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Adaptive Management in Coastal Louisiana
Adaptive management is the process by which projects and programs are amended over time in
response to assessment of monitoring data and other feedback related to their implementation or
performance to ensure they remain science-backed and effective. 1 The concept is being adopted with
increasing frequency by decision-making bodies tasked with facilitating restoration efforts in response
to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, as well as in other coastal conservation and restoration contexts. 2
Louisiana’s Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (“CPRA”) is no exception, having
outlined adaptive management approaches for different management levels in its latest Coastal Master
Plan. 3 CPRA received over 13 million dollars from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation’s (“NFWF’s”)
Gulf Environmental Benefit Fund to implement its Adaptive Management Program in the context of river
diversions and barrier island restoration projects. 4 On top of that, CPRA received roughly 60.9 million
dollars under the Spill Impact Component of the Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist
Opportunities, and Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States (“RESTORE”) Act to fund adaptive
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management efforts. 5 Thus, being able to implement effective adaptive management programs will be
particularly relevant in Louisiana in the coming years.
CPRA’s guidance suggests that agencies overseeing individual projects adopt the following
annual adaptive management process:
•
•
•
•
•

Implement the operational plan;
Monitor the project’s progress;
Assess collected data;
Recommend adjustments to the plan; and
Revise the operational plan for future use. 6

While the Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion Project began more than a decade prior to adoption of this
iteration of CPRA’s adaptive management policy, many of these planning elements were incorporated
into the project as conditions changed and issues arose. Accordingly, CPRA identified the Davis Pond
project as an example of “active” adaptive management. 7

Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion
The Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion Project is a freshwater diversion program through which
water from the Mississippi River is being diverted to the Barataria Basin in order to reduce high salinity
levels and prevent land loss in the Basin caused by, among other things, saltwater intrusion and
erosion. 8 This joint U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (“USACE”) and Louisiana Department of Natural
Resources (“DNR”) project is authorized by the Flood Control Act and Water Resources Development
Act, and aims to achieve desirable salinity levels in the Basin in order to preserve and increase the
productivity of marshes, wildlife, and fisheries. 9 The two agencies signed the Davis Pond Project
Cooperation Agreement in 1993, and the first diversion operations took place in 2002. 10 Davis Pond was
not fully operational until 2009, however, because after diversions began, high water levels observed in
the Ponding Area required removing rock weir and drilling through the marsh to improve drainage. 11
The diversion structure comprises four culverts connected to a levee on the side of the
Mississippi River, each of which receives freshwater from the river and conveys it to a ponding area via
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an outflow channel, before the water ultimately enters the Barataria Bay. 12 Over time, the Davis Pond
Diversion is anticipated to protect 810,000 acres of wetlands, marshes, and bays near New Orleans. 13
In recent years, low salinity levels in the Barataria Basin have reduced demand for freshwater
diversions, which are most beneficial when salinity levels are too high. 14 While the diversion structure at
Davis Pond has the capacity to divert up to 10,650 cubic feet per second (“cfs”) of freshwater, the
average diversion discharge thus far has ranged between 1,000 and 6,000 cfs. 15 A proposal to modify the
project so it would also expressly serve a wetland-building function, which would require operating the
structure at a higher diversion rate, was suspended by CPRA in 2012. 16 Nevertheless, Davis Pond’s
current monitoring results indicate that salinity levels are more predictable, fish and wildlife populations
are stable, and that land and vegetation has grown since the diversions began. 17

Governance Structure
A variety of government agencies, committees, and working groups are or have been involved
with Davis Pond in different capacities throughout the project’s development. The project was created
by an agreement between USACE and DNR. 18 USACE oversaw construction and continues to pay for 75
percent of the operations and maintenance of the project, thereby maintaining some aspect of control
over project decisions. 19 Further, USACE’s Environmental Impact Statement (“EIS”) required the
formation of an interagency body to be tasked with advising operations and monitoring, and those
requirements continue to guide the governance structure of Davis Pond today. 20
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Initially, DNR was tasked with overseeing operations of the diversions. 21 Today, CPRA, which
covers the other 25 percent of program costs, is the primary state government authority on Davis
Pond’s operations. 22 In 2009, the state centralized its coastal management-related efforts, created a
new agency, the Office of Coastal Protection and Restoration (which became known as CPRA in 2012),
and tasked it with implementing and enforcing coastal management plans and projects, including the
Davis Pond freshwater diversion. 23 CPRA now conducts daily monitoring of salinity, water levels, and
meteorological events, as well as frequent monitoring of fish and wildlife and land-building impacts of
the freshwater diversions, and contacts its contractors in the St. Charles Parish to carry out any changes
to diversion rates that are necessary to comply with the Operational Plan. 24 Further, CPRA typically
writes a publicly-available annual report detailing operational activities, monitoring results, and
maintenance requirements from the preceding year, and outlining recommendations for the following
year. 25
The Operational Plan serves as a guide for CPRA’s day-to-day diversion operations, outlining
salinity levels to be maintained each season, monitoring parameters, and conditions that can trigger
deviations from the Plan. 26 The Davis Pond Operational Plan is evaluated by two advisory bodies each
year to determine whether revisions are necessary: the Davis Pond Advisory Committee (“DPAC”) and
the Davis Pond Technical Working Group (“TWG”). 27 DPAC is the project’s overarching advisory body,
which brings together and facilitates dialogue between diverse stakeholders at its annual public meeting
before advising CPRA on operational aspects of the project. 28 The Committee is composed of 20
members, each of whom represents a different federal or state agency, local government, or
stakeholder interest group. 29
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DPAC utilizes a variety of resources when developing its advice for CPRA, including monitoring
data, feedback from members and the public, and recommendations made by TWG. 30 DPAC’s annual
meetings follow an agenda that is distributed in advance (unless it is an emergency meeting), are
transcribed by court reporters, and offer an opportunity for public comment that is capped at two
minutes per person. 31 Anyone may raise concerns to DPAC about the Operational Plan, or the Davis
Pond diversions more generally, during the public comment portion of its meeting, regardless of
whether they are affiliated with a committee or working group, but they may be limited to two minutes
of speaking time. 32 In practice, between five and ten members of the public typically attend DPAC’s
meetings. 33
TWG is a subcommittee of DPAC tasked with specifically advising CPRA on how it should operate
the diversions in order to comply with the current Operational Plan. 34 Further, TWG may evaluate and
amend monitoring plans, interpret data, and synthesize information for DPAC. 35 TWG also holds
meetings, but they are closed to the public. 36
In practice, CPRA typically presents TWG with a proposed Operational Plan, which TWG then
amends as it deems necessary before approving and passing along to DPAC. 37 DPAC then discusses the
proposed plan at its annual meeting and votes on whether or not to recommend the Plan to CPRA. 38
CPRA then makes the ultimate decision on what is included in its Operational Plan, but it usually includes
DPAC’s recommendations. 39 The 2018 Plan incorporated recommendations, for example, to work more
closely with LDWF to set species-protective diversion levels during critical seasons. 40

Adaptive Management at Davis Pond—Successes and Areas for Improvement
In overseeing the Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion Project, CPRA has incorporated a variety of
adaptive management components. 41 The successes observed at Davis Pond may serve as a guide for
incorporating adaptive management into future diversion projects, while the various challenges faced
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may highlight areas for improvement. The following is a collection of successes and lessons learned from
Davis Pond:
Implementing the operational plan
•

Including clear directives in the Operational Plan provides structure for consistent operations:
The Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion Project is primarily operated at the direction of CPRA,
which is currently executing the 2018 Operational Plan and has a contract with the St. Charles
Parish to carry out the day-to-day operations of the diversion. 42 The Operational Plan outlines
the average salinity levels to be maintained in the Barataria Basin during each season, how the
average should be calculated, the sources from which monitoring data are to be collected,
minimum and maximum flow levels, and the specific conditions under which CPRA can deviate
from the Plan.43 The Plan is specific and provides a clear description of the project’s parameters.
This provides a straightforward guide for the implementing agency to follow, and allows
members of the public and other stakeholders to evaluate how their interests are being
addressed in the operations so they can formulate comments and suggestions.

Monitoring progress and assessing data
•

•

Extensive monitoring of a variety of project impacts provides necessary context for a detailed
assessment of the status of operations: CPRA monitors salinity levels, 44 the status of fish and
wildlife, 45 land creation (via aerial photographs), 46 and more in the Barataria Basin. 47 The routine
collection of this information allows CPRA to decide how best to move forward with operations
of the project, while keeping the various project goals in mind, by providing feedback on the
impacts of earlier diversions.
Collaborating with agency partners and others to gather data can facilitate more responsive
management: The 2018 Operational Plan allows CPRA to coordinate with LDWF during certain
times of the year to ensure that diversions are not interfering with shrimp or oysters, even if it
means deviating from the other requirements of the Plan. 48 The breadth of up-to-date
information available to CPRA about the impacts of diversions on various aspects of the
Barataria Basin ecosystem and surrounding communities allows it to further adapt diversion
levels to a wide range of current circumstances.
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•

Making data widely available for viewing fosters robust analysis and discussion: Since much of
the data CPRA collects is publicly available, it may be monitored by DPAC, TWG, other
stakeholders, and members of the public.

Recommending changes
•

•

•

Facilitating an annual review of operations by an advisory body allows for regular revision of
the operational plan: CPRA, with the advice of DPAC and TWG, creates and adopts new
operational plans, typically each year. 49 Since DPAC is composed of members from 20 different
local, state, and federal government agencies, as well as stakeholders from different industries
and with varied interests, a variety of perspectives are represented, in theory, at its meetings
and in its recommendations to CPRA. 50 While a variety of groups are reflected on the
Committee, they do not appear to always be present at the meetings to express their views. 51
The selection of advisory committee members should be transparent and fair: Concerns have
been raised surrounding the informality and lack of transparency regarding the selection of
representatives for DPAC, but CPRA has indicated that it is working on addressing this challenge
by creating improved procedures. 52
Meetings must be structured in a way that facilitates productive dialogue from a variety of
stakeholders and interest groups: The formality of DPAC’s annual meetings, at which court
reporters transcribe the proceedings and comments from members of the public are limited to
two minutes each, may discourage ideas from being freely shared and discussed, thereby
reducing the potential benefits of bringing together a diverse group of stakeholders. 53 CPRA has
indicated that it began hosting less formal meetings with different stakeholder groups each year
prior to the DPAC meeting, and found this to be a productive exercise for fostering more open
dialogue. 54 Making meetings less formal, and/or hosting smaller meetings with individual
stakeholders prior to a larger annual meeting, may provide a better forum for open dialogue.

Revising the operational plan
•

The Operational Plan should evolve in response to observed impacts and lessons learned:
Over time, Davis Pond’s Operational Plan has changed, seemingly in part due to CPRA’s
monitoring procedures and opportunities for feedback. While the average salinity level cutoffs
have largely remained unchanged, the exceptions that allow CPRA to deviate from the ordinary

Davis Pond and Caernarvon Governance PowerPoint, supra note 19, at slide 3.
Davis Pond Advisory Committee Bylaws, supra note 9, at 2.
51
See Davis Pond Advisory Committee 2017/18 Annual Meeting Summary Minutes, supra note 32, at 1 (four
members of DPAC were not represented at the 2017 meeting); see also Davis Pond Advisory Committee Meeting
Summary Minutes (Dec. 9, 2010), available at:
https://cims.coastal.louisiana.gov/RecordDetail.aspx?Root=0&sid=1267 (last accessed Sept. 27, 2019) (six
members of DPAC were not represented at the 2010 meeting).
52
Davis Pond Freshwater Diversion Advisory Committee 2017 Meeting PowerPoint (Dec. 7, 2017), at slide 39 (from
Grace Tucker, Environmental Defense Fund); see also DPAC and CIAC Overview, at 2 (from Grace Tucker,
Environmental Defense Fund).
53
DPAC and CIAC Overview, supra note 52, at 1.
54
Id. at 2.
49
50

7

•

requirements of the Plan for various reasons first appeared in the 2015 and 2016 Plans. 55
Further, in preparation for the 2019 Operational Plan, DPAC discussed changing the 14-day
period over which the average salinity levels are calculated, which some believe is too long to be
sufficiently responsive to changes. 56
Information about the Operational Plan and relevant decision-making processes should be
easily available to the public: Notes and agendas for past and upcoming meetings, former and
current planning documents, current committee bylaws, member lists and contact information,
and status updates on the project could be shared online to maintain transparency. CPRA’s main
Davis Pond webpage has limited information about the project and DPAC, some of which is from
several years ago. 57 Many past annual reports, meetings notes, studies, and presentations
related to Davis Pond are also available through CPRA’s Coastal Information Management
System (“CIMS”). 58 Linking the CIMS page to the main Davis Pond project page, updating the
documents that are available, and including information about upcoming meetings would
improve transparency.
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