolving the tensions with the rest. In 
terms of the practical realization of the alternative this means plotting a course that 
starts with the actual circumstances of today.  

I argue that the approach I have taken is effective at, at least, two levels. Firstly, taking 
seriously the assumptions of the current approach, showing how these assumptions 
produce the problem for fishers, and showing that the alternative approach can resolve 
these problems produces a more convincing argument than to oppose one set of 
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assumptions with another. This is not only true at the conceptual level, but also when 
it comes to the everyday arguments over restoration. For example, the shift in framing 
that I propose accepts all the data that the State presents, shows how it is flawed, and 
how the alternative does not have those flaws. Secondly, since change in the world must 
start with where we are now, this approach is useful for constructing a pathway for 
change from the current approach to the alternative. Understanding what the current 
approach is, why it has social support, how social support for it is produced, all become 
useful when trying to strategize a way of changing it. It is not that non-immanent 
approaches cannot do this kind of analysis, but this approach ensures that it is done 
systematically and ensures that there is a common foundation for the comparison of 
different planning approaches, the current one and the alternative. In short, it prevents 
the comparison of proverbial apples and oranges.  

Normativity 
This brings us to the question of normativity, a central concept in sustainability 
research. Any field that has the ambition to address problems in the ‘real world’ is 
normative in the sense that it suggests what ought to be done. A major point of 
difference between approaches in scientific research is how they justify this ‘ought’. 
How can a particular ‘ought’ be justified and are there objective grounds for doing so? 
A common approach in sustainability research is that the normative orientation is 
decided by politics, or by adherence to a theory of justice, or by aligning with a 
particular set of values (Boda & Faran, 2018). With the immanent approach the 
normative content of the argument again comes from addressing the tensions in the 
normative content of the incumbent approach. We saw this in how the critique of 
utilitarianism redirects decision-making from the maximization of GDP to the 
expansion of capabilities, starting with the worst-off. The claim here is that there is an 
objective inconsistency in the normative reasoning of utilitarianism, which the 
capabilities approach resolves. So the ‘ought’ of the capabilities approach, is a more 
rational ‘ought’ than that of the utilitarian approach. Taking an approach that starts 
from pre-defined ethical principles leaves open the question of why that particular set 
of values, why that theory of justice or why that political actor can be relied upon. The 
immanent approach claims that what ought to be done can be established objectively 
by analysis of the current context.  

A consequence of this is that if, as I have argued in this case, what is objectively the 
right thing to do is to improve the position of the worst-off this is a complete re-reversal 
of Foucault’s power-knowledge where truth is seen as a means of control. It is a return 
to the sentiment expressed in the phrase, ‘speaking truth to power’: truth is on the side 
of the underdog. But truth here does not mean absolute, universal or eternal, it simply 
means there is something that is identifiably right to do in a given situation.  
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The relationship of abstract and concrete  
My approach to critical problem solving research employs a particular relationship 
between abstract and concrete. The conceptual model grows out of careful 
consideration of the case, in dialogue with existing theories. The theoretical concepts 
from coastal geomorphology, to political economy, to social movement studies; the 
particular concepts that are necessary to explain this case, for example, canalization or 
language ability, are all brought together to build a concrete account of the dynamics 
in the case. The level of concreteness that I have aimed for is one that is sufficient to 
try to address the practice of the social movement. This contrasts with approaches 
which seek to subsume all similar cases under general law like abstractions. This risks 
treating all problems as the same and missing the details required to affect particular 
instances of these problems, prescribing one size fits all solutions, be it transforming 
capitalism, building resilience or reducing environmental footprints.  

Trade-offs, sustainable development and capabilities 
Addressing environmental problems concretely of course relies on the use of theory. 
The next theme relates to the particular theoretical content of the approach, in 
particular, sustainable development and the concept of trade-offs. A trade-off describes 
a case where achieving two goals come into conflict. In much environmental decision-
making there is a trade-off between an environmental goal and an economic one. 
Generally, rather than choosing either or, decision-making in these scenarios 
consciously tries to ensure that some target for economic development is reached at the 
same time as a satisfactory outcome in terms of the environmental goal is achieved. The 
different approaches in sustainable development, and sustainability research generally, 
claim that different criteria should be used to judge proposed resolutions to these 
tensions. 22 

Critical capital sustainability was the main subject of criticism in this thesis, in terms 
of decision-making over trade-offs. The use of the critical capital approach is a response 
to the recognition that there are certain limits that should not be crossed because they 
will cause severe difficulty in adapting society to deal with environmental changes, for 
example, the recognition of 1.5OC as a limit in the Paris agreement. The capabilities 
approach does not deny that these limits are important. It simply provides a set of 

                                                      
22 There are some positions which reject any trade-off. The absolute decoupling of eco-modernists 

(Asafu-Adjaye et al., 2015), suggests that technological development can remove society from any 
dependence on the environment and reduce impacts on it to zero. Some other positions question the 
desirability of development at all, but usually they mean quantitative growth, de-growth (Kallis, 
Kerschner, & Martinez-Alier, 2012) or a particular kind of development, post-development (Escobar, 
2011), rather than rejecting the necessity of any development, if we understand that term broadly as 
qualitative change in the economy 
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metrics for guiding how changes that will be necessary in society and economy to reach 
these targets should be judged. If the only criterion is the maintenance of GDP then 
certain pathways to reaching the target will be open that might not be if capabilities are 
the major consideration. This was also the case in this thesis. The aim is still to meet 
environmental aims of maintaining a healthy coastal ecosystem, but the capabilities 
approach suggested that the character of this coast might be different if the way of 
settling the trade-off is to maximize the expansion of capabilities rather than GDP. 

But I was also critical of the capabilities approach, particularly in relation to its 
operationalization. I argued that achieving it will require social struggle. This was based 
not just on the concrete circumstances of this case. The fact that because the capabilities 
approach requires focusing on the capabilities of the worst-off, which in many cases 
will require redistribution, and given the tensions riven and class nature of society, there 
is likely to be a struggle over distribution. This connects addressing environmental 
problems to the necessity of dealing with social struggle. This is not a new idea, but my 
approach brings with it the other benefits that I have mentioned in the sections on 
normativity and immanent critique, so, for example, my approach claims that support 
for social movement is both rational and objectively the right thing to do in cases such 
as this, not just a question of subjective preferences.    

Problem solving and the level of practice 
My approach in this thesis also takes a particular approach to defining environmental 
problems, which I state here in general terms. I have already alluded to some of this in 
the discussion of immanent critique and normativity. What I want to highlight is the 
role that theory and scientific objectivity have in defining problems. This contrast with 
approaches that suggest that politics, rather than science, should determine the 
problem, and that it is the job of science to solve these problems (National Research 
Council, 1999). My approach starts with the current framing of a problem, often by a 
political actor, but subjects this to critique. It is after all possible that politics gets things 
wrong.  

My approach can also be contrasted with approaches where the problem is defined 
by consensus and particularly stakeholder dialogue. For example in Lang et al. (2012) 
they described how arriving at a common problem framing should “facilitate the 
process of knowledge integration in a way that integrates and balances ‘contradicting 
normative scientific and political claims of importance and relevance’” p. 29. But, what 
is ‘balance’ when it comes to values, truth or political positions? What occurs in the 
likely event that no agreement can be reached? The debates over many environmental 
problems are characterized by opposed views on what should be done. For example, 
there are those who believe we should use the market to deal with climate change and 
those who think we should transform the economy, not to mention those who deny 
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the reality of climate change. These positions are irreconcilable. Similarly in the case of 
fishers and the CPRA, what kind of consensus can we expect to emerge? Is it not more 
likely that power will decide? This is what we saw in the framing contest, in section 8.4, 
where the hegemonic ideology has tended to colonize the claims of the fishers.  

In my approach I characterize these disputes as struggles over different rationalities 
for how the problem should be addressed, both with claims to objectivity. According 
to my understanding the job of the researcher is not to try to reconcile the 
irreconcilable, but to try to decide which approach has a better claim on objectivity, or 
to propose one that does. I claim that problem solving research will often mean ‘taking 
sides’, meaning to try and influence and engage with the activity of a particular social 
actor, but this should not be a pragmatic decision or based in values but based on 
analysis. The side that I took in the thesis is that of an emerging social movement. This 
brings us to the question of the relationship between science and social movements.  

Science and social movements 
There is growing mainstream recognition of social movements as important agents of 
change in dealing with environmental problems. One response from prominent 
scientists is the call for scientists to join movements and even to engage in acts of civil-
disobedience. This call was recently made by ecologists (Gardner & Wordley, 2019) in 
the prominent journal Nature. Their argument was that the facts of climate change 
have not been enough to change people’s minds and that scientists should now throw 
their weight behind movements and engage in civil disobedience. But there is another 
role that social scientists in particular can have in movements. This is not to provide 
them with the facts of environmental degradation, but to try to contribute to the 
movement’s success through the analysis of environmental, political and social 
dynamics (Isgren, Boda, Harnesk, & O’Byrne, 2019). This is the approach that I have 
taken in this thesis.   

There is a certain strand of Marxist scholars who also turn their intellectual attention 
on social movements, seeing their analyses as important for social movements to be able 
to successfully fight for sustainability. They diagnose the drivers of environmental 
problems in the deep structures of capitalism and argue that environmental movements 
should be anti-capitalist, but their prescriptions for what movements should or can do, 
do not go much further than that. This is reflected in David Harvey’s view that: “In 
order to build alliances, you have to have a picture of the totality of a capitalist society” 
(Harvey, 2018), a picture which his analysis apparently can provide. Similarly, Fred 
Magdoff and John Bellamy-Foster (2011), argue that what can be done now by social 
movements is to “achieve a more equitable distribution of resources” and “make the 
United States participate with the other nations of the world to draft a world agreement 
for a drastic reduction in carbon emissions”. They quickly acknowledge that these are 
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not actually possible right now, but they offer no advice of how to get from here to 
there.   

Towards the end of this study I came to a similar position, at least superficially, to 
this strand of Marxian scholars. Advocating for the expansion of the capabilities of the 
worst-off, under capitalism will generally mean supporting movements of workers, 
non-working poor: the sub-altern in Gramsci’s terms. So an important task in trying 
to address environmental problems is the search for a movement that supports the 
interests of these groups and seeks to address environmental issues. We see the kinds of 
tensions that arise when this is not the case in numerous instances around the world. 
For example, the clash between miners and environmentalists in the Ende Gelände 
protests in Germany (Haas & Sander, 2016; Wilkes & Parkin, 2018), the clash between 
rural commuters and the environmental policy of Emmanuel Macron in France, in 
what became known as the Gilets Jaunes protests (Cigainero, 2018; Willsher, 2018), 
and in tensions between environmentalists and coal miners in Appalachia (Feng, 2020).  

But where my approach differs from the others is that I argue that it is important to 
acknowledge where the movements are right now. Most movements are in the process 
of trying to win meaningful concessions from their adversaries. These victories could 
strengthen the movement in the longer run, but they are not yet at the point of 
transforming capitalism. This means that the task should be to translate analyses into 
something that can be useful in actually forming alliances with other organizations, or 
in the framing of their demands, or targets, and so on. I obviously think that Marxian 
theory is useful and respect the contributions of the above scholars to our knowledge. 
But, in order to make research relevant to social movement organizations, and have any 
success in influencing their action, it must be presented at a level that helps the 
movement overcome some concrete problems that it faces in its advance.23  

It have also argued that it is necessary for the integrity of research but also for the 
success of the movement to remain consistent to the scientific analysis of the problem 
(with all the qualifications on the remit of scientific knowledge that I discussed in 
9.1.1.) There are contrary positions to this, which argue that the only knowledge a 
movement needs is its own internally generated knowledge (Rahman, 1991). All 
knowledge not generated internally in the movement, however that is assessed, is 
tainted with the prospect of failure, purely because of where it was generated. Elsewhere 
Juan Martinez-Alier, along with colleagues, discusses concepts of justice that have 
supposedly come from movements (Martinez-Alier, Anguelovski, Bond, Del Bene, & 
Demaria, 2014).They claim that the “test of their validity (concepts of justice) is 
acceptance within the movement itself in concrete battles, in international meetings 

                                                      
23 I have made this argument more substantially in an article (O'Byrne, 2020). 
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and by sympathetic observers from academia or governments or the UN bureaucracy.” 
p. 50. The knowledge is valid if sympathetic people accept it.   

Thinking about the case in this thesis according to this logic, should one, either 
within or without the movement, support the tendencies in the movement toward 
climate skepticism? Surely not. But if not then on what grounds? Is climate skepticism 
always something that comes from external sources, and how should that be assessed? I 
am sure climate sceptics in the movement could find many sympathetic voices to 
support them. What grounds should we judge this on other than climate science? 
Similarly, should one support those who argue that monetary compensation should be 
the primary demand for fishers, knowing the impacts this will have? And if not, on 
what grounds other than evidence and analysis should this be based? It is my position 
that if a researcher is going to support a movement with their research, whether they 
are within the movement or a sympathetic observer, they will have the most to 
contribute by trying to produce the most rational and objective analysis possible, not 
the most sympathetic. Activists’ suspicion of scientific knowledge is certainly an 
understandable response to the longstanding hubris of science. But when belittlement 
of scientific knowledge comes from within the academy, it reduces the academic’s role 
to that of cheerleaders and removes their capacity to have real positive influence beyond 
this. 

My approach does mean that sometimes the findings of research may come into 
conflict with the ideas of some people in movement organizations. But I argue there is 
no way around such conflicts. They happen all the time within movements. A 
researcher can offer their advice and the leadership of the movement may choose to 
accept it or not, when weighed against other advice and information. As a researcher I 
can also continue to support the movement, whether they follow my advice or not. As 
Burawoy argues in relation to his public sociology this comes with responsibility that 
may be uncomfortable (Burawoy, 2009), but that is the burden of trying to make some 
small difference. Other professionals do not get to avoid the responsibility of their 
decisions and academics should be no different. Of course there are ethical guidelines 
that should be followed, but these should prevent researchers from being negligent 
rather than absolving them of responsibility.  

Science as a collective endeavor 
The contributions of this thesis to practice, even if they are eventually taken up, are 
modest at best.  This is the limited amount that was achieved in one five year project 
and it pales in the face of problems of the scale of those facing us. This brings me back 
to an idea with which I opened the thesis. That is, science as collective effort. Making 
academic research useful to civil society on a scale necessary to be effective will require 
the work of not just numerous scholars but dedicated research teams with 
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institutionalized relationships to civil society organizations, trade-unions, and so on. 
But this is difficult to do in academia at the moment. Working with social movements 
is surely still more controversial than working with governments or the private sector. 
Grassroots organizations do not have the same kinds of resources as government or 
industry to support such initiatives themselves. So to counteract this there is a collective 
effort required in the academy too, to create the conditions for this kind of research to 
be more possible.   
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How can we align the protection of ecological integrity with the 
improvement of human well-being?

This thesis examines how this tension is handled 
in Louisiana’s coastal planning. Finding that the 
current approach resolves the tension at the 
expense of already vulnerable people, I propose an 
alternative which prioritizes the worse-off in society 
without sacrificing ecological integrity. But this is 
an alternative which will have to be struggled for, 
indeed such a struggle, between fishers and the 

State, is already emerging. I turn my attention to producing an analysis 
which can be put into practice in this struggle on the side of the fishers. 
In this context, “No more water, but fire next time” is a warning that if 
we do not handle the problem correctly, we will be left facing a different 
problem. We may prevent the water from inundating the land, but we will 
be have to deal with the fire of social struggle. 
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