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These Native Americans Might Be the Country's First

Climate Change Refugees
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VICE News is closely tracking global environmental change. Check out the Tipping Point blog

here (https://news.vice.com/topic/tipping-point).
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Sometime in the next few years, the remaining two dozen or so families of Louisiana's Isle de Jean

Charles will pack up their stuff and leave for good.

They'll leave behind homes that some of the Native American residents have lived in for

generations, and they'll watch from afar as what's left of the island gets swallowed by the

surrounding waters.

"All of our history, all of our ancestral line — that's where our people are buried. That's where our

family members were born," island native Chantel Coverdelle said. "They were raised there, and

they raised their kids and grandkids. We've been there forever."

The Isle de Jean Charles band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe has lived on the island since

the 1820s. Nearly all still speak Cajun French at home, said Coverdelle, the community's tribal

secretary. But as the marshes of southeastern Louisiana shrivel and settle into a rising sea, the

island has been eaten away to a bare stub of what it was in the mid-1950s. Once 11 miles long, it's

barely two miles long and a quarter of a mile wide today — a roughly 98 percent loss of land area.

And so by 2019, if current plans hold, the people of Isle de Jean Charles are likely to be the first

community displaced wholesale by the slow-motion ecological disaster inflicted on southeastern

Louisiana over the last century.

"We're trying to be hopeful that we can pull together enough resources to get this accomplished

quickly, for the safety of our people," Coverdelle said.

Related: 

The wetlands below New Orleans have been shrinking since the early 20th century, when the

levees that protect cities up the Mississippi River corralled the floods that once refreshed the land

with fresh sediment. Oil companies and government agencies dredged thousands of miles of

canals through the wetlands, funneling salt water into the marshes, killing native plants whose

roots held the soil in place.

Nearly 1,900 square miles of coastal Louisiana disappeared underwater between 1932 and 2010,

according to the US Geological Survey. The area is losing more than 16 square miles a year — the

equivalent of a football field every hour — and as if that weren't bad enough, the rise of sea levels

It's Been 30 Centuries Since Sea Levels Were Rising This Quickly !
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in a warming world is expected to compound the problem.

"Not only are we losing land that provides a valuable buffer, we are gaining elevation of water, and

the land we do have is subsiding," said Corey Miller, the community engagement manager for the

Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana.

Isle de Jean Charles's tribal leaders have been trying to find a new home for more than a decade.

Their project has now drawn the support of the White House, which in January pledged $48 million

to help the remaining households move to "a resilient and historically significant community."

The hope is to find someplace within the surrounding Terrebonne Parish and resettle there by

2019, Coverdelle said. But no proposals have been put together, and no site has been acquired,

she said. The money the White House pledged in January won't cover the full cost, but "it will give

us a great start," she added.

Many of the island's families have already relocated on their own. Coverdelle and her parents

moved to nearby Houma after Hurricane Danny destroyed their own home in the 1990s — but her

grandparents still live on the island, and she and her family visited every weekend as she grew up.

Many other families have resettled in Houma as well.

"It's very saddening to me, personally," Coverdelle said. "But it's sad not just for us, but for all the

other communities that are facing this. There are lots of other communities facing the same issue,

and it's very disheartening to see."

Related: 

After Hurricane Katrina, Louisiana developed an extensive master plan aimed at restoring its

wetlands, which serve as a natural buffer against storm surges. That includes controlled releases

of water from the Mississippi River in hopes of spreading fresh sediment on the sinking land, while

rebuilding and extending levees to protect other portions of the coast.

More than 1,000 projects are aimed at restoring marshes, or building new ones, Miller said. South

of New Orleans, new cypress trees are being planted several times a year in fresh earth delivered

by the river diversions.

Tar Balls, Disappearing Islands, and 'Unexplained Mortality Events': Five Years After the

BP Disaster !

https://news.vice.com/article/tar-balls-disappearing-islands-and-unexplained-mortality-events-five-years-after-the-bp-disaster


But the world's oceans rose faster in the past 100 years than they did in nearly all the preceding

3,000, and they could go up another two feet or more this century, scientists from Rutgers

University and several other institutions reported this week. And an analysis by the Princeton-

based research consortium Climate Central concluded that most of the increase in coastal

flooding can be laid at the foot of human-caused climate change.

For communities like Isle de Jean Charles and several others that lie outside the planned levees,

the emphasis is on "non-structural" protections, Miller said. Sometimes that means raising homes

above projected floods, or buying flood insurance — and sometimes, it means families decide to

move.

"It's never an easy conversation," Miller said. "You're talking about people's livelihoods,

generations of culture. Coastal Louisiana is very much a place-based, community-based culture

and environment. Most people do not want to leave. People live in these places for very attached

reasons." In some cases, he said, older residents may stay, while their children move to higher

elevations.

Some accounts have described the people of Isle de Jean Charles as America's first "climate

refugees." But Coverdelle calls that too harsh. She prefers to think of it as adaptation.

"If your land is eroded away, you have to adapt to it," she said. "You're not being a refugee, you're

just adapting to the changes."

Besides, she added, "this isn't the first time a native community has had to move, for whatever

reason." 

Follow Matt Smith on Twitter: @mattsmithatl (https://twitter.com/mattsmithatl)

Watch the VICE News documentary Oil and Water:

https://twitter.com/mattsmithatl


TOPICS: tipping point (/topic/tipping-point), environment (/topic/environment), americas
(/topic/americas), united states (/topic/united-states), louisiana (/topic/louisiana), climate change
(/topic/climate-change), global warming (/topic/global-warming), climate change refugees
(/topic/climate-change-refugees), isle de jean charles (/topic/isle-de-jean-charles), sea level rise
(/topic/sea-level-rise)

RECOMMENDED

(/video/trumps-faithful-televangelists-extra-
scene-from-trump-carolina)

Trump's Faithful Televangelists (Extra Scene from

'Trump Carolina') (/video/trumps-faithful-

televangelists-extra-scene-from-trump-carolina)

(/video/on-the-line-david-enders-on-syrian-
refugees-in-lebanon)

On The Line: David Enders on Syrian Refugees in

Lebanon (/video/on-the-line-david-enders-on-

syrian-refugees-in-lebanon)

https://news.vice.com/topic/tipping-point
https://news.vice.com/topic/environment
https://news.vice.com/topic/americas
https://news.vice.com/topic/united-states
https://news.vice.com/topic/louisiana
https://news.vice.com/topic/climate-change
https://news.vice.com/topic/global-warming
https://news.vice.com/topic/climate-change-refugees
https://news.vice.com/topic/isle-de-jean-charles
https://news.vice.com/topic/sea-level-rise
https://news.vice.com/video/trumps-faithful-televangelists-extra-scene-from-trump-carolina
https://news.vice.com/video/trumps-faithful-televangelists-extra-scene-from-trump-carolina
https://news.vice.com/video/on-the-line-david-enders-on-syrian-refugees-in-lebanon
https://news.vice.com/video/on-the-line-david-enders-on-syrian-refugees-in-lebanon
https://news.vice.com/article/why-the-real-battle-over-the-fate-of-the-us-supreme-court-isnt-about-replacing-scalia


(/article/why-the-real-battle-over-the-fate-of-
the-us-supreme-court-isnt-about-replacing-
scalia)

Why the Real Battle Over the Fate of the US

Supreme Court Isn't About Replacing Scalia

(/article/why-the-real-battle-over-the-fate-of-the-

us-supreme-court-isnt-about-replacing-scalia)

(/video/americas-election-2016-south-
carolinas-black-vote)

America's Election 2016: South Carolina's Black

Vote (/video/americas-election-2016-south-

carolinas-black-vote)

MOST POPULAR

https://news.vice.com/article/why-the-real-battle-over-the-fate-of-the-us-supreme-court-isnt-about-replacing-scalia
https://news.vice.com/article/why-the-real-battle-over-the-fate-of-the-us-supreme-court-isnt-about-replacing-scalia
https://news.vice.com/video/americas-election-2016-south-carolinas-black-vote
https://news.vice.com/video/americas-election-2016-south-carolinas-black-vote


(/article/scalias-cause-of-death-announced-as-political-battle-lines-are-drawn)

Scalia's Cause of Death Announced As Political Battle Lines Are Drawn (/article/scalias-cause-of-death-
announced-as-political-battle-lines-are-drawn)

(/article/top-beijing-official-blames-hong-kong-clashes-on-elements-of-terror)

Top Beijing Official Blames Hong Kong Clashes on 'Elements of Terror' (/article/top-beijing-official-blames-
hong-kong-clashes-on-elements-of-terror)

https://news.vice.com/article/scalias-cause-of-death-announced-as-political-battle-lines-are-drawn
https://news.vice.com/article/scalias-cause-of-death-announced-as-political-battle-lines-are-drawn
https://news.vice.com/article/top-beijing-official-blames-hong-kong-clashes-on-elements-of-terror
https://news.vice.com/article/top-beijing-official-blames-hong-kong-clashes-on-elements-of-terror


5 Comments Vice News  Login!1

 Share⤤ Sort by Best

Join the discussion…

• Reply •

Joe333 •  4 hours ago

No they aren't

Again to remind the scientifically illiterate:
The rate of sea level rise is less than 2mm per year. It has not effected anyone. Every claim
made in this article is false 
http://tidesandcurrents.noaa.g...

Coastal areas which are flooding are not a result of sea level rise. 
If you want your prediction of the future to be taken seriously the first step is to make your
analysis of the present accurate

  2△ ▽  

• Reply •

Kent  •  3 hours ago> Joe333

Your claim is purely political.
 △ ▽  

• Reply •

Joe333  •  3 hours ago> Kent

No 
My claims are purely scientific 
Less than 2mm per year of sea level rise. Not centimeters. Not inches.
Millimeters

 △ ▽  
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Pistoff123 •  4 hours ago

I would say that the first climate change refugees were those that crossed the ice flow bridge
from Asia and were trapped here on the North American continent.

  1△ ▽  

WWRJD •  11 minutes ago

The wetlands below New Orleans have been shrinking since the early 20th century, when the
levees that protect cities up the Mississippi River corralled the floods that once refreshed the
land with fresh sediment. Oil companies and government agencies dredged thousands of
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miles of canals through the wetlands, funneling salt water into the marshes, killing native
plants whose roots held the soil in place.

Okay.... So here's the reason. Why are you blaming it on climate change??
 △ ▽  
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