
Engineering put the Crescent City below sea level. Now, its future is at risk.

Downtown New Orleans and the Mississippi River, with the French Quarter in the foreground and the West Bank in the distance
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New Orleans and its vicinity in 1863. The developing city tightly hugs the ridge nearest the Mississippi
River. (Wells, Ridgway, Virtue, and Co. / Library of Congress)
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Contour map of New Orleans, produced as part of the city’s 1895 effort to finally solve the drainage problem
(Courtesy of the New Orleans Public Library)



Design plans for a Wood screw pump (U.S. Patent 1,345,655)

A LIDAR elevation model of New Orleans shows areas above sea level in red tones (up to 10 or 15 feet, except
for the artificial levees) and areas below sea level in yellow to blueish tones (mostly ranging from -1 down to -10
feet). (Richard Campanella / FEMA)
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Technology is transforming city life, for better and worse.
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