
Why isn’t everyone backfilling? 





What are we doing about it?



Image: Houck 2015

How’d we get here?



“Man-made modifications in Louisiana wetlands, which are 
changing the existence from its very foundations, are the result of 

flood protection, deforestation, deepening channels and the cutting 
of navigation and drainage canals.”

“Time is ripe for an enormous development of Louisiana wetlands 
along new and more intelligent lines”

-Perry Viosca, 1925

“When comparing the marsh areas with aerial photos that we have, 
we find that much of the terrain has changed and continues to 

change day-to-day”
-Engineer for Tennessee Gas on Muskrat Line, 1955



“ ‘Many oil company canals, with their flanking spoil banks, cross 
the marsh giving rise to changes in drainage, hence, 

vegetation. Although the trappers of the region are probably prone 
to exaggerate the effects of such canals on the vegetation of their 
trapping lands, there can be no doubt that changes do occur as a 

result of their construction. In addition, artificial levees dam many 
streams and cause modification of drainage....Thus, relatively minor 
modifications in marshland drainage may create many unforeseen 

problems"
-Jack Van Lopik 1955

“ ‘The long range effects resulting in permanent ecological changes 
are by far the most serious.’ The ‘direct effects’ involving ‘the  path 

of the canal’ were ‘comparatively small but ecological and 
hydrographic changes may be permanent and may affect extensive 

areas ten miles or more on either side of the canal.’”
-Jack McConnell, LADWF, 1955



Pipeline backfilling worked
From USGS presentation:

“Of the pipelines examined, we could attribute significant habitat 
changes only to those that were not backfilled, and/or had spoil banks 

that remained after construction” 

“Where it was clear that mitigation had occurred, there were no 
significant impacts from the pipeline.”



Why aren’t we backfilling?

Working with industry
• Wetland mitigation issues
• Admitting culpability? 



Why aren’t we backfilling?

Private land rights
• Many don’t want to backfill



Why aren’t we backfilling?

• Can not fix the damage they 
caused?

• Modeling constraints
• Small projects

Should modeling drive restoration or should restoration drive modeling?



Why aren’t we backfilling?

History of hand shake deals

“It got roundly booed in committee, lost overwhelmingly, at which 
point an industry lobbyist came up to committee members and 
passed out $5000 in envelopes. After which LA State Representative 
Theriot came up to me and said “Got to hand it to you Sierra Club. 
Every time you file one of these bills you make me so happy,” slapping 
the envelope in his hand.”

-Harold Schoeffler, quoted from Houck 2015



Where do we go?

• O&G activities responsible for 
(at  a minimum) 36-69% of land 
loss 

• Rebrand: spoil bank removal? 
Restoring natural hydrology?

• Shouldn’t be us vs them; 
diversions vs spoil bank removal

• We should want to use all 
methods to restore coast
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Questions?
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