Figure 8.9. Aerial view of Louisiana marshes showing extensive canalization
and oil facility ( lower center).

of Louisiana’s marsh loss appears to be
occurring in areas where petroleum is being
extracted ( Morton et al. 2002, 2003). The
effects of the petroleum industry on Gulf
Coast wetlands have been described in detail
( Ko et al. 2004; Ko and Day 2004). Filling
of wetlands along the Arctic Coastal Plain
for well sites, access roads, and pipeline corridors has impacted an unknown amount of
tidal wetland. Drilling for oil may also have
unintended consequences such as oil contamination from leaks or discharges, with
the impact of the blowout of the offshore
drilling rig Deepwater Horizon on April 20,
2010, being an excellent example.

Contamination
Contaminants from industrial, commercial,
and urban sources entering the water may
be adsorbed to waterborne soil particles
that eventually settle out in tidal wetlands
and bottoms. Heavy metals including zinc,
copper, lead, cadmium, nickel, and mercury
may be found in tidal wetland sediments
or in leachate oozing out of landfills constructed in tidal wetlands. Depending on
concentration levels, such contamination

may adversely affect aquatic animal life in
wetlands and pose health risks to people
consuming contaminated fishes ( Rai 2008).
Degraded water quality from industrial
sources has been a major environmental
problem for estuaries in urban areas since
the late 1800s (e.g., Newark Bay, NJ, for
example; Crawford et al. 1994). More
than 200 years of industrial activity in this
area produced some of the country’s most
contaminated sites (7 Superfund sites) in
the Hackensack Meadowlands and vicinity. For example, direct discharges from a
mercury-processing plant into Berry Creek
produced mercury levels in tidal marshes
that led the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency to designate the Ventron / Velsicol
site as a Superfund National Priority List
site (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2007). It
is one of the worst mercury-contaminated
sites in the country. Mining of mercury
and its use in gold extraction during the
Gold Rush era in California produced
contaminated runoff that eventually led to
an accumulation of mercury in tidal sediments of the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta.
The occurrence of methyl mercury ( MeHg,
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