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Karen M. O’Neill is a sociologist who studies how policies about land and water affect government power, the status of 

experts, and the well-being of various social groups. She has researched biodiversity protections in the urban plans of 

large cities around the world, local slow growth and pro-growth movements and policies in small towns, river flood 

control, and coastal storm vulnerability and hazard reduction. Karen has written or co-edited books on the rise of the 

U.S. program for river flood control and growth of government power (Duke University Press), on race and Hurricane 

Katrina (Rutgers University Press), and on changes in institutions in response to Hurricane Sandy (Rutgers University 

Press). In addition to the “Changing Course competition, she was a member of the Sasaki/Rutgers/Arup finalist team 

presenting a design for the New Jersey shore in the “Rebuild by Design” competition. 

Date:  Wednesday, April 27th, 2016 

Time: 12:35 to 2:00 pm 

    A century of severe coastal wetland erosion has increased Louisiana’s vulnerability to 

hurricanes and to sea level rise. The Mississippi River now delivers only about a third of its 

historic flow of sediment. Oil and gas pipelines and navigation channels cutting into the 

wetlands have also increased erosion rates. Many residents have already moved from areas 

south of New Orleans, and coastal ecologies are threatened. The State’s coastal management 

agency suggested that realigning the river could be the engineering strategy with the greatest 

potential for building land. An international competition, Changing Course, solicited designs 

to test this strategy. The Baird Engineering team, one of three winning teams, proposed 1) a 

series of distributaries from the river to spread sediment to sites best suited for land building 

and 2) removing the river from its channel just south of New Orleans. The design creates a 

more compact and resilient delta that can provide safer sites for human activities and can foster 

wetland restoration. The plan also allows time for the region’s residents and users to make 

choices about their transition to an inevitably smaller delta.   
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