
The inevitable politicization of Hurricane 
Katrina—making it a prism for every controversy
from the war in Iraq to tax cuts to race, poverty,
and even judicial nominations—calls to mind
Winston Churchill’s definition of a fanatic as
“someone who can’t change his mind and won’t
change the subject.” The environment, an area of
policy where serious second thoughts about the
Gulf Coast are warranted, was unfortunately no
exception to this frivolousness. 

The winds had not yet fully died down before
global warming was shoehorned into public discus-
sion. Ross Gelbspan wrote in the Boston Globe:
“The hurricane that struck Louisiana yesterday was
nicknamed Katrina by the National Weather Ser-
vice. Its real name is global warming . . . As the
atmosphere warms, it generates longer droughts,
more-intense downpours, more-frequent heat
waves, and more-severe storms.”1 Sir David King,
Prime Minister Tony Blair’s science adviser, told a
British television reporter that “the increased
intensity of hurricanes is associated with global
warming.”2 (King has previously distinguished
himself by saying that climate change was a greater
threat than terrorism, a view that would doubtless
find little agreement in London after 7/7.) Even
the European Parliament got in on the act, passing
a resolution that “expresses its deepest sympathy

with the families of the victims and notes with
regret that the often predicted impact of climate
change has become a reality in that poor sections of
society living in coastal regions bore the brunt of
the hurricane” (emphasis added).3

But the prize for the most breathless hyperbole
goes to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., writing on the Huff-
ington Post Internet site. Kennedy suggested that
there was poetic justice that the eye of Katrina hit
the Mississippi coast because of “the central role
that Mississippi governor Haley Barbour played in
derailing the Kyoto Protocol,” as if to suggest that
had the United States complied with Kyoto, the
hurricane might not have happened. He adds:
“Well, the science is clear. This month, a study
published in the journal Nature by a renowned
MIT climatologist linked the increasing preva-
lence of destructive hurricanes to human-induced
global warming.”4 The linkage of hurricanes to
climate change did not begin with Katrina. Last
fall, the aftermath of the four hurricanes that
roared through Florida, a group called Scientists
and Engineers for Change put up a billboard in
Florida that read: “Global Warming=Worse Hurri-
canes. George Bush Just Doesn’t Get It.”

The Consensus on Hurricanes and
Climate Change

The irony of these claims is that advocates for
urgent action on climate change most often
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begin reversing the long-term Gulf Coast erosion that contributed to the magnitude of the disaster.
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appeal to the “scientific consensus” about the matter. Yet
on the subject of climate change and hurricane frequency
and intensity, the scientific consensus overwhelmingly
rejects the view that the roughly one degree Celsius of
warming over the last century is having a discernable
effect on hurricane frequency or intensity today. The
study Kennedy references, Kerry Emanuel’s “Increasing
Destructiveness of Tropical Cyclones over the Past 30
Years,”5 has attracted wide criticism from numerous cli-
mate scientists and hurricane experts because it relies
upon shaky estimates of past hurricane wind speeds for
which there is no database of accurate measurements. 

“It’s a terrible paper, one of the worst
I’ve ever looked at,” says hurricane
researcher William Gray of Colorado State
University.6 Gray points out, among other
simple observations, that if global warming
is driving hurricanes, we would expect to
see more of them in the Pacific and Indian
Oceans. But the storm trends there have
been flat or slightly declining. (In addi-
tion, data from the National Oceano-
graphic and Atmospheric Administration
[NOAA] suggests that Gulf Coast ocean
temperatures in the week before Katrina were average or
slightly below average.) Most embarrassing for Kennedy
is Emanuel himself, who disavowed applying his study to
Katrina. Emanuel told the Independent newspaper, “I
don’t think you can put this down to global warming.”7

Indeed, the “consensus” runs decisively in the other
way. In 2001, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) Third Assessment Report concluded:
“Changes in tropical and extra-tropical storm intensity
and frequency are dominated by inter-decadal to multi-
decadal variations, with no significant trends over the
twentieth century evident. Conflicting analyses make it
difficult to draw definitive conclusions about changes in
storm activity, especially in the extra-tropics.”8 And
NOAA, in its annual hurricane forecast issued at the
beginning of August, noted: “(The) confluence of opti-
mal ocean and atmosphere conditions has been known to
produce increased tropical storm activity in multi-decadal
(approximately 20–30 year) cycles. Because of this,
NOAA expects a continuation of above-normal seasons
for another decade or perhaps longer. NOAA’s research
shows that this reoccurring cycle is the dominant climate
factor that controls Atlantic hurricane activity. Any
potentially weak signal associated with longer-term cli-
mate change appears to be a minor factor.”9

In plain English, the IPCC and NOAA statements
are referring to the phenomenon, well known to scien-
tists, of ocean temperature changes that occur naturally
from decade to decade, known as the “decadal oscilla-
tion.” This phenomenon drives hurricane activity much
more strongly than the so-far small change in global
atmospheric temperature. While the number of Atlantic
hurricanes has trended up in the 1990s, the trend was
interrupted whenever there was an El Niño condition in
the Pacific Ocean. (Of course, in strong El Niño years,
California suffers damage from heavy rain. The relation
of El Niño to climate change is still speculative.)

Even Kevin Trenberth, a scientist
with the National Center for Atmos-
pheric Research (NCAR) whose
advocacy of the climate-hurricane
connection has been discussed previ-
ously in Environmental Policy Out-
look,10 has become more circumspect
of late, writing in Science magazine in
June: “[T]here is no sound theoretical
basis for drawing any conclusions
about how anthropogenic change
affects hurricane numbers or tracks,

and thus how many hit land . . . Model projections of
how wind shear in the hurricane region responds to
global warming caused by increased carbon dioxide in
the atmosphere tend to differ, and it is not yet possible
to say how El Niño and other factors affecting hurri-
cane formation may change as the world warms.”11

And finally, in a forthcoming edition of the Bulletin of
the American Meteorological Society, Roger Pielke Jr.,
Chris Landsea, Max Mayfield (the director of NOAA’s
hurricane center who sent out the first recommendation
that New Orleans be evacuated), Jim Laver, and Richard
Pasch write:

Since 1995 there has been an increase in the num-
ber of storms and in particular the number of major
hurricanes (category 3, 4, and 5) in the Atlantic.
But the changes of the past decade in these metrics
are not so large as to clearly indicate that anything
is going on other than the multi-decadal variability
that has been well documented since at least 1900.
Consequently, in the absence of large and unprece-
dented trends, any effect of greenhouse gases on the
frequency of storms or major hurricanes is neces-
sarily very difficult to detect in the context of this
documented variability.

- 2 -

The hurricane–climate

change sideshow 

distracts from more 

significant environmen-

tal aspects of the Gulf

Coast disaster. 



The authors conclude, “Because the global earth 
system is highly complicated, until a relationship
between actual storm intensity and tropical climate
change is clearly demonstrated and accepted by the
broader community, it would be premature to conclude
with certainty that such a link exists or is significant.”12

As Paul Recer warns on Slate.com, “environmental-
ists may risk embarrassment if they
exploit the theoretical link to promote
their causes. . . . Until the science clari-
fies, environmental groups that use Kat-
rina as a way to boost their campaign for
tougher controls on greenhouse emissions
risk provoking a backlash. Exploiting bad
news and facile pseudoscience to seek
support and fresh donations is a good way
to lose credibility.”13

The Real Environmental Issues
of Katrina

The hurricane–climate change sideshow
distracts from more significant environ-
mental aspects of the Gulf Coast disaster.
The first concerns the immediate prob-
lem of the contaminated floodwater in
New Orleans; the second is the long-term
problem of the slow erosion of the Gulf
coastline at the mouth of the Mississippi
River that contributed to the vulnerabil-
ity of New Orleans. 

Katrina should be regarded as the culmination of a
slow-motion environmental disaster decades in the
making. “Toxic soup” is the favored term to describe the
combination of sewerage, chemicals, and oil byproducts
released in the maelstrom. In an editorial with that
term as its title, the Washington Post wrote, “No one
knows what chemical reactions might take place in that
water.” While warning that we should not “engage in
scaremongering” because “ecosystems do recover from
disasters, both natural and man-made,” the Post then
goes on to engage in scaremongering:

But because this kind of water pollution is
unprecedented, and because it could cause perma-
nent damage to drinking water, agriculture and
the fishing industry in the region—and could
damage the region’s viability and habitability—it
is extremely important that the EPA continue its

daily monitoring of the floodwaters, while they
remain in the city and after they have been
pumped out.14

The Post had it right the first time—ecosystems are
more resilient than we think, and it is highly unlikely
that there will be “permanent damage” to the Gulf’s

waters. Fortunately the dire circum-
stances have compelled us to do the
right thing immediately, which is to
disperse the water into the ocean as
fast as possible for it to begin the dilu-
tion process, rather than treating the
New Orleans basin like a Superfund
site and going through an elaborate
environmental impact review while
the toxic soup sits and metastasizes.
The lasting effects of past environ-
mental disasters, including the Santa
Barbara oil spill, the Exxon Valdez oil
spill, and, as we learned recently, the
Chernobyl nuclear explosion, have
almost always been overestimated.15

Just as the predictions of the death
toll in New Orleans have proven to
be vastly overestimated, so too are we
likely to find the lasting environmen-
tal effects overestimated.

The most significant long-term prob-
lem is the erosion of the Gulf Coast

near the mouth of the Mississippi River. Even if we were
to wave a magic wand and make all prospective climate
change disappear, the erosion of the Gulf Coast would
continue and the vulnerability of New Orleans would
increase. As is well known, the Louisiana coastline has
been shrinking rapidly for decades. The Louisiana coast-
line has been losing an estimated thirty-four square miles
of land a year for the last fifty years; the U.S. Geological
Survey estimates that Katrina erased thirty square miles
of coastal land.16 Over the last seventy-five years
Louisiana has lost a land area the size of Delaware. Last
year’s report of the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy
notes that Louisiana accounts for 80 percent of the total
annual coastline erosion in the entire United States.17

A contrast of an older map of Louisiana with a current
satellite photo of the actual coastline is jarring.18

The erosion of the low-lying coastal marshlands
eliminated natural barriers to storm surges and has
reduced the river basin’s ability to dilute and filter out

- 3 -

The Louisiana coastline

has been losing an esti-

mated thirty-four square

miles of land a year for

the last fifty years; the

U.S. Geological Survey

estimates that Katrina

erased thirty square

miles of coastal land.

Over the last seventy-

five years Louisiana has

lost a land area the size

of Delaware.



pollution naturally, which has contributed to the wor-
sening problem of hypoxia (nitrogen runoff that depletes
dissolved oxygen and creates a “dead zone”) in the Gulf
of Mexico. It also accelerated subsidence in and around
New Orleans, increasing the area’s hurricane risk. The
cause of this erosion is not mysterious: the vast system
of dams, levees, canals, artificial channels, and flood
control projects stretching all the way to the headwaters
of the Mississippi River in the upper
Midwest has reduced the amount of sedi-
ment reaching the mouth of the Missis-
sippi by two-thirds. In addition, the
channelization of the Mississippi around
New Orleans and its mouth into the
Gulf of Mexico ensures that what sedi-
ment still flows ends up mostly out in
the gulf, where it disappears beyond the
continental shelf. For thousands of years
the Mississippi River’s mouth could be
likened to a loose garden hose, changing
its course rapidly and dispersing sedi-
ment widely. Restoring the region’s
ecosystem requires finding ways to
mimic this long-term dynamic process. 

In the aftermath of Katrina numer-
ous media stories have pointed to the
example of Holland, which built an
extensive system of dikes and sea bar-
riers over the two decades after the nation suffered a
catastrophic flood in the early 1950s. The plain sug-
gestion is that something similar should be done—or
should have been done—for New Orleans and the
Gulf Coast. It turns out that such a project was once
planned in the aftermath of Hurricane Betsy in the
1960s. According to the Los Angeles Times, President
Lyndon B. Johnson approved a project to build a mas-
sive hurricane barrier to protect New Orleans from
storm surges, but the project was abandoned ten years
later after an environmental group successfully sued to
block the project. “If we had built the barriers, New
Orleans would not be flooded,” Joseph Towers, the for-
mer chief counsel for the Army Corps of Engineers in
New Orleans told the Times.19 It was after the storm
barrier was blocked that the Army Corps raised the
levees around New Orleans instead.

It is arguable, however, that the raised levees were
more environmentally destructive than the sea barrier
would have been. Indeed the existing levees and river
diversions probably made New Orleans more vulnerable

to catastrophe, if Michael Grunwald’s superb reporting
in the Washington Post is correct.20 (And as we know
from Grunwald’s dispatches, much of the massive
amount of money the Army Corps of Engineers spent in
Louisiana went for “questionable projects” with little
relation to flood control.)21

The prospective rebuilding of New Orleans provides
an opportunity to implement a number of coastal

restoration plans that have been on the
drawing board for a number of years.
The Army Corps of Engineers has a
forty-year, $14-billion plan to restore
coastal wetlands in Louisiana.22 Some
plans call for installing a network of
pipelines to move millions of tons of
sediment to restoration sites.23 This
technique is already in use on a small
scale in the region, and the Dutch have
used sediment pipelines as a part of their
flood abatement system. But sediment
engineering on this scale requires large
amounts of construction and dredging
and may not be commensurate with the
scale of the problem. 

A long-term strategy for restoring the
natural balance of the Mississippi River
basin and delta will need to consider
nonstructural alternatives to the prob-

lem along the entire course of the river, and not just in
and around New Orleans. Rather than building and
reinforcing levees, some low-lying areas along the entire
course of the Mississippi should be allowed to become
functional flood plains again. Low value lands could be
purchased, and private landowners could be indemni-
fied from periodical flood damage. This is likely to be
cheaper than building and maintaining levees and rely-
ing on sediment pipelines. Natural flood plains also
offer the benefit of absorbing and neutralizing nitrogen
runoff, and hence contributing to the solution of the
hypoxia problem.

Restoring the natural functioning of the mouth of
the Mississippi River is a tougher problem, as it might
require moving much of the city to be effective. This
may not be practical given the importance of existing
shipping and energy infrastructure. Thus far the case
against rebuilding New Orleans as it was rests mostly
on social and economic grounds.24 But the environ-
mental grounds for second thoughts are at least as
compelling.
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