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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation examines social, political, and cultural dimensions of 

displacement, resettlement planning, and climate change adaptation policy 

experimentation along Louisiana’s Gulf Coast. I draw upon four years of ethnographic 

research alongside Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders, 

during a period just before and after their resettlement plans garnered $48 million in 

federal financial support. Through participant observation and interviews with Tribal 

leaders, their allies, media-makers who covered the Tribe’s experiences, and state 

planners tasked with administering the federal funds, I examined social encounters 

produced as the Tribe’s resettlement plans were embraced, circulated, and 

transformed throughout international media and policy.  

My analysis points to a number of tensions expressed as Tribal community-driven 

efforts to address historically produced vulnerabilities collided with government efforts to 

reduce exposure to coastal environmental hazards. I describe how policies, planning 

practices, and particular constructions of disaster and community encumbered Tribal 

leaders’ long-standing struggle for recognition, self-determination and sovereignty, land, 

and cultural survival. Ultimately, I argue that the state’s allocation of federal resettlement 

funds has reproduced a colonial frontier dynamic whereby redevelopment is rested upon 

the erasure of Indigenous histories; identities; and ongoing struggles for self-

determination, land, and cultural survival. Using ethnography to interrogate the social 

encounters produced through adaptation may inform policies, planning processes, and 

activism in solidarity with those already regenerating social and ecological relationships 

threatened by racial capitalism, settler colonialism, and climate change. 
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This work is dedicated to everyone struggling for decolonization and decarbonization on 

the Gulf Coast and throughout the world. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

“Vanishing?” asked Chantel with an exasperated chuckle. We both looked at the 

computer screen while sitting at her parent’s supper table in Houma, Louisiana—about 

20 miles north of “the Island.” We were working on our presentation for the American 

Association of Geographers (AAG) conference in New Orleans later that month when we 

stumbled upon the title of another paper about her community. “The Vaannishiiing Isle 

de Jean Charlessss...” She read the title aloud dramatically. It was not unusual by then—

Spring of 2018—to see at least one, if not multiple, other presentations about Isle de Jean 

Charles at academic conferences. Over the previous two years, some of the biggest media 

institutions on the planet had dubbed the Island “the frontlines of climate change” and 

christened her Tribal community “America’s first Climate Refugees.” Immense academic 

interest followed. This particular presentation stood out, however, because it was 

authored by one of the state employees tasked with administering a $48 million federal 

grant allocated in 2016 to support the Tribe’s resettlement inland. “No,” Chantel said in a 

matter-of-fact tone with her eyes fixed on the screen. “We ain’t vanishing.” 

Chantel Comardelle grew up on Isle de Jean Charles, a narrow ridge of land about 

80 miles southwest of New Orleans.1 The Island is approximately two miles long and a 

quarter mile wide, increasingly surrounded by open water and dangerously exposed to 

tropical storms and hurricanes. As a child, she developed chronic respiratory problems 

from mold that proliferated in the family’s home due to repeated flooding. She was four 

 
1 I have used the actual names of Tribal leaders and state officials throughout this dissertation. For others, I 
follow ethnographic convention of using pseudonyms and taking measures to protect the confidentiality. 
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when Hurricane Juan wreaked havoc, and her family moved to town. Her mother was 

originally from Houma, a descendent of Cajuns who lived in nearby lower Petit Caillou 

for generations, and her father—current Deputy Chief of the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe—descended from the Island’s earliest known inhabitants. Her 

grandparents, aunts, and cousins all still lived on Isle de Jean Charles, and she tried to 

visit with them weekly. At the time of our AAG presentation, Comardelle was 35 years 

old, married, and the mother of three young children. She regularly worked all hours of 

the night on the Tribe’s various initiatives as the Tribal Secretary, juggling this work 

alongside her children’s football practices and gymnastics meets. She maintained a full-

time job outside of her unpaid efforts for the Tribe.  

In addition to all of this, Secretary Comardelle completed a Museum Studies 

certificate program in 2017. Her goal had long been to learn curatorial skills that would 

help her ensure that future generations of the Tribe are able to learn about their heritage 

and maintain some relationship to the Island even if the land mass sinks or washes 

away—which scientists predict could happen within the next 50 years. Her mantra is 

“preserving place,” which she told me reflected the Tribal Council’s broader goals of 

resettling. “We are preserving our place, the Island, our place in history, and our future 

for the next generations.” She described their experiences and resettlement planning 

process in terms that contrasted starkly from the doomsday narratives I was accustomed 

to seeing in climate change coverage. She scoffed at the implication that the Island 

community was “vanishing,” a term reminiscent of colonial tropes used to rationalize the 

theft of lands and other atrocities against peoples throughout the history of the United 

States (Berkhofer 1978).  
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Since 2002—well before the coastal impacts of climate change plastered 

headlines and conference programs—Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 

Traditional Chief Albert Naquin and his Tribal Council have worked to plan their Tribe’s 

resettlement inland. Born in 1946, Chief Naquin lived on the Island until he was 29, with 

the exception of a two-year stint in Germany while serving during the war in Vietnam, 

where one of his brothers lost his life. In 1975, just after Hurricane Carmen hit the Island, 

he moved just a few miles “up the bayou” to Pointe-aux-Chenes. From 1980 to 2003 

Chief Albert worked as a safety inspector for the Minerals Management Service and the 

Bureau of Land Management. He spent most of his career inspecting offshore oil rigs in 

the Gulf of Mexico, though also did this work in Colorado and New Mexico for three 

years in the early-1990s. In 1997, he was appointed Traditional Chief of the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe by his older brother. They descend from a 

long line of Island Chiefs, and in this role, Chief Naquin has devoted much of his time 

and energy to trying to save the Island from ecological destruction and ensuring a future 

for the 600-person Tribe even if in another location.  

 
Figure 1. Chief Albert Naquin with resettlement design and community members. 

Source: Photo by Kristina Peterson. 
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The Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Council’s plans to 

resettle their Tribe inland have garnered international attention during a moment of stark 

realization within the state regarding coastal ecological restoration and the future of 

coastal life. Between 1932 and 2016 Louisiana lost over 1,866 square miles of coastal 

wetlands—an area nearly the size of Delaware (Couvillion et al. 2017). As discussed in 

the next chapter, floodplain development and industrialization have exacerbated 

subsidence (the sinking of land) and erosion throughout the state’s coastal zone. 

Additionally, climate change is anticipated to bring increased flooding, storms, and other 

hazards to the region (Carter et al. 2018; Walsh et al. 2014). In response to the land loss 

crisis, scientists, engineers, planners, and policymakers in the state have advanced 

ambitious plans to restore what is possible of the coastal wetlands and barrier islands. 

 
Figure 2. Coastal Land Loss and Land Gain in Louisiana.  

Adapted from https://www2.southeastern.edu/orgs/oilspill/wetlands.html Data source: 
https://lacoast.gov/new/Data/Maps/2003landloss11X17.pdf 

 
 

Louisiana’s 2017 Coastal Master Plan, however, makes clear that conservation and 

restoration will not always be possible. While restoration can be expected in some 

locations, others will sink or wash away (Jankowski et al. 2017; Törnqvist et al. 2020).  
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Human and nonhuman residents of the region must therefore continue to adapt to a 

shrinking coast and increasingly extreme weather. For many, this has meant, and will 

continue to mean, relocating out of harm’s way.  

The unambiguous reality of a shrinking coast has begun to engender new kinds of 

state investment in coastal governance, regional planning, and inland migration. In this 

dissertation, I describe findings from ethnographic research alongside Chief Naquin, 

Secretary Comardelle, and other Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

leaders as their resettlement plans were embraced, circulated, and transformed throughout 

international media and policy worlds. I make the following arguments: 

First, coastal resettlement planning in Louisiana, like elsewhere, is inextricably 

linked to what Cedric Robinson (1983) termed racial capitalism—entanglements of 

racism, nationalism, and capitalism rooted in Europe and imposed elsewhere through 

colonization. Following the work of Patrick Wolfe (2006) and Evelyn Nakano Glenn 

(2015), I use “settler colonialism” to describe not an event or moment of contact that 

occurred in the past, but rather a persistent social structure maintained by multiple social 

institutions and characterized by national invasion, expropriation of land, the erasure of 

Indigenous peoples and their lifeways, the intentional destruction of ecosystems, and the 

fracturing of traditional ecological relations and knowledges.  

From the moment I began learning from Tribal leaders and others engaged with 

their resettlement, it was clear to me that the histories of racial capitalism and settler 

colonialism were salient to understanding the resettlement, and climate change adaptation 

more generally, in multiple ways. I describe how the Island Tribe has faced increasing 

risks and vulnerabilities produced by histories of invasion, forced displacement, imposed 
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property relations, land grabs, colonial water management infrastructure, and 

industrialization. I also examine ways that the resettlement planning process has been 

marred by the government’s erasure of Tribal-driven resettlement planning and co-

optation of concepts and process. In particular, federal resource allocation processes, 

liberal planning practices, and disparate colonial policies—from resilience to 

recognition—have encumbered Tribal-driven expressions of self-determination and 

sovereignty. I also examine histories of colonization and racialized exploitation at the 

inland site chosen for the resettlement, and the state’s plans for redevelopment there. 

With regard to this overarching theme—that racial capitalism, settler colonialism, and 

climate change adaptation are linked—I argue that so-called resilient or adaptive coastal 

governance can facilitate a continuation of colonial frontier dynamics whereby 

redevelopment is rested upon the erasure of Indigenous histories, ways of life, and 

ongoing struggles for self-determination and sovereignty, land, and cultural survival. 

The second overarching theme is closely related to the first in that I connect 

legacies of imperialism to development (and de-development) within Louisiana’s coastal 

zone. I found that the planning and design discourse of “managed retreat” from the coast 

as a form of climate change adaptation—discussed in the next section of this chapter—

imposed ethnocentric frames on the Tribal-driven resettlement and undercut possibilities 

for justice and solidarity. Not only do I make the case that managed retreat is an 

inappropriate construct to impose upon the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribe’s resettlement, but I argue that implicit in many peoples’ notion of scaling 

resettlement for climate adaptation is a reactionary conservatism that seeks to maintain 

the power of the settler state and its territoriality albeit in different physical forms. As the 
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settler state and capitalist economies reach geographic, economic, and temporal limits 

due to climate change, regional disasters, and related uncertainties, I follow some of the 

ways that “managed retreat” can be viewed as a contemporary strategy for extending the 

power of the settler state and capital despite increasing ecological precarity. The drive to 

scale resettlement within climate change adaptation has, in at least this case, displaced 

efforts to decolonize climate change adaptation and coastal and inland spaces.  

Third, I argue that Tribal-driven climate change adaptation was troubled by 

clashing social constructions of disaster and community. Ahistorical notions of disaster 

were deployed by government officials and their contractors to limit the relevance of 

legacies of injustice within state formations of risk. For officials and some key 

practitioners, the risk was first and foremost about reducing exposure to coastal flood 

hazards. For Tribal leaders, however, multiple generations of injustice and displacement 

were layered into their experiences of future flood risk. In part as a result of the state 

prioritization of exposure to future coastal flood risk on the Island, officials deployed 

location-specific notions of community instead of embracing the Tribal-driven version of 

community anchored in identity, heritage, and Island social institutions. I view the 

narrow notions of risk/disaster and liberal constructs of community as settler colonial 

formations and strategies for maintaining control over planning processes and land.  

Fourth, managing popular narratives of the resettlement was more than a symbolic 

issue. The circulation of visual representations had material consequences for the 

planning process. I argue that the Tribe, state, and other actors strived to manage the 

increasing visibility of the Island, and Louisiana’s coastal crisis in general strategically. 

Audiovisual media production and circulation became sites for negotiating sovereignty, 
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futurity, solidarity, the state rebranding of climate change adaptation expertise, and the 

limits of adaptation.  

Finally, my research foregrounds the significance of clashing temporalities of 

resettlement planning. I argue that one of the most pressing challenges planning 

professionals, policy-makers, reporters and other media-makers, and scholars face when 

considering the coastal crisis in Louisiana is the need to reckon with the increasing risks 

to flooding and extreme weather while also commiting to the initiatives and self-

determination of those whose vulnerability to these risks is connected to histories of 

forced displacement, dispossession of land and resources, and social marginalization. 

Based on this doctoral research, I believe that such work requires major structural, 

cultural, and political transformation.  

Below, I draw on two concepts debated within the anthropology of disaster and 

climate change—vulnerability and resilience—and the growing literature focused on 

human mobility in relation to hazards associated with climate change to situate some of 

the questions that initially drove my research.  

Vulnerability and Resilience 

Human adaptation to changing environmental conditions has long motivated 

anthropological inquiry (Steward 1955; Orlove 1980; Rappaport 1984; Towsend 2009), 

and more so now, as global climate change and associated disasters become more well-

documented (Crate and Nuttall 2016). The dominant view of disaster throughout the 20th 

century framed experiences of extreme weather, floods, fires, and other hazards as 

geographically, temporally, and socially discrete phenomena: “acts of god” or “nature” 

(White 1945; Hewitt 1983). In the 1970s, however—at a time of momentous critique of 



 9 

U.S. imperialism and post-war development around the world—anthropologists, 

sociologists, and historians began to investigate the relationships among disasters and 

long-term social and political processes. Research pointed to the ways that urbanization 

and poverty correlated with risk and experiences of disaster around the globe, leading 

scholars to question the natural-ness of so-called ‘natural disasters’ (O’Keefe et al. 1976). 

Anthropologists and political ecologists have continued this work by examining how 

particular forms of development and colonial social relations produce vulnerability to 

hazards, and to what degree political factors interact with environmental forces before, 

during, and after catastrophic disruptions (Hewitt 1983; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; 

Wisner et al. 2004). This work aligned with political ecological criticisms of the liberal 

and Enlightenment-era underpinnings of ideologies of nature outside of civilization 

(Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; Smith 2008).  

Political economic and historically informed theories of vulnerability have 

inspired new approaches to understanding disaster that assess the relative weight of social 

and political legacies on uneven experiences of risk (Cutter et al. 2003; Wisner et al. 

2004). The unevenness of risk across populations has also led scholars to analyze the 

ways that coastal settlement and governance are conditioned by long legacies of racism 

and colonialism (Burkett et al. 2017; Hardy et al. 2017; Maldonado et al. 2013; Marino 

2015). Though popular notions of vulnerability can stigmatize people as victims without 

in need of saving, and thus direct attention away from the historical relations, inequities, 

and processes that the term was initially used to emphasize (Bankoff 2003; Halboom and 

Natcher 2012; Marino and Faas 2020), the concept has given rise to important analyses 

that highlight the process by which marginalized and oppressed peoples are made more 
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sensitive to ecological hazards as a result of inequitable political economies and structural 

violence while those with privilege have more opportunities and capacity to withstand 

and recover from disasters (Hardy et al. 2018; Marino 2018). In recognition of the social 

production of risk to disasters, scholars and community leaders have advocated for the 

increased protection of human rights and advanced principles of social justice within 

disaster policies and climate change governance (Adger et al. 2006; Bronen 2011; 

Maldonado et al. 2013; Jerolleman 2019; Laska 2020). 

Efforts to rethink disaster have also engendered new approaches and mechanisms 

to plan for them. The pioneering scholarship of geographer Gilbert White in the 1940s, 

for example, brought clarity to the multitude of ways that human behavior and 

development exacerbated or alleviated risk to flooding (White 1945). By the 1970s, 

emergency management professionals, whose field emerged from national security 

concerns about state stability during the Cold War, began to advocate for increased 

attention and resources devoted to mitigation—planning before a disaster strikes in 

addition to relief and recovery afterwards (Jackman and Beruvides 2013). The creation of 

the National Flood Insurance Program in 1968, for example, can be seen as an attempt to 

reduce harm for potential disasters based on environmental and economic forces that 

condition flood risk (Kunreuther 1968). The 1988 Robert T. Stafford Disaster and 

Emergency Preparedness Act was the first major piece of U.S. legislation that 

incorporated hazard mitigation funding in disaster policy. The Stafford Act was expanded 

by the Hazard Mitigation and Relocation Act of 1993, which enabled the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency to acquire properties and provide resources for 

individual relocations of those exposed to recurrent flood events, and the 2000 Disaster 
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Mitigation Act further institutionalized hazard mitigation at local and state levels by 

restricting eligibility for post-disaster funds to jurisdictions with mitigation written into 

their land-use plans. 

Hazard mitigation preceded the more recent proliferation of terms like resilience 

and adaptation, which also often indicate planning for future risk. The United Nations 

Office of Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) defines adaptation as “adjustment in 

natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their 

effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities” (2009, p. 4). The 

notion of resilience is defined by the UNISDR as “the ability of a system, community or 

society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects 

of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the preservation and 

restoration of its essential basic structures and functions” (2009, p. 24). Definitions and 

the application of these terms through programs vary, and their usefulness and even 

harmfulness has become subject of extensive debate (see Alexander 2013; Barrios 2016; 

Dawson 2017; Davoudi et al. 2012; and MacKinnon and Derickson 2012). The UNISDR 

conceptualization of resilience, for example, differs substantially from that advanced by 

Walker and Salt (2006) and others who highlight the need for some systems to 

completely transform rather than recover from exposure to a given hazard. Barrios (2016) 

points to the ways in which resilience can be understood as an apolitical arm of imposed 

neoliberal development processes, and Dawson (2017) argues that public, philanthropic, 

and private institutions have embraced resilience-oriented projects so long as they do not 

threaten existing industries or capitalist social relations. The emergence of concepts such 

as resilience, adaptation, and mitigation within the governance of disaster have 
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engendered a technocratic reorientation of government and private sector planning 

activities towards future risk.  

In southeast Louisiana, local Tribal and community leaders, environmentalists, 

religious leaders, and social scientists have long taken the lead in advocating for 

addressing environmental and social risks associated with the destruction of wetlands, 

often with no, or minimal, government support. The Coalition to Restore Coastal 

Louisiana, for example, has organized around state-led conservation efforts to address the 

damage caused by industrial development since 1988 (Theriot 2014). Diane Edmonson of 

Terrebonne Parish Office on Aging, Rob Gorman of Catholic Charities, and Dr. Kristina 

Peterson, who at the time was with Church World Service, formed another nonprofit, 

Terrebonne Readiness and Assistance Coalition (TRAC), which became one of the first 

organizations in the country to hold mitigation as its core mission. According to Peterson, 

the first raised houses in Terrebonne Parish were done by TRAC after Hurricane Andrew 

in 1992. In 2001, Shirley Laska founded the Center for Hazards, Assessment, Response 

and Technology (CHART) at the University of New Orleans to advance community-

based participatory work related to hazards (CHART 2020). The year before Hurricane 

Katrina, Dr. Laska published a forceful plea for mitigation-thinking when imagining what 

would happen if Hurricane Ivan had hit New Orleans (Laska 2004). At that time, political 

leaders and civil society were not listening and were unwilling to make major 

investments to address the growing issues of risk, land loss, and community 

displacement.  

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005, however, amplified existing local 

conversations focused on hazard mitigation planning and resilience around the country. 
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The loss of life, destruction of property, mismanaged evacuation, militarized disaster 

response, and the position of the region as a globally important seafood and oil exporter 

and mega-port led to a massive increase in money for recovery throughout the region. 

The state of Louisiana, like elsewhere, began investing in mitigation, resilience, and 

adaptation (LDOA 2009). Elevating homes, flood proofing of businesses and public 

structures, and resettlement are all part of the suite of strategies considered by 

governments, nonprofits, the private sector, and community members in anticipation of 

future storms and environmental change (Jenkins 2016). It was in this context of post-

Hurricane Katrina resilience and adaptation—more than four years after the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders began planning their Tribal 

community resettlement—that many scholars in the region began considering the legal, 

cultural, social, and political dimensions of relocation, including community resettlement 

as a form of environmental adaptation (Darlington and Wooddell 2006; Dalbom et al. 

2014; Colten 2015). It would be another decade after Hurricane Katrina before the state 

of Louisiana really began to consider resettlement as a form of coastal adaptation. 

Resettlement and Retreat 

Anthropologists have long described relationships between human mobility and 

changing environmental conditions—conventionally in terms of the “deterioration of old 

habitats or the enhanced attraction of new ones” (Adams et al. 1978). As Brettell and 

Hollifield (2014) noted, migration has consistently been part of anthropological 

narratives since the 19th century despite James Clifford’s critique, "Common notions of 

culture" have long oriented the anthropological gaze "toward rooting rather than travel” 

(1988, 338). Early theories of migration were, however, advanced not by anthropologists, 
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but by colonial demographers, sociologists, and archaeologists debating the relative 

migration or diffusion of cultural forms (Adams et al. 1978). According to Elizabeth 

Marino (2012), “By the mid-20th century, human migration linked to environmental 

change was not considered a major driver in modern migration choices.” Instead attention 

was primarily focused on economic drivers, urbanization, and other pressures associated 

with prevailing post-war theories of modernity (Brettell and Hollifield 2014).  

Since the 1980s, researchers from around the globe have identified the increasing 

displacement from coastal locations as a likely effect of global climate change. 

According to the first International Panel on Climate Change report in 1992, “The gravest 

effects of climate change may be those on human migration as millions are displaced by 

shoreline erosion, coastal flooding and severe drought’’ (IPCC 1992, 103). Recent 

scientific understandings of sea level change have also become clearer. Global sea levels 

rose approximately .16 m (approximately 6 inches) between 1902 and 2015 (IPCC 2019, 

10). This may not sound like much, but the rate of sea level rise since 2006 is more than 

double the rate observed between 1901 to 1990 (Ibid.). Global mean sea levels are 

expected to rise as much as .93 m (36.6 inches) with 2°C warming by 2100 (IPCC 2018, 

7). In coastal Louisiana, the situation is more dire with high rates of relative sea level 

rise—the combined effect of regional subsidence and rising seas. Louisiana’s Coastal 

Protection and Restoration Authority predicts regional sea level rise could possibly reach 

over 2 m (72 inches) within the century (CPRA 2017, 72). 

As the coastal impacts of climate change become more comprehensible, the 

number of people who risk displacement as a result of climate-related hazards has been 

more widely debated (Bronen et al. 2018; Wilson and Fischetti 2010). Studies predict that 
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by 2050, at least 25 million and as many as one billion people will be displaced by 

environmental changes and disasters (IOM 2017; Rigaud et al. 2018). In the United 

States, 8.6 million people, or about three percent of the country’s population, inhabit the 

current 100-year flood zone, and that number is growing (Crowell et al. 2010). Hauer et 

al. (2016) estimated that as many as 13.1 million people living in U.S. coastal counties 

could be at risk of displacement due to sea level rise by the year 2100. The International 

Displacement Monitoring Centre reported 18.8 million displacements as a result of 

disaster in 2017—61% of the total displacements they recorded (IDMC 2018). 1,686,000 

of those were located in the United States. Additionally, as new structural interventions 

are planned and developed to protect communities from the impacts of climate change, 

those too can be expected to force additional displacements (De Sherbinin et al. 2011). In 

short, disaster and climate-related displacement is already occurring and risk to coastal 

displacement is increasing at alarming rates. 

The United States currently lacks a federal policy or framework to support the 

resettlement of entire communities (Bronen 2011; Maldonado et al. 2013). In a World 

Bank report, Preventative Resettlement of Populations at Risk of Disaster: Experiences 

from Latin America, Elena Correa et al. (2011) demonstrate possibilities for large 

resettlements as a preemptive measure of hazard mitigation. The authors argue that 

countries with robust resettlement planning frameworks at the federal level have much 

better outcomes throughout resettlement planning processes. Planning processes benefit 

from a high level of coordination among agencies and regulations of redevelopment in 

place prior to particular resettlements (ibid.). The current lack of a federal framework and 

devoted resources places burdens on community leaders and allies to traverse complex 
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institutional landscapes in search of resources, frame complex experiences within the 

goals of various sometimes contradictory programs, conduct extensive outreach, and 

harmonize coordination among partners with divergent interests as they plan their futures. 

Some scholars have suggested that one useful model for crafting long-term resettlement 

policy from U.S. history is the work of the New Deal-era Resettlement Administration 

(Dalbom et al. 2014; Maldonado et al. 2013). 

The above realities have provoked scholars to investigate relocation decision-

making (Adams and Adger 2013; Bardsley and Hugo 2010; Simms 2016) and the role of 

sense of place along changing coasts (Agyeman et al. 2009; Alexander et al. 2012). There 

are growing calls that policies intended to support the mobility of coastal peoples apply 

lessons from decades of development-forced displacement and resettlement research (de 

Sherbinin et al. 2011; Wilmsen and Webber 2015). Much of this work recommends 

adjusting planning conventions, committing to participatory processes, and ensuring 

human rights of those resettling (Adger et al. 2006; Bronen 2011; Dalboum et al. 2014; 

Maldonado et al. 2013; Marino 2015; Burkett et al. 2017; Maldonado 2018; Jessee 2020). 

In recent years, some scholars and planning practitioners have used the coastal 

ecology and engineering concept of managed retreat to conceptualize land use planning 

and population management in anticipation of increasing coastal hazards associated with 

climate change (e.g. Freudenberg et al. 2016; Hino et al. 2017; Neal et al. 2017; Siders 

2019; Siders et al. 2019). Hino et al. (2017: 364) define managed retreat as, “the strategic 

relocation of structures or abandonment of land to manage natural hazard risk.” Both 

funding the relocation of residents (typically homeowners) and the withdrawal of built 

structures are often seen as component activities of managed retreat. As Liz Koslov 
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explains in her critical essay, “Retreat is distinct from other kinds of climate-related 

migration in that it entails not just relocating a group of people but also unbuilding land 

and returning it to nature in perpetuity (2016, 362-363). Since 1993, unbuilding in flood 

plains primarily occurs in the United States through Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) post-disaster buyouts and hazard mitigation grants. Such processes are 

inherently inequitable as jurisdictions must have plans in place to access these funds. 

Therefore, municipalities or Tribes without resources and capacity to develop plans, 

despite the need, are unable to access funds. Additionally, regional politics influence 

whether or not a jurisdiction will acquire these funds and shape residents’ experiences of 

the programs when their jurisdiction does offer them (De Vries and Fraser 2012; Siders 

2019).  

The notion of managed retreat has ignited critical debate within and beyond 

academia for a variety of reasons. Policymakers around the country have been reluctant 

to embrace coastal relocation planning for fear of upsetting their coastal constituents, 

losing a tax base, and adding administrative burdens (Manning-Broome et al. 2015; 

Koslov 2017). Local politicians and developers view “retreat” as a war metaphor in 

which retreating indicates defeat and losing the revenue that comes with coastal 

development. In the wake of Hurricane Sandy, for example, local politicians were 

reluctant to provide buyout support to those seeking it due to the implications for coastal 

redevelopment (Koslov 2016). Former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg 

proclaimed, “As New Yorkers, we cannot and will not abandon our waterfront. It’s one 

of our greatest assets. We must protect it, not retreat from it” (ibid., 360-361). Some of 

the climate adaptation research that uses managed retreat, has responded to these 
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concerns—seemingly trying to alleviate the fears of local governments that retreat is 

happening whether you plan for it or not (Siders 2019).  

Additional criticism of the managed retreat concept focuses on the implications of 

the word managed. What forms of domination are taken for granted in conceptualizations 

of “managed retreat” as a form of climate change adaptation? According to Siders et al. 

2019, “managed” refers to planning process while “strategic retreat” refers to the role of 

coastal relocation in wider regional redevelopment. Hino et al. (2017) advance a 

conceptualization that privileges government as an “implementing party.” According to 

the authors, government-led planning adds value in terms of “greater good” to migration 

scenarios depending on the number of people who would possibly move. The more 

people, the greater the good. Following Roy (1999), it is important to ask whose 

experiences are included in the “greater common good” and how do formulations of 

greater good obscure benefits among some and sacrifices among those who have been 

marginalized?  Hino et al. (2017)’s framework diminishes the broader societal benefits of 

Tribal or community-led processes that may include a small number of people and 

provides no space for the possibility of planning processes whereby governments take 

their lead from those resettling. As one Tribal leader from a coastal community in 

Louisiana explained during a 2019 panel hosted by Columbia University’s Earth Institute, 

“My question is who is being managed? Who is trying to manage me?” (Jessee et al. 

2019).  

Many different configurations and processes involving migration exist in relation 

to environmental change and disasters. After Hurricane Katrina, for example, many 

relocations that were unplanned before the floods, wind, and environmental damage 
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turned into more permanent resettlements as families relied on distant relatives and social 

ties around the country for support (Weber and Peek 2012). Residents of St. Bernard 

Parish, for example, moved as households to nearby areas on the north shore of Lake 

Pontchartrain where family members, friends, and former neighbors already relocated 

(Lasley 2012). Liz Koslov’s work after Hurricane Sandy documented another migration 

pattern during which community members organized buyout groups in Staten Island, 

New York, to advocate for their dispersal (Koslov 2016). The Allenville, Arizona, 

resettlement in the early 1980s was advanced by extensive community-oriented activism 

with the aim of keeping people together (Perry and Lindell 1997). There are also multiple 

relocation processes currently being planned by Indigenous communities of North 

America (Keene 2017). Community driven efforts to relocate together are also happening 

in various locations around the world outside the United States, such as Pune, India 

(Cronin and Guthrie 2011).  

Louisiana’s state government is beginning to devote attention and resources to 

coastal adaptation and resourcing human mobility in relation to increasing coastal flood 

and storm risk. The 2012 and 2017 Coastal Master Plans incorporate some attention to 

what is called “nonstructural risk reduction strategies,” which refers to all the 

interventions that are not levees or the physical engineering of water and sediment flows. 

Examples of nonstructural strategies include home elevation and voluntary buyouts for 

structures that face higher flood risk. 2,400 structures are targeted for potential voluntary 

acquisition due to their being in locations where the flood depths are forecasted to exceed 

14 feet. The Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA)‘s work has received 

criticism, however, for not articulating a detailed buyout planning program or notifying 
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those who live in the areas that would be targeted if one existed, and at the time of this 

writing, the state has yet to secure or invest the estimated $1.2 billion necessary for the 

acquisitions (Wendland 2018). Additionally, the coastal master plan lacks robust 

investment and planning for social and cultural preservation as part of human adaptation 

to a shrinking coast. Though the writing in the plan indicates people will need to move, 

there is no robust plan for what that process actually looks like, especially for those who 

plan on resettling while enhancing communal social structures or building upon 

traditional ways of life together in a new location. 

In 2016, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

allocated $92,629,249 to the state of Louisiana as part of the National Disaster Resilience 

Competition (discussed further in Chapters 3 and 4). $48,379,249 of these funds were 

allocated to support the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

community resettlement. $4,500,000 was devoted to state administrative costs, and 

$39,750,000 was devoted to a state-led resilience planning effort, the Louisiana Strategic 

Adaptations for Future Environments (LA SAFE) program. All of the funds were to be 

spent before a 2022 deadline. The LA SAFE program aimed to supplement the state’s 

restoration work with resilience planning in six parishes affected by Hurricane Isaac in 

2012. An initial draft of the LA SAFE policy framework refers to areas that will 

experience +14 feet of flooding during a 100-year flood scenario within the next 50 years 

as “resettlement zones” or those eligible for voluntary relocation, while those that will 

experience between 3 and 14 feet of flooding are seen as “retrofit zones” where elevation 

and other strategies for adapting in place would be encouraged, and locations that can 

expect less than 3 feet of water were considered “reshaping zones” in which development 
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and growth will be encouraged (LDOA 2017a). Many state planners are sensitive to the 

connotations of retreat and thus do not to use the term. As one planner working on the 

program explained to me, “We talk about resettlement and reshaping, but it is essentially 

a way of thinking about a managed retreat process.”  

The scholarship on managed retreat and resettlement rarely investigate tensions 

between community or Tribal-driven resettlements and government-led relocation 

planning processes or when the frameworks for managed retreat and local advocacy 

collide. In coastal Louisiana, the divergent migration scenarios mentioned above—

agency-led individual buyout programs, retreat policy development, unplanned 

evacuation turned permanent relocation, and planned Tribal community resettlements—

exist simultaneously and within overlapping geographies. Some, like the LA SAFE 

program (reshaping/retreat policy) and Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 

Tribal community resettlement were even provided support via the same federal funding 

mechanism administered by the same planners at the same state agency.  

The three realities described above—1) That Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders’ long standing resettlement efforts have become 

more meaningful to policymakers and media institutions rethinking habitation on the 

coast, 2) The emergence of backward-looking critiques of vulnerability and future-facing 

resilience discourse, and 3) An unexplored dynamic between lived experiences at the 

intersection of resettlement and so-called “retreat” processes—raise empirical questions 

regarding resettlement experiences and adaptation planning and policy that I have been 

well-positioned to investigate ethnographically. In what ways do particular constructions 

of climatic risk and resilience planning come to bear on constructions of the historical 
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production of vulnerability? How are long-standing Tribal community-driven 

resettlement efforts bolstered and/or hindered by climate adaptation policy 

experimentation that also focuses on coastal to inland relocation in Louisiana? 

Research Approach and Data Collection 

As a settler-descendant person who has also invested in and profited from settler 

institutions, I have benefited from the dispossession of Indigenous peoples’ lands, and I 

caught myself more than once internalizing an exoticizing gaze. Additionally, due to my 

family’s experiences of genocide as Jews in Nazi-occupied Austria and my grandfather’s 

experiences as refugee in the United States, I have strived to understand and challenge 

the ongoing colonial and racist institutional heritage of anthropology. The discipline has 

extracted and distorted Indigenous peoples’ narratives; facilitated the theft of land, 

materials, and human bodies; and perpetuated cultural appropriation and racialization 

(Bilosi and Zimmerman 1997; Deloria Jr. 1969).  

During the work that informed this dissertation, I aimed to build and maintain 

good relationships with Tribal leaders based on principles of decolonization. There are 

multiple understandings of what decolonization means, but for me, this meant working to 

reject the extractive nature of anthropological research (Smith 2004), recognizing and 

amplifying Tribal leaders’ environmental expertise (Hatfield et al. 2018; Maldonado et al. 

2013; Whyte 2016; Wildcat 2009), supporting Tribal-driven efforts towards the 

regeneration of a Tribal land base and ecological relations (Tuck and Yang 2012), and 

taking measure to advance their representational sovereignty (Graham 2016; Raheja 

2013). I have also been inspired by participatory action research and community-based 

participatory research principles of sharing knowledge, maintaining transparency, and 
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supporting community-driven activities and aims with research (Park et al. 1993; Kindon 

et al. 2007; Gubrium and Harper 2013). Despite these critical methodologies, in general I 

continue to struggle with the ethics of anthropological research, as discussed further in 

Chapter 5. 

Initially, my work with Tribal leaders involved supporting the logistics of 

outreach activities in late 2014 (See Chapter 5 of this dissertation). I co-organized an 

Education and Outreach Tour in Washington DC, Philadelphia, and New York City 

(Jessee 2015). Throughout this work, my role evolved in coordination with Tribal leaders 

from logistic support to an interlocutor for how others engaged with their efforts through 

reflection, shared data, and conversation. During the tour, for example, there was regular 

reflection and analysis of what audience members were taking away from the events. I 

also conducted participant observation at three Tribal meetings, numerous social 

gatherings, and one resettlement planning workshop co-organized by Tribal leaders and 

their longtime resettlement collaborators, the Lowlander Center— a nonprofit 

organization that applies participatory action research to community resilience work 

along Louisiana’s coast. 

The National Disaster Resilience Competition award announcement in January of 

2016 transformed the nature of my participation. Once the state of Louisiana was 

awarded funds to support the Tribe’s resettlement, I continued to observe the Tribal-

driven activities described above while also following the state’s administration of those 

funds. I took notes on forty-one conference calls and recorded fifteen in-person meetings 

between Tribal leaders, Louisiana state officials between 2016 and 2018. I shared the 

documentation of these processes with Tribal leaders and was available when they had 
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questions about my understanding of what was said. I have since served on steering and 

resource committees for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Healthy Places for 

Healthy People program and the U.S. National Endowment for the Art’s Citizens Institute 

for Rural Design process at the invitation of Tribal leaders. 

Additionally, I conducted a media content analysis of 169 of news articles that 

were published online in the two years following the National Disaster Resilience 

Competition award announcement. I drew upon grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 

1994) and Charmaz (2006) to locate themes, focusing both inductively on emergent 

themes and imposed ones based on concerns of Tribal leaders, their resettlement partners, 

and the literature. Initially, the media analysis was another way to support the Tribe’s 

resettlement plans. Staying informed as to who was covering their efforts and how the 

resettlement was being portrayed was of concern to multiple people within the Tribal 

leadership and their resettlement partners. This media analysis has served as a database of 

news and statements by tribal leaders and state and federal officials, which Tribal leaders 

and I have used to track various aspects of the planning process at key moments. 

Like any written representation, this narrative has been shaped my political 

subjectivities, identities, and social position (Foucault 1978; Said 1978; Harraway 1988). 

This is especially true for representations that rely on ethnographic methods and purport 

to express complex social realities through the written word (Clifford and Marcus 1986; 

Marcus and Fischer 1986; Abu-Lughod 1991). Some limitations in the scope this 

research seem particularly important for me to reflect on here explicitly, given the 

notoriety of this particular resettlement process and the tensions discussed throughout the 

chapters that follow. 
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This is not an ethnography of an Island. In 2015, when I began my research, there 

were 26 homes on Isle de Jean Charles. I only conducted semi-structured interviews and 

had informal reflective conversations with residents of 8 of them. There was also 35 

fishing camps and a marina on the Island. The lived experiences of campers, who are not 

full-time residents of the Island, and recreational fishermen who frequented the Island are 

beyond the scope of this analysis presented here. Initially I had hoped to learn from more 

of the Island residents and campers. The extraordinary media and policy attention to the 

Island between 2016 and 2019, however, meant a steady flow of journalists, camera 

people, filmmakers, academics, and the intensive presence of state planners and their 

contractors. I did not want to add to the burdens of this visibility on the Island.  

Instead, I initially spoke with Island residents at Tribal meetings (both meetings 

focused on the resettlement and other issues), Tribal social events on the Island, and 

informal gatherings. This approach allowed me to learn about the multiple perspectives 

on disaster and resettlement that Island residents maintain, but also limited the scope of 

experiences and insights that informed this research to those Island residents who 

attended. Not all Island residents were interested in or as active in the resettlement 

planning process. While I spoke with some of these people, due to the nature of my 

research questions, most of my work was with those more involved in the resettlement 

and other Tribal-driven initiatives. This included some of those Tribal citizens most vocal 

in their opposition to leaving the Island, some of whom contributed consistently to the 

resettlement plans despite their opposition to moving, which I discuss in Chapter 4. 

This is not an ethnography of a region. According to the U.S. Census, Terrebonne 

Parish (county) had an estimated 2019 population of 110,461 people and Lafourche 
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Parish, where some Tribal citizens also live, had an estimated population 97,614 peoples 

(census.gov). These populations include people and communities who identify with a 

wide array of ethnicities, national identities, and racial categories. There are large 

populations of white, Black and African American, Latinx, and Cajun people in the 

region. There are also a number of coastal Tribes who currently inhabit overlapping 

geographies. These include the Pointe au Chien Indian Tribe, Grand Caillou/Dulac Band 

of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe, Lafourche Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 

Tribe, and the United Houma Nation, among others. There are also a variety of different 

experiences and aims related to environmental adaptations to land loss and perspectives 

on coastal migration expressed within and among those demographics. This research does 

not claim to provide an exhaustive portrayal of the wide array of adaptations envisioned, 

implemented, or planned among those who live in the region.  

This is not an ethnography of a Tribe. My work involved extensive participant 

observation and interviews with Tribal leaders—a term I use to refer to the people who 

served as leaders both in an official Tribal Council capacity and individuals who were 

influential cultural bearers despite not serving formal roles within the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Council. I spent extended time with approximately 20 

Tribal citizens at various points of my fieldwork who were not part of the Tribal Council, 

however there are over 500 citizens of the Tribe with whom I had very little or no 

interaction. I do not claim to present the perspectives of the whole Tribe, which, as with 

any group of people, are varied and complex. Due to my lack of comprehensive 

engagement with the Tribal population as a whole, this work should not be read as 

summary of perspectives from within the Tribe.  
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While I use the specific Indigenous nationalities with which people have self-

identified to me (e.g. Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal citizen), I 

also use the terms Indigenous, Native American, Indian, and Tribe to refer to the many 

diverse peoples who inhabited North America before the beginning of European 

colonization and their descendants, including Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal citizens. These terms are complex due to their colonial origins and their 

role in reducing and attempting to erase diverse experiences, identities, and forms of 

social organization (Weatherhead 1980). Nevertheless, I use them here because Isle de 

Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders self-identified as “Indian” and 

“Native American” and, as I discuss in later chapters, emphasized their form of social 

organization as a “Tribe” and “Nation.” Additionally, I use them in recognition and 

reference to an orientation to the settler nation-state imposed through legacies of land 

dispossession, violent colonial encounters, assimilation policies, cultural appropriation, 

racialization, and discrimination (Maybury-Lewis 1997). 

 Another limitation is related to my engagement with state planners and their 

subcontractors. As I described in the methodological section above, I spent time at 

multiple meetings and on conference calls. I also conducted four semi-structured 

interviews with planners working at the Office of Community Development and 

numerous informal conversations with other state officials and their subcontractors. 

However, I did not go with them during their individual Island visits and I was not 

present for any of their internal meetings. I think I have a good sense of some of the 

issues they faced based on meeting observations, interviews, and conversations, but there 

is a vast degree of uncertainty as to decision making processes within the state or the 
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ways in which various priorities was articulated or contested internally. I use the terms 

“state planners” and “state officials” extensively in this dissertation to describe anyone 

who worked for Louisiana’s Office of Community Development, recognizing that these 

terms render opaque the organizational cultures and dynamics of the agency. It is 

individual humans within state government who make decisions, albeit under specific 

circumstances and potential constraints, and so any framing of the state as an opaque, 

intangible, monolith reduces organizational complexity and the full effects of internal 

power dynamics.  

Moreover, the state has until 2022 to administer the federal resettlement funds 

through the National Disaster Resilience Competition, and this timeline may change due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. The application of federal funds towards the Isle de Jean 

Charles resettlement is therefore ongoing at the time of this writing. Programmatic 

dimensions and the relationships between state and Tribal actors may change. My work 

here reflects, to the best of my ability, encounters and processes that unfolded between 

2015 and early 2020.  

I view my work as an ethnography of encounters (Faier and Rofel 2014) between 

Tribal leaders, their partners, media professionals, state planners, and state subcontractors 

during a resettlement planning process. According to Faier and Rofel (ibid., 364), 

“whereas many recent studies focus on a single population or cultural group to 

understand such processes, ethnographies of encounter distinguish themselves by 

considering how culture making occurs through everyday encounters among members of 

two or more groups with different cultural backgrounds and unequally positioned stakes 

in their relationships.” I understand the resettlement planning process as a nexus of sites 
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where emergent cultural friction coalesced and where experiences of regional ecological 

destruction clashed with the globalization of environmental knowledge, particularly 

knowledges focused on human mobility and environmental change (Tsing 2005; 

Heatherington 2011; Callison 2014).  

Summary of Chapters 

 Chapter Two explores the social and environmental context and history of the Isle 

de Jean Charles resettlement plans. Drawing upon my participation at resettlement 

planning workshops, Tribal meetings, and conversations with various members of the 

Tribal leadership, three aspects of their resettlement efforts became clear. First, the 

disaster to which Tribal leaders’ resettlement responded were deeply entangled with 

legacies of settler colonialism and extractive capitalism. Histories of forced migration, 

land grabs, ecological destruction from governmental agencies and oil and gas 

companies, ethnic discrimination, and exclusion from regional flood protection were just 

as—if not more—immediate and important drivers of the resettlement as climate change, 

hurricanes, or future flood risk. Second, displacement and a lack of recognition by 

government and other outsiders for the Tribe’s rights to self-determination were two 

important manifestations of these injustices that the resettlement aimed to address in 

addition to preventing future harm from climate change. Central to the Tribe’s 

resettlement plans, for example, was reuniting their scattered Tribal citizens and 

rekindling and embracing their traditions together on higher ground. The resettlement 

was not simply about moving people out of harm’s way, though the creation of a safe 

place for those at risk to flooding and storms was a central aim. It was also about 

celebrating their identity and heritage and ensuring a future for their Tribe. Finally, this 
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chapter also offers an overview to the Tribal Council’s long road to resettlement, which 

has involved nearly two decades of organizing, planning, and outreach and engaging 

multiple kinds of support from a variety of people, organizations, and programs over the 

years. 

The third chapter focuses on one particular grant that the Tribal leaders pursued to 

realize their resettlement. In 2016, the State of Louisiana submitted an application to the 

National Disaster Resilience Competition (NDRC) that included a request for funds to 

devote to the Tribe’s resettlement. In this chapter, I describe the emerging role of resilient 

design competitions as a staple of climate change adaptation policy regionally and 

nationally. I then highlight the Tribe and their resettlement collaborators contributions to 

the state’s NDRC application and compare the plans derived from the Tribe’s long-

standing efforts to resettle to the state’s process once those funds were awarded. This 

comparison demonstrates a clear reduction in scope from the resettlement as an act of 

cultural survival to primarily a relocation program focused on exposure to future flood 

risk for those still living on the Island. Finally, I explore some of the possible rationales 

for the shift and consider the ways that state involvement has transformed possibilities for 

Tribal leaders moving forward. This chapter calls into question the ability of public-

private partnership sponsored design competitions to support Tribal-driven efforts. 

Moreover, I demonstrate that while Tribal leaders found a lack of commitment to their 

vision, state contractors found astounding continuity in the process. 

Chapter four tracks the notion of community through the state’s process of 

administering NDRC funds. Community meetings and representations of community 

served as key sites where consent, identity, authority, and land rights were contested. I 
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argue that soon after the federal resettlement funds were awarded liberal planning 

practices, such as land surveys and individual household interviews, were conducted by 

state planners less in order to learn about those for whom the funds were allocated to 

serve, and more to advance a location-specific notion of community as reduced from the 

Tribe to those who still live on the Island’s land mass. 

The state’s construction of a location-specific notion of community undercut 

Tribal leaders’ struggle for cultural and political recognition and alienated them from 

resettlement planning activities. It did so by sidelining Tribal decision-making authority 

over resettlement planning process and intensifying divisions among Tribal citizens on 

and off the Island. I interpret the construction of a non-Tribal community resettlement 

within the context of state “reshaping” aims, that is, regional redevelopment and growth 

in areas that have a less dire future flood risk profile. This combination of Tribal erasure, 

the transformation of collective land tenure to individual property relations, capitalist 

redevelopment, and the re-inscribing of settler government authority has a historical 

analogy in the General Allotment Act of 1897—a policy that severed and created real 

estate markets out of Tribal lands. Therefore, I ultimately claim that the notion and 

construct of community can itself be seen, at least in this case, as a settler colonial 

formation that played a key role in threatening Tribal self-determination and efforts 

towards cultural survival.  

Chapter five reports on my experiences conducting participant observation 

following the work of reporters covering the resettlement and other media-makers 

engaged with Tribe’s experiences and initiatives. Tribal leaders have sought to amplify 

the efforts to regenerate their relationships to land, people, and lifeways despite the 
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immense visibility of their efforts across multiple media sectors. The often-good 

intentions of media-makers raising awareness to the coastal crisis in Louisiana and 

elsewhere around the globe have provided both promise and peril to the Tribe’s efforts. 

In the chapter, I describe how doomsday narratives of climate change from mass 

media representations, film, and art sidelined important ways of thinking about the 

Tribe’s resettlement as a process of securing their futurity. Particular representational 

practices, like aerial shots and Island-centered visuals obscure as much as they revealed. 

They leave out the people and their lived experiences, worldviews, and social relations. 

Importantly, they obscure the role of existing displacement within the resettlement plans. 

Tribal resettlement planning and legacies of historical injustice were often de-emphasized 

in relation to state-level resilience innovation and the politics of climate change. 

This dissertation concludes with some reflection on a central problem that 

permeates all of the chapters. There is an urgent need to develop policies that ensure 

resources will support Tribal-driven adaptation to environmental change while protecting 

rights to self-determination and sovereignty and honoring Indigenous institutions and 

organizations. Ultimately, I argue that coastal governance has expressed a continuation of 

colonial frontier dynamics whereby redevelopment is rested on the erasure of Indigenous 

ways of life and struggles for survival. As was so evident by Secretary Comardelle’s 

response to the conference paper at her computer screen, this dissertation describes a 

tension between struggles for survival and the imposition (materially and 

representationally) of apocalypse. Threading through this narrative are tensions between 

futurity and history, recognition and retreat, notions of community, and what it means to 

survive during times of change. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

“FOR US, RESETTLEMENT IS AN ACT OF CULTURAL SURIVAL” 
 

Introduction 

It was a brisk mid-January morning in 2016. I pulled up to the Knights of 

Columbus Hall in Pointe-aux-Chenes a few miles north of the Island Road. Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders and representatives from the 

Lowlander Center were getting ready for a two-day Isle de Jean Charles Tribal 

community resettlement planning workshop. The “KC Hall,” as it is known to some in 

the area, had long served as a useful space for Tribal meetings and organizing, 

particularly as many Tribal citizens had moved from the Island to Pointe-aux-Chenes and 

other nearby areas.2 The building consists of bathrooms, a closet, and a large meeting 

space with a full kitchen on one side. It is raised high above a large lot between the road 

and the levee.  

Tribal leaders and their partners at the Lowlander Center had built relationships 

with hundreds of scholars, representatives from various nonprofits; architects; 

representatives from local, state, and federal government agencies; and citizens of other 

local and nonlocal Indigenous nations ready to support the Isle de Jean Charles Tribe’s 

Tribal community resettlement in various ways. Over thirty local and nonlocal 

supporters—academics, architects, and government delegates came to this particular 

workshop to continue to learn about and support the Tribe’s planning process. More than 

 
2 The Knights of Columbus is, according to their website, a “Catholic fraternal service organization” 
founded in 1882 in Connecticut. A few Tribal citizens are members. While the Knights of Columbus-
Indigenous connection may seem striking, many Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw citizens 
and are Catholic. I see this as an expression of cultural and religious syncretism documented and debated in 
a variety of post-colonial contexts (Watanabe 1990; Camaroff & Camaroff 1997; Broyles-González 2002). 



 34 

forty Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal citizens—some who lived 

on the Island at the time and some who already relocated up the bayou over the last few 

decades—were also there to learn about the plans and shape the future of their Tribal 

community.  

The workshop was planned by the Director-Facilitator of the Lowlander Center, 

Dr. Kristina Peterson, and Chief Albert Naquin to build momentum for the resettlement 

at a key moment of uncertainty in the Tribe’s long-standing resettlement planning 

process. Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center were waiting to hear if the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development would award the state of Louisiana 

funds to support the Tribe’s resettlement as part of the National Disaster Resilience 

Competition. They had spent much of the previous year crafting multiple documents that 

detailed the Tribe’s plans, which the state had included in their application for federal 

funding through the competition. Chief Albert and Dr. Peterson had previously 

experienced the crushing disappointment and potential stagnation that can come with a 

rejection of financial support, and so they knew that they would need to demonstrate to 

potential partners and community members that the Tribal-led effort was ongoing, with 

or without this particular funding. Numerous people and organizations had already 

committed to lending their expertise, support, services, and time to making the Tribal 

leaders’ plans a reality, so they felt a responsibility to continue the planning process that 

the Tribal Council started nearly 14 years earlier. 

Drawing on my observations at this workshop and other gatherings with Tribal 

leaders, this chapter provides some background to the Tribal community resettlement 

inland and describes the multiple interconnected disasters that have motivated those 
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plans. I argue that the resettlement can best be understood as an adaption not only to 

increasingly extreme weather and flooding on their ancestral Island, but also to 

multigenerational experiences of displacement, environmental injustices, and threats to 

Tribal self-determination. Legacies of historical land grabs, forced migration, social and 

political marginalization, and other forms of racialized and colonial oppression produced 

the conditions that guided the planning process. The resettlement should be viewed as 

part of a longer struggle for cultural survival. 

A Historical Scan 

After a welcome prayer and address from Chief Albert and a round of 

introductions, one of the workshop facilitators introduced an activity referred to as a 

“historical scan.” She prompted those in attendance with a set of questions: “What has 

happened here? Locally, regionally, and globally? How did we get here, and where are 

we going?” The room had been set up with multiple round tables and at each table sat a 

group of non-local participants and Tribal citizens. After the people at each table were 

given time to reflect and write their responses to the questions on multiple paper cards, 

Tribal Secretary Chantel stood in front of the room and placed the cards on the wall under 

the year(s) in which the events or processes occurred. The process created a collectively 

produced timeline of experiences relevant to the Island’s history and current moment 

(See figure 3). As I expected, participants listed the names of the multiple hurricanes that 

had flooded the Island during the latter half of the 20th Century: Audrey (1957), Carmen 

(1974), Juan (1985), Andrew (1992), Lili (2002), Katrina (2005), Rita (2005), Gustave 

(2008), and Ike (2008).  



 36 

 
Figure 3. IDJC BCC Tribal Secretary facilitating a historical scan activity. January 18, 

2016. Photo by author. 
 

The activity, however, also elicited conversation about topics I had not 

anticipated. Former and current Island residents shared experiences of off-Island 

migration, displacement, and the strained relationships that resulted from this movement. 

Some discussed the increasing difficulty of passing on of intergenerational traditional and 

ecological knowledge with families scattered throughout the region. Island residents 

pointed out their exclusion from federal flood protection and the influx of recreational 

fishers to the Island. One person at my table brought up regional government and 

corporate decisions to remove infrastructure like gas lines, school bus service, and 

newspaper delivery from the Island. Additionally, there was extensive conversation about 

experiences of racial discrimination and the marginalization of Indians throughout U.S. 

history. One person shared stories he had heard from his parents about the abuse that 

Island children faced in the segregated school system of Terrebonne Parish until the late 
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1960s (See Bates 2012; Krupa 2010). Elders had recounted how, like elsewhere in the 

United States, Indian children were beaten by teachers if they did not conform to the 

settler society around them, particularly if they spoke French. Terry, a Tribal Councilman 

reminded us sitting near him at the workshop, “And French isn’t even really our 

language. That was the other colonizer’s language,” he paused. “So, we have had it pretty 

bad down here.” As the activity proceeded, it was clear that the resettlement was not only 

a response to future flood risk associated with climate change, but also to a long history 

of social transformation and injustice. The loss of land and environmental risk was 

associated with a much broader set of political, economic, and social transformations. 

From Doctrine of Discovery to Climate Catastrophe 

Louisiana’s land loss crisis can be understood as an ecological genocide rooted in 

ongoing settler colonialism. European and U.S. invasion of the land now called Louisiana 

began with the arrival of Spanish soldiers in the early 16th Century, most famously 

Alonso Álvarez de Pineda in 1519, Panfilo de Narváez in 1528, and Hernando de Soto in 

1542-43 (Campanella 2008). Like elsewhere, these early Spanish expeditions 

encountered a region populated by peoples who had cultivated the land through 

agricultural development, controlled burning, pastoralism, and a variety of forms of 

settlement (Campanella 2008; Denevan 1992). Tunica, Biloxi, Caddo, Natchez, 

Chitimacha, and other nations who already inhabited the region effectively prevented 

these Spanish incursions from laying territorial claims for more than a century (Kniffen et 

al. 1987). In 1682, however, René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle made his way down 

the “Mississippi River” and declared a vast swath of the continent a French colony. The 

first settlement of French Louisiana, however, was not established until seventeen years 
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later, when Pierre Le Moyne d'Iberville built a military outpost in the area of what is now 

Ocean Springs, Mississippi, to prevent Spanish or British control over the River 

(Campanella 2008).  

After France ceded Louisiana to Spain in 1762 and then reclaimed it in 1800, the 

French government sold the territory to the United States in 1803. The sale involved a 

vast geographic area that extended from what is now Louisiana’s coast on the Gulf of 

Mexico to the Rocky Mountains and the Great Lakes. Historians have shown that France 

had a minimal presence in these lands due, in part to their lack of capacity and local 

knowledge, and in larger part, to the effective resistance of the peoples who already lived 

there (Ellis 2017; Lee 2017). The Louisiana Purchase was more so a bid—in the eyes of 

European nations—for “preemptive” rights to expropriate land from those Indigenous 

nations rather than a transfer of actual control (Miller 2005; Lee 2017). The Indigenous 

nations who actually inhabited the 828,000 square miles—Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapaho, 

Crow, Pawnee, Osage, among countless others—were not consulted in the purchase 

(Dunbar-Ortiz 2014).  

Spanish, French, British, and the United States of America’s claims to pre-

emptive land rights in North America are rooted in the “Doctrine of Discovery”—a set of 

principles negotiated among the Church and European monarchies in competition for 

land and other resources around the globe (Miller 2005; Newcomb 2008). According to 

the Doctrine, which was based on papal decrees during the Crusades, the first European 

nation that claims to have discovered a geographic area, and who is able to spread 

Christianity among the existing inhabitants, was afforded property rights and political 

authority over social institutions there (Barker 2005). This Doctrine was embraced by the 
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British Colonies as well as the early colonial leaders of the new United States of America 

(Miller 2005).  

The United States Supreme Court institutionalized an interpretation of the 

Doctrine in the 1823 Johnson v McIntosh ruling.  The judgement in the case prevented 

individuals from purchasing Tribal lands due to the U.S. governments’ preemptive rights. 

Delivered by Justice John Marshall, the ruling states: 

On the discovery of this immense continent, the great nations of Europe 
were eager to appropriate to themselves so much of it as they could 
respectively acquire. Its vast extent offered an ample field to the ambition 
and enterprise of all; and the character and religion of its inhabitants 
afforded an apology for considering them as a people over whom the 
superior genius of Europe might claim an ascendency. The potentates of 
the old world found no difficulty in convincing themselves that they made 
ample compensation to the inhabitants of the new, by bestowing on them 
civilization and Christianity, in exchange for unlimited independence. But, 
as they were all in pursuit of nearly the same object, it was necessary, in 
order to avoid conflicting settlements, and consequent war with each 
other, to establish a principle, which all should acknowledge as the law by 
which the right of acquisition, which they all asserted, should be regulated 
as between themselves. This principle was, that discovery gave title to the 
government by whose subjects, or by whose authority, it was made, 
against all other European governments, which title might be 
consummated by possession (Johnson v. McIntosh, 21 U.S. 8 Wheat. 543. 
1823). 
 

As seen in the passage above, Marshall expressed ethnocentric and paternalistic ideas 

about the societies that already inhabited the continent and the “superior genius of 

Europe.” Elsewhere in the judgement, he misrepresented numerous agricultural and 

pastoral societies by referring to all Indigenous people as “wandering”—deploying a 

persistent trope among settlers that justified the imposition of their versions of modernity 

(Berkhofer 1978; Wolfe 2006).  

Nine years later, in 1831, Justice Marshall doubled down on colonial paternalism 

by asserting that Tribes were “domestic dependent nations” and that their relationship to 
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the United States government amounts to that of a “ward to his guardian” (Cherokee vs 

Georgia 1831). Delaware scholar Joanne Barker (2005: 10-11) contends that because of 

the historical contradictions of colonial treatment of sovereignty, the significance of the 

Marshall rulings is that they situated the political relationships between the U.S. 

government and Indigenous peoples as a domestic issue, rather than subject to 

international law, where treaties and inherent sovereignty would be honored. As she and 

other Indigenous scholars have pointed out, these cases have shaped U.S. policies 

towards Indians ever since. As recently as 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court invoked the 

Doctrine of Discovery in a challenge to the land rights of the Oneida Nation (in a 

judgment written by Ruth Ginsburg) (City of Sherrill, N.Y. v. Oneida Indian Nation of 

N.Y., 125 S. Ct. 1478 (2005).  

U.S. colonization is an ongoing genocide. European invasion brought deadly 

epidemics to the Western hemisphere. This led to the demise of up to 90% of the millions 

of people who already lived in the “New World.”3 The use of smallpox as a biological 

weapon against Native populations (Henderson et al. 1999) and countless massacres by 

U.S. military and settler militias (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014) also led to the deaths of millions of 

people. Recent research argues that the numbers of Indigenous peoples who died due to 

European colonization was so immense that the destruction and subsequent increased 

plant growth cooled the entire Earth’s climate (Koch et al. 2019). The 1685 population of 

Indigenous peoples in what is currently the Southeast United States is estimated to have 

 
3 Population estimates for the time just before European arrival range from 40 million (Clark 1967) and 112 
million (Dobyns 1983). Koch et al. (2019) argue 60.5 million people in their synthesis of analyses based on 
the historical and archaeological record and analyses of land carrying capacity. 
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decreased by 1.1 to 3.8 million people, as much as 95% of the pre-Columbian population 

(Saunt 2004, also cited in Maldonado 2018).  

Genocide is not only about mass murder and the physical loss of life. Social 

harms are also critical to recognize. According to the United Nations,  

Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to 
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, 
as such:  
(a) Killing members of the group;  
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to 
bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;  
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group (UN 
General Assembly 1948).  
 

All of these have occurred throughout U.S. colonization. Raphael Lemkin, who coined 

the term genocide and led the effort to create the UN Convention, wrote: 

Genocide has two phases: one, destruction of the national pattern of the 
oppressed group: the other, the imposition of the national pattern of the 
oppressor. This imposition, in turn, may be made upon the oppressed 
population, which is allowed to remain, or upon the territory alone, after 
removal of the population and the colonization of the area by the 
oppressor’s own nationals (Lemkin 1944, 79; quoted in McDonnell and 
Moses 2005). 
 

Mcdonnell and Moses (2005, 504), rely on Lemkin’s notes to show that Lemkin was not 

only concerned with mass murder in Europe, but also the many social and physical 

effects of colonialism on Indigenous peoples of the Americas. For Lemkin, genocide was 

not only “massacre and mutilation,” but also included the “deprivation of livelihood 

(starvation, exposure, etc. often by deportation), slavery—exposure to death. cultural—

desecration and destruction of cultural symbols (books, objects of art, loot, religious 

relics, etc.), destruction of cultural leadership, destruction of cultural centers (cities, 

churches, monasteries, schools, libraries), prohibition of cultural activities or codes of 
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behavior, forceful conversion, demoralization” (ibid.). Similarly, Patrick Wolfe (2006) 

has argued that settler colonialism was a form of “structural genocide.” His work 

emphasized that a multitude of actors, governmental and nongovernmental, reproduce 

genocidal conditions and that these processes remain ongoing within settler states like the 

United States.  

Colville scholar Dina Gilio-Whitaker (2019) builds on these analyses to describe 

the extensive role of intentional ecological destruction and environmental injustice 

throughout the history of U.S. colonization. Her analysis foregrounds the 

intergenerational effects of numerous colonial policies that have disrupted existing 

ecological relations and in doing so prevented the reproduction of traditions, expertise, 

everyday practices, and relationships to land and nonhuman life. According to Gilio-

Whitaker, “Pervasive social problems such as substance abuse, mental illness, violence 

against women, and high suicide rates in Indigenous communities are broadly connected 

with oppressive government policies of the past and present, to which scholars often 

explicitly apply the terms ‘genocide’ and ‘holocaust’” (2019, 49).  

Gilio-Whitaker’s book describes a number of colonial policies that have resulted 

in ecological destruction. She outlines multiple histories of human containment and 

starvation, for example, through the colonial use of land grants, the reservation system, 

and forced removal and sedentarism (see also Marino 2015; Whyte 2016). Gilio-

Whitaker draws on the stifling of place-based ecological knowledge through institutions 

of assimilation, like boarding schools (see Turner et al. 2000; Simpson 2004). She also 

references the long history of environmental engineering, for example, the building of 

dams and water control structures (see Estes 2019); mining and extractivism (see also 
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Hoover 2017; Powell 2018; Turner 1995; Hoover et al. 2012); pollution and the dumping 

of toxic wastes on Indigenous lands (see also Brook 1998), and global climate change 

(see Wildcat 2009; Maldonado et al. 2013; Whyte 2017). Efforts to criminalize ecocide 

internationally began after the United States used Agent Orange to destroy entire forests 

throughout the 1960s and early 1970s but have thus far been mostly unsuccessful in 

International law (Zierler 2011). As the next three sections will describe, Gilio-

Whitakers’ argument that the destruction of ecological relations plays a central role in the 

genocide of Indigenous peoples and Wolfe’s point that multiple actors become complicit 

in the reproduction of genocidal conditions is very salient to the forces and experiences 

that shaped the Isle de Jean Charles-Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders’ 

resettlement efforts. 

Ecocide Down the Bayou 

The history of human habitation on Isle de Jean Charles is deeply entangled with 

the history of U.S. colonization. In what is now coastal Louisiana, historians and 

archaeologists have long pointed to evidence of regional migration among the Indigenous 

populations who inhabited the land for millennia (Campanella 2008; McCintire 1954). 

Small kinship units and much larger groups are thought to have migrated throughout 

coastal areas, along bayous, and farther inland for many reasons including as a response 

to regular flood events (Sassaman and Anderson 2004; McCintire 1954). Migrations of 

Ouacha, Chaouacha, Chitimacha, Biloxi, Choctaw, Acolapissa, Attakapa, Bayougoula, 

Houma, and other Indigenous Nations throughout Southeast Louisiana are documented 

throughout colonial records (Kniffen et al. 1987; BIA 2008; Westerman 1997). Between 

1790 and 1830, the first Indian inhabitants identified in colonial records began to settle 
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near Bayou Terrebonne within fairly close proximity to Isle de Jean Charles (BIA 2008, 

5).  

Early colonial encounters disrupted, transformed, and reconfigured the social 

organization and political relationships among Indigenous nations throughout the region 

(Westerman 1997). Intermarriages among ethnic groups occurred often. The name “Jean 

Charles” in “Isle de Jean Charles,” for example, is a reference to the Island’s first 

inhabitants’ French grandfather, Jean Charles Naquin—whose son had married a Native 

American woman named Pauline Verdin and lived near the Island (BIA 2008). 

According to Bureau of Indian Affairs, Isle de Jean Charles was an “exclusive Indian 

settlement” by 1880 (ibid.). Much of the written history of Indian life and settlement, 

however, must be interpreted through a colonial gaze, where methodological deficiencies 

of record-keeping and racism paints only a partial and distorted picture of an exceedingly 

complex and changing social geography. 

According to Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw elders, some 

ancestors resettled to the Island after being forcibly displaced and facing discrimination 

further North and to the East. The 1830 passage of the Indian Removal Act authorized the 

forced displacement of Indigenous peoples from their homelands to areas designated by 

the U.S. president west of the Mississippi River. The Act notoriously enabled the forced 

displacement of hundreds of thousands of people and the mass killing of many thousand 

citizens from the Cherokee, Choctaw, Creek, Seminole, Chickasaw, and other nations 

who traditionally inhabited land east of the Mississippi River (Thornton 1984).  

The Indian Removal Act codified a long-standing policy of forced removal that 

had begun centuries prior and well after the 1830s by local militias and national forces 
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(Bowes 2014). Settlers forcibly removed citizens of the Delaware Nation from their 

homelands during the 18th Century (ibid.). Over 800 people of the Potawatomi were 

forced from their homelands by armed settlers in 1838 in what has been referred to as 

“the Trail of Death,” and the U.S. military forced the removal of over 8,000 people from 

the Diné (Navajo) Nation to a concentration camp in Fort Sumner over 300 miles away in 

1864-1866 (Anderson 2014). These are just some notorious examples and is nowhere 

near an exhaustive list of forced removals. The year after the Removal Act was signed 

into law, the U.S. government and representatives from the Choctaw Nation ratified the 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, which turned over 11 million acres of the Choctaw 

Nation to the United States and led many Choctaw nationals to relocate to the west, 

including to southern Louisiana (Kniffen et al. 1987, 97-98).  

After finding sanctuary on the Island in the 19th century, the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe’s ancestors lived on the Island—at that time a ridge of 

elevated coastal forest of palmetto, oak, and cypress—in the middle of marshy prairie 

miles inland from the Gulf. The Island was lush with Spanish moss hanging from the 

trees and irises, bigmonia, and yaupon growing in the fertile soil (Wurzlow 1949). During 

an interview, Chief Albert explained, “Our people had everything we needed. Everybody 

grew food. We had gardens. We grew vegetables and fruit.” He mentioned a number of 

traditional crops, including rice, corn, beans, melons, carrots, peas, berries, medicinal 

teas, and cassabanana—which he referred to jokingly as “casse-banane” or “broken 

banana.” Chief Albert described traditional lifeways on the Island in terms of self-

sufficiency and sharing. “We made everything we could. There were people who worked 

with wood. We had boat builders and a guy who made furniture. We also had livestock. 
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There were chickens and pigs and cows. Most of what we got was from the land. We 

trapped muskrat and nutria. Well, you see, and of course, we fished. We would catch 

crabs, shrimp, and many of our people have harvested oysters. People would trade and 

share what they got. That was our livelihoods.”  

In my conversations with elders from the Island they also recounted the 

importance of midwives and traiteurs—healers who maintained intergenerationally-

passed ecological knowledge about which local flora and fauna could be used in remedies 

for a wide variety of ailments. During a conversation with Chief Albert about what he 

had learned regarding life on the Island in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, he 

repeated something I had heard from multiple other Tribal citizens I spoke with. “They 

say that the Island people didn’t even know we had a Great Depression, because 

everything we needed, we had right there. And we would share. It was one big family.”  

Social life on the Island began to change dramatically by the early and mid-

Twentieth century. Development encroached. The Island Road was built by Terrebonne 

Parish in 1953 in what some elders recall as being a political process to steer residents 

through Pointe-au-Chien rather than north to Montegut—where the land was, according 

to Island residents, higher. The chosen route meant the road was built on what one Levee 

Board official characterized to me as “some of the most unstable land in all of coastal 

Louisiana.” The road brought more electricity infrastructure and automobiles to the 

Island, which elders remember vividly. By the 1970s, wealthy hite people from Houma, 

New Orleans, Baton Rouge, and other urban centers in the region began building fishing 

camps on the Island and throughout the nearby bayous (Solet 2006; Peterson and 

Maldonado 2016). In the late-1990s the road was raised four feet in what Chief Albert 
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called, “one of many battles to save the Island.” Then in 2008, Hurricane Gustav 

destroyed half of it, and it was raised again. This time, FEMA indicated they would not 

fix it again. The gas company ended services to the Island, and the newspaper stopped 

delivering, marking a dramatic new reality of withdrawal of government services on the 

Island.  

Since 1955, 98% of the Island’s landmass has sunk or washed away (CPRA 

2017). State documents report that approximately 22,000 acres of land have been lost 

(LDOA 2015a). However, Chief Albert explained to me that over 10,000 more have 

washed away when you consider the surrounding marsh that sustained the Tribal 

community. In the 1940s Island elders reported that they grew crops of rice and corn as 

far southwest as Lake Tambour, approximately four miles away (Pelletier 1972, 18). 

According to one satellite imaging study by the Earth Resources Observation and Science 

Center and United States Geological Survey, “Once 5 miles wide and filled with lush 

cypress groves and cow pastures, barely a half square mile of the Island remains above 

water” (USGS 2017). During an interview with a journalist, Chief Albert described how 

the loss of land has affected their traditional ways of life, “To me it’s like watching a 

family member with cancer. It’s being eaten away little bit by little bit” (Milne 2018). 

Others have described the Island’s land and flora growth as “a skeleton” of what it once 

was (Ibid.). This indicates that a much larger territory than currently exists was inhabited 

and cultivated by the Island Tribe’s ancestors, and that different definitions of land 

condition different conceptualizations and experiences of land loss.  
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Figure 4. USGS aerial images of land loss near Isle de Jean Charles. Source: 

https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/isle-de-jean-charles-louisiana 
 
 

The ecological destruction of the Island and surrounding marsh has had 

devastating effects on livelihoods, bodily and mental health, and social life of the Island 

Tribe (Maldonado et al. 2015; Maldonado 2018). The loss of land has exacerbated 

flooding from storms. Multiple major storms and some less severe storms have inundated 
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the Island since 2005. Most recently, in July 2019, the storm surge from Tropical Storm 

Barry led the U.S. Coast Guard to airlift 11 residents from the Island during the storm 

(Dermansky 2019). According to Chief Albert, “It’s like night and day. We were totally 

self-sufficient here. Now you have to go off the island to survive” (Milne 2018). Regional 

growth of the oil and gas industries enticed people from the Island to work for them, 

building boats, digging canals, or working on rigs. These off-Island industrial jobs 

brought shifts in subsistence practices, daily movements, and life on the Island 

(Maldonado 2018). Some people, for example, saw more of their time spent off-Island for 

work and purchasing commodities. The increasing reliance on mass processed nonlocal 

food systems has led to higher rates of heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and 

exposure to pollution from oil and gas industrial waste has also harmed the health 

outcomes of Tribal citizens (Maldonado et al. 2015; EPA 2019). The Island Road now 

floods with just a strong southern wind and high tide, let alone a tropical storm or 

hurricane. As discussed below, the loss of land, severe storms, and flooding of the road 

have resulted in outward migration from the Island and experiences of displacement. 

Anthropologist Julie Maldonado (2014, 2018) contextualized the ecological crisis 

down the bayou within the spatial and historical “destruction of the commons.” The 

imposition of settler property relations played a key role in the catastrophe. The Swamp 

Land Acts of 1849, 1850, and 1860, allowed Louisiana, and other states, to claim and 

then sell wetlands that could be drained for agricultural development. Coastal areas saw 

extensive reclamation activities during this period (Colten 2017). Even decades after 

these policies, the region around Isle de Jean Charles was considered by settler 

administrators to be uninhabitable, despite the Indian settlement there. An 1860 federal 
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land map reports, “that more than half the area south of Houma was unsurveyed and unfit 

for cultivation” (referenced in Duthu 1997, 427-428). More and more companies, 

however, saw agricultural opportunity in the wetlands. One 1885, a surveyor wrote the 

following about Terrebonne Parish:  

In 1878 the Louisiana Land Reclamation Company was organized in New 
Orleans, under a charter from the legislature, and by a system of canals, 
levees, and dikes, built by steam dredges, 13,000 acres were reclaimed in 
the tidal region of Terre Bonne Parish. The land was broken up by steam 
plows, lying between parallel canals, and operated by the engines of two 
steam dredging machines, floating in the canals at opposite sides of tin 
fields. Rice, jute, and vegetables have been cultivated on this reclaimed 
land successfully. The company claims a larger yield of rice than the 
South Carolina lands give under the most favorable circumstances. Jute 
grew 6 feet in five weeks on this land (Nesbitt, 1885).  
 

The social memory of these early reclamation period remains potent among Tribal 

citizens and within their communities’ oral histories (Maldonado et al. 2015). Even after 

land on the Island was parceled out according to Terrebonne Parish record keeping, a 

kinship-based form of land tenure by which family members have built homes on the 

same plots as their relatives has persisted. Land ownership is exceedingly complex due to 

this and, as discussed below, land grabs throughout the area. In the 150 years since the 

expansion of private property throughout the region for reclamation and agriculture, two 

forms of regional development have become most consequential in devastating the eco-

system: Levees and oil and gas extraction.  

Damming the Delta: Colonial Water Management  

Isle de Jean Charles is located in the Mississippi River Deltaic Plain, the seventh 

largest delta on Earth. Over the last 10,000 years, the Mississippi River and its 

distributaries have formed southeast Louisiana’s land mass by depositing sediments 

throughout the region. During floods, those deposited sediments compact and naturally 
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subside, or sink. Over time the compacted sediments accumulate, and landforms are 

created. The main channel of the river has shifted multiples times, seeking out the 

steepest gradient to more easily reach the Gulf (Reed 1995, 10). Historically, the 

meandering river produced six overlapping deltaic lobes (Roberts 1997, See Figure 5). 

The Island’s land mass sits between the current Atchafalaya River and Mississippi River 

on land initially formed as part of the Teche lobe, approximately 5,500-3,000 years ago, 

and the Lafourche lobe, 2,500-800 years before present (ibid.). Even during times when 

the main channel of the river has flowed elsewhere and other lobes were being formed, 

regular flood events via cuts in the riverbanks—crevasses—have deposited sediment 

throughout the region (Reed 1995).  

 
Figure 5. Overlapping delta lobes of the Mississippi River. Source: Day et al. 

2007 
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The location of the Island is also part of the Terrebonne Drainage Basin, which is, 

according to the Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection, and Restoration Act program 

(CWPPRA), “about 155,000 acres of swamp and almost 574,000 acres of marsh, grading 

from fresh marsh inland to brackish and saline marsh near the bays and the gulf” (USGS 

n.d.). Additionally, the Terrebonne Basin is losing wetlands faster than most parts of the 

coastal United States. The CWPPRA program further describes the Basin as “an 

abandoned delta complex, characterized by a thick section of unconsolidated sediments 

that are undergoing dewatering and compaction, contributing to high subsidence, and a 

network of old distributary ridges extending southward from [the city of] Houma” (USGS 

n.d.). The Island is actually one such ridge, but the section of the ridge north of the 

settlement has subsided underwater creating the Island. Tribal elders told me that they 

remember people taking a horse and buggy from the Island to Montegut along the 

northern path that is no longer passable. The construction of levees has disrupted this 

process of sediment renewal. 

Artificial levees are a form of flood infrastructure regionally inherited from the 

French during their occupation of the region. Colonial laws mandated property owners to 

create earthen levees on their land and by the 19th century levees stretched as far north as 

Baton Rouge and south of New Orleans (Colten 2005). Throughout the 17th and 18th 

centuries, they were used to manage the flow of water and establish conditions for the 

expansion of permanent colonial and colonial-descendant settlements within floodplains 

(Colten 2017). Settlers relied on the forced labor of enslaved African and African 

Americans to drain land for agriculture and build the early levee systems (Morris 2012). 

After the civil war, federal investment in levees and flood control, particularly on the 
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Lower Mississippi River, was a way for the U.S. Congress to console disgruntled white 

southern property owners and key to re-consolidating U.S. territory (O’Neil 2006). In 

1904 the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers severed Bayou Lafourche from the Mississippi 

River at Donaldsonville in order to prevent flooding in Lockport (Reuss 2004). 

Thousands of miles of additional levee construction came in the wake of the Great 

Mississippi Flood of 1927 with the passing of the 1928 Flood Control Act (Barry 1997). 

Additionally, the Old River Control structure was, primarily for economic reasons, 

created by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in 1963 to prevent the Mississippi River 

from flowing through the current channel of the Atchafalaya River west of Baton Rouge 

and New Orleans (McPhee 1989). 

Leveeing and otherwise manipulating the Mississippi River and its distributaries 

has starved the lower bayous of silt to replenish the compacting and sinking land. Isle de 

Jean Charles is located in an area of the Terrebonne Basin that “experiences substantial 

subsidence and is essentially isolated from major freshwater and sediment inputs” (USGS 

n.d.). Since 1932, 20% of the Terrebonne Basin’s wetlands have washed away and it is 

anticipated that “one-third of the Terrebonne Basin's remaining wetlands would be lost to 

open water by the year 2040” (ibid.). According to coastal ecologist Dr. Alex Kolker in 

an interview with environmental reporter, Bob Marshall, “Subsidence was about five 

times faster than global sea level rise at Isle de Jean Charles last century, and it’s now 

about three times faster than global sea level rise” (Marshall 2016).  
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Figure 6. “Two Views of the Mississippi River.” 1944 Fisk map of the meandering 

Mississippi River (Left) juxtaposed with the U.S. Army Corps 1958 “Project Flood” map 
(Right). Source: Masters (2019). 

 
 

As far back as the early 19th century, there was debate among engineers as to the 

anticipated impacts of a levee system on the subsidence process throughout the delta 

(Barry 1997). Over a century ago, in an 1897 edition of National Geographic is contained 

a piece that now seems prophetic of the current crisis. According to the article, 

No doubt the great benefit to the present and two or three following 
generations accruing from a complete system of absolutely protective 
levees… far outweighs the disadvantages to future generations from the 
subsidence of the Gulf delta lands below the level of the sea and their 
gradual abandonment due to this cause. While it would be generally 
conceded that the present generation should not be selfish, yet it is safe to 
say that the development of the delta country during the twentieth century 
by a fully protective levee system, at whatever cost…will be so 
remarkable that the people of the whole United States can well afford, 
when the time comes, to build a protective levee against the Gulf waters” 
(Corthell 1897). 
 

Multiple generations later, Corthell’s foresight is remarkable as he recognized the risks 

that a levee system would produce over time. Interestingly, he also suggested that levees 
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would continue to be the intervention used to try and protect against Gulf waters—which 

has been the case. Yet, he imagined a context in which the broader U.S. tax base and 

Congress would maintain a healthy political appetite for paying for repeated disasters on 

the Gulf Coast.  

Contemporary levee development has also had a disastrous effect on the Island. 

After originally including the Isle de Jean Charles within its protection, the U.S. Army 

Corp of Engineers-planned Morganza to the Gulf Project excluded the Island. The project 

consists of ninety-eight miles of levees, twenty-two floodgates, twenty-three water 

control structures, nine road gates, and protection for four pump stations that already 

exist (USACE 2015), which some have referred to as the “Great Wall of Louisiana” 

(Maldonado 2018). Like other major developments, a cost-benefit analysis was 

conducted, and the Island was deemed too expensive to include (Maldonado 2018, Sand 

2017). According to one local official, the USACE saved $300 million by excluding the 

Island (Milne 2018), though some locals contest this and the true costs are muddled by 

partial economic framings (Maldonado 2018).  

The environmental impact statement for the project makes clear that the 

construction of the levee system not only fails to protect the Island but actually increases 

the flood risk there (USACE 2013; also referenced in Maldonado 2018). Moreover, the 

levee plans have dramatically affected perceptions of value and risk and encouraged the 

administration of buyouts for those outside its imagined protection through the LA SAFE 

program. As discussed below, Tribal leaders began to consider and plan their Tribal 

community’s resettlement inland after this 2002 exclusion of the Island from the 
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Morganza system’s protection. This decision to exclude the Island was referenced 

multiple times by participants in the historical scan activity.  

Extractive Industries  

The engineering of the delta continued with the discovery of large oil and gas 

fields in the early 20th century (Austin 2006). Oil was first discovered in Louisiana near 

Jennings, Louisiana—171 miles northwest of the Island—in 1901 (LDNR n.d.) Land 

prospecting companies like Louisiana Land & Exploration and La Terre, who had been 

losing money on their holdings of marshland, were essentially saved by The Texas 

Company (later Texaco, now subsidiary of Chevron). The Texas Company invested in 

wide swaths of Terrebonne Parish (ibid.) and partnered with Louisiana Land & 

Exploration, who eventually began to conduct exploration and extraction activities 

themselves. According to Sell and McGuire, “By 1965, the New Orleans Geological 

Society had mapped some three-dozen oil and gas fields in the parish (inshore) as well as 

17 offshore blocks under production” (2008, 14). Approximately 96% of Terrebonne 

Parish’s wetlands are privately held (USGS n.d.), and according to the parish assessor’s 

office, the largest landowners are ConocoPhillips (parent company of Louisiana Land & 

Exploration), Apache Corporation (who owns La Terre),4 and Continental Land & Fur 

Company. That land companies became oil companies shows the direct connection 

Maldonado makes between the destruction of the commons through the imposition of 

property relations to the ecocide of extractive industries. 

According to the Louisiana Department of Natural Resources, over 220,000 oil 

and gas wells have been drilled in the state (LDNR n.d.). The first wells in Terrebonne 

 
4 This company has no relation to the Apache Tribes.  
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Parish began producing by 1928 (Sell and McGruire 2008). In 1908, the Lirette gas field 

in the Old Houma Gas Area became the first gas field discovered in South Louisiana, 

based on surface seepages in Montegut, just a few miles northwest of the Island 

(Silvernail 1967). Humble Oil & Refining Company and Union Producing Company 

completed the Humble No. 1 Ellender discovery well in 1937, and at the time, “it was the 

deepest producing well in the world” (ibid.). However, it was soon abandoned because of 

observed saltwater intrusion (ibid.). Isle de Jean Charles is located between a number of 

these major oil and gas fields (see figure 7). 

 
Figure 7. Isle de Jean Charles Surrounded by Oil and Gas Fields. Image adapted by 
author from https://www.mytopo.com/maps/?lat=29.3707&lon=-90.45235&z=15 

 
 

Oil and gas companies and related industries have dredged over ten thousand 

miles worth of pipeline and shipping canals that crisscross throughout the wetlands in 

Louisiana, including very close to the Island (see figure 8). The canals have direct 

impacts of ravaging sections of marsh and enabling salt-water intrusion, which kills plant 

life and exacerbates erosion. Canals also have the indirect effects of disrupting water 
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ecologies, stifling drainage, and exacerbating subsidence (Turner, McClenachan, and 

Tweel 2018). Baumann and Turner (1990) found that the dredging of navigation channels 

related to outer continental shelf development led to approximately 26% of total wetland 

loss between 1955 and 1978 throughout coastal Louisiana. According to Houk (2015), 

estimates as to how much wetland loss can be attributed to oil and gas pipeline and 

shipping canals are much higher than previously thought, ranging from 36% to as much 

as 89%.  

 
Figure 8. The Island surrounded by pipelines. Crude oil (red), liquid natural gas (Blue), 

Isle de Jean Charles (star). Map produced using the Public Viewer at 
www.npms.phmsa.dot.gov  

 
 

Since the 1980s there has been extensive debate as to the relative impact of oil 

and gas extraction and other more natural drivers of land loss—like subsidence (a natural 

process of land sinking as pointed to earlier, but also driven by human-caused 

manipulation and control of the waters), storms that cause erosion, and fault activity 
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(Theriot 2014). Based on an analysis in the vicinity of the Island, Gagliano et al. (2008) 

argue:  

Minor relict distributary natural levees are clipped at the Montegut and 
Pointe au Chien segments of the Theriot Fault. A part of the Bayou Jean 
Charles ridge has been down dropped and submerged leaving the Isle de 
St. Jean Charles community stranded and isolated in an interior marsh area 
that has progressively reverted to open water since the mid-1950s 
(Gagliano et al. 2008, 84).  
 

The removal of hydrocarbons has been shown to exacerbate fault activity in other parts of 

the delta (Morton et al. 2006), though Gagliano et al. (2008) argue against applying 

Morton’s findings throughout the coast. In conversations with me, those who have lived 

on the Island and seen the changes themselves associated canals with the loss of land.  

 

 
Figure 9. Timeline of land loss around the Island. Source: LDOA (2019b, 148). 

 

Many coastal Louisiana residents, including folks from the Island, have stories of 

representatives from oil and gas companies acquiring land coercively or with improper 

consultation, sometimes getting signatures to sign over land rights deceptively and from 

people who did not read English (Maldonado 2014). As we drove from the Island to his 

house in Pointe-aux-Chenes, Chief Albert explained: 
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This was considered state land, well, Louisiana Land Company back in the 
day. They always had these big land companies fighting over who owned 
what. Louisiana Land owned most of the properties over there, and La 
Terre, I think it was. My grandpa had forty acres over there. That was my 
grandpa’s property, but see my grandpa was an alcoholic, I guess you 
would say. He loved to drink, so a guy wanted to buy my grandpa’s land. 
He got my old grandpa drunk and made him sign the papers. He lost forty 
acres. 
 

Others I spoke with, like Chief Albert, referenced the history of representatives from oil 

and gas companies acquiring land coercively or without informed consent, sometimes 

getting signatures to sign over land rights deceptively and from people who did not read 

English, in part due to social exclusion as a result of legal racial segregation of schools 

until 1965 (Krupa 2010; Maldonado 2018).  

Oil spills have also polluted the areas where Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal citizens have thrived on subsistence fishing, shrimping, and 

oyster harvesting. The 2010 Deepwater Horizon blowout on a BP-operated well spewed 

hundreds of millions of gallons of oil into the Gulf of Mexico for 87 days, killing wildlife 

and exacerbating erosion throughout southeast Louisiana. The spill and cleanup efforts 

had multiple negative impacts on health and well-being for coastal communities, 

including exposure to toxic dispersants, the loss of local food systems, and the production 

of anxieties about the future (Maldonado et al. 2015; Maldonado 2018). While the 2010 

BP Disaster was the largest in U.S. history, there are countless others that go unreported 

every day.5 Conoco Philips, Apache, BP, Halliburton, Texaco, Chevron, Shell, and 

hundreds of other companies continue to own and operate oil and gas infrastructure 

throughout the region. 

 
5 For a visualization of crowd sourced data on unreported and reported spills and other industrial hazards, 
see iWitness Pollution Map maintained by Louisiana Bucket Brigade and Gulf Monitoring Consortium at 
http://map.labucketbrigade.org. 
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In addition to regional environmental destruction, oil and natural gas industries 

are ravaging Earth’s climate. Burning and processing hydrocarbons releases carbon 

dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide—among other toxic substances—into the 

atmosphere. The higher concentrations of these gases in the Earth’s atmosphere has 

increased the planet’s average surface temperature by approximately 1° C above pre-

industrial levels (IPCC 2018, 4). If current trends continue, global warming will likely 

reach 1.5° Celsius more than pre-industrial levels between 2030 and 2052 (ibid.). 

Keeping the global surface temperature’s increase below 1.5° C avoids some of the most 

extreme consequences of climate change, which include extreme daily temperature 

variations in many locations, increasing drought, heatwaves in urban areas, vector-borne 

diseases, ocean acidification, sea level rise, and extreme weather. Such changes pose 

serious threats to ecosystems and biodiversity, food systems, freshwater availability, 

livelihoods, and human health. The IPCC report argues that it is conceivable to remain 

below this threshold, but to do so will take an unprecedented transition in global energy 

use that includes a decrease in oil and natural gas usage by 87 and 74 percent by 2050 

and massive afforestation efforts (Ibid., 14). These estimates are conservative, and it 

already appears we are surpassing them. Though even without surpassing the 1.5°C 

threshold, many of the impacts described above are being felt in the Southeast United 

States and particularly along the Gulf Coast of Louisiana (Carter et al. 2018). The 2017 

Louisiana Coastal Master Plan describes Isle de Jean Charles as one of eleven locations 

in the state where “nuisance flooding will bring dramatic change over the next five 

decades” with only a medium scenario of sea level rise (Clipp 2017, 7). According to the 
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plan, “Such flooding will be high enough to make daily life next to impossible, even 

without future hurricane damage” (ibid.).  

Responding to Layered Disasters 

 Laska et al. (2015) have described the “layering” of natural hazards and 

anthropogenic disasters in coastal Louisiana. The authors discuss the entangled causes 

and compounding effects of land loss, multiple hurricanes, oil spills, demonstrating some 

of the ways that such disasters are experienced as intensifying, interconnected, and 

uncertainty-producing (233). The land loss makes the hurricanes worse, which makes the 

land loss worse, all of which have been made worse by the 2010 BP Oil Disaster. The 

authors also point out that the layering of experiences of disasters also can produce 

community benefits, pointing to the First People’s Conservation Council (FPCC), a 

partnership among six Tribes, The Lowlander Center, and the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service. Established in 2012, the FPCC is, 

according to their website, an association “formed to provide a forum for Native 

American Tribes in Louisiana to identify and solve natural resource issues on their Tribal 

lands” (FPCC n.d.). Member Tribes include the Atakapa-Ishak/Chawasha, Avoyel-

Taensa Tribe, Bayou Lafourche Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, Grand Caillou-

Dulac Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe, and the Isle de 

Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe (ibid.).  

The notion of layered disasters is a useful heuristic for understanding 

constructions of disasters. Maldonado (2018) expanded on this work by describing the 

multiple disasters and their political entanglements experienced by three of these Tribal 

communities. Below, I describe two particular disasters layered within land loss and 
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extreme weather that Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders 

have experienced alongside the ecological destruction of the Island and aimed to address 

through their resettlement efforts: Nonrecognition and experiences of displacement. Both 

of these layers to the disasters experienced by the Island are discussed extensively by 

Maldonado (2018). I think they are worth repeating here, because they provide critical 

context for understanding 1) key components of the Tribal-driven resettlement plans and 

2) the extent to which those plans have been transformed by state involvement in the 

resettlement, which I discuss in the next Chapter. 

The Disaster of Nonrecognition  

The history of ecological genocide described above has both relied upon and 

reproduced threats to the Tribe’s self-determination. After the historical timeline was 

populated back at the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe’s January 

2016 workshop, one of the facilitators asked everyone to thematically describe the time 

before the resettlement organizing effort began. One of the attendees explained that it was 

a period of “struggle,” to which others agreed. After some more discussion, another 

person offered their perspective that the time between 2006 and 2016 seemed like a 

period of “rebuilding,” as this is when the Tribal leaders had forged new partnerships and 

pursued a number of opportunities to fund their resettlement. The plans became more 

specific during this time. There remained a space on the wall above the years 2016 and 

into the future. “What should go here?” asked Secretary Comardelle. The participants 

discussed in small groups about how they might characterize the future of the Tribe’s 

efforts to reunite their people and rebuild their traditional ways of life together. After 

some chatter, one Tribal citizen in attendance found an answer that others thought fit 
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perfectly: “Recognition.” It was a potent term to use to describe a future that includes a 

successful resettlement. At first, I did not quite understand the applicability of recognition 

to a resettlement based on environmental change and the reduction of risks to disaster.  

The notion of recognition plays a central role in the U.S. government’s treatment 

of the self-determination and sovereignty of Indigenous peoples. The meaning and 

implications of U.S. recognition of Indigenous peoples has changed throughout the settler 

state’s history and is premised on a reduction of the diversity of the nations that have 

inhabited the land prior to European colonization (Weatherhead 1980). Prior to 1871, for 

example, the U.S. signed 370 treaties with representatives from multiple Indigenous 

nations. At the same time, there was state-sanctioned settler violence, policies of forced 

removal, and aggressive assimilationist policies—most notably the General Allotment 

Act of 1887 which transformed Tribal-held lands into private property (discussed further 

in Chapter 5) and the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924, which provided U.S. citizenship to 

Native Americans.  

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s the official U.S. policy was to “terminate” their 

responsibilities and the United States’ recognition of the sovereignty of Indigenous 

nations (Deloria Jr. 1969; Fixico 1986). Indian Relocation programs of the 1950s and the 

Indian Relocation Act of 1956, for example, encouraged the movement of thousands of 

people from reservations to cities for workforce training. This strained the social 

structures of Tribes and created a larger population of urban Indians without resources 

and severed from the support networks and political power of their tribal communities. 

Additionally, the land rights reserved for Tribes via the federal trust doctrine—itself a 

paternalistic settler colonial formation that has restricted Indigenous mobility, but also 
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paradoxically enabled the cultural survival of those peoples who lived there or 

maintained traditional relations to those lands). 

After increasing pressure from Indigenous-led social movements of the 1960s and 

70s and legal activism, Richard Nixon passed the Indian Self-Determination and 

Education Assistance Act of 1975, which opened up resources for increasing control by 

Tribal governments over the administration of daily life and resources.6 The Federally 

Recognized Indian Tribe List Act of 1994 formalized the U.S. government’s approach to 

acknowledging the rights of Indigenous peoples and any special responsibilities has 

relied on formal process of “recognition” from the Office of Federal Acknowledgment 

(OFA) within the Bureau of Indian Affairs in the Department of the Interior.  

According to the law “the United States has a trust responsibility to recognized 

Indian tribes, maintains a government-to-government relationship with those tribes, and 

recognizes the sovereignty of those tribes.” The law also describes three processes for 

securing the recognition status: 1) a petition through the OFA which satisfies their 

criteria, 2) an act of congress, or 3) by a U.S. court. At the time of this writing there are 

574 federally recognized Tribes. There are, at this time, four federally recognized Indian 

Tribes located in Louisiana. These include Chitimacha Tribe of Louisiana, the Coushatta 

Tribe of Louisiana, the Jena Band of Choctaw Indians, and the Tunica-Biloxi Indian 

Tribe of Louisiana. The policy worlds of Tribal recognition are complex and contested, 

and many Indigenous leaders and scholars have criticized both the intentions and impacts 

of the federal recognition process in the United States.  

 
6 While this law was seen by many as marking the end of the termination period, in 2020 during the global 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Secretary of the Interior informed the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe that their trust 
lands will be disestablished (Qaqeemasq 2020). 
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Some criticism of recognition points to the petition process. The OFA demands 

that petitions rely on written historical evidence, despite the oral traditions of many 

Indigenous nations and the misrepresentations that proliferate among colonial record-

keeping and anthropological analyses (Miller 2004). Additionally, the petitions must 

present narratives that demonstrates community, political influence, and other specific 

criteria in a way that satisfies what the U.S. government considers legitimate Indigenous 

identities, histories, and forms of social organization. The criteria for petitions for federal 

recognition are often seen as rooted in racist colonial ideologies rather than the 

experiences, expressions, notions of belonging, and social institutions maintained 

traditionally by diverse groups of Indigenous peoples (Barker 2011). Additionally, the 

petitions are judged by ambiguous standards that seem to shift depending on who is 

applying for recognition (Miller 2004).  

There is also a set of criticisms that point to the many examples of federal 

recognition processes dividing Indigenous groups over limited resources (Miller 2004). 

Moreover, once a Tribe has submitted a petition for recognition, they must wait 

sometimes years for a response, and crafting a compelling submission requires enormous 

investment of time and money for legal and archival research that can influence, 

overwhelm, and undercut Indigenous leaders and Indigenous social efforts (Den Ouden 

and O’Brien, 2013). Anthropologist William Starna once referred to the federal 

recognition process as “administrative genocide” due to the devastating effects the 

process and outcomes can have for Indigenous peoples (1992). There is also extensive 

literature that advances philosophical critiques of recognition, particularly in the context 
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of Indigenous-settler relations and liberal multiculturalism (Taylor 1994; Povinelli 2002; 

Ouden & O’Brien 2013; Coulthard 2014). 

Federal recognition, however, also may present possibilities to some of the 

Indigenous nations who inhabit the coastal and bayou regions, including the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe (Katz 2003; Ferguson-Bohnee 2018; Sneath 

2018). Some have argued that federal recognition might provide some additional 

pathways to holding oil and gas companies accountable for the destruction they have 

caused, though this is also why oil companies have fought against the federal recognition 

of some coastal Tribes (Miller 2004, 201). Others contend it might enable local Tribes to 

protect what remains of their eroding and subsiding homelands (Katz 2003; Rivard 

2015). Federal recognition may also open up the possibility for further partnerships 

among the Tribes and government agencies to implement adaptation and resilience 

planning or for disaster assistance, as a number of regulations describe federal 

recognition as part of the eligibility for various kinds of disaster recovery and other kinds 

of public support (see 44 CFR § 201.2, Emergency Management and Assistance, and 2 

CFR § 200.54, Grants and Agreements).  

Some state governments, including Louisiana, also have formally recognized the 

existence and rights of Indigenous nations, even when they are not federally recognized 

Tribes. The processes by which recognition is administered and the rights ensured by so-

called “state recognition” varies among those states (Koenig and Stein, 2013). According 

to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), thirteen states have formal 

processes for recognizing the existence of the Indigenous nations who live within their 

borders, and as of October of 2019, the NCSL accounts for 66 Tribes. It is important to 
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recognize that there is a large number of Indigenous nations and communities, who 

remain unrecognized by the federal government or individual states. A Governmental 

Accountability Office report identified approximately 400 non-federally recognized 

Tribes (GAO 2012).  

According to Louisiana’s Office of Indian Affairs, there are eleven Indigenous 

nations that have been recognized by the state of Louisiana but not the U.S. federal 

government. These include the Adai Caddo Indians of Louisiana, Bayou Lafourche Band 

of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Indians, Choctaw-Apache Tribe of Ebarb, the Clifton 

Choctaw Tribe of Louisiana, Four Winds Cherokee, the Grand Caillou/Dulac Band of 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Indians, the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Indians of Louisiana, Louisiana Band of Choctaw, Natchitoches Tribe of 

Louisiana, the Point au Chien Indian Tribe, and the United Houma Nation (LOIA 2018). 

The Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe was first acknowledged by 

the state legislature in a 2004 senate resolution passed to provide the Tribe access to 

education and healthcare opportunities (Sen.Con.Res. 105, 2004). They are also one of 

the fifteen Indigenous nations recently invited to participate in the Louisiana Native 

American Commission with the passing of LA ACT 102 HB 660, 2018.  

Thinking about the resettlement as entangled with “recognition” further situated 

the resettlement into a wider political and cultural frame than the future hazards posed by 

climate change. Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders have 

pursued federal recognition while planning their resettlement, devoting an enormous 

amount of time and resources to both. Throughout my time working with Tribal leaders, 

they continued archival research and in 2017 confirmed their Tribal census—a core 
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requisite of the federal recognition petition. The urgency and logistic demands of both 

resettlement and recognition weighed heavy, leading to dilemmas as to where to devote 

energy at any given moment. The Tribal government has no paid staff and work is done 

on top of employment elsewhere, child-care, family responsibilities, etc. The burden is 

placed on under-resourced Tribes to prove who they are to a colonial-granted authority. 

However, the reference to recognition during the historical scan to describe the future 

resettlement also seemed to indicate a broader notion of cultural recognition that included 

the creation of spaces for Tribal resurgence, practicing and representing traditional ways 

of living, and publicly celebrating the Island heritage in addition to political recognition. 

As the next chapter will describe in more detail, the Tribal community-driven 

resettlement plans included programming to nurture all of that. 

The Disaster of Displacement 

Displacement has been one of the most devastating effects of the social and 

environmental histories described above. Over 75% of the Tribe’s population have been 

displaced over the last 60 years. Approximately 325 people lived on Isle de Jean Charles 

in 2002, and ten years later only 70 people remained (Maldonado 2014). During an 

interview, Chief Albert described it this way:  

At this point, we have everybody scattered. We have like twenty-five 
homes, but like forty different families because there are multiple different 
families per home, because there are some multi-family homes. We have 
the majority of our people in the area code 70377, which is Montegut, 
Louisiana. We have some in Bourg. We have some in Little Caillou. We 
have some in Houma. We have some as far as Gray and Thibodaux, but 
the majority are right here in Montegut and this area code here so the 
majority, well over 50% of our Tribal citizens are fairly close. It wouldn’t 
be too hard to get us all back together to where we can actually be 
together. We don’t see each other on as regular a basis. Now we mostly 
see the folks here in Pointe-aux-Chenes and the Island more often, because 
we are displaced. The reason the community is dispersed as it is, was the 
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canals that brought saltwater intrusion and erosion to the Island. We have 
been dispersed mostly since 1957, because Hurricane Audrey came in as a 
powerful storm. It came and shook the marshlands loose, and today it is 
open water. People have been leaving out of there with every storm since. 
The worst of people leaving was in 2002, after hurricane Lili. We had 
seventy-eight homes before. After that we had sixty-eight. After Hurricane 
Katrina and Rita, we had fifty-four, then after Gustav and Ike, we had 
about twenty-five, so people has been leaving the Island. Well, actually in 
08’ we lost over half the homes that we had left.  
 

The pattern of outward regional migration northward is evident among multiple 

communities along Louisiana’s coast (Colten et al. 2018). In general, younger 

demographics are moving to more densely populated suburbs or towns (ibid.). Migration 

inland also occurs during storms, when temporary evacuations become more permanent 

due to a lack of resources to return or rebuild (Lasley 2012, see also Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation).   

Four months after the January 2016 Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribe and Lowlander Center resettlement planning workshop, I sat in the 

cramped meeting room of a red townhouse style building next door to the White House. I 

had travelled from Philadelphia—where I was still doing my coursework and preparing to 

move to Louisiana for long-term research—in order to meet Tribal leaders and youth, and 

Dr. Laska and Dr. Peterson from the Lowlander Center in Washington D.C. for the 

weekend. I was excited to learn about how the resettlement process was going since the 

January workshop. At this particular meeting, Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal leaders and people from two other Indigenous communities were meeting 

with representatives from the Council on Environmental Quality and other federal 

agencies to share their experiences and concerns related to coastal relocation planning.  
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“In my eyes, well, I live 6 miles up from the Island. I didn’t grow up on the 

Island. I would go to the Island,” One young Tribal citizen explained. His tone changed 

and voice got louder as he spoke. “But really, as you’re growing up, you hear these 

stories of elders. They always describe the Island as a paradise, a place full of joy and 

laughter. There was family everywhere. Right now, though, to be honest it is kind of 

pitiful.” His voice cracked.  

It is bare. People are leaving. There is no joy or laughter. We do have get-
togethers, you know, but you can slowly see it draining away from the 
people. You can tell the elders that still live there, they still see the Island 
as paradise, but also see how it is disappearing before our eyes. I guess 
that is how I see it too. I want to live the way that the old people lived. I 
want to go to college and learn but I also want my children to also 
experience the family of this place.  
 

Everyone listened silently. His description of the land and the land loss was relational, 

rooted in the reality that “people are leaving.” For Mark, the resettlement was about 

addressing the fragmented relationships that have come with the loss of the physical land. 

While Mark is young, he was also thinking about his children and wanted them to 

“experience the family of this place.”  Another young Tribal citizen added: 

We are losing not only our family bonds, but our identity. We are losing 
our Tribe ourselves. As our land washes away, our identity is washing 
away. That is the major problem. I would rather see my children 
experience our culture and identity, because if you don’t have that you 
lose a part of yourself. It is important that when I picture the future, I see a 
small village next to the community center. Children playing tag and 
smiling. When you go down there now, the elders, they do seem happy, 
but you also see deep down they are not ok. It is a shield to protect the rest 
of the people, because they know there is a serious problem.   
 

The Tribal leaders and young Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw citizens at 

the meeting felt a growing distance within the Tribal community and were committed to 

regenerating the sense of family and collective identity that once existed on the Island. 
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They, and other remaining Island residents I spoke with, all reminisced about a better 

time on the Island when people were together. “We would pass by the houses on the road 

for a shot of coffee. A shot of coffee on the porch. That’s what we would do, especially 

the older generation. They would walk the road and visit.” In this way the social and 

demographic changes are such that even those who remained on the Island have felt a 

sense of displacement (Maldonado 2018).  

The tragic social consequences of outward migration from the Island resemble 

experiences of displacement observed elsewhere. Sociologist, Kai Erickson’s classic 

book entitled Everything in its Path vividly documents the collective trauma felt in the 

wake of a mine waste flood in Buffalo Creek, West Virginia in 1972. Erickson (1976) 

argues,  

Most of the traumatic symptoms experienced by the Buffalo Creek 
survivors are a reaction to the loss of communality as well as a reaction to 
the disaster itself, that the fear and apathy and demoralization one 
encounters along the length of the hollow are derived from the shock of 
being ripped out of a meaningful community setting as well as the shock 
of meeting that cruel black water” (1976, 194).  

 
Erickson’s interlocutors demonstrate how the fragmentation of community after the 

disaster led to widespread experiences of embarrassment, disorientation, loneliness, loss 

of connection, despair, hopelessness, physical illness, and an increased sense of 

vulnerability (208-234). Cernea (1997) describes a number of risks posed by forced 

displacement and resettlement, including landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, 

marginalization, increased morbidity and mortality, food insecurity, loss of access to 

common property, and social disarticulation¾or the further fragmentation of communal 

ties. Mindy Fullilove’s analysis of the social consequences of displacement from urban 

renewal in the 1950s and 1960s United States is also salient. According to Fullilove 
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(2005, 14), the “root shock” caused by displacement “undermines trust, increases anxiety 

about letting loved ones out of one’s sight, destabilizes relationships, destroys social, 

emotional, and financial resources, and increases the risk for every kind of stress-related 

disease, from depression to heart attack.” Fullilove’s work calls attention to what seemed 

clear to me as the young Tribal citizen spoke in Washington D.C. The effects of 

displacement—the “ruptured bonds” and the deep sense of disorientation—can “ripple 

out beyond those who are affected” (ibid., 14-15).   

What was clear listening to the testimonies of Tribal citizens, both at the 

resettlement planning workshop and the D.C. meeting, was that the root shock of 

displacement and risks posed by resettlement processes had long been felt intensely by 

Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders prior to discussions of 

their resettlement inland. Indeed, those experiences inspired the Tribe’s discussions of 

resettlement in the first place. Despite this fragmentation and upheaval, many Tribal 

citizens who have left the Island still maintained important social connections with their 

family who remain on the Island, and the place remained an important anchor of identity 

and social memory despite the changes. Isle de Jean Charles Tribal citizens also 

maintained specialized expertise in local industries, spiritual and ancestral attachments to 

their homelands, memories, and place-based subsistence practices (Maldonado et al. 

2015). Saving these relationships, knowledges, and Island identity was as much, if not 

more, of driver of resettlement planning for Tribal leaders than the future flood risk. 

The Long Road to a Tribal Community-Driven Resettlement 
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As the historical scan activity wrapped up, participants were asked to reflect. 

“What happened to your understanding of the resettlement process as we created this 

wall?” One young Tribal citizen responded: 

Since I was a child, I have seen the older folks doing things and heard 
about this and that. I was a kid when they were shooting this movie on the 
Island, I didn’t know what it was about. I was just told smile at the 
camera. But now I realize we were, and are still, fighting for our way of 
life. It opens my mind. It shows me how determined the Chief and older 
men are for doing it and it shows the youth what we are doing and will 
need to keep doing.  

 
For the teenager, it took processing the history of experiences and injustices that 

have informed Tribal leaders’ decision to invest time, energy, and money into 

resettling. It took gathering together in a physical location to be with each other 

and process the history of the Tribe as a community, to make the significance of 

the resettlement clear. It took this gathering and activity of historical reflection to 

make the resettlement seem worthwhile. Another person agreed, “This reveals 

more about the determination of this effort in spite of the disappointments.” This 

section provides an overview of the history of the resettlement planning process 

that has emerged in response to the multifaceted disasters of ecocide, 

displacement, and nonrecognition. 

In 2002, after being excluded from the Morganza to the Gulf Levee system, the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers offered to relocate Island residents. Tribal leaders were 

skeptical, concerned that it was another attempted land grab. Chief Albert, however, 

began to change his mind as he thought about the future of the Tribe and the toll of 

repeated flooding on the Island. “The thing about it is, you have to have somewhere to go 

when this place is no good. The way I tell it to people is that I moved in 1975, and I 
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haven’t lost a piece of furniture since. Why not go on our own terms, to do something 

better for our people than what was done before?” He began to work with the U.S. Army 

Corps and was able to organize with many of the Island residents. The Tribe had 

approximately 85% of the people ready to go (Reckdahl 2016). US Army Corps officials, 

however, demanded 100% consensus in favor of relocation—an unrealistic demand given 

the complexities involved in any community and any relocation decision-making process.  

In 2008, Hurricane Gustav flooded the Island and displaced half of the remaining 

residents. This disaster, however, also brought another opportunity for governmental 

support —this time at the Parish level—for the Tribal community’s resettlement inland. 

Chief Naquin and the Tribal Council developed what they called a “Tribal Protection 

Project” which highlighted the need to reunite the scattered Tribe and plan for the 

rejuvenation of their ways of life together on higher ground (IDJC 2009a). The 2009 plan 

presented an outline of a Tribally-owned a development, that would ensure “the personal 

safety and protection of individual Tribal citizens and their property” and “the protection 

and sustainability of the cultural integrity of the Island Tribe as a unique and individual 

Native American tribal community” (ibid.). According to one application to garner funds 

for the 2009 resettlement, “Tribal leaders are facing the tragic reality of having to 

relocate the community as a whole in an effort to save the very identity of the tribe and 

the lives of its members” (IDJC 2009b).  

Since 2009, Tribal leaders have worked with long-time collaborators—Dr. 

Kristina Peterson and Dr. Shirley Laska—who had founded the Lowlander Center in 

2013 to focus more directly on the Tribal community resettlement. According to the 

Tribe’s website, “The Isle de Jean Charles band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe and 
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the Lowlander Center conducted multiple workshops and knowledge-sharing sessions 

related to sustainable tribal resettlement in order to submit a proposal for support through 

the Clinton Global Initiative” (IDJC n.d.). While the application was unsuccessful in 

garnering funds, the effort enabled the collaborators to further develop and hone the 

Tribe’s plans. The Lowlander Center and the Isle de Jean Charles Tribal leaders began to 

assemble a team of academics, architects, allies, advocates, and sustainability 

professionals who could provide resources, support, collaboration, and fellowship as the 

Tribe pursued their resettlement plans.  

After years of struggling to secure financial support through philanthropic means, 

the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe and the Lowlander Center 

partnered with Louisiana’s Office of Community Development (OCD) in anticipation of 

submitting an application for federal funds through the National Disaster Resilience 

Competition (NDRC) in 2015. The competition was a Rockefeller Foundation and U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development sponsored design competition. Tribal 

leaders and their collaborators at the Lowlander Center spent much of mid-late 2015 

preparing materials for inclusion in the state of Louisiana’s application to the 

competition. This was one of the most promising possibilities yet for funding the 

resettlement. The Resilience Policy and Program Administrator for the State’s Office of 

Community Development and legal counsel for the state were present at the workshop, 

learning alongside everyone else, about the long road to resettlement, and many Tribal 

citizens present wondered if we would hear then whether or not the resettlement was 

going to be funded.  
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The announcement that the state was awarded $48 million to support the 

resettlement came from HUD just a couple weeks after the workshop. Tribal leaders have 

worked relentlessly to secure partners, including with other local and federal agencies 

and programs. Initially attempting to work with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in 

2002, the Parish in 2008, and through the Clinton Global Initiative in 2014. While these 

efforts were important, they never brought the funding that the Tribe needed to further 

develop and implement their resettlement plans. According to some citizens of the Tribe, 

they were unsure and even doubted whether the NDRC would provide the support they 

had long sought. What was clear in January of 2016, however, was that even if it did not 

direct funds towards their long-standing resettlement plans, Tribal leaders and their 

assembled team of resettlement partners were unwavering in their work and were 

continuing the planning process for the future of the Island Tribe. 

The next two chapters describe the state’s process for administering NDRC funds 

towards the resettlement, but I will highlight here that the Tribal-driven efforts have only 

expanded. Between 2015 and 2017, The Tribe and Lowlander Center worked with the 

National Endowment for the Arts Citizens Institute for Rural Design to enhance their 

plans for a Tribal community center in the resettlement site. In 2016-2017, they worked 

with Grounded Solutions Network to develop models for collective Tribal ownership of 

new land. That same year, Tribal leaders worked with Dr. Heather Stone of University of 

Louisiana Lafayette to participate in the Recovering Voices program sponsored by the 

National Museum of Natural History, the National Museum of the American Indian, and 

the Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage (Kaplan 2017). This effort enabled Tribal 

leaders to conduct archival research to inform their integration of heritage in the 
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resettlement. In 2018 and 2019, Tribal Secretary Chantel worked with the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency’s Healthy People for Healthy Places program to collect 

Tribal health data and continue planning for a health center. Tribal leaders, The 

Lowlander Center, and a number of other people who had previously contributed to the 

Tribal community resettlement plans, including myself, worked collaboratively with Dr. 

Amy Lesen of Dillard University on a project funded by the National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine to create a cross-boundary network focused on 

regenerating lifeways, participatory design, and resettlement planning (Naquin et al. 

2019).  

The Tribal leadership’s years of community-driven resettlement planning has also 

been celebrated internationally through awards like the Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant 

Consortium’s “Spirit of the Community” Award, the US Environmental Protection 

Agency’s “Guardian of the Gulf Award for Environmental Justice,” and the Rising 

Voices “Bob Gough Climate Justice in Action Award.” Additionally, the Lowlander 

Center was one of five awardees of the 2018 Climigration Network Award for their 

participatory approach to community relocation. 

After the January 2016 resettlement workshop, I was struck by the determination 

of a handful of Tribal Leaders who for years had been working tirelessly to forge 

partnerships and plan their resettlement inland. After watching their homelands ravaged 

by development, experiencing the strains of displacement, and have survived the pains of 

injustice, they have taken on the seemingly thankless task of planning a home away from 

a place where they found sanctuary for so long and that is sacred to their community. 

Tribal Secretary Chantel explained it to me this way, “This is not the first time we have 
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had to resettle. Our ancestors were displaced by treaties and Indian Removal. My papa’s 

generation was displaced from the Island. We are a displaced Tribe. That’s why we’ve 

got to get it right. We are creating a living and active bridge from our ancestral land to 

the new Isle de Jean Charles Tribal Community. For us, community resettlement is an act 

of cultural survival.” 

Conclusions  

Two points derived from the observations and research presented above are 

particularly important for contextualizing subsequent chapters. First, Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders have, since 2002, been planning their 

resettlement as a Tribal community-driven process. Despite a lack of financial support, 

Tribal leaders have worked tirelessly to apply for funding, conduct outreach, build 

partnerships, and learn about resettlement processes and sustainability to hone their plans. 

This highlights one of the problems for community resettlements often discussed within 

climate adaptation literature, which is that most communities planning their resettlements 

struggle to secure funding. Community leaders and advocates must hodgepodge together 

funding from multiple sources—often each with different priorities and aims for their 

support and different styles of partnership or collaboration. As I will show in the next 

chapter, state planners have maintained expectations, priorities, and an envisioned a 

planning process that undercut the aims and scope of the Tribe’s funded work with the 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine; National Endowment for 

the Arts; and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  

Second, the risks to which the resettlement has aimed to address have included, 

but are not limited to, future flood risk or extreme weather. Disaster in this particular 
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social context is layered with the non-recognition of Tribal sovereignty and identity and 

experiences of displacement, both connected to the material processes of land loss and 

increasing risk to extreme weather. For Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 

Tribal leaders planning for the future of the Island meant addressing the last century of 

injustice and the last forty years of displacement on the Island. The Tribal leadership has 

been consistent throughout the 17-year-long effort that the priorities for their resettlement 

were to protect the collective Tribal identity and heritage of the Island by reuniting their 

displaced Tribe and regenerating their traditions together while creating a safe space for 

those who remain at risk to coastal hazards. It was, as Secretary Comardelle refers to it, 

“an act of cultural survival.” Listening to the actual constructions of disaster that Tribal 

and community leaders articulate is low-hanging fruit when establishing priorities for 

solidarity and governmental support. The following chapters describe how public 

policy—and some public servants—have not demonstrated the capacity or willingness to 

commit to such understanding in the administration of resources allocated to support the 

efforts described above.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

“ANOTHER TREATY MADE; ANOTHER TREATY BROKEN” 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Antoine’s wooden wrap-around porch loomed twelve feet above the banks of 

Bayou Pointe-aux-Chenes on the border of Lafourche and Terrebonne parishes in 

Southeast Louisiana a few miles north of the Island Road. His family’s house is a 

comfortable prefab built in 2008 after Hurricane Gustav blew the roof off their previous 

one—which itself had sustained extensive flood damage and needed to be raised after 

Hurricane Lili in 2002. It was a warm evening in early May of 2016. Upon entering his 

house, I was greeted by a number of familiar faces sitting around the supper table for an 

informal meeting: Antoine and his family, Chief Albert Naquin, two teenagers who have 

represented the Tribe at a number of conferences and in media coverage, and their father. 

Also sitting at the table were Dr. Shirley Laska and Dr. Kristina Peterson, co-founders of 

the Lowlander Center.  

The group was finalizing plans for an upcoming trip to Washington D.C. where 

Chief Albert were invited to share his experiences of coastal land loss and resettlement 

planning as part of a congressional forum entitled “Confronting a Rising Tide: The 

Climate Refugee Crisis.” Initially, the conversation was mostly light-hearted and 

speckled with jokes and laughter, meandering from the teenagers’ college plans to food 

and family updates. As the discussion began to focus on the trip, the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders began to discuss their uncertainty as to the 

future of the resettlement, despite recently securing financial support through the state of 

Louisiana’s application to the National Disaster Resilience Competition (NDRC).  
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“It’s hard to know what to say to people, because we don’t hear anything,” Chief 

Albert explained. “We haven’t really heard from the state since they got the money over 

three months ago. We don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe they want to make our 

Tribal resettlement into just another subdivision? We don’t know.” Responding to the 

concern, Dr. Laska asked, “What do you think is most important for you to convey on the 

climate migration panel?” Chief Albert reflected, “You know, treaties are made to be 

broken.” His tone was more serious than it had been most of the evening. 

Well, they aren’t supposed to be broken, but they always are. This is going 
to be the same old forced relocation again. The white people pushed the 
Indians out. We came down here, and some would say we were cowards. 
Others would say we were smart. Then they had white people drilling up 
the oil and so now they’re pushing us back. We hope this is not ‘another 
treaty made; another treaty broken.’  

 
Everyone listened intently, and after a moment, Antoine responded. “Let’s tell them.” He 

went on to suggest that at the upcoming event they should be direct in explaining how 

their uncertainty as to what the state planners will do builds upon a long history of being 

excluded from the decisions that affect their peoples’ lives. “They need to hear what’s 

been going on,” he said.  

This was not the first time I heard someone from the Tribe reference historical 

violence and the colonial history of the United States while explaining land loss and their 

community’s struggle for survival. As previous chapters described, Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal resettlement plans not only addressed exposure to 

extreme weather and flooding, but also multigenerational experiences of displacement, 

environmental injustices, and threats to Tribal self-determination and cultural survival. 

Contemporary experiences of environmental catastrophe and the federal and state 

government approaches to managing disasters are not experienced within a bubble. 
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Rather, they are encumbered by memories and layered legacies of historical injustices, 

structural violence, and inequalities that include discrepancies in access to capital, 

healthy environments, traditions, and dry land.  

In this chapter, I share observations as one of the many opportunities for financial 

support that Tribal leaders pursued took over their planning process and threatened to 

transform the scope of their resettlement from an act of cultural survival to predominantly 

an Island relocation program. I describe how state planners and policy makers embraced 

the scope of the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe’s resettlement 

during application phases of the National Disaster Resilience Competition in 2015 and 

then sidelined those long-standing Tribal-driven resettlement aims once the $48.3 million 

dollars of federal funds were awarded. I also consider the possible rationales that drove 

the state’s ahistorical administration of this particular grant as well as the material 

consequences for the ongoing Tribal-driven resettlement planning efforts.  

Competing for a Future 

Since 2012, design competitions led by philanthropic-public partnerships have 

played an increasingly important role in conceptualizing and implementing resilience and 

adaptation planning in the region and elsewhere in the United States. In 2013, the state of 

Louisiana and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers held the Changing Course Design 

Competition to develop projects for inclusion in the 2017 Coastal Master Plan. The 

competition was sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation, the Walton Family 

Foundation, the Kresge Foundation, B1ue Moon Fund, Greater New Orleans Foundation, 

Van Allen Institute, Environmental Defense Fund, and Happold Consulting. The same 

year as the Changing Course competition in Louisiana, U.S. President Barack Obama’s 
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Hurricane Sandy Rebuilding Task Force launched the Rebuild by Design Competition 

with support from the Rockefeller Foundation and U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD). The following year, The Rockefeller Foundation and HUD 

launched the National Disaster Resilience Competition (NDRC) made possible by a $1 

billion surplus from the Congressional appropriation of funds for Hurricane Sandy. 

Eligibility for submitting a direct application for funds through the National Disaster 

Resilience Competition was limited to “States with Qualified Disasters and units of 

general local government who received CDBG– DR funding from HUD for disasters 

occurring in 2011—2013 (including Grantees under prior disaster recovery supplemental 

funding)—a total of 67 potential applicants” (Federal Register/Vol. 81, No. 109, 36558).7 

Such design competitions as governance innovations have been celebrated for spurring 

innovation and prioritizing public participation and community engagement at the outset 

of design processes rather than through a public comment period post-design (Collier et 

al. 2016).  

Scholars and journalists, however, are also beginning to raise questions as to the 

ability of design competitions to grapple with the social and historical complexities 

amplified by disasters and climate change. The disciplinary and professional 

epistemologies that anchor such design competitions are narrow in their focus, often 

design professionals, landscape architects, and engineers feature prominently in the 

leadership (Dawson 2017; Fleming 2019). The Changing Course competition, for 

example, featured a heavy representation of engineering, architecture, and physical 

sciences and a special role for philanthropy and industrial actors from navigation and the 

 
7 This restriction on eligibility meant the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe could not 
apply on their own and had to partner with state government. 
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oil and gas industry on the leadership and technical assistance teams. The leadership team 

consisted of environmental scientists; an architect; engineers from Louisiana State 

University, Louisiana’s Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, and the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers; and managers from the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway, 

Environmental Defense Fund, Greater New Orleans Foundation, Big River Coalition, 

The Rockefeller Foundation, Canal Barge Company, and Shell Oil Company. Also 

represented on the leadership team was a long-time coastal advocate and Diocese of 

Houma-Thibodaux Catholic Charities, and director and co-founder of nonprofit Women 

of the Storm (ibid.). The technical team, which served as advisors and peer reviewers for 

design teams submitting to the competition consisted of a number of engineers; design 

and landscape architecture professionals; coastal scientists from biology, ecology, and 

oceanography; and one sociologist. There were no coastal community organizers or 

Tribal leaders on the teams. 

The National Disaster Resilience Competition has been criticized for, like any 

competition, having winners and losers. The jurisdictions who already had the resources 

to quickly put together elite design teams and a compelling submission were at an 

advantage over those who lacked such financial resources even if they had the same or 

more need based on environmental risk. Additionally, a competitive structure runs the 

risk of creating divisions rather than solidarity among communities struggling to adapt 

(Spanne 2016). According to one former HUD official, this was the hardest aspect for 

them during their decision-making, and yet, according to this official, they had hoped that 

even those who were not selected for an award got something out of the process of 

crafting the applications. 
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It is important to recognize, however, that the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders and Lowlander Center facilitators resisted the 

competitive ethos of the National Disaster Resilience Competition, by trying to build on 

previous collaborations forged after the 2010 BP Oil Disaster and with other Indigenous 

nations who are planning or have planned resettlements (LDOA 2015a). As Dr. Kristina 

Peterson of the Lowlander Center told me, “pitting communities against each other for 

adaptation resources is fundamentally unjust.” According to the resettlement prospectus 

that informed Louisiana’s NDRC application:  

“[The Alaskan NDRC applicant] and the state of Louisiana’s lead agency, 
Louisiana Office of Community Development (OCD) have agreed to share 
a common paragraph in both applications and to bring the Indigenous 
groups together to work on resettlement if both states win their awards. A 
commitment to fund the first meeting one halfway between the locations 
has been made by NOAA” (DOA 2016, 7).  

 
The Lowlander Center and Tribal representatives met in Anchorage in 2015 to negotiate 

the cooperation the August before the submission. Since the award announcement, and 

despite Alaska not being selected for an NDRC award, Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders, Elders from Newtok, Shishmaref and Kavilina, 

Alaska, the Quinault Nation in Washington, and other communities have continued to 

learn from each other, but with no support from state or federal government.  

This chapter, however, focuses on another possible criticism. There are minimal 

assurances that what is proposed in application phases gets pursued in the implementation 

phases of these competitive processes. Louisiana’s application devoted only four pages to 

the resettlement but importantly, those four pages captured the social as well as physical-

environmental concerns of Tribal leaders. Much of the language in the application was 

lifted directly from materials produced by the Lowlander Center in collaboration with 
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Tribal leaders and in coordination with state planners during the months prior to the 

state’s submission. Immediately following the award announcement, Louisiana’s Office 

of Community Development (OCD) sent the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribe and Lowlander Center each a partnership letter that thanked them, 

acknowledged their contributions to crafting a winning application, and ensured a 

continued partnership. Once the award was announced, however, everything began to 

change.  

“We wanted them to help us, not take over the whole thing.” 

It was clear by Chief Albert’s comments at Antoine’s house, just three months 

after the NDRC award announcement, that there were already growing concerns that the 

state was not as fully committed to the Tribal community resettlement they had proposed. 

These concerns only grew over the next four years until eventually Tribal leaders 

withdrew their support for the state’s work on their resettlement in 2019 (Dermansky 

2019).8 In this section I describe some of the ways in which the scope of the resettlement 

was transformed by state involvement in the planning process and why the state’s 

planning process led some, like Chief Albert, to compare the grant to “another treaty 

made; another treaty broken.” 

As I learned about the Tribal leaders’ long-standing planning and recent 

collaboration with the Lowlander Center, five central components of the Tribal 

community-driven resettlement effort stuck out to me: 1) Honoring Tribal self-

determination through participatory planning, 2) Reunifying of the Tribal community to 

 
8 According to one Tribal leader, they still support Tribal citizen’s individual decisions to move to the site 
acquired by the state with NDRC funds, but no longer feel that this resettlement reflects the Tribe’s best 
interests or original intent. 
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the extent possible, 3) Regenerating tradition ecological relations and the Island’s 

heritage, 4) Building Tribal energy independence as part of community resilience, and 5) 

Serving as a teaching and learning community for others considering resettlement and 

sustainability. This list is based on my observations at Tribal planning meetings and 

outreach activities between 2015 and 2019 and documents produced by Tribal leaders 

and their collaborators prior to the award announcement. The state was clear in their 

understanding of these interconnected priorities prior to receiving the award, as they had 

participated in multiple meetings with Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center, including 

the January 2016 Tribal resettlement planning workshop described in the last chapter, 

where these priorities were discussed explicitly and at length. Additionally, leading up to 

the submission of the NDRC application in 2015, Louisiana’s Office of Community 

Development co-authored a resettlement prospectus with the Lowlander Center and 

consulting firm, GCR, that generally captured many of the Tribal leaders’ priorities and 

vision for the resettlement (LDOA 2015a). I observed a number of ways that state 

officials and their contractors distorted these priorities in their approach to administering 

federal funds. Below I will compare the plans that emerged from the Tribe’s partnership 

with the Lowlander Center to the state’s work after the award announcement in order to 

explain how the state’s process was a reduction in scope of the resettlement. 

From Honoring Tribal Self-Determination to Engaging Stakeholders 

Ensuring that the resettlement was driven by a Tribal community-led planning 

process has long been essential for Tribal leaders and many of their partners. On the first 

day of the January 2016 resettlement workshop—after the historical scan activity 

discussed in the previous chapter—facilitators separated attendees into six groups for a 
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discussion of the “core values” that ought to inform and guide everyone’s contributions 

to the planning effort. Many of those in attendance recognized the need to honor Tribal 

stewardship over the process. The values that emerged from the breakout discussions 

included: 1) Service to the Tribe; 2) Sovereignty; and 3) Trust, dedication, dependability 

to Tribe and plan, among others (See figure 10).  

 
Figure 10. Resettlement Core Values. January 18-19, 2016. Source: IDJC BCC Tribe. 

 
 

These values were in alignment with those found in the 2015 resettlement prospectus co-

authored with the state, which included commitments to “Tribal community input, vision 

and leadership” throughout the entire process (LDOA 2015a, 16). Furthermore, the 

prospectus and the state’s final funded application to the NDRC assures, “All factors of 

design and process will help to support and enhance tribal identity, sovereignty, and 

dignity” (LDOA 2015b, 107).  

The 2015 prospectus also emphasized the importance for those working on the 

resettlement to understand and embrace “participatory engagement principles.” The 
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Lowlander Center team embraced participatory action research (PAR), which they define 

on their website as follows:   

PAR emphasizes practical action and the active and equitable participation 
of the community of research. PAR is study with and for rather 
than of a community. It recognizes the importance of people's lived 
experiences, approaches the gathering of knowledge as a collaborative 
process, and centers social and individual change (The Lowlander Center 
n.d. Emphasis in original). 
 

Their approach to working with Tribes and communities in the region has focused on 

forging long-standing commitments to people. Their scholarship is based on the premise 

that knowledge about cumulative social-ecological risks, vulnerabilities, and adaptative 

strategies emerge from the lived experiences of their collaborators, not simply from their 

ideas as academic or professional “experts.” Central to their partnerships has been 

decreasing hierarchies within research to build communities of practice and recognizing 

the existing social assets and honoring the inherent sovereignty of their Indigenous 

collaborators while supporting Tribal efforts to build capacity and transform their 

circumstances. Co-founders and lead facilitators of the Lowlander Center have written 

extensively on the use of PAR for disaster recovery and community resilience in the 

region (e.g. Laska et al. 2010; Laska and Peterson 2011; Laska et al. 2015; Peterson 

2011; West and Peterson 2009).  

With regard to their work on the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement, the Lowlander 

Center donated their time and labor, raising monies from small donors and family 

foundations to support meetings to build on previous resettlement designs leading into the 

development design for the National Disaster Resilience Competition. The Lowlander 

Center supported Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders’ travel 

to over twenty-five local and nonlocal workshops and conferences. According to Dr. 
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Peterson the Lowlander Center aimed “to give witness to the Tribe’s existence and to 

network strength and resources around the Tribe and their future.” The Lowlander Center 

and Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders also co-learned about 

research and experiences related sustainability, hazard mitigation, resilience planning, 

and disaster recovery in order to apply new understanding in their collaborative 

relationship centered on the resettlement. Together they attended multiple meetings over 

the years, including Rising Voices annual workshops, Natural Hazards Workshops, the 

National Adaptation Forums, Grounded Solutions meetings, Keeping Culture Above 

Water conference, Thirteen Moons at the Fond du Lac Nation, Building Resilience 

Network meetings, White House Council on Environmental Quality meetings, the Pacific 

Risk Management 'Ohana (PRiMO)s, and many other knowledge exchanges and 

gatherings.  

During the year prior to submitting resettlement plans for the state’s National 

Disaster Resilience Competition application, representatives from the Lowlander Center 

and Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha Tribal leaders held over forty meetings for 

research, planning, outreach, and self-evaluation. More than twenty of these meetings 

included the full Tribal Council, and more than ten involved participation from Tribal 

citizens who were not part of the Tribe’s leadership structure.9 According to the 

resettlement prospectus, “The Tribal Council and the larger meetings of Tribal citizens 

were also consulted during the seven meetings held from mid-July to mid-October 

(LDOA 2015a, 15). Additionally, the prospectus reports extensive online communication 

among the Tribal leadership and various partners assembled to support the Tribe’s aims. 

 
9 Described in Lowlander Center’s internal process documentation. 
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Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center included a number of reflective sessions to 

ensure the primary goals of the resettlement aligned with the needs and aims of Tribal 

leaders. 

State planners also invested heavily in outreach and engagement, though in very 

different ways that departed from the core values and participatory tradition established 

within the resettlement planning process. Office of Community Development planners 

have defined their engagement process for other projects according to five principles of 

“co-design”: 1) Share Power, 2) Prioritize Relationships, 3) Include All Points of View, 

4) Use All Kinds of Knowledge, and 5) Test Solutions Early & Often (LDOA 2019a). 

These principles sound like they would be supportive of community aims, but I did not 

see how they were applied within the context of the resettlement. Additionally, they are 

so vague that it is hard to know what is actually meant. With whom, for example, will 

state planners prioritize relationships? Oil companies? Engineering firms? Whose points 

of view will the state more easily align if multiple perspectives on the future of the coast 

are in conflict with one another?  

With regard to the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement, state planners have 

highlighted their engagement process by making reference to their communication with 

remaining Island residents, Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

leaders, and the citizens and leadership of the United Houma Nation (UHN)—another 

Tribe who claim connections to the Island.10 The Office of Community Development has 

summed up their engagement as follows: 

 
10 There is a long and contested history of relations among the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-
Choctaw Indians and United Houma Nation. Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 
leaders and elders maintain their historic and ongoing independence from the United Houma Nation while 
United Houma Nation leaders have argued that the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe 
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In facilitating a community-led planning effort, the state has conducted an 
exhaustive and unprecedented engagement effort. This effort has been 
punctuated by weekly on-Island, in-home consultations with Island 
residents, and has encompassed five separate community meetings – three 
of which were held on the Island itself, with the remaining meetings held 
just off the Island in Montegut and Pointe Aux-Chenes. Additionally, the 
resettlement’s design team has conducted three design workshops, co-
designing specific site elements hand-in-hand with the Isle de Jean Charles 
community. Finally, as a mechanism to guide the planning process as a 
whole, a steering committee was formed and convened on six occasions. 
This steering committee included five Island residents, a representative 
from both BCCM and UHN tribal councils, a representative from 
Terrebonne Parish government, and a representative from the Governor’s 
Office of Indian Affairs.   

In addition, the state hosted weekly calls throughout 2016 and bi-weekly 
calls throughout 2017 with BCCM and UHN Tribal citizens and 
leadership and has attended numerous BCCM and UHN tribal council 
meetings, all oriented as open-ended outlets to provide input and guidance 
regarding all aspects of the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement project. 
BCCM leadership was specifically vocal – and influential – in the 
project’s site selection, with the state having recently completed the 
purchase of the BCCM tribal leadership’s preferred resettlement site 
(LDOA 2019b).  

This level of engagement and participation may seem sufficient when compared to 

conventional ways of administering HUD funds. However, understanding why these 

measures did not address the primary concerns of Tribal leaders requires further 

contextualization.  

The state’s engagement activities described above came in the wake of unresolved 

conflict between Tribal leaders and state planners. As described at length in the next 

chapter, state planners and their contractors engaged in a sustained effort to question and 

 
constitute a “splinter group” forged as a result of the colonial politics of federal recognition (Crepelle 
2018). The 2008 Bureau of Indian Affairs proposed findings declares that the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-
Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe is not officially a splinter group, due to their claim to a distinct history (BIA 
2008). Throughout the 20th Century the relationship between these two Tribes has been debated by 
anthropologists and other scholars (Sand-Fleischman 2019). The inclusion/exclusion of both Tribes and 
relations among their citizens is beyond the scope of my research, however the state’s treatment and 
exploitation of these existing tensions and the effect on the administration of federal resettlement funds is 
described below.  
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circumvent the existing Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

leadership soon after the award announcement. The state’s decision to conduct “weekly 

on-Island, in-home consultations with Island residents” further aggravated the mistrust 

engendered during the 10-month period immediately following the award announcement. 

Additionally, Tribal leaders were concerned that so many trips from New Orleans and 

Baton Rouge to the Island would be expensive. Given the limited NDRC funds, they 

feared such exorbitant expenditures would prevent the actual construction of key 

dimensions of the resettlement.  

The steering committee, another example of the co-design process described by 

OCD officials above, was one of two decision-making bodies that the state 

conceptualized to guide the resettlement. The other was a yet-to-be formed homeowners’ 

association to govern the new site once it is developed. The very creation of these 

structures was seen as an effort to replace the governing role of the Tribal Council, who 

had long led the resettlement planning process before the NDRC. Members of the 

steering committee were chosen by state planners and included the one white resident of 

the Island—a man who had been openly hostile to the Tribe’s resettlement aims—and 

citizens of the United Houma Nation. The steering committee met six times over a 9-

month period in 2018 and then stopped convening abruptly, confusing multiple steering 

committee members. More than one person who served on the committee conveyed to me 

their confusion as to why it even existed and what they had accomplished. 

Finally, the weekly conference calls throughout 2016 and bi-weekly calls 

throughout 2017 were established during a June 2016 meeting as a way to ensure 

improving communication between the Louisiana’s Office of Community Development 
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and the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Council. During this 

meeting, Tribal leaders raised the concern that they felt the state was not being fully 

transparent and collaborative with them as they devised their approach to administering 

the federal funds in the weeks and months following the award announcement. The calls 

were seen as a possible way to remedy this emerging transparency issue. However, the 

conference calls were quickly opened up to the public. At one point, state planners 

handed out flyers with the call-in information on it and encouraged anyone with concerns 

or questions to participate. This meant the one institutionalized and recurrent forum 

designed for open communication between the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal leaders and the state was transformed into broad public information 

sessions.  

Often on these calls, state planners and their contractors would report some of the 

work they had done and decisions they made that week. They were brief calls, typically 

lasting only 10-20 minutes. The brevity was in part due to the very limited actual 

decision-making occurring on the calls themselves. Additionally, because the calls were 

made public, as news of the NDRC award spread and the planning process proceeded, 

more people with various relationships to the Tribe began to join in on the calls. Tribal 

leaders were unsure as to who else was listening at a given time or what their intentions 

might have been. Both the sense that the call was for not a place for collaborative 

decision-making and the uncertainty of other participants frequently silenced Tribal 

leaders on the calls, displacing critique and possible creative input. 

The framing of the activities described above as a coherent co-design strategy is 

misleading. While the number of calls, meetings, and design workshops maintain a 
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record of extensive interaction, the encounters themselves were often full of 

communication breakdowns, silences, and contestations over transparency and decision-

making process. The Office of Community Development’s notion of co-design and 

engagement was rooted in a stakeholder model rather than the Tribe-centered 

participatory model described in the initial resettlement prospectus. As such, they 

flattened investment among diverse publics, reducing the Tribal Council to a diminished 

stakeholder role rather than partners. The state’s engagement process was disorienting as 

it unfolded, because as state planners and their contractors verbally emphasized the 

importance of the Tribal Council “as stakeholders” and action plans continued to identify 

the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe and their efforts towards 

reuniting their people and rekindling their cultural heritage, Tribal leaders felt 

increasingly alienated from decision-making planning process for the resettlement.  

Moreover, the state and their contractors continued to delegitimize the Tribal 

Council and their resettlement planning work by decontextualizing the resettlement and 

the administration of NDRC funds from the Tribe’s pre-National Disaster Resilience 

Competition planning—despite, of course, the reliance on the Tribal-driven work to get 

the money in the first place. Following the award announcement, for example, the state 

created a website for the resettlement, and at the bottom of the site was a project timeline 

that a user could scroll through to understand the planning process. The timeline began 

with a June 6, 2016 meeting, five months after the award announcement (see figure 11). 

The timeline made no reference to any of the extensive pre-NDRC resettlement work that 

the Tribe had conducted or their contributions to the successful NDRC application.  
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The names of meetings were also timestamps. In December 2017 state planners 

organized a public meeting on the Island billed as the “kickoff of the master planning 

process.” This marked the second time the state used the term “kickoff” to describe a 

meeting, both of which were different from the gathering that state planners referred to as 

“community meeting 1” and of course all three of these came over 10 years and countless 

meetings after the Tribe began their resettlement work. Moreover, at the December 2017 

meeting, state planners displayed an actual timeline. 

 
Figure 11.  LA OCD Timeline of Events. Source: isledejeancharles.la.gov 

 
 

Moreover, at the December 2017 meeting, state planners displayed an actual timeline. 

The timeline did not include any reference to the long history of social and political 

marginalization and colonization. It did not mention oil and gas activities as drivers of 

land loss. It also, most importantly, did not mention the Tribal Council, their extensive 

efforts to protect the Island and provide a safe space for people to resettle if they so 

choose, or their contributions to the state’s successful NDRC application.  
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Managing the temporality of resettlement had multiple implications. The state 

timelines deemphasized the long durée of risk production via settler colonialism and 

extractive industries as well as rendered invisible the continuity of Tribal-driven 

advocacy and planning pre/post NDRC application.11 Dina Gilio-Whitaker (2019) refers 

to the refusal to acknowledge Indigenous peoples’ experiences and agency within legal 

contexts as decontextualization as a strategy of Indigenous erasure that has significant 

implications for undermining possibilities for justice. “Inquiries that ignore histories 

characterized by domination and oppression,” she wrote, “also ignore factors that shape 

perceptions of justice” (2019, 37). The pre-NDRC efforts led by the Tribal Council and 

Lowlander Center were oriented around recognizing the legacies of injustice and healing 

from those histories of extraction on the Island. Whereas the state-led meetings felt like a 

new layer of extraction in and of themselves. It was as if the resettlement process and 

concept was being extracted. One Tribal citizen summed up the state’s engagement 

process as follows: “We had a plan. We wanted them to help us, not take over the whole 

thing.” 

The state’s funded NDRC application contains a proposed organizational chart 

that seems, in hindsight, as indicative of the issues that would soon trouble the use of 

NDRC funds for the resettlement (see figure 12). All of the designated “subrecipients” 

were parish level governments. Private companies, like Pan American Engineers and 

GCR, were portrayed as part of the state, possibly due to their previous procurement for 

activities related to the NDRC application and rolling state contracts. Two companies, 

 
11 The LA SAFE Regional Adaptation Strategy released in 2019 notably does provide a very minimal 
discussion of the impacts of oil and gas canals and the relationship between race, colonialism, and 
environmental risk (LDOA 2019d, 96-97). 
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CB&I and Waggoner & Ball, were described as “partner contracts for services,” and the 

Lowlander Center was designated the role of “partner grantee.” None of these partner 

terms are thoroughly explained or defined in the application. In the chart “Isle de Jean 

Charles” was labelled as a “project” under the LA SAFE program—a state-led 

multifaceted adaptation planning process in six parishes also funded as part of the state’s 

NDRC application.  

 
Figure 12. LA OCD National Disaster Resilience Partner Organization Chart (LDOA 

2015b, 44).  
 

Looking back, the chart provides an ominous sign of the tensions to come. The 

Tribal Council is not on it, and they have since been alienated from the process.12 In 

contrast, the designers, developers, and other professional “experts” have seen high 

degree of continuity and expansion of their roles while also making a lot of money. Pan 

 
12 It is important to recognize the Tribe is named elsewhere in the state’s application, so there is no question 
the resettlement was initially envisioned as a Tribal resettlement, however the roles of the different 
organizations were not precisely defined in the application. 
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American Engineers had their state contracts extended, the first was a $10,507,574 in 

2014 then another $9 million in 2017 (LDOA 2020).13 Waggoner & Ball was part of the 

winning bid for the resettlement Master Planning Team in 2017, so they are working on 

the resettlement. Two landscape architects from CB&I—one of whom was primarily 

focused on the state’s initial Data Gathering and Engagement process immediately 

following the NDRC award announcement—went on to join a company, CSRS, and lead 

their successful bid on a $2 million contract as master planner for the resettlement in 

2017. In 2019, CSRS also successfully bid on the contract for final designs, engineering, 

and construction of the new site.  

While Tribal leaders were able to offer input during the procurement for a Master 

Planning Team in 2017, they were limited in their decision-making power in that process 

and have been afforded no input in the subsequent procurement processes related to the 

resettlement. Additionally, Tribal leaders advocated for the state to hire them and their 

citizens throughout the design and construction phases, but state officials were not 

receptive to this. This leads me to believe that communities or Tribes working with state 

agencies on these kinds of proposals—whether for resettlement or any other planning 

process—must ensure their community or Tribal organizations are named explicitly and 

the terms of a partnership are described clearly throughout proposal documents. During 

the first meeting between Tribal leaders and state planners after the award announcement 

 
13 There are a number of transparency issues within the state’s process for disclosing contracts. First, none 
of the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement contracts are described on the state’s website they made for the 
resettlement. Instead, they are buried on the website for Louisiana’s Department of Administration (the 
overarching agency within which the Office of Community Development is housed). Additionally, many 
contracts, including those for Pan American Engineers include a note that says, “multiple sources of 
disaster funding” so it seems impossible to know how much NDRC funds went to a particular entity or 
aspect of the resettlement.  
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in June 2016, Tribal leaders asked if the Tribe would be allocated funding to continue the 

planning work they had begun. The director of the Office of Community Development, 

Pat Forbes, responded that he would look into it but thought that would breach U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) regulations. Unbeknownst to 

Tribal leaders and their partners at the time, however, HUD had waived the regulation 

that would typically have prevented the state from distributing those funds directly to the 

Tribe (Federal Register/Vol. 81, No. 109, 36573). The Tribe received no direct funds of 

the National Disaster Resilience Competition award.  

From Reunification to Redevelopment  

 Reuniting the displaced Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

community had been at the forefront of the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement planning 

since 2002. During an interview, Tribal Secretary Chantel, framed this as a central pillar 

of all the work conducted by the Tribal Council. “Our job, my job as the Secretary and 

our Tribal Council’s job is to keep everybody together. In five years, twenty-five years, 

and even further down the line, our job is to still have a Tribe and to keep everybody 

together.” In 2009, the Tribe’s resettlement proposal for Terrebonne Parish referred to the 

new site as a Unified Community in contrast to the currently displaced Tribal community 

(IDJC 2009a, 4). The initial resettlement prospectus described the reunification of Tribal 

citizens as a central aim, describing a plan in which 100 initial homes would be built in 

the new location, enough to include remaining Island residents who want to move and 

many who have already left the Island (ibid., 18). As one Tribal leader told me during an 

interview, the resettlement would “make the community whole again.”   



 102 

Reuniting the Tribal community was often framed to me by Tribal leaders I spoke 

with as a matter of safety. According to Chief Albert, “We want to move people off the 

Island who are in immediate danger, but also reunite the whole Tribe. The whole tribe 

would be in one area, so that we can be together again and make sure we have a safe 

place.” The expansive networks of former and current Island residents remain essential 

despite the physical distance, particularly in the wake of extreme weather and in adapting 

to coastal environmental change. The Tribal Council still provide resources and 

governance to those left on the Island, particularly immediate family members. Some 

Island residents, especially elders, now ride storms out at off-Island family members’ 

homes. These relationships have been observed as an essential component of community 

resilience (Simms, 2016; Colten et al. 2018). The Tribal Council’s post-disaster recovery 

efforts on the Island were captured in the film Can’t Stop the Water, as Chief Albert 

attempts to secure recovery funds, and the Tribal Council responded to Tropical Storm 

Barry in 2019 by acquiring household items and furniture for Island residents as well as 

repairing homes. 

There were other, more routine, ways in which the reunification of the Tribe was 

framed as a safety issue. Chief Albert described the distinct everyday needs of the elderly 

in the Tribe, and how being together, as in the past, made elders safer: 

The new community would feel safe, won’t have to worry about storms, 
the road flooding, the services will be there. We will be in a community 
again. We will have people to cook and help. We were there to help those 
who were sick. Today, we are all scattered and there is no way to help 
everybody, not even in our immediate family, because we live so far 
away. Maybe I shouldn’t say so far away for me. Here in Pointe-aux-
Chenes, I live probably about nine miles from where I was born and 
raised, but not all of us. It is difficult, because we are not there and around 
each other. In a community like Isle de Jean Charles, we were walking 
distance. You could leave your parents or sick person in the community, 
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and just tell somebody, ‘look, can you take care of my mama, my dad, my 
grandpa while I go to town?’ Everybody took care of elders.  

 
Another Tribal Councilman described the safety of community in the context of his 

extensive experiences of discrimination in school and work. After extensive descriptions 

of his experiences with harassment from peers and even teachers and bosses, he 

explained: 

You got to bring the whole community together. Then you are either 
working in the community or you come back to the community to see your 
family members. You see each other. The thing about it is, no matter what 
the world is throwing at you out there, all the discriminating and racism 
against us Indians, when you come back to the community you are at 
home. You have peace, and you have time to soak it up and go back into 
the world. That’s how you keep your strength up.  

 
For him, being in a place with the rest of the Tribal community would have helped him 

cope with experiences of pervasive racism.14 The idea that reuniting the Tribal 

community would provide a setting that was affirming and could provide some support 

against the discrimination experienced within the U.S. settler state connects to the second 

major component of their resettlement. As described in the last chapter, the resettlement 

process was oriented around place-making processes that would bring people from the 

Tribe together in process and outcomes of the resettlement development. 

 State planners have subtly though consistently diminished this aim of reuniting 

the Island Tribal community. At one community meeting, for example, a representative 

from the Office of Community Development acknowledged: 

So the HUD grant and the primary function of this project is to move 
people out of harm’s way. Now obviously the project has to do multiple 
things, and it has to take into account the fact that this is a Tribally 
significant community. I think everybody understands that. We are not 
attempting to ignore that. As we develop the community it has to have all 

 
14 See Wexler 2014 and Comas-Díaz 2019 for further discussion on the relationship between cultural 
community and mental health among Indigenous populations. 
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those cultural aspects that are important to you, but it also has to be 
expandable such that this community can reconstitute itself somewhere 
else. I think when the Chief talks about how to bring his Tribe back 
together and put it somewhere where it can grow, that is fundamentally 
what we are trying to do. However, given the core function of the project, 
which is again to move people out of harm’s way. 

 
While the planner acknowledged goals of “reconstituting” the community and Chief 

Albert’s effort to “bring the Tribe back together” positively, they did not provide any 

plan for facilitating that goal and described it as lower on the state’s hierarchy of goals. 

When I repeatedly asked planners how they foresaw including former Island residents at 

each planning meeting (throughout 2016 and 2017), they stressed that this would come at 

a later date.  

Former Island residents with whom I spoke reported never having heard from 

state planners, and those who had been deeply connected to the resettlement effort were 

still unclear as to how they would be enabled to move into the resettlement years after the 

award. In fact, many had given up on the prospect of resettling, having not heard about 

any process for doing so since the state received the funds. In early 2019, state planners 

did announce some eligibility requirements for former Island residents to join the new 

site once an official process is eventually decided upon. At least some former Island 

residents who planned on resettling with the Tribe, however, found out that they would 

be unable to do so based on the requirement to “demonstrate financial ability to build a 

new home” on a lot provided in the new site (LDOA 2019c).  

 While state planners deferred planning for the reunification of the Tribe, news 

reports began to circulate that indicated the state’s intention to sell some parcels in public 

auction. According to a November 3, 2016 piece by Katy Reckdahl published on 

Weather.com:  
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Jacques Berry, spokesman for the state’s Office of Community 
Development, which is tasked with overseeing the project, says it’s 
doubtful the state would build homes for anyone who is not a current 
island resident or hadn’t lived there within the last several years, say, up 
until Hurricane Isaac in 2012. “You have to draw the line somewhere,” 
says Berry, who believes that the state’s cutoff will be recent. But 
certainly, family members could move in on their own dime, he says, 
noting that the Office of Community Development envisions a site that 
has room for far more than the island’s current 27 households. “The 
design will allow for future growth,” Berry says (Reckdahl 2016). 

 
While this statement indicates the possibility that former Island residents will be included 

in the site, the OCD spokesman refers to the congressional tie-back date of 2012 as the 

cut off for eligibility—meaning inclusion would be limited to those who have left the 

Island since 2012. As discussed later, this tie-back date was not envisioned by HUD 

officials to restrict eligibility from Tribal citizens who used to live on the Island or 

restrict the Tribal leaders from guiding the process. In a Times-Picayune/Nola.com 

article, a state planner working on the resettlement points to the inclusion of former 

Island residents, like Tribal leaders, as being eligible for a “reduced-rate home.” The 

planner also states that coastal residents who have no relation at all to the Island may be 

included in the new site: 

Acquiring between 500 and 600 acres allows room for both current and 
past Isle de Jean Charles residents. ‘In the short term, the primary benefit 
is for the island's current residents,’ Sanders said. ‘But there can be a 
secondary benefit for people that used to live there.’ People who left years 
ago due to flood or storm damage might qualify for reduced-rate homes or 
home sites. Once current and former residents are settled, Sanders said the 
community might be opened up to other climate refugees on Louisiana's 
rapidly disappearing coast. ‘It could double or triple in size,’ he said. 
Resettlement demand will likely come sooner than later (Baurick 2017).  

 
Such divergent statements added to the doubt regarding the state’s commitment to a 

process for Tribal leaders and other former Island residents to join the resettlement. These 
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statements also exacerbated mistrust of the state’s priorities lied in regional 

redevelopment not Tribal reunification. 

Since these reports came out, not much has changed. The state has released 

minimal information about eligibility of former Island residents to the new site. 

Importantly, as I discuss further in the next chapter, at least one of the eligibility 

requirements—that former Island residents have the financial resources to build a new 

home in the new site—would actually exclude Tribal citizens who have already left the 

Island. This requirement is a barrier for those who do not have financial resources and 

who have therefore been made more vulnerable in the wake of extreme weather. After a 

2019 Terrebonne Parish Planning Commission meeting, one developer contracted with 

the state on the resettlement told me, “I have so much respect for Chief Albert and what 

the Tribe wants to accomplish. It is like I told him; I am sure we can get 90% of what he 

wants in this resettlement.” I responded that it seems like the part they cannot commit to 

was that it would be the same people as the Island Tribal community, to which he 

responded, “That is the 10%. That is the part that we can’t figure out.” In March of 2020, 

I asked for an update regarding the inclusion of former Island residents and Tribal leaders 

who no longer live on the Island, to which one planner summed up: 

There will be a press release, letters to all elected officials in each of the 6 
Isaac-impacted parishes and to Chiefs Albert [of the Isle de Jean Charles 
Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw] and Cocoa [of the United Houma Nation], 
postcards to a database of more than 300 former Isle de Jean Charles 
residents, and a phone bank to residents who contacted me and the 
caseworkers early on. We're tossing around a couple of other ideas as 
well. And if you can think of anything that would also be effective, please 
feel free to suggest (email to author, March 18, 2020). 

 
As far as I can tell, therefore, state planners have created a database of 300 former Island 

residents in the four years after the award announcement. Even still, there has been no 
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sustained public or Tribal-facing steps to ensure the reunification of the Tribe in the new 

site. As described above, the reunification of the Tribe was seen as a safety issue: Safety 

as community care for elderly, safety as relief from burdens of racism, and safety as 

being “out of harm’s way” or exposure to storm risk. The state’s deprioritization of the 

reunification of the Tribal community also narrowed the scope of risks to which the 

resettlement might address. It also sidelined the local knowledge of risk and adaptive 

capacity that Tribal community leaders had identified as salient through their years of 

planning with their citizens. 

From Heritage to Houses 

Tribal leaders hoped to create a safe space that would affirm their identity and 

embrace the heritage of the Island. The resettlement, for them, was not so much a 

departure but, as Tribal Secretary Chantel had described, “a bridge” from the Island to 

inland and from past to future. The Tribal Council and the Lowlander Center advanced a 

number of plans to achieve the embracing and continuing of the Island’s heritage after 

having conducted extensive work that integrated references to traditionally significant 

plants—like the Palmetto, a plant traditionally used for thatching on houses, brooms, and 

baskets—into the layout and design of the resettlement (LDOA 2015a).  

 
Figure 13. Sketches from resettlement design sessions featuring Tala (Palmetto).  

Source: LDOA (2015a, 20). 
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One important aspect of embracing the Tribe’s heritage was maintaining and 

enhancing relations with the Island’s ecology throughout the resettlement and into the 

future. According to the resettlement prospectus, the Tribe would retain their land on the 

Island for “traditional uses and tribal identification as all the members relocate” (ibid., 

16). The prospectus additionally stated that the Island, “should be preserved and made 

available to them as long at the island exists for cultural activities such as fishing and 

food gathering” (ibid., 25). Retaining their connection to the Island’s land and waters was 

not only about continuing their traditions of subsistence, but was also described as, “part 

of the healing process from cultural trauma and disconnection in leaving” (ibid.). Chief 

Albert consistently ensured his citizens that they would keep family property on the 

Island and that their plans were to create a space for when they could no longer stay on 

the Island.  

The Tribe’s intensive work to plan a Tribal community center was another critical 

component of their efforts to rekindle traditions and embrace their heritage. On one 

Saturday in October of 2016 I was invited to take notes during a Tribal meeting that the 

Council had organized to continue designing and developing programs for the center. 

Approximately twenty people were there, about half of whom were current Island 

residents and half Tribal citizens who lived in nearby Pointe-aux-Chenes, Montegut, and 

Houma. Chief Albert opened the meeting by providing updates on their petition for 

federal recognition and a recent meeting with the state regarding the resettlement. One 

Tribal citizen, an Island resident, explained the hardship of living in a dilapidated 

trailer—which she had lived in since Hurricane Gustav destroyed her house. She 
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emphasized how confused she was by the state’s treatment of the Tribe and described the 

urgency with which she hoped the resettlement would progress.  

After some discussion about these topics, Chantel began to speak about how the 

resettlement could express and enhance the Tribe’s identity. She evoked one of the 

ancestral Chiefs of the Island, Victor Naquin, who had a small store on the Island that 

also served as a church, school room, and dance hall. “Chief Victor always wanted better 

for the people on the Island,” She told the group. “He wanted to educate and expand our 

community, and so we have to do that to honor him.” Those sitting around her nodded, as 

she began to reflect on the importance of the Tribal Community Center to accomplish 

that aim. “When I was in Phoenix, we were in the hotel, and it was amazing. The entire 

hotel was Tribal-owned, and in the lobby, you look up at these beautiful pictures of their 

history. How amazing would it be to look up and see the stories of our people?”  

Someone sitting near her responded, “Choo yea!” Others vocalized their agreement. 

Chantel then led a brainstorming session and discussion focused on the possible designs 

and programming at the future Tribal community center. 

The meeting was one of many that Tribal leaders organized to incorporate Tribal 

citizens’ knowledge and preferences in the creation of a Tribal community center. Chief 

Albert, Secretary Chantel, and the Lowlander Center had successfully applied to 

participate in the National Endowment for the Arts’ Citizen’s Institute for Rural Design 

(CIRD) place-making workshops—a three-day workshop in January of 2017. The goal of 

the CIRD sessions was to “apply the principles of rural design and placemaking to a 

process of climate-induced resettlement, while synchronously applying the Tribal 

principles of land settlement to a contemporary planning process” (CIRD 2017, 2). Ideas 
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discussed at that particular Tribal-led planning session included a childcare center, senior 

recreation center, health center, place of worship, museum, Tribal office space, outdoor 

recreational facilities, pow wow space, gardens, and a market. Of particular importance to 

Tribal citizens from the Island at that meeting were the senior facilities and programming 

that would help them maintain their fishing, shrimping, and oystering traditions on and 

near the Island.  

The plans further developed at the CIRD workshops (CIRD 2017, 10). Tribal 

citizens prioritized the following considerations:  

• Physical manifestation of cultural principles serve to re-engage and 
grow the Tribal community and to sustain cultural heritage, especially 
considering the diaspora of many members of the community brought 
about by rising waters.  

• Ideas included an organized seafood market and a community kitchen, 
where the Tribe could serve farm- and bayou-to-table style food.  

• Materials from the Island -- plants, trees, and elements from existing 
structures -- could be utilized in construction of the Tribal Center, in 
order to instill a direct connection to the island at first glance. The 
museum, too, will be inspired by the island, so that from floor to 
ceiling it will be an immersive experience that instills a feeling of the 
island. This may include an illustration or physical representation of 
the journey toward resettlement.  
 

The CIRD report (CIRD 2017, 11) advances the following concepts to orient 

programming at the Tribal community center:  

Educational programs that teach the Tribal approach to land and place, and 
of cultural ways of knowing; Reinstating regular Powwows; Recreational 
activities, such as sports; Agriculture, permaculture, gardening, and 
phenology; Crabbing and fishing; Community media initiatives; Inclusive 
uses of the health clinic, beyond health care, such as programs that 
promote active living, health education, and community support groups; 
Job trainings for Tribal citizens; The market as an economic driver and 
place to sell traditional Tribal products and foodstuffs (CIRD 2017, 11).  

 
These ideas and concepts built on those presented in the 2015 prospectus (LDOA 2015a). 

According to CIRD, they selected the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 
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Tribe for the workshop, “based on recognition of this well-established groundwork and 

vision” (CIRD 2017, 2). CIRD professionals saw their work as one part of a complex 

place-making process that preceded them and would continue even after their partnership 

with the Tribe was over. According to the report, “the award positions the Tribe to build 

upon their work and carries them to the next step in unifying the Tribal community, both 

physically and culturally” (ibid.). Honoring the continuity of the whole resettlement 

planning process was integral to the partnership established between CIRD and the Tribe. 

The 2015 prospectus described the Tribal community center as so important that it 

would be developed along with the first homes in order to, “immediately serve as an 

anchor for the tribe” (LDOA 2015a, 16). According to the prospectus:  

The Tribal community center is extremely important to the community for 
commerce and for the preservation and invigoration of culture. The 
presence of such a center signifies the presence of the tribal heritage 
embodied in the activities that go on in the center. It is also a spiritual 
location and a symbolic declaration that the community has been 
relocated. The design of the center reinforces these activities and acts as a 
physical representation of the tribe (ibid., 25).  
 

 
Figure 14. Collaboratively Produced Site Design. Evans & Lighter Landscape 

Architecture. (LDOA 2015a).  
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The Tribal community center was also planned to bring multiple broad goals of 

the resettlement together. Tribal leaders and their resettlement partners anticipated that 

the planning and building of the resettlement site would exceed the duration of at least a 

couple hurricane seasons, so they conceptualized the Tribal Center to include “temporary 

residential space that will double as refuge in the event of storms that threaten the 

existing homes of the tribal community” (ibid.). Additionally, the CIRD report outlines 

broad plans to connect the embracing of heritage with economic sustainability: 

Commercially zoned spaces would tie traditional and cultural practices to 
economic revenue, leveraging assets in order to generate economic 
sustainability of the Tribal Center and for the community at large. There is 
a strong preference to have commercial spaces face outward, in order to be 
accessible to the general population, which would in turn contribute to the 
economic viability of Tribal businesses (CIRD 2017, 10).  

 
Specific programmatic plans included supporting Tribally owned business—like a 

grocery store in Pointe-Aux-Chenes and lawn mowing services—in the new space and 

creating a commercial kitchen and Island-to-table dining. 

 
Figure 15. Community Center Layout Design produced by Jenken Pacific in 

collaboration with Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center. (LDOA 2015a, 26).  
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 The Tribal-driven plans described above drew upon multiple insights found 

throughout resettlement literature for supporting the social re-articulation and cultural 

heritage of those resettling. From maintaining relations with traditional lands (cf. Marino 

2015) to establishing common property and community facilities at new locations early 

on in resettlement processes (cf. Cernea 2000), Tribal leaders and their partners 

envisioned investing in collective well-being and continuity in addition to relocating.  In 

Root Shock, Mindy Fullilove presents possibilities for recovering and healing, drawing on 

the psychiatric intervention known as “milieu therapy” which prioritizes “the creation of 

healing places” (2005, 6). According to Fullilove, “For an environment to life the spirit, 

attention must be focused on opportunities of relatedness” (ibid.). Tribal leaders’ long-

standing resettlement planning efforts embodied precisely this kind of place-making 

practice. The prioritization of a Tribal community center, pow wow grounds, maintaining 

their relations with the Island, can be seen as a bold attempt at honoring, affirming, and 

nurturing the traditions, identities, dignity, and self-determination of the Tribe while also 

preparing for the increasing risks posed by hazards associated with climate change.  

 State planners have repeatedly vocalized the need to care about the “culture” of 

the Island but have done little to actually embrace the Island’s heritage within their 

planning. Subsequent actions taken by the state, however, seemed in opposition to their 

purported aim of embracing the Island’s cultural heritage. One of the most egregious 

ways the state challenged the Tribe’s cultural heritage, was through strategic misnaming. 

During the four years after the NDRC award announcement, state planners and their 

contractors repeatedly misnamed the Tribe. On conference calls, state planners refused to 

refer to Tribal citizens with the abbreviation “IDJC” or “The Island,” references to place 
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that Tribal citizens (and others throughout the region) have long used to identify the 

Tribe. Instead, planners often referred to them as “BCC” for “Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw.” Every call I was on began with a roll call, and every time a Tribal citizen 

would say something like, “Albert, IDJC” or “Chantel, IJC” or “Pierre, the Island.” Never 

did I hear a Tribal citizen use “BCC” to self-identify. Yet, whenever a planner would 

reference the Tribe, they used “BCC.” Additionally, many of the planning reports 

associated with the state’s administration of NDRC funds refer to the Tribe as the “BCC” 

and the recently published Louisiana Adaptations for Future Safe Environments Regional 

Adaptation Strategy (also produced by the Office of Community Development, similarly 

refers to the Tribe simply as the “Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw” (LDOA 2019d, 

147).  

Dropping “Isle de Jean Charles” from the Tribe’s name was a subtle form of 

misrecognition that had the profound effect of symbolically and representationally 

severing the Tribe from the place that served as a sanctuary for their people for two 

centuries, a place where Tribal citizens were born and raised, where many of their 

ancestors are buried, and a place that Tribal leaders have devoted enormous time and 

resources to supporting for decades. Moreover, this involved producing textual and 

digital representations that recast the Tribe as no longer an Island institution. To do so at 

a time when they were working so hard to maintain those connections despite years of 

displacement seemed unusually cruel. Some Tribal citizens expressed concern that this 

unwillingness to explicitly support the Tribe as an Island institution an invalidation. After 

a tense meeting with state officials in 2016, for example, one person observed, “They call 
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us stakeholders, community, islanders, beneficiaries, and clients, but they will not say 

Tribe!” 

State officials took other actions that threatened the Tribe’s plans for embracing 

their cultural heritage throughout the resettlement process. Perhaps most illustrative of 

the state planner’s lack of planning for cultural survival was their lack of commitment to 

the community center. For years, as Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center continued 

the Tribal community center planning work described above, there was no tangible 

support from the state in these efforts. There was also no guarantee that the state would 

use NDRC funds to pay for its development on the new site, let alone early in the 

resettlement process as outlined in the prospectus.  

In early 2019, state planners announced that they would only work on the 

community center if funds remained after building homes for current Island residents 

who wanted to move. Again, it took extensive advocacy by Tribal leaders to mobilize 

public comments for Louisiana’s Office of Community Development to re-commit to 

building a community center. However, as the next chapter discusses in more detail, the 

state’s pledge to fund a community center no longer includes any of the Tribal-driven 

cultural components so important throughout all the work described above. Instead, 

throughout the administration of federal funds, there has been much more of a focus from 

state planners on individual housing. The request for proposals to procure contracts 

related to designing and developing individual family housing was released in 2019, the 

infrastructure bid released in early 2020, while there remains immense uncertainty 

surrounding the community center (LLT 2020).  

From Energy Sovereignty to Water Retention  
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Tribal leaders and their collaborators at the Lowlander Center created a bold plan 

that embraced energy independence and renewable energy as “a strong expression of 

cultural integrity and tribal sovereignty.” They also saw energy independence as an 

integral aspect of disaster resilience and a possible strategy for Tribal economic 

development (LDOA 2015a, 17). The prospectus described a number of projects, 

including gardens, bioswales, green space, and stormwater management systems that 

approached water, “as a resource rather than a problem” (ibid.,16). Other resilient design 

aspects of the plan included:  

Built structures will incorporate resilient design approaches that include 
extreme storm risk reduction, low-tech infrastructure and design and 
energy efficiency. The process will examine modest-income comparables 
nationwide. First floor elevations will meet both current requirements and 
anticipated increases (i.e. ‘freeboard’). Renewables will be emphasized 
such as solar, earth-coupled (or water-coupled) heat pump systems, with 
wells shared by clustered homes, and locally-sourced building materials 
and equipment. Tribe members will have the opportunity to be trained in 
advanced sustainable building technology and participate in construction 
of new homes while gaining capacity for employment in the region. Other 
green approaches will include construction waste reduction, pervious 
paving and pedestrian-friendly community/commercial facilities” (ibid.). 

 
This passage highlights the importance of elevated homes, efficiency, and renewable 

energy. Additionally, it emphasizes their thinking that resilient design could serve 

multiple overlapping purposes and advance the social, cultural, economic, and 

environmental goals of the resettlement. Moreover, the prospectus makes a case that 

integrating renewable energy has a special regional value to contribute to the work that is 

increasingly needed given our current nonrenewable and carbon intensive energy system. 

According to the prospectus: 

Regional environmental degradation by the extraction industry and 
farming may present an opportunity for the tribe to gain expertise and 
develop entrepreneurial capacity in remediation of brownfield sites and/or 
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coastal restoration, using advanced, low-impact, non-invasive 
technologies. Through creation of such high-profile competitions as the 
annual Water Challenge, Louisiana is taking a leadership position in water 
resource research and coastal mitigation entrepreneurship. The 
resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles will be a model project offered for 
review in that innovation process (ibid., 17). 

 
The resettlement was envisioned as an opportunity to generate much-need energy 

transition knowledge in a way that ensures Indigenous peoples who have endured the 

genocidal burdens of extractive industry activities, no less—are supported to become key 

leaders for such a transition in the state. 

Louisiana’s Office of Community Development has walked back these 

components of the vision over the course of their administration of NDRC funds. Instead, 

state planners have most clearly and frequently articulated their priority to use this 

resettlement to address future flood risk. First, at many of the community planning 

meetings they held, planners repeatedly described their primary goal as being to move the 

remaining residents off of the Isle de Jean Charles due to their exposure to coastal flood 

hazards. Additionally, the final site selection report contains extensive detail using 

multiple technologies and methods to describe elevation and flood risk profiles of 

possible sites for the resettlement (LDOA 2017b). The state ended up using NDRC funds 

to purchase among the highest available open land in Terrebonne Parish, though it is 

important to note that even the purchase of this site, rather than one that has a less 

desirable flood risk profile involved extensive Tribal advocacy.  

Updated state plans have removed the renewable energy components from the 

resettlement plans. In March of 2020, one planner with OCD forwarded me the most 

current site plans (see figure 17). I noticed the plans did not reference solar or renewable 

energy infrastructure that was included in earlier drafts. In particular I was curious about 



 118 

a previously proposed solar farm. In the Tribe and Lowlander Center’s plans each house 

would have solar collectors, but in a 2018 state-produced design, there was instead a 

large solar farm proposed in the northeast corner of the site. This raised concerns among 

the Lowlander Center scholars that a large solar farm would disrupt bird migration routes, 

so I wondered if their concern was accommodated. According to the planner, however, 

investing in solar, weather a farm or on rooftops did not seem financially feasible to state 

planners and so were nixed from the designs (email with author, March 18, 2020). 

Instead, new designs include dry detention ponds and the aim of producing energy 

efficient houses. 

 
Figure 16. New Isle Site Plan. Emailed to Author. 

 
 
From Teaching and Learning Community to Scalability 

Tribal leaders embraced the prospect of supporting others in learning 

about resettlement and sustainability. The resettlement prospectus states:  

As the community is being planned and implemented, Tribal citizens are 
contributing their knowledge of traditional and present best practices and 
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learning from the team members. Once complete the settlement and the 
Tribe will serve as “leaders” in teaching these best practices to interested 
members of other communities in the region and to the organizations and 
non-profits that specialize in resilience including inculcating it into 
disaster recovery. By virtue of using and improving the best-applied 
practices, and by recording their application, the community will be able 
to robustly contribute to other communities that are already struggling 
with or anticipating weather displacement (13).   

 
Tribal leaders and The Lowlander Center envisioned the Tribe has becoming recognized 

as the experts in resettlement, sustainability, place-making, and cultural revitalization 

work as a form of capacity building. Reverend Dick Krajeski and Dr. Kristina Peterson of 

the Lowlander Center had been studying empowerment evaluation processes that could 

be guided by Tribal leaders and their partners. They envisioned a process by which Tribal 

citizens would lead the evaluative dimensions, having lived the ups and downs of the 

long road to resettlement. 

State officials presented a dramatically different vision for how the resettlement 

would offer the societal value of informing other community resettlements described in 

pre-NDRC award planning. In August of 2017 I found myself in a truly exotic landscape 

of Southeast Louisiana. I sat in a conference room on the 14th floor of Benson Tower, 

looming over the Superdome in downtown New Orleans. Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders had invited me to take notes as they met with 

planners from Louisiana’s Office of Community Development. Antoine sat facing the 

large windows that lined the room.  

Antoine, a fifty-five-year-old man, grew up on the Island. He moved, like many 

former Island residents, because recurrent flooding on the road kept him from getting to 

his off-Island job. He and his family have since lived five miles “up the bayou” in Pointe-

aux-Chenes—a place that also experiences a high risk of coastal flooding and extreme 
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weather. For decades, Antoine has worked long overnight hours doing maintenance and 

upkeep at a fishing camp that serves oil company executives in the middle of the swamp. 

As he looked across the table, he reflected on the Tribal Council’s many years of 

resettlement planning and outreach. Antoine reminded the planners something they had 

heard numerous times in the three years that they had been working with the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe, “I’m not doing this for me, you have to 

understand. I have no vacation time left, because of these meetings,” he said, facing the 

three planners. “I’m doing this for my children. I have nothing to gain, but I do feel like 

I’m helping our people. We do this for the future of the Tribe.”  

After a brief silence, Louisiana’s Resilience Program and Policy Administrator, a 

35-year old New York University planning graduate who grew up on the North Shore of 

Lake Pontchartrain outside New Orleans, replied. “You know, and I know. I understand,” 

he said, as he looked down at the table in front of him, he explained, “I have a lot of 

respect for what you are doing. I really do. I respect the work that you have put into your 

community.” He paused, looked up, and continued, “but I need to sell it.” At first, I was 

unclear as to what he meant by “sell it.” During a prior interview, the same planner 

emphasized the role of corporate investment in his vision of a successful resettlement. I 

immediately thought to a moment in that interview, when he said, “If we have got JP 

Morgan Chase coming down and saying, ‘We want to do the next one,’ because they can 

see where they can make money off of it, that is where we have hit the tipping point. That 

is when this is a thing that could happen, and it makes sense for everybody. It is a triple 

bottom line at that point. That would be truly awesome.”  
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In Benson Tower he emphasized Louisiana’s coastal crisis more broadly. “There 

are eleven different communities identified as needing to relocate in Louisiana,” he said, 

referring to Louisiana’s 2017 Coastal Master Plan. “I need to make this work for people 

in Venice just as much as for the people on the Island.”15 I had heard state officials refer 

to the need for “replicable” and/or “scalable” approaches to adaptation, and in particular 

community resettlement multiple times over the course of my research. This seemed like 

a talking point for state officials and a way to rebrand the state’s expertise in climate 

resilience.  

As a response to Antoine in Benson Tower, the terms suggested a tension between 

supporting the existing Tribal-driven adaptation efforts and serving the diverse 

communities along the coast who face similar exposure to coastal flood and storm 

hazards. The needs—and indeed the very existence—of other communities exposed to 

coastal hazards was used as a rationale for tentative support for the Tribe’s adaptation 

plans. It was unclear if state planners ever revisited the collaborative evaluative work that 

the Lowlander Center proposed during the application period of the NDRC, as it had not 

been referenced during meetings. Instead of supporting those who have most deeply 

experienced processes of displacement and resettlement as leaders and teachers, those 

who resettle were seemingly casts as the object of study for state planners and contractors 

to add to their portfolios. At what cost to the Tribe would those “lessons learned” 

statements come? The Tribe and Lowlander’s vision prioritized that the ways in which 

the resettlement would serve as a model for others intended to provide added benefits to, 

not detract from, the Tribe’s aims. 

 
15 Venice, Louisiana is located at the mouth of the Mississippi River. Not Italy. 



 122 

“Narrative Clarification” 

It is important to understand that the reduction in scope of the resettlement—from 

a Tribal-driven act of cultural survival to an Island relocation in response to future flood 

risk—was an emotional roller coaster and huge investment of time and mostly unpaid 

labor for Tribal leaders. At times it seemed like Tribal leaders and the Lowlander Center 

could maintain their plans by working with- and educating state actors. Other times, the 

frustration and invalidation Tribal leaders felt as a result of state actions made the whole 

thing seem like a lost cause. Either way, the time and energy burden of educating was 

repeatedly put on Tribal leaders and their allies who were put in a position to try and 

explain their rationale and vision multiple times even after the funds allocated to the state 

to implement that vision. The simultaneous erasure of Tribal identity, diminishing of 

Tribal community-driven planning, and other decisions stirred opposition from Tribal 

leaders. Maintaining the references to reuniting the Tribe in action plans, however, 

conveyed a sense of possibility that HUD might enforce the development of what they 

funded: The Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal resettlement.  

In late April of 2019, however, nearly three years after Chief Naquin wondered if 

the state was trying to transform their Tribal resettlement into “just another subdivision,” 

Louisiana’s Office of Community Development proposed a substantial amendment to 

HUD requesting a “project narrative clarification” and “introduction of new activities.” 

The amendment proposed eliminating the sections of the funded National Disaster 

Resilience Competition application that committed to “supporting and enhancing tribal 

identity, sovereignty, and dignity” and the construction of a Tribal community center.  
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Three years after the award was announced, there was immense uncertainty as to 

how the resettlement will achieve the fundamental aims of the Tribal leadership over the 

years of resettlement planning: Reunite the scattered Tribal citizens in order to ensure the 

Island’s traditional cultural survival on higher ground. What the state refers to in the 

substantial amendment to HUD as a “project narrative clarification” has been referred to 

as “a hijacking” by a parish planner, “a curse” by one Island family, “a road-side 

robbery” by one Island elder, and “a bait and switch” by Tribal leaders. 

If approved by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, the 

“narrative clarification” would essentially make the state’s early departure from the 

funded application and subsequent action plans legal. The state’s amendment request to 

HUD was bewildering to some Tribal leaders, because there was a widespread sense 

among them and their allies that the state was redefining the resettlement almost 

immediately following the award announcement. “Isn’t this after the fact?” asked Chief 

Naquin in an email to some of their partners after the amendment went public. “Every 

time the state runs into a dilemma, they want to change their own rules,” he observed. 

State Rationales for Redefining the Resettlement Narrative 

When Fair Housing Isn’t Fair 

A number of rationales for redefining the resettlement narrative post-award have 

been referenced by state planners during meetings, in planning documents, and in the 

press. At times the Office of Community Development evoked policy or regulatory 

constraints when explaining their process. One policy justification involved the Fair 

Housing Act—the federal policy that prevents housing discrimination based on race, 

color, religion, sex, disability, familial status, or national origin. According to Louisiana’s 
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Office of Community Development, “The program is open to all residents of the island, 

and in later phases to past residents of the island, regardless of tribal affiliation, race, 

color, religion, sex, national origin, familial status or disability” (LDOA 2019e). The 

evocation of fair housing laws while reducing possibilities Tribal inclusion in the 

resettlement was striking and seemed contradictory. As Chief Naquin told me during an 

interview, “This doesn’t seem very fair. We know the Fair Housing was meant to prevent 

discrimination, but I think what they are doing is discriminating against the Tribe.”  

According to Maldonado and Peterson (2018), the problem lies in the inability of 

U.S. laws to recognize communal social structures that have been prioritized in the 

resettlement planning. They point out that the Fair Housing Act protects the rights of 

individual citizens and not community rights, which are seen as essential for many 

“Indigenous and culturally connected communities” (ibid.). The U.S. legal system has 

long served as an institution that reproduces individualistic notions of citizenship while 

displacing Indigenous social organizations, relationality, Tribal self-determination, and 

sovereignty. Lisa Kahaleole Hall (2008)’s describes how individualism is internalized 

within civil rights discourse, producing a tension with Indigenous nationalism:  

“In the United States the contemporary conception of race is firmly 
anchored in civil rights ideologies, the idea of equality of individuals 
within one nation, and does not address very different concepts of 
Indigenous nationhood. The logics of some forms of antiracist struggles 
paradoxically can undermine group identities by advocating for a form of 
social justice based on the equal treatment of individuals” (277).  

 
Well-intentioned policies may therefore have the unintended consequence of harming 

collective realities. As the resettlement planning continued, however, I wondered if the 

Fair Housing Act as a policy barrier to using NDRC funds to support the Tribal 

community resettlement was not being overstated by state officials.  
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There is noteworthy precedence for HUD allowing exceptions to the Fair Housing 

Act when it seems discriminatory. One example comes out of the fight against 

gentrification in San Francisco. The city wanted to use an anti-displacement 

“neighborhood preference" for low-income residents from certain areas in their 

applications to the new publicly funded Willie B. Kennedy Apartments. Essentially, the 

plan was to offer those who came from certain neighborhoods a priority spot in new 

public development “to stem the exodus of African Americans and members of other 

minority groups from neighborhoods that are rapidly gentrifying” (Dineen 2016). HUD 

originally rejected the city’s proposed "neighborhood preference" policy, because it 

violated Fair Housing Act. However, after the city appealed the ruling, HUD permitted, 

“40 percent of the 98 units in Willie B Kennedy to be prioritized for residents who live in 

low-income neighborhoods undergoing displacement and experiencing advanced 

gentrification, as defined by a research analysis conducted by UC Berkeley" (Dineen 

2016). 

The Indian Housing Block Grant program provides another example of HUD 

adjusting their individualistic logics of the Fair Housing Act when needed. The program 

waives the restrictive aspects of fair housing laws for both federally and state recognized 

Tribes (HUD 2006). According to one HUD Notice on the role of Fair Housing Laws in 

Indian communities, if the housing is not located on land in which the Tribe has 

jurisdictional authority—like a reservation—and if the federal funds are used in 

conjunction with other funding sources, “the tribe can only designate a proportionate 

percentage of the housing units in the project... for Indian families or Tribal citizens 
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only” (ibid.). This means that some subset of housing can restrict residence to the Tribes 

who utilize these funds. 

Part of the problem is a lack of consistency by HUD in regulating Fair Housing 

policy. Compare, for example, HUD’s approach when the Obama Administration 

administered an anti-segregation rule “further affirming fair housing” by incentivizing 

more aggressive desegregation policies at the municipal level to the position of current 

HUD Secretary Ben Carson’s dismissal of such efforts as “failed socialism” (Carson 

2015). Even since the time that Carson took over as HUD Secretary in 2017, HUD has 

aggressively regulated some jurisdictions—like Los Angeles, for insufficient accessible 

housing availability—while turning their back on racial discrimination elsewhere and 

fighting to roll back the regulations against a disproportionate "adverse effect" on a 

protected groups under the Fair Housing Act (Kasakove 2019). Ultimately, it seems, 

ensuring the fairness of Fair Housing is an unstable and moving target that shifts with 

political winds.  

Similar to the neighborhood preference strategy described above, one former 

HUD official who oversaw the NDRC process told me that their priority was the current 

and former residents of the Island, and that it was up to state planners and Tribal leaders 

to decide how best to include them. The 2012 tie-back date was for the funding but not 

for the qualifications of who could be supported to live in the new location. Tribal leaders 

and their partners had discussed Hurricane Betsy in 1965 might be a reasonable marker of 

who was related/displaced from the Tribal home. This current and former Island-centered 

approach aligned with the original Tribal-driven plans and indicated a flexibility in how 

to devise an inclusion process so long as current and former Island residents were 
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provided access to moving to the new site. This stands in contrast, however, to the state’s 

plan to prioritize current residents, creating barriers to former Island residents, and 

opening up the resettlement site for public auction. On multiple occasions I heard Chief 

Albert, and other Tribal citizens who had contributed to the Tribe’s plans, note that they 

would be open to the idea of NDRC funds benefitting non-Indigenous people or members 

of other Tribes as long as their distinct Tribal identity, sovereignty, and dignity was also 

supported and enhanced at every step of the process, as described in the funded grant 

application.  

With regard to the Fair Housing Act and the resettlement, two questions linger for 

me. First, why would HUD have funded something that was intended to support a Tribe’s 

resettlement if that was actually illegal? And second, if administering the Tribal 

community resettlement as was proposed and funded was actually illegal, then why was 

there not a sustained collaborative conversation and formalized agreement as to how to 

accomplish the Tribe’s central goals of reuniting their Tribe and embracing their heritage 

in a way that did align with the Fair Housing Act before moving on with a more top-

down planning process? My research presented here indicates that the drifting notion and 

application of fairness in Fair Housing is also conditioned regionally, for example at the 

state level, in response to redevelopment pressures in addition to national politics. 

Between Recognition and Retreat 

State planners have used the federal and state recognition status of the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe to rationalize their redefinition of the 

resettlement. During a state-held resettlement planning meeting in early 2019, I asked an 

Office of Community Development planner about the minimal references to the 
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Indigenous heritage of the Island in recent resettlement program guidelines and designs. 

As a counterpoint, he directed me to a recently produced document, which, according to 

him, appreciated this important history (LDOA 2019e). The document, however, presents 

a very narrow historical overview in three brief bullet points that begin in 1979, 

neglecting a much longer documented history of Indigenous habitation on the Island and 

any celebration of Indigenous adaptation and life ways (ibid.). Moreover, Tribal leaders 

report that they were not consulted in the research that informed this representation of 

their history and were shocked by its publication. 

The final bullet point in the document—which, again, was conveyed to me as 

evidence that the Office of Community Development appreciates the Indigenous heritage 

of the Island—explicitly calls into question the state’s recognition of the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe by pointing out the specific aims and scope of 

a 2004 state senate resolution that was passed in order to ensure their access to 

educational and health care opportunities (ibid.). I read this as passage as directed at 

Tribal leaders, anticipating their concerns that their rights as a state-recognized Tribe 

were being infringed upon and establishing limits to the relevance of state recognition 

with regard to the resettlement planning process. While the 2004 senate resolution was 

limited in its intended scope, it articulates a broader state policy “to provide for 

recognition of Indian tribes within its borders, to support their tribal aspirations, to 

preserve their cultural heritage and improve their economic condition and to assist them 

in the achievement of their just rights” (Sen.Con.Res. 105, 2004). 

Moreover, during an interview, one Louisiana state planner working on the Isle de 

Jean Charles resettlement pointed to the limits of state power in recognizing tribal 
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sovereignty and rights to Tribal self-determination. He explained that only if the Isle de 

Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe were federally recognized, would they 

have government to government relations. “We cannot approach it that way. It is not 

legal,” he told me. The state of Louisiana, however, has been inconsistent in their 

approach to recognizing Indigenous peoples. Koenig and Stein (2013, p. 133) observed 

that state recognition in Louisiana was described by the former director of Louisiana’s 

Office of Indian Affairs as indeed establishing a “government-to-government 

relationship.” Then, however, during Bobby Jindal’s time as governor, the Office of 

Indian Affairs became completely inactive. In 2017 and 2018 the Edwards administration 

and state legislature took some initial steps to further develop and clarify the meaning of 

state recognition (e.g.  LA ACT 102 HB 660, 2018).  

This reported inability of state government, however, runs counter to 

interpretations of the U.S. Constitution and Indian law by government officials in at least 

one other state (see Lindemuth 2017) and forecloses an exploration of how state planners 

and policy makers can honor the inherent sovereignty of non-federally recognized Tribes. 

Legal scholars have argued that state governments have considerable flexibility as to how 

they approach and honor the rights of state-recognized Tribes (Cohen 2005). Some states 

have established special programs to serve non-federally recognized Tribal citizens and 

one state, New York, even devoted land to one of the state-recognized Tribes located 

within its supposed borders (ibid). Tensions over recognition reflect the difficult position 

in which Tribal leaders have been placed. Disparate opportunities and policy-based 

efforts purportedly intended to provide support—be they recognition or resettlement—

when taken together actually constrained the possibilities for Tribal community-driven 
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planning. The Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Council became 

stuck between one state agency and the ambiguities of state policy, between state and 

federal governments, and between the colonial politics of recognition and the liberal 

politics of managed retreat. 

Retaliatory Planning 

Understanding the extent to which legal and policy barriers can undercut Tribal 

community-led resettlement is critical, and yet interpersonal and regional politics also 

influenced the approach taken by the State of Louisiana. State planners and HUD 

officials clearly did not thoroughly understand the social, demographic, and historical 

complexities of the Island or the contested space that had emerged from decades of land 

grabs, displacement, gentrification, and the social demands on multiple Tribes who 

inhabit the region. Soon after the NDRC award was announced, some of the complex 

realities of the Island as a contested space became unavoidable to state officials by way 

of a letter to the Governor from the Chief of the United Houma Nation—another 

Indigenous nation from the region. Principal Chief Dardar expressed concern of their 

Tribe not being included in the State’s administration of federal resilience funds, despite 

their also having ties to the Island (Batte 2016).  

The initial reason the United Houma Nation was not included into Louisiana’s 

initial phase II application for NDRC funds remains unclear to me. United Houma Nation 

legal scholar, Adam Crepelle (2019, pp. 27-28) suggests it might have been the result of 

the Tribe having not sent a representative to state-led meetings during the application 

process. State documentation, however, describes at least one person from the United 

Houma Nation in attendance at a phase II workshop (LDOA 2015c, pp. 350). The state’s 



 131 

documentation of participation does not capture the rationale behind the state’s inclusion 

within the application process or the content of specific workshops in detail during that 

period (See Sand-Fleischman 2019 for participant observation data during this time). 

According to one planner at the Office of Community Development, part of their lack of 

understanding can be attributed to the structure of the design competitions and the pace of 

putting together a compelling application: 

“By design with the competition in that we had several projects that we 
proposed to HUD, and I think at that scale, with the capacity that we had 
at our disposal, there was no way for us to fully conduct a robust outreach 
or engagement around those specific projects. So in a lot of cases, I don’t 
know that we fully understood to any great depth or degree what we had 
on our hands in the full application of what we were proposing. That has 
been a difficulty that we have had to overcome.”16 

 
The NDRC application process was split into two phases. Applicants only had 

180 days to create their Phase I applications, and the time between being 

advanced from Phase I to the submission of the final application was 120 days 

(Federal Register/Vol. 81, No. 109, 36559). This discrepancy points to how 

critical it is for state agencies to more fully appreciate local histories and complex 

social relations before developing and/or committing to the allocation of 

resources. 

Unbeknownst to Tribal leaders or their partners at the time of the award 

announcement in early 2016, the state considered transforming the scope of their 

commitments to remove Indigenous identity and governance and primarily focus 

on the remaining Island residents immediately after the letter from the United 

Houma Nation. This was revealed in the 2019 publication of an internal Office of 

 
16 Interview with author, 4-28-17. 
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Community Development email sent on February 16, 2016—four months prior to 

the state’s “kickoff” meeting with Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal leaders and well before the state engaged in any kind of planning 

process post-award announcement. The email states: 

In Phase 2, we do specifically reference the IDJC Band of Biloxi‐
Chitimacha‐Choctaw. However, I was personally clear with our tribal 
partners and our partners at the Lowlander Center that a resettlement 
endeavor only made sense from the state’s perspective if we were 
presenting a vision and a process by which 100% of the Island is resettled. 
I think this leaves us with a choice. We can either attempt to stick with 
specific verbiage we used in Phase 2, or we can say our intent is to resettle 
the Island, inclusive of whomever may reside there. My initial inclination 
is toward the latter, but I think it is a matter worthy of further discussion, 
and specifically a topic to discuss with HUD during our upcoming 
Negotiation Phase (Upholt 2019). 

 
The email suggests that Office of Community Development planners could have kept 

their commitments to what was funded in the original application. It was a “choice.” This 

indicates that a political decision made at the state level, rather than fair housing laws or 

the Tribe’s federal recognition status, led to the shift from their support of a Tribal 

community resettlement to a state-led Island relocation program. It was the choice of 

state planners despite the reality that Tribal-driven work made their application 

compelling and even eligible under the requirements for the grant.17 

The revelation was not completely surprising, as state planners had made remarks 

that indicated regional politics were as, if not more, influential over policy barriers in 

reducing the scope of the resettlement in the years since the award. Most remarkably, 

after a meeting in December of 2016, one state planner made a cynical comment 

 
17 According to multiple Tribal leaders and Lowlander Center representatives, Terrebonne Parish initially 
reported no damage from Hurricane Isaac, and would have been ineligible to benefit from the National 
Disaster Resilience competition if not for the damage reports and assessments provided by Chief Naquin 
after the storm. 
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regarding the United Houma Nation: “17,000 members? That’s not just a Tribe, that is a 

political constituency,” he said, pointing to why elected officials may not want to honor 

their commitments with the much smaller Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribe, if such a partnership would upset the larger Tribe.18 This lends further 

support to recent scholarship that argues coastal relocation planning processes are 

conditioned by political-economic forces particularly at regional levels (Siders 2019).  

In emailed responses to public comments critical of the amendment, the Office of 

Community Development claimed that they were misled by Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders and their partners about the demographics of the 

Island during the application phases. According to the Office of Community 

Development: 

The state’s primary error in its Phase II submission was accepting the 
narrative BCCM leadership offered in its description of Isle de Jean 
Charles’ residents as being exclusively affiliated with the BCCM and its 
broad characterization of the Island as being synonymous with the BCCM 
tribe. Shortly after the resettlement grant award was announced, United 
Houma Nation (UHN) leadership contacted the state and pointed out the 
historical community and population of current residents are not 
homogeneously synonymous with the BCCM tribe, and that the Isle de 
Jean Charles community is composed of a diverse people inclusive of 
BCCM Tribal citizens, UHN Tribal citizens, individuals with ties to both 
tribes, and those who claim no tribal affiliation. Subsequent to the UHN’s 
claim, the state conducted its own inventory of on-Island conditions, 
including an initial census of households and initial engagement activities. 
These findings, outlined in a November 2016 report on initial Data 
Gathering and Engagement, noted, ‘…some residents maintain UHN 
membership. At least two residents are unsure about which organization 
they belong to. During our interviews, residents did not bring up tribal 
distinctions and more often noted that everyone on the Island is related’ 
(LDOA 2019b, 43-44). 

 

 
18 Field notes, December 20, 2016, “Meeting between IDJC Tribal Council and LA OCD” 
at Houma Water Life Museum. 
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Here, the state drew upon a fraught Data Gathering and Outreach process described in the 

next chapter to justify the amendment request to HUD. The state’s response expressed 

their view that the Tribal-driven pre-grant outreach to remaining Island residents was 

inadequate (ibid.). Outraged, one Tribal leader responded to this line of critique by 

asking, “instead of taking over the whole process, why couldn’t they have helped us do a 

better job, if they had a problem?” The reality is state planners and policymakers only 

had a problem with the existing plans once they realized that leaders of a large potential 

political constituency were upset. 

It is important to acknowledge that there were limitations to the pre-award Tribal-

driven outreach work, and I am not arguing that Tribal leaders have been the most 

effective organic planners or organizers. I often wondered why Tribal leadership did not 

ensure that more remaining Island residents were more visibly a part of the planning 

process, when I saw many of them at meetings, so as to protect themselves from the 

critiques leveled against them later. Like many, if not all, communities, there were 

existing disputes and some mistrust of non-Tribal community involvement. Tribal leaders 

described having invited their citizens on the Island to participate in planning meetings, 

but many could not come and would be updated by family or friends. Chief Naquin also 

explained to me during a conversation in 2017, “Maybe if I would do this again, I would 

make sure to get even more people from the Island to participate every single time.” It is 

worth noting, however, that the state planners have faced the same problem of getting 

residents to attend planning meetings and the conference calls throughout their 

administration of NDRC funds.  
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To Tribal leaders, it seemed as though state planners perceived any lack of active 

participation (in ways that the state deemed legitimate) during the Tribal driven efforts 

indicated a level of resistance to the Tribal leadership that the same lack of participation 

in state-led meetings did not reflect for state planners. The notion of silence as a form of 

resistance or form of consent seemed to be exploited throughout by state planners 

depending on the moment and their aims. The demand for Tribal leaders to negotiate 

resistance to resettlement was therefore an imposed burden. Chief Albert and other Tribal 

leaders have explained that they had learned about the need to emphasize consensus from 

previous efforts to secure resettlement funding. During the pre-grant planning, for 

example, Tribal leaders were concerned that they would be unable to acquire resources to 

support the resettlement process if there was not yet a complete consensus in willingness 

to resettle—what Tribal leaders repeatedly referred to as the demand for “100%” in 

reference to the Army Corps expectation in 2002.  

Despite all of these concerns, however, dramatic disparities between on and off 

Island participation portrayed by the state seem inaccurate to me. A number of remaining 

Island residents participated in Tribal-led meetings that I attended just before and in the 

months after the award announcement. Additionally, a few of the Island residents most 

steadfastly opposed to moving and who had publicly vocalized their frustrations with the 

Tribal leadership attended planning meetings and even offered guiding input during 

brainstorming and design sessions. Others who were not present—some disabled and 

elderly included—were, according to Tribal leaders—updated by family members, some 

of whom served in the Tribal Council.  
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It is worth considering how these notions of Island representation and 

participation in planning process, which have been wielded against the Tribal leaders by 

state planners, are technocratic terms that ignore and elide historical violence, 

longstanding inequity, marginalization, and one Island institution’s efforts to improve 

their community’s circumstances. Why should the Tribe now be subject to the burden of 

ensuring they include all voices when they have been systematically excluded by state 

and federal government for centuries? It is worth considering how such concepts—

representation and participation—become de facto traps for again delegitimizing their 

authority/voice/power and plans for the future? 

Disaster Resilience as Ahistorical Adaptation 

“Community resettlement” has become a potent political construct throughout the 

region in the years following Hurricane Katrina in 2005. In one of the many New Orleans 

recovery plans, the Unified New Orleans Plan, proposals to create green space out of 

low-lying neighborhoods were seen as an attempt to prevent Black and Vietnamese New 

Orleanians from returning home after the storm—a racialized infringement on residents’ 

right to return, example of green gentrification, and neoliberal disaster governance 

(Barrios 2011). Some planners reflect on that moment as essentially “a good idea at the 

wrong time” given that people were still struggling to come home after the levee’s failed 

the city.  

Over the years since, architects and academics have continued to advance 

conversations about re-designing the city and region in a way that might enable living 

with—rather than struggling to dominate—the movement of water. Indeed, the prevailing 

(though unfunded) regional restoration scheme is about reconnecting the Mississippi 



 137 

River to its delta through sediment diversions (CPRA 2017). In 2010, the state devoted 

almost $9 million to various so-called “disaster resilient” planning initiatives (LDOA 

2010) and included voluntary acquisition of properties that face a high risk of recurrent 

flooding in the 2012 Coastal Master Plan. For Office of Community Development 

planners and many of their contractors who worked on these previous programs, the 

National Disaster Resilience Competition and engagement with the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw’s long-standing resettlement continued the novel and critical 

design and planning that anticipated future risk. 

The unwillingness or inability (or both) of state and federal actors to commit to 

the existing Tribal community-driven resettlement plans was reflective of the future-

facing orientation of resilience discourses referenced in Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 

Among the primary goals of the National Disaster Resilience Competition was “to create 

multiple examples of local disaster recovery planning that applies science-based and 

forward-looking risk analysis to address recovery, resilience, and revitalization needs” 

(HUD 2015). Due to the severity of existing and expected hazards, investing in 

mitigation and addressing future risk is critical. There is also an urgent need to alter 

coastal and floodplain development practices and address a lack of adequate land-use 

planning and policy at local, state, and federal levels.  

The future-oriented and geographic-focused resilience work may reduce the 

complex adaptations that are undertaken by those most exposed to layered social and 

environmental disasters to a technocratic process of encouraging people to move solely in 

relation to future flood risk profile. When social complexities are acknowledged by state 

adaptation and resilience planners, they are often devoid of historical context. For 
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example, the Office of Community Development’s LA SAFE resilience policy draft 

describes their approach to resettlement as “a small-scale, targeted strategy for culturally-

sensitive at-risk communities and special needs groups, including the disabled, the 

elderly, disaffected minority groups and very low-income populations” (DOA 2017a, p. 

14). The framework did not acknowledge any processes or conditions that have led some 

groups to become so-called “culturally-sensitive” or “at-risk.” Though it briefly cites the 

atrocities of previous federal and state relocations, it offers no examination as to why so-

called “minority groups” and “very low-income populations” may have become 

“disaffected” in the first place. History seems implicitly treated as simply something for 

risk reduction professionals to draw upon in order to gain trust or avoid resistance to re-

inscribing existing unequal social relations. 

According to the LA SAFE policy draft, state government “envisions a systems-

based approach to community-led planning and group migration” and advances nine 

principles for community resettlement (LDOA 2017a, p. 14–15). The principles 

foreground the need for community resettlements to (1) be community-driven and 

voluntary; (2) be responsive to future risks and opportunities; (3) build social networks; 

(4) “where prudent, appropriate, and desirable, approaches should envision scenarios by 

which resettled communities retain access to abandoned lands for cultural, social, or 

economic reasons”; (5) reduce current and future risk; (6) migrations should stay within a 

single jurisdiction; (7) “embody worldwide best practices in water management, energy 

conservation, wetlands restoration and habitat preservation”; (8) approach development 

holistically to include “cultural, social, and economic growth opportunities and 
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techniques”; and (9) consist of a “total residential abandonment of original community” 

(LDOA 2017a, p.15).  

These principles represent a compelling start to thinking through new approaches 

to coastal habitation and sustainability, but they also raise important questions if we 

consider the anthropological critiques of vulnerability described above. It is worth 

restating what disaster scholars have been yelling from the rooftops for nearly four 

decades: Vulnerability to natural hazards, disasters, and displacement cannot be 

disentangled from harmful historical social and political-economic processes (O’Keefe et 

al. 1976; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; Oliver-Smith 1999; Wisner et al. 2004; Faas 

2016).  

What, for example, does risk actually entail? According to the Louisiana Budget 

Project, Louisiana is currently tied for second highest poverty levels in the nation, with 

nearly 20% of the population living in poverty, and fourth in the nation in racialized 

income inequality (Louisiana Budget Project 2018). Racialized and classed health 

disparities also persist throughout the state (Macklin 2009). The unemployment rate is 

higher than the national average (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018), and many who 

are employed work in contingent, part-time, or low-paying positions that do not provide a 

living wage. Louisiana renters have long faced an affordable housing crisis, and the state 

was recently ranked fifth highest rent-stressed state in the country (Louisiana Housing 

Corporation 2019).  These conditions not only stand as risks themselves but exacerbate 

capacity to respond to future extreme weather events. Finally, within these principles, 

there is no commitment to the protection of human rights and no reparative, restorative, 

or regenerative measures for the historical social production of vulnerability. The second 
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principle even seems to discourage consideration of historical atrocities and their legacies 

by explicitly orienting state community resettlement activities around future opportunities 

and risks. Indeed, the LA SAFE policy framework declares, “As the eyes of the world 

move on to the next item of interest, Louisiana’s focus must remain fixed on the future.”  

Effects of the State Redefining the Scope of the Resettlement 

Redefining the narrative of the resettlement and diminishing the Tribal leader’s 

efforts has estranged Tribal leadership from the NDRC planning process and limited the 

potential resources for the resettlement garnered through their advocacy. This state co-

optation over the process had multiple consequences that were deeply troubling to Tribal 

leaders, their partners, and observers of the process.  

Foreclosing Possibilities and Undercutting the Benefits of Community Leadership 

The NDRC was one of many mechanisms Tribal leaders hoped would support 

their long-sought after resettlement goals. In addition to working with the state’s Office 

of Community Development towards the NDRC funding, Tribal leaders and their 

resettlement team secured planning support from multiple programs including the 

Citizens Institute for Rural Design, the Environmental Protection Agency’s Healthy 

Places for Healthy People, and the National Academy of Sciences in order to enhance the 

planning process and build their organizational capacity after years of struggling with the 

strains of displacement. However, the potential for these programs and all this work to 

contribute to the resettlement’s success remains uncertain, because while the state of 

Louisiana has retained ownership over the land they purchased with NDRC funds for the 

resettlement, they have not committed to the incorporation of these other Tribal-driven 

initiatives on that land. At the time of this writing, Tribal leaders would like the “Isle de 
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Jean Charles” name removed from all materials from the state for fear that it will prevent 

the tribe from acquiring much-needed resources for their ongoing efforts. According to 

Chief Naquin, “They need to take our name off the resettlement. And they tell me, ‘Well 

it’s not the Tribe’s name. It’s the name of the place.’ I’m like, ‘Aw man! Who you think 

named it that?!’ People are going to think we got $48 million. We haven’t seen any of 

that money, and they are totally leaving the Tribe out.” 

Producing Uncertainty and Further Straining Community Relations 

There is no way to adequately describe the process of losing control over the 

resettlement effort to one (of many) particular partnerships during one particular (albeit 

large) grant administration process. The administration of NDRC funds and the 

partnership between the Office of Community Development and Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders unraveled in a highly uneven fashion whereby 

Tribal leaders tried on multiple occasions to set their concerns aside and give state 

planners the benefit of the doubt.  

One Tribal citizen summed up these concerns during an informal interview after 

hearing about a state planning meeting to be held the next day in the newspaper, despite 

their serving on the state’s project steering committee: 

My spirit aches knowing they are going to try to get people to sign up for a 
spot in their resettlement, while not explaining what they will have to pay 
since the Tribe is getting pushed out. It ain’t free. We don’t know what 
they tell people when they talk on their porches. We don’t know if the 
people hear from the state that they will need to pay taxes or flood 
insurance on this new house, and it will be more than they pay now on the 
Island. My spirit aches because the whole tribe and tribal leaders were not 
invited to these meetings, and the state people do not trust us. We don’t 
know if we should even advise our people. This was for our children. We 
want what is best for the future of our people as a whole. But now we are 
stuck between a rock and a hard place of not doing anything… But who’s 
going to be there after 2022 when this grant ends? 
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The state’s approach to administering NDRC funds has threatened to alienate and 

undercut some of the most compelling advocates for the Island community, who also 

happen to be arguably the most effective advocates for coastal resettlement at the 

community level in Louisiana in two decades.  

Recent scholarship has pointed to some of the ways in which practitioners and 

policymakers are able to avoid fraught social and political histories that produce 

environmental risks. Katrina Kuh (2015) examines how government-sponsored 

adaptation strategies and outreach must sometimes separate pro-adaptation behaviors 

from the causes of climate change in order to engage climate change deniers, a process 

she has dubbed, “agnostic adaptation.” Drawing on information provided to farmers by 

the United States Department of Agriculture’s Farm Service Agency Climate Change 

Adaptation Strategy, Kuh describes the ways in which adaptation strategies are promoted 

by deemphasizing the human factors that contribute to climate change by only briefly 

referring to anthropogenic causes of global warming, while devoting more elaborate 

descriptions to geophysical explanations of warming. Kuh advances important research 

questions about the efficacy of agnostic adaptation and how, by eliding human action and 

causalities, it might create barriers to climate justice. Hardy et al. (2017, p. 62) coined the 

term “colorblind adaptation” as a way of understanding “vulnerability, mitigation, and 

adaptation planning projects that altogether overlook racial inequality¾or worse, dismiss 

its systemic causes and explain away racial inequality by attributing racial disparities to 

non-racial causes.” Their work demonstrates some of the ways that legacies of chattel 

slavery, exclusionary employment and housing policies, and local politics affect 

adaptation possibilities for African American residents in coastal Georgia. Hardy et al. 
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(2018, pp. 10-11) argue that understanding local histories is critical for recognizing the 

ways that exposure to hazards has unfolded and the uneven sensitivities of different 

groups within a region.  

And yet, the resettlement effort in itself is not just about vulnerability. As Julie 

Maldonado’s work with the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe 

describes, the Tribal-driven resettlement effort is part of their long struggles for justice 

from displacement, environmental degradation from oil and gas extraction-related 

activities and the regional Morganza to the Gulf levee system (2019). According to Hardy 

et al. (2018), by ignoring local histories, “we risk missing many factors that contribute to 

vulnerability and suboptimal adaptation measures” (10). Historical perspective can also 

reveal barriers or constraints to future possibilities (ibid.). They also discuss the 

importance of a historical perspective in the context of adaptation in order to understand 

the cultivation of capabilities and collection of resources to carry out adaptation over time 

and the development of rationales for particular local adaptation strategies. Ignoring these 

histories also implicitly blames those who must deal with the immediate impacts of 

unsustainable aspects of our civilization for the risks they face (Tierney 2014). In this 

chapter I hoped to have demonstrated that ahistorical adaptation not only risks advancing 

suboptimal adaptation measures and survivor-blaming, though both of those are part of it. 

Not adequately addressing local histories of adaptation that have emerged from the Island 

through distinctly Tribal efforts can actively produce new kinds of vulnerability—such as 

the displacement of energy, further fragmentation of communal ties, the wasting of 

community-garnered resources, and the repelling of possible future partners all while 

aggravating existing experiences of injustice.  
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Conclusions 

In November of 2017, the Trump Administration announced their intention of 

allocating $12 billion to resilience design competitions like the National Disaster 

Resilience Competition that sent $48 million to Louisiana for the Isle de Jean Charles 

Resettlement. Despite this administration’s climate change denial and that there has been 

no movement on this since it was announced, many see design competitions as a key part 

of climate change adaptation moving forward at the international (Building 4Humanity 

Competition), national (Rebuild By Design, National Disaster Resilience Competition), 

and regional (Changing Course, Resilient By Design Bay Area Challenge, Boston Living 

with Water) levels.  

I hope that this chapter has made very clear one particular problem with resilient 

design competitions: Community or Tribal concerns and plans embraced in design stages 

of these competitions may not transfer, or be respected, throughout implementation. The 

application phases of these processes are hurried affairs, during which, at least in this 

case, the applicant had limited capacity to do the necessary work of fleshing out a 

proposal that they were actually willing to commit to, so they used the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw’s long-standing efforts and the social networks the 

Tribal leaders had created to submit an award-winning proposal. Agencies at all levels of 

government have their priorities, planning conventions, and laws that constrain their 

work, as do the jurisdictions who receive the funds for implementation. My research 

finds that contestations over authority, and cultural and political recognition are 

extremely important within environmental governance and adaptation (See also 

Nightingale 2017). I would be very interested to know how many of the other 
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competition winners from the National Disaster Resilience Competition—or Rebuild by 

Design, Changing Course, and other design competitions—have also experienced this 

level of internal discontinuity.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

COMMUNITY AS A SETTLER COLONIAL FORMATION 
 

 
Introduction 

What does community mean? This might be one of the most consequential 

questions to track within recent conversations of environmental adaptation and 

particularly throughout recent years of the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement planning 

process. In general, constructions of community can define inclusion and exclusion and 

inform particular kinds of action. They delegate power, provide recognition or 

misrecognition, organize identities, and anchor relationships to place. In the previous 

chapter, I argued that the state of Louisiana’s administration of National Disaster 

Resilience Competition (NDRC) funds avoided addressing fraught histories that have 

produced vulnerability on the Island and sidelined the pre-NDRC Tribal-driven planning 

that contributed to the successful competition application in the first place. I pointed to 

the ways in which the state’s ahistorical adaptation risked compounding the effects of 

multigenerational experiences of forced displacement, threats to cultural survival, 

physical and social exclusion, social fragmentation.  

In this chapter, I rely on four vignettes from my time with Isle de Jean Charles 

Tribal leaders to demonstrate how the transformation of this resettlement from a Tribal-

driven process to an experimental state relocation program largely unfolded through 

subtle but omnipresent and unresolved contestations over the meaning of community. 

Much of the struggle over governing the resettlement process described in the previous 

chapter hinges, in some ways, on how community is being defined. Is it a Tribal 
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community? Is it a unique set of on-going, intergenerational social ties? Or is it a sum of 

geographic units?  

First, I discuss some of the complexities around the concept of community and 

how it has been treated by social scientists. Then I describe the distinctly Tribal notion of 

community expressed in the initiatives of Indigenous leaders from the Island, and how 

the advancement of a Tribal community resettlement was responsive to the ecological 

and social upheavals of displacement. As a reminder from the previous chapter, the 

Tribal community resettlement was initially embraced by planners in state government as 

they applied for federal resilience funding, albeit in part out of their own supposed 

ignorance as to the complexities of the Island as a contested social space and its history. 

After the award announcement in early 2016, however, state planners and their 

contractors transformed various aspects of the resettlement and diminished the Tribal-

driven planning that led to the grant. This chapter describes the early months after the 

award announcement in more detail, focusing on how state planners and their contractors 

invested substantial time and resources into constructing a new expression of community 

that avoided Indigenous identity and leadership. I demonstrate some of the ways that the 

state leveraged ambiguities which they constructed around the notion of community in 

order to control the planning process. I also describe how the state’s shifting 

commitments from a Tribal community to a location-specific notion of community 

aligned the administration of National Disaster Resilience Competition funds for the 

resettlement with a broader spatial and identity politics of redevelopment and ongoing 

settler colonization. 

An Eroding Concept? 
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Community is a notoriously difficult concept to pin down. The sociological and 

anthropological literature in which community features as a key point of analysis is vast, 

and for nearly a century, scholars have pointed to the divergent conceptualization and 

applications of the term (Williams 1976; Bryson and Mowbray 1981; Williams 2002; 

Gold 2005; Titz et al. 2018). The notion of community figures prominently within 

environmental social sciences (Watts 2003; Gold 2005). As Michael Watts described in 

his brief summation of the role of community within political ecology, “The community 

is important because it is typically seen as: a locus of knowledge, a site of regulation and 

management, a source of identity (a repository of ``tradition''), an institutional nexus of 

power, authority, governance, and accountability, an object of state control, and a theater 

of resistance and struggle (of social movement, and potentially of alternate visions of 

development)” (2003, 266, emphasis in original). So many divergent meanings and 

relations are encompassed by this single concept. According to Raymond Williams 

(1976, 76), what distinguishes the term from other social descriptors is that it is always 

used positively.  

Critical development and disaster scholars have become increasingly skeptical 

about the notion of community for its seductive power. They criticize the concept’s 

ability to mask within-group conflict, discrimination, and violence (Guijt and Shah 1998, 

Titz et al. 2018). Meanwhile, narrow notions of risk often emphasize physical exposure to 

hazards over social dimensions of vulnerability (Faas 2016). In doing so, community is 

often implied as aligning with geographic locations (e.g. Clipp et al. 2017). Titz et al. 

(2018) ultimately concludes that the term should be abandoned because of the harm that 

can be caused by its elusiveness and the way it obscures local power dynamics.  
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Recent anthropological work has highlighted the ways that community is 

connected to broader political tensions and class struggle. In her ethnography, Practicing 

Community, anthropologist Rhoda Halperin advanced a notion of community focused on 

the “day to day, ongoing, often invisible practices” that are “connected but not confined 

to place” (1998, 5). Halperin concludes that practicing community is a “dynamic, 

changing, and at times tumultuous and dangerous process” while also able to confer a 

sense of “peace and well-being” (ibid.). In her analysis, community is practiced in 

response to class conflict, racism, colonialism, and gentrification in the East End in 

Cincinnati, Ohio. A similar set of tensions is evident in the work of Jeff Maskovsky 

(2006). His fieldwork in Southwest Center City Philadelphia demonstrated that 

formulations of “community,” as expressed through “colorblind” public participation 

processes, engendered renewed resistance among African American residents in their 

struggle against gentrification. Melissa Checker (2011) also pointed to the ways that 

“community” was used rhetorically within planning meetings to encourage Harlem 

residents “to accommodate a technocratic compromise that shunned politics as unseemly 

and counter-productive” (225). She points that this anti-political rhetoric masks the 

inequitable processes of exclusionary urban development and displacement. These works 

are particularly useful in that they demonstrate how social constructions of community 

become a site for contestations over governance, self-determination, access to resources, 

place-making processes, and experiences of social injustice.  

Informed by the above research and my observations throughout the Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal resettlement planning process and the state’s 

adaptation planning and policy experimentation, I argue here that social constructions of 
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community can function, in at least some contexts, as a settler colonial formation—a 

term used by Alyosha Goldstein (2014), drawing on the work of Stoler and McGranahan 

(2007) who write, “imperial formations are polities of dislocation, processes of 

dispersion, appropriation, and displacement” (2007, 8). By maintaining tentative support 

of the Tribe’s plans to reunite their people while constructing a particular notion of 

community that displaces Tribal social organization and identity, the state co-opted local 

Indigenous-led efforts to adapt to entangled social and environmental risks and situated 

them within a narrative of land-use planning and population management. In the pages 

that follow, I argue that the state’s use of community extends the territory of the settler 

state and nurtures capitalist and extractive redevelopment despite the ecological genocide 

that has resulted from these social forces. While “community” has fueled debate and 

drawn criticism among academics and development professionals for generations now, 

the concept is unlikely to disappear anytime soon. Therefore, rather than debating the 

merits of adopting or refusing the term, I aim to emphasize the high stakes of struggles 

over how to define, enact, resource, and represent community, particularly within 

environmental governance. 

Reuniting the Tribal Community  

As emphasized in previous chapters, reuniting the Tribal community was central 

to the resettlement for years. “This was the best place to grow up,” Mr. Joseph reflected 

as he stood on his parent’s porch 13 feet above a large grassy yard between Bayou Jean 

Charles and the west levee of the Island. “You had your family all around you. 

Everything you ever needed was on this Island.” The nostalgia for being close to family 

was a sentiment that I had become accustomed to hearing. On that day about 40 people, 
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mostly relatives, gathered at the anniversary celebration of two elders living on the 

Island. The theme came up multiple times. “We would climb trees and play on the road.” 

Ms. Christie added as she let out an excited laugh. “Oh yea! I used to love climbing trees 

right over there. We didn’t worry about traffic or anything. We knew not to do nothing 

bad, because you had your aunt there or your cousin there. They would be just like your 

mama,” she remembered as she looked out over the bayou below. “We all lived on family 

land. You just build you a house next door.” Ms. Christie explained that she lived on land 

that, according to local assessors, was owned by a deceased relative before she moved off 

the Island to Pointe-aux-Chenes after Hurricane Lili in 2002. She lived there until 2008 

when Hurricane Gustav damaged their home beyond repair. She then moved to the east 

side of Houma where she currently lives. “It’s just so hard,” she reflected on the repeated 

flooding. “Water came right up the floor and then if you can’t get back to the house soon 

enough, that is when you have the mold. It is really bad over here when they get mud all 

over the place.” She lamented the reality that as more people left, it became harder and 

harder to recover after storms. “When people were there, you would help clean it out. 

After that though, it was really bad.” 

The conversation with Mr. Joseph and Ms. Christie’s highlighted important 

characteristics of the Island Tribal community and key aspects of the rationale that drove 

the Tribal community-driven resettlement planning. As discussed in previous chapters, 

Tribal leaders had been advocating for and planning their resettlement inland to reunite 

their displaced Island Tribe since 2002 (see also Ferris and Ferris 2013; Jessee 2015; 

Maldonado et al. 2015; Simon 2008). Their efforts were a response to not only the future 

flood risk posed by sea level rise but also the existing displacement that resulted from 
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ecological damage caused by oil and gas pipelines, levee development in the region, and 

storms. Outward migration had transformed life on the Island and the cultural geography 

of the traditional Island community. Many Tribal citizens that I spoke with recounted 

moving from the Island because regular flooding on the road kept them from off-Island 

jobs. Some also discussed a decline in regional industries like shrimping and trapping in 

the 1980s due to the arrival of farmed seafood, increased regulation of trapping in the 

region, and loss of land. Like Ms. Christie, most of the people I spoke with left 

immediately following storms. As described in more detail in Chapter Two, the premise 

driving the Tribal Council’s resettlement planning activities was that re-establishing the 

physical closeness among Tribal citizens would provide the social conditions for safety 

from the ecological and social threats to lifeways, identity, and survival. 

Despite the physical dislocation from the Island, many of those who used to live 

on- or trace their heritage to the Island maintain critical social connections with those 

who remain, and the Island remains an anchor of identity and sociability for many who 

no longer live there. Tribal leaders and many citizens, like Ms. Christie and Mr. Joseph, 

return to the Island regularly to visit with extended family. Another person who no longer 

lived on the Island captured a similar sentiment when I asked about what life was like on 

the Island as a child. He told me: 

We didn’t have many issues within the community, because we would let 
our kids run around. We had our Chief. We were all relatives. I lived by 
where the fire station [on the Island] is at. If my family was there, if my 
Tribe was there, and the community was still together, I would still live 
there.  

 
The Island was meaningful as relationships, a place that embodied family and cultural 

heritage. Another Tribal citizen, Dee, who grew up in Pointe-aux-Chenes, just 5 miles up 
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the road from the Island, lived in Montegut as an adult. She told me about the regular 

visits with her aunts and uncles on the Island. Her aunt had recently returned to live in 

their family’s home on the Island after spending years living elsewhere in the region. 

According to Dee, “It has been since I was little that people have gone back and forth. 

Every storm you go, and people move away. The only time we see people now is 

funerals. We want to see everybody all the time and pass by like we used to. I didn’t live 

there, but I grew up there.” For Dee, the Island moored relationships with family and 

memories. It was a space where Tribal citizens could leave and come back to whether for 

visits or habitation. In this way and because of regular mobility to and from the Island, 

the Island community must be recognized in social and cultural terms in addition to 

geography. 

Producing a new Island “Community”  

On June 16, 2016—nearly five months after the Tribe and Lowlander planning 

workshop the National Disaster Resilience Competition award announcement—Isle de 

Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Leaders and scholars from the 

Lowlander Center met with Office of Community Development (OCD) planners in the 

same Knights of Columbus Hall in Pointe-Aux-Chenes. Though this meeting was later 

referred to as a “kickoff” by OCD planners, the event was a low-key affair. At the time, it 

was coordinated to open up communication after the congressional briefing I described in 

the opening pages of the previous chapter. At the Capitol, Tribal leaders and two young 

Tribal citizens described the immense uncertainty that they felt about how the state would 

approach the administration of resettlement funds. State planners arrived at the meeting 

with a number of contractors that they had already hired to work on the resettlement prior 
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to meeting with the Tribal leaders. These included representatives from Pan American 

Engineers, Chicago Bridge & Iron Company, and Concordia Architecture. Tribal leaders 

and their allies were eager to hear how the state would honor the existing resettlement 

plans in their administration of National Disaster Resilience Competition funds.  

Not long into the meeting it became clear that, rather than advancing the original 

Tribal community resettlement plans, state planners were reducing their commitments to 

the Tribal Council and their Tribal community resettlement. A contractor—hired by the 

state to conduct initial planning activities prior to that meeting and without consultation 

with Tribal leaders—commented, “We have read the report.” She pointed to the 

prospectus that was co-produced by the Tribal Council, Lowlander Center, Louisiana’s 

Office of Community Development, and GCR during the application phases of the 

National Disaster Resilience Competiton. “There is a lot of good information,” she 

continued. “There are two points: We are committed to the community as the beneficiary. 

The people in this room have a lot of expertise and know a lot, but I think HUD would 

want us to speak with every family unit and find out what they think.” The statement 

seemed to set up a dichotomy between the “community as the beneficiary” and “the 

people in this room” which included numerous Tribal leaders.  

One husband of a Tribal citizen in attendance responded, “We need to define 

family, structures, and community. The families remaining on the Island do not constitute 

a community.” Recognizing the importance of the social networks that exist between on 

and off Island Tribal citizens and the capacity of Tribal leadership, one of the scholars 

from the Lowlander Center confirmed the conceptualization of community used 

throughout the Tribal resettlement planning process up to that point, the one also defined 
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explicitly in the successful NDRC application: “We must agree that the community is the 

entire Tribe, and not just those who remain on the Island.” Louisiana’s Resilience Policy 

and Program Administrator responded, “What I would say is we have remnants of 

community that are somewhat left behind. We have thirty-one households.” The director 

of the Office of Community Development added, “We know that the community is as 

depleted as the land it grows on.” Using the Island’s land mass as a metaphor, the official 

asserted his perception that those who remain on the Island are depleted, though not 

specifying of what, and also focused on a frame of the community as a location-specific 

designation. The focus on vulnerability as a characteristic of Island residents ignored the 

capacity, social capital, and possibilities that the Tribal leadership and social 

infrastructure contribute to the Island. 

Between June and October of 2016, Louisiana’s Office of Community 

Development imposed a planning process that began to engage the Island residents more 

as a collection of individuals rather than as a Tribal community. Office of Community 

Development and their contractors from Concordia insisted upon conducting surveys 

with each household on the Island as individuals. This individualized outreach resonated 

with findings described by Wilmsen and Webber (2014), who point out that complex 

relationships, experiences, and meanings that “community” might signify are not often 

recognized or considered within World Bank resettlement planning processes. Instead, 

community is conventionally and conveniently broken down to administrative units of 

households or individuals. The breaking down of community to individual administrative 

units also resonated with the logics behind FEMA-funded hazard mitigation buyout 

programs, which are typically offered to homeowners.  
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The individualized engagement on the Island stirred memories of previous land 

grabs among Tribal leaders. According to one Councilman, “They go try to make friends 

with the people down there, but we don’t know what they are saying.” Chief Naquin later 

pointed out to me that there was a long history of land grabs that took on a similar 

“friendly” tone. Tribal leaders described the responsibility they felt to protect their Tribal 

citizens on the Island from a potential repeat of this history. In 2017, after a year of 

struggling to maintain control of the process as they had envisioned prior to the award 

while working within the imposed state planning process, Tribal leaders sent a letter 

requesting that planners follow the traditional protocol of notifying Chief Naquin and 

allowing him or other Councilmen to accompany them while travelling to the Island to 

work with their Tribal citizens. According to Chief Naquin, however, state planners 

declined, informing him that as state representatives they could go wherever they wanted. 

It was a learning moment for the Tribal leadership that demonstrated the state’s lack of 

respect for the Tribe’s rights to Tribal self-determination and the Tribal leaders’ long-

standing efforts to maintain and rekindle traditional relationships to the Island.  

The Office of Community Development’s Report on Data Gathering and 

Engagement Phase reads as if state contractors were focused on questioning the Tribal 

Council’s engagement with remaining Island residents regarding the resettlement. While 

the Introduction and Context section does briefly state that the Tribal leaders and 

Lowlander Center worked with the state on their NDRC application, it provides little 

context to the Tribal leaders’ long road to resettlement. In fact, the section goes so far as 

to implicitly diminish pre-award Tribal-driven planning efforts as “rumors” (2017c, 4). 

Additionally, the report highlights questions Concordia representatives asked about 
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Island residents’ knowledge of and participation in the Tribe’s planning process. One 

Tribal leader doubted the language used by surveyors, noting that many Island residents 

were well aware of, and contributed to, the Council’s resettlement planning but likely did 

not distinguish specific grants from one another in the Council’s years of trying to secure 

various types of support. Therefore, if the question was focused on the National Disaster 

Resilience Competition, it may not have made sense to respondents. Indeed, at the three 

Tribal meetings I attended and multiple Tribal Council and Lowlander-organized 

gatherings, a small group of Island residents representing multiple households more 

consistently showed up and participated in the discussions than those who had moved off 

the Island. Additionally, some of those who were most vocally opposed to moving from 

the Island still contributed to the conversation and even generated ideas for the future of 

the community inland.  

Contractors also questioned the very relationships among Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leadership and remaining Island residents. According 

to the report: 

In our conversations, few residents mentioned tribal affiliation. Six 
residents mentioned Chief Albert. Island residents indicated that everyone 
on the Island is related, and one resident described how Tribal citizenship 
is based on choices residents made with regards to staying with UHN or 
separating to form the BCC. Two residents said they didn’t know which 
tribe they were supposed to be in. In general, residents did not seem to 
distinguish between those associated with UHN and those associated with 
BCC. It is possible that residents did not want to talk about tribal issues 
with outsiders, and it is also likely that references to tribe, family, and 
community all identify the same group of people, making references to 
any of them interchangeable. In our presence, though, residents spoke first 
and foremost about each other as family and neighbors (ibid., 21). 

 
The above quote presents the state’s ruminations on political and communal relations on 

the Island, diminishing the role of Tribal affiliation. In the same breath the report authors 
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make claims about the relationships between notions of “family,” “tribal affiliation,” and 

“community,” they acknowledge their lack of understanding of these terms in this social 

setting. Yet, the subtle thrust emphasized in the end of this passage is that there is a 

dichotomy between the Tribe and “each other as family and neighbors.” The report 

reinforced this dichotomy by describing frustrations that some Island residents reported 

to have felt toward the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

leadership, “Although a few residents expressed frustration with tribal leadership, these 

frustrations did not seem to extend to their neighbors on the Island” (ibid., 21). 

Ambiguities regarding local meanings associated with family, Tribal affiliation, 

and community are speckled throughout the report, presenting a confusing picture that 

actually seems to emphasize how much displacement has fragmented social life among 

remaining Island residents—highlighting a central rationale behind the Tribal leaders’ 

plans for reuniting the displaced Tribal community. According to Appendix A, for 

example, survey representatives asked, “How do you interact with your neighbors?” 

(DOA 2017c, 27). Fifteen responses were recorded in the form of brief summarizing 

sentence fragments, not direct quotes, and without any context. Eight responses described 

some interaction with neighbors, but out of those, only four indicated extensive 

interaction. Two indicated that the respondent will talk to others as they pass by. Four 

responses described no interaction at all. Contractors pointed out that in one of these 

cases “family members” visited during the survey. However, the report does not indicate 

whether or not these family members were also current Island residents or visiting from 

elsewhere. Two respondents pointed to Chief Naquin’s visits during this question about 

interacting with neighbors despite his not living on the Island, contradicting the 
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dichotomy implied between the Island residents as a community and the Tribal leadership 

as an outside stakeholder—the term used by state officials to describe Tribal leadership 

after the award announcement. Three responses explicitly described that there was more 

interaction in the past.  

The report described above was confusing to Tribal leaders and their allies for a 

number of reasons. First, it explicitly noted people generally liked the Tribe’s plans and 

documented some of the effects of the displaced Tribal community. Such findings 

seemed to justify Tribal leaders’ perception that the state was wasting time and money by 

reproducing their pre-grant work when they could have been buying the land and helping 

to continue bringing people together around the plans they initiated. Second, it seemed as 

though the state and contractors viewed the existence of frustrations with Tribal 

leadership as evidence against the legitimacy of the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe or the coherence of Tribal community—as if authentic 

communities lack conflict, have shared positions, and harmonious interactions. Michael 

Watts described this underlying assumption of the singular voice of community: 

“[Community] is often invoked as a unity, as an undifferentiated entity with intrinsic 

powers, which speaks with a single voice to the state, to transnational NGOs or the World 

Court. Communities, of course, are nothing of the sort” (2003, 266-267). Finally, the 

process stirred uncertainty and disputes among Tribal citizens. The Data Gathering and 

Engagement phase concluded with a meeting on the morning of October 8, 2016, during 

which many of the underlying tensions from this process erupted.  

Divide and Conquer 
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The morning of what the state refers to as “Community Meeting Two” of the 

resettlement planning was a warm, breezy, and bright morning, under the Island home of 

a Tribal elder and retired priest. The meeting began with an extensive presentation about 

land use on the Island. Following this, an architect from Concordia reported on the results 

from the data gathering and engagement process. Pointing to series of posters with pie 

charts and data visualizations, they broke down the number of households on the Island, 

the number of people they spoke with who hoped to resettle, the number of people still 

unsure, and the number of those who did not plan to move, summing up their effort as 

follows: “We really wanted to find out what is important to you. We know that there was 

previous work that was done and some people on the Island participated in that. I’m 

happy to say and not surprised that when we had the conversations on the Island most 

people really shared the same sentiments that came across in the earlier work that was 

done.” The contractors acknowledged that the findings confirmed the values and vision 

that emerged from the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal-driven 

process conducted during the application phases and rearticulated a distinction between 

the people on the Island and the earlier work that was done.  

The architect then attempted to shift everyone’s attention to a map upon which 

Island residents were encouraged to place dots on a map to indicate locations where they 

would be willing to move. Before that activity could commence, however, a tense 

interaction unfolded between the architect and Chief Naquin. “Why does it have to be 

today?” Asked Chief Albert to the group. “How come we can’t have a Tribal meeting and 

discuss [what was presented] amongst ourselves? I mean, because there you are 

bypassing the Tribe totally. The Tribe doesn’t have any say-so.” The architect responded, 
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“This is just an activity today.” But Naquin saw something larger than an activity 

unfolding. He replied, “An activity, yes. I understand that, but you’re going to use it.” 

Another person in attendance yelled to express their agreement with Chief Naquin: “Yea, 

you gonna use it!”  

Everyone in attendance listened as Chief Naquin spoke, standing from where he 

was seated near an enlarged image of former Island Chief Victor Naquin surrounded by 

Island inhabitants, which Tribal leaders had taped to one of the pillars holding the house 

prior to the meeting. Tribal Secretary Comardelle explained to me, “We want to be 

accountable to him,” as she pointed to the historic photo. “And accountable to all of our 

ancestors as we plan this here resettlement. He cared about the future of our people and 

valued our education and getting a better life for our community. That is what this is all 

about.” In this way, the Tribal-driven notion of community transcended the present and 

the current Island residents, including Tribal ancestors. Chief Naquin continued, “As 

everybody knows, this here grant was approved for the Tribe, not as individuals. 

Everything was supposed to be done for the whole Tribe.” Another person shouted, “I 

haven’t heard ‘Tribe’ come out of any of your mouths, and that is what the HUD grant 

was originally for, the Tribe.”  

A representative from the state’s Office of Community Development responded, 

establishing a hierarchy of aims that devalued the Tribe’s most fundamental resettlement 

goals of reuniting their citizens and ensuring their cultural survival. “So the HUD grant 

and the primary function of this project is to move people out of harm’s way,” said the 

planner. He then explicitly re-articulated a distinction between the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leadership and those who remain on the Island: 
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Now, I will add the caveat and say we work for you, the people we intend 
to benefit, those of you who currently live on the Island especially. If you 
tell us that you want us to work through the Tribe, that you don’t want us 
to talk to you, and that your input is best served through Chief Albert and 
his council or whomever, we have to be responsive to what you tell us. 
But I will say that that is not what we heard when we sat in your living 
rooms. The information that we got from you all was that, yea, Chief 
Albert and his folks have developed a vision and generally speaking you 
all liked the vision but almost none of you said that you had any input on 
it. So again, you have to tell us what’s important to you and how you 
would like us to move forward. 

 
In this statement, the planner referenced the findings of the Report on Data Gathering 

and Engagement that call into question the Tribal Council’s previous engagement with 

remaining Island residents.  

It became clear to me that Chief Albert and the Tribal Council were in a difficult 

position in which they had to negotiate multiple dynamics simultaneously. Chief Albert 

responded: 

I guess my gripe is you know, the Tribal leaders and the Council must be 
respected. In other words, the Tribal leadership has been part of our 
culture. They just said that if somebody doesn’t want to move with the 
community, they will find something for them, but in our plan, we had 
everybody taken care of. I do believe that if we stay together and move to 
one location eventually those that say they don’t want to go, they will 
eventually come with us too. I believe in that whole-heartedly. If not, the 
Tribe is being broken up. 

 
At once, he continued to advocate among the Tribal population that a Tribal community 

resettlement was the right path for the future of the Tribe and tried to maintain authority 

throughout the planning process despite the inclusion of state planners in the process 

through the NDRC. Chief Albert continued, “‘Divide and conquer’ is what I’m seeing at 

the moment.” The representative from Concordia responded, “Well, that is certainly not 

the intent, Chief, and we would encourage people to move as a community… but we also 

believe that this is a democracy and people have the right to make a choice.” The 
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contractor’s response framed the complex and uneven process of resettlement planning 

and decision-making as a tension between the Island heritage and individual choice and 

democracy. I interpret this moment as an expression of how neoliberal ideologies of 

planning are imposed to sideline Indigenous governance and advocacy. Moreover, the 

consultants and state planners seemed to be claiming that they were able to parse the 

desires of the community in ways that Tribal leaders could not.  

Side conversations broke out as the meeting continued, some of which further 

revealed the various pressures being put on tribal leaders as they tried to maintain control 

of the planning process they began. At one point, for example, former and current 

Louisiana Indian Affairs officials and members of the Tribal Council were discussing 

what had just unfolded. Chief Naquin and others expressed their concerns that the process 

is “bypassing the Tribe.” Representatives from the state argued that Chief Naquin should 

stand up in front of everyone at the meeting and ask the crowd if they would agree to him 

“speaking on their behalf for all things related to the resettlement.” The Tribal Secretary 

responded by asking how the state envisions the process supporting tribal self-

determination into the future. “What about our sovereignty, our self-determination?! This 

is going against all of that. This is against the UN Declaration of Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples,” to which, one state employee replied, “Those do not apply to you.”  

 A number of themes were evident from the meeting described above. The 

multiple references to Coastal Master Plan and planners self-identifying as “experts” 

evoked well-documented analysis of the role of expertise in development processes (cf. 

Mitchell 2002) and the technocratic politics of climate adaptation and resilience (cf. 

Barrios 2016, Swyngedouw 2011). With the repeated references to the “best science 
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available” while discussing the impending disappearance of the Island and conducting 

land use surveys to extend their control of land, I could not help but wonder if this was 

what manifest destiny may have looked or felt like in the 19th Century. The possibility 

and scope of Indigenous adaptation was clearly being conditioned by colonial notions of 

land, borders, mobility, and inevitability. Most important to Tribal leaders was that state 

planners and their consultants made clear that they were not interested in understanding 

the collective needs of the beneficiaries described in the initial Office of Community 

Development-sanctioned resettlement prospectus, the successful NDRC application, and 

subsequent action plans—the entire Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw 

Tribe. Rather, the state was focused on building relationships with remaining Island 

residents and rendering legible a new notion of “community” that excluded Tribal 

leadership. 

The perception that the state was engaged in an effort to “divide and conquer” 

continued. Similar tensions erupted during the next community meeting, which took 

place under the same house on July 1, 2017.19 During interviews conducted at the time 

that these reports came out, I asked how people felt the resettlement planning process was 

going. A middle-aged father who grew up on the Island and moved off Island in the early 

1990s told me: 

What do I see? I see we got a battle on our hands, a long battle. The Tribal 
Council are going to have a long battle with the government as far as them 
dividing us and trying to get what they want and more importantly what 
they deserve. We can want a lot of things, but what we deserve is better 
treatment than what we are getting. We have to keep fighting to keep us 
together. If we split, we’re done. We are over with. We don’t want to be 

 
19 That meeting, “Community Meeting Three” was the last meeting before the state switched to an “open 
house” structure for conveying information where individuals would engage one-on-one or in small groups 
with state planners and their contractors. Such open houses provided no institutionalized space for open 
dialogue among the Tribal community about the information being shared. 
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the example of that. The Island always kept their community. The Chief 
always kept outsiders out and look at what’s happening. They got us. They 
broke it. They were able to get people from the outside in, now they got us 
scattered, now what are they going to do with us? My ancestors are rolling 
in their grave big time right now. Y’all just don’t know the tears that come 
rolling down these eyes when I see that. If my grandpa was still alive, 
today he would be furious. The problem is this government guy going 
down, and I understand they are trying to do good, but all he is doing is 
dividing, dividing the community. Now they got it to where when we first 
got the money it was to move everybody, now they see a division, and it is 
just for the people on the Island. How do you solve that? We all need to 
move back to the Island? We are all ‘Island people’ now? 

 
Antoine, who lived just a few miles from the Island and whose sister lived on their family 

home on the Island, recounted: 

Will it happen at all? I think it will, but not to the level that we expected 
and that we would like. Everyone in the same community? No, I think 
they’re going to keep our people split up, and that will not be a community 
like what we had down there. Being a community as a whole, with 
everyone. To get all the Tribal citizens back into one huge community. I 
know they’re not going to get everyone back, but hopefully we’d get the 
majority of them.  

A Tribal councilman echoed these sentiments, and reflected on how one way to 

serve the entire Tribal community would be through aspects of the original grant, 

like supporting the development of a Tribal community center: 

They are not going to use the grant the way it was written to be, and these 
people here should have had a shot at it to see if they could do it right. 
Because they are not going to do right by it, here. First of all, what I heard 
at the meeting was we are not getting the community center. The 
community center would have had all the other stuff that would help our 
people. Now we just going to have a big old subdivision. It ain’t going to 
be a community. What we had; we were rebuilding the Island with this 
move. That was the resettlement. We could have a church, a store, 
community center, day care center, and a deal for the elderly. That would 
have been the whole community. As far as resettlement, now it is going to 
be a regular subdivision. That’s how it’s going to be. They just want a 
place to dump all us ‘climate refugees.’ The next thing you know they say 
anybody can go to this here resettlement community. It is not a Tribal 
community anymore, so these people over here need a home. They are 
going in there too. It is not going to be the Island community. Anybody 
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can go in there, and they will not do our community center, so where we 
at?  

 
The above statements reflected the increasing frustration and skepticism of the state’s 

commitment to the Tribal community throughout the data gathering and engagement 

process.  

Constructing the new notion of community was subtle and uneven. Despite the 

divisive data gathering and engagement effort described above, the report, and the many 

statements from state officials that distinguished the beneficiaries from the Tribal 

community, multiple action plans released by the state for their reporting to HUD 

reference the Tribe as the community of grant beneficiaries, just like in the initial grant 

application. In documents that were produced much more recently than the engagement 

and outreach, the state committed to “protect[ing] the island’s Native American culture 

and support future generations of the region” (LDOA 2018, 5-6). In one moment, the 

state and their contractors would make brief reference to the reality that the Tribal leaders 

had conducted previous work and how it resonated with the remaining residents with 

whom they spoke. Then the next, the Tribal-driven process was framed as wholly 

inadequate or the content of that work ignored completely.  

When the NDRC award was announced, HUD’s grantee profiles released at that 

time described the resettlement as follows: “Relocation of the Isle de Jean Charles Band 

of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe, which has seen a 98-percent loss of land since 1955, 

to a resilient and historically-contextual community” (HUD 2016, 7. Emphasis added). 

This aligned with the Tribal leaders’ notion of community as embraced throughout their 

long-standing resettlement efforts. The state’s Report on Data Gathering and Engagement 

included a slightly adjusted description, “$48.3 million of this grant is for resettlement of 
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Isle de Jean Charles to a resilient and historically-contextual new community” (LDOA 

2017c, A-2, emphasis added). The inclusion of the word “new” is but one example of the 

subtlety with which the state and contractors used a notion of community that stood in 

tension with the Tribal social organization.  

As a result of the state’s divisive planning process and media reports described in 

the previous chapter, Tribal leadership became increasingly concerned about not only 

whether or not those who used to live on the Island would be excluded from the new site 

but also that the resettlement would be a place for the state to relocate anyone living in a 

location deemed “at risk” to future coastal flooding. “They don’t care about a historically 

contextual community at all,” one Councilperson said. “They just want to move the 

Island residents.” 

Using the New Construction of a Non-Tribal Community 

State officials drew upon this fraught “Data Gathering and Engagement” process 

in their defense of their proposed “narrative clarification” substantial amendment 

described in the previous chapter. The first page of the substantial amendment proposal to 

HUD states:  

Subsequent to the state’s submission of its application to the National 
Disaster Resilience Competition, the state has worked closely with leaders 
and residents of Isle de Jean Charles and the surrounding communities, 
national resettlement and Native American subject matter experts and 
other nonprofit organizations to better understand the intricate 
complexities faced by a diverse set of stakeholders. The program 
description in this section amends and replaces Exhibits B and E in the 
state’s Phase II Application in order to provide additional context and 
understanding of the project’s multiple stakeholders and the diversity of 
potential program participants (LDOA 2019c, 1). 
 

This passage indicates that the state had come to understand the "project’s multiple 

stakeholders and the diversity of potential program participants” by way of the “Data 
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Gathering and Engagement” phase described above. According to NDR guidelines, "the 

following modifications will constitute a substantial amendment requiring HUD prior 

approval: a change in program benefit, beneficiaries, or eligibility criteria; the allocation 

or re-allocation of more than $1 million; or the addition or deletion of an activity" 

(Federal Register/Vol. 81, No. 109, 36561).  

Therefore, based on these HUD regulations and the state’s stated logic that they 

learned about the diverse stakeholders during the initial phase of post-award activities, I 

am left wondering how state planners moved forward with what their “Phase 2: Site 

Selection, Acquisition, and Master Planning” processes prior to requesting and receiving 

approval for the substantial amendment to deviate from a Tribal resettlement? Should the 

substantial amendment not have come after the Data Collection and Engagement process 

and before moving on to subsequent phases?  It also seems important to examine what 

constitutes as a change in beneficiaries for HUD? Would including non-Isle de Jean 

Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal “stakeholders” or creating barriers for Tribal 

citizens who once lived on the Island constitute such a change in beneficiaries?  

Coastal Gentrification 

One Saturday in February of 2019, I received a text from the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Secretary: “Shame to find things out about project 

through media,” she wrote with a screen shot of an online news article from the online 

edition of the Lafourche Parish newspaper The Daily Comet. The article announced that 

in just three days Louisiana’s Office of Community Development was hosting an open 

house for information related to the resettlement near the location of the new site in 

Schriever—forty miles north of the Island. “I'm literally sitting in ethics class for church 
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and see this in the news. I'm livid,” she wrote. It was the third time that week that 

Secretary Comardelle learned of a key planning milestone from the mass media, despite 

her being an active part of the Tribal leadership and serving on the state-coordinated 

resettlement steering committee—an institution, described in the previous chapter, that 

Tribal leaders criticize for having been created in part to enable the state to avoid 

addressing their specific concerns. Secretary Comardelle also learned from media outlets 

that the state completed the purchase of the new land and that Louisiana Land Trust—the 

state agency created during the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina to administer the Road 

Home program—had opened their process for procuring an engineer to build out the 

resettlement site.  

At the meeting, state planners explained some of the eligibility guidelines they 

had quietly published in draft version on the state’s Department of Administration 

website in September of 2018. Current Island residents, and those who had left since 

2012—the year of the congressional appropriation of NDRC funds—would be offered a 

lot and a new house in the new location (referred to by the state as “Option A”) or that 

same demographic could receive a house outside of the new location (“Option D”). Those 

who used to live on the Island but who left before 2012—a category that includes many 

Tribal leaders—would be eligible for an empty lot in the new location if they can 

demonstrate the ability to finance the construction of a new house themselves (“Option 

B”). “Option C” allows for the public auctioning of properties that do not get claimed 

through the engagement with Island residents. Tribal leaders had long planned and 

advocated for collective ownership models, including possibly a community land trust. 

Despite raising this preference multiple times, the state dismissed the possibility of 
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Tribal-held land or a hybrid form of land tenure that would include both individual 

ownership and collectively held lands at the new site. 

In the 2018 draft of Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC) Resettlement Permanent 

Relocation & Homeownership Assistance Program (Option A), Louisiana planners 

articulated new restrictions for how those who resettle can manage their Island properties. 

Initially, the state proposed the use of mortgages attached to Island properties (LDOA 

2018, pp 12-16). These mortgages would, over a 40-year period, transfer ownership of 

Island properties to the state and could have further fragmented those who resettled from 

their ancestral lands. Tribal leaders were concerned that mortgages would enable the state 

to take land if Island residents could not satisfy their requirements in the new site. This—

along with a recently announced $3 million state investment of BP spill settlement money 

to add fishing piers on the Island Road (LTIG 2018) and another post-resettlement 

investment from Ducks Unlimited and the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority 

for marsh creation south of the Island Road (Revitalization 2019)—stoked long-standing 

concerns that the Island is continuing to be transformed into a recreational space for 

nonlocal elites.  

Coastal gentrification can be seen in the camp development throughout the lower 

bayou communities of Terrebonne Parish (Solet, 2006; Peterson and Maldonado, 2016). 

After a letter from Isle de Jean Charles Tribal leaders to the state government, contacting 

local legislators, and concerns raised by current Island residents, the state abandoned their 

use of mortgages, and instead announced homeowners’ agreements that they would 

require from Island residents who participate in the resettlement (LDOA 2019f). The 

agreements are also quite restrictive and would prevent those who resettle from renting 
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out their Island property as camps or using personal or public money to “make or allow 

substantial repairs to an Island property” with the risk of losing their new property if they 

fail to uphold the agreement (ibid). 

 

 

 
Figure 17. Construction begins on the Island Road Fishing Piers. Source: Island Road 

Fishing Pier Designs (Top) Adapted from LTIG (2018). Photo (bottom) by Author 
 

Dawes Act Redux 

Tracking the history of settlement and property ownership at the new site 

purchased by the state for the resettlement provides an illuminating window into the 

entangled story of dispossession, exploitation, and profit of settler colonial and racial 

capitalist development in the region. The site is adjacent to a Chevron facility, three miles 

southwest of Bayou Lafourche and thirty-five miles northwest of the Island. Bayou 

Lafourche was inhabited by Chitimacha, Chawasha, and Washa peoples prior to 
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European colonization. After early 18th Century population losses due to the invasion of 

French forces and their Indigenous allies, these groups migrated south and westward 

(Sovereign Nation of Chitimacha 2014). Spanish and French settlement grew in the 

region throughout the 18th Century, including the arrival of Acadians in the 1760s.  

During the 19th century, the region played an important role in the U.S. sugarcane 

economy with over a hundred forced labor camps in the Parish by 1850. In 1860 there 

were 6,785 enslaved people working on plantations in Terrebonne Parish (U.S. Census 

1860). The site was the location of the Evergreen Plantation, owned the father in law of 

Confederate General Braxton Bragg (Via and Smith 2005). On the left is an image of the 

Magnolia Plantation, which was also owned by the Ellis family and is located about a 

mile and a half away from the Evergreen site. The photo on the right is of sugarcane 

workers in the late 19th Century. Throughout the 1880s, former slaves and other cane 

workers had worked with the national unions to organize for better working conditions 

and more pay. After a three-week strike by 10,000 cane workers throughout the region 

during the harvest season of 1887, white militiamen massacred as many as 300 black and 

African American workers and their families five miles north of the Evergreen site 

(DeSantis 2016). The massacre was one of the most violent labor conflicts in U.S. history 

and quelled the regional sugarcane labor movement until the 1940s (ibid.).  

The Evergreen Plantation was sold in 1911 to the Prater family, wealthy 

landowners who happened to have leased other holdings to Louisiana Land, Humble Oil, 

and other companies responsible for the destruction of the wetlands, including areas near 

the Island (ibid.). Their family held the property until 2003, when a rural real estate 

company bought 3,000 acres including the site for $9.5 million (James 2003). That firm 
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leased it out to sugarcane planters until 2019, when the state used $11.7 million of the 

National Disaster Resilience Competition funds to purchase 515 acres for the Isle de Jean 

Charles resettlement.  

It is among the highest land in Terrebonne Parish and is seen as prime for 

redevelopment. At the meeting in Schriever, planners also announced that common areas 

of the new site, such as the cultural center and outdoor spaces, would be maintained by 

Terrebonne Parish, rather than the Tribe—as the Tribal Council had envisioned 

throughout the years prior. When I asked a representative from the Office of Community 

Development about this concern, he assured me that the space could still be used for pow 

wows and that they would “design and build with any cultural considerations needed to 

accommodate.” The parish planner added, “The thing about parish spaces like the 

community center and festival grounds is that the Tribe is free to use it, but others can 

too. There will be weddings there, etc.” One Tribal citizen shared their analysis of what 

was happening with me: 

This is just another blatant erasing of our culture. When they talk about 
space, baseball fields, fishing ponds, houses. How is that the Island? How 
is that going to support our traditions or our people? They are trying to 
conform our culture to modern society. It’s like when they describe a 
community center. It went from a full Tribal culture center with a museum 
and space for our government to function to a parish recreation center 
where we can use it occasionally. ‘Don’t worry, white people. We aren’t 
bringing a Native American community. We are making ball parks, 
festival grounds, and we will have a public community.’ This is a plan that 
we haven’t even seen. The steering committee hasn’t seen it or approved 
anything. The Tribal Council has never seen this new plan. 

 
When Tribal leaders requested ownership of community property throughout the site to 

fulfill their plans for traditional herb gardens, walking paths, and a number of other ideas 

generated as part of the Tribal community-driven plans, the Office of Community 
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Development informed them that the Tribe would have “use rights” to common areas of 

the resettlement but not ownership of any land. Therefore, the Tribe—a landowner on the 

Island and historical Island social institution—will have no formal sustained collective 

presence at the resettlement site. 

State planners and their contractors also began to prime the new site for corporate 

investment. State contractors had proposed including a hotel, Rouses grocery store chain, 

an auto store, and a Dollar General at one time or another in the planning process and 

conducted a market analysis for the new location. In 2018, Louisiana’s Resilience Policy 

and Program Administrator published an article for an online planning publication that 

vividly expressed the continued erasure-assimilation-gentrification connection in their 

approach to the resettlement. The piece focuses on climate change narratives and the need 

for resilient land-use planning. It does not once refer to the Tribe’s name. Instead, the 

author referred to the people of the Island as “pioneers”—an odd phrase to describe 

Native Americans given the historical role of European and American pioneers in the 

occupation and dispossession of Indigenous peoples’ lands. The use of “pioneers” also 

resonates with the work of geographers Neil Smith (1996) and Sara Safransky (2014), 

who examine the ways in which frontier discourses are implicated within urban 

gentrification processes. Importantly, the article rejects the paternalistic and problematic 

“climate refugee” discourse. It does so, however, while reproducing an ahistorical 

reframing of the resettlement that erases the Indigenous heritage of the Island and the 

Tribal leaders who have advanced resettlement as a way of saving the Island’s culture 

and social ties.  
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According to the article, “Many of the Island’s residents are leaning in by 

collaborating with a project team of state officials, planners, engineers and architects to 

plan the look, feel, function and composition of the new community.” However, it was 

Louisiana state planners who “leaned in” to collaborate with an existing Tribal Council’s 

effort to regenerate their community, who established and maintained a set of existing 

partnerships that produced a proposal for a tribal community resettlement, and who 

contributed to the allocation of resettlement funding by the federal government. The 

opening words of the article are revealing: “In Louisiana, real estate is a commodity” 

(Sanders 2018). In an article for The Christian Science Monitor, the same planner 

foregrounded regional development over continuity of the Island: 

‘Like founding any new town over the course of Western history… it’s all 
wrapped around the idea of, how do we generate revenue? How do we 
build an economy? says Mathew Sanders, resilience policy and program 
director for the OCD [Office of Community Development]. In Louisiana, 
that could mean fitness companies, pharmacies, and supermarkets chip in 
with funding in exchange for footholds in the new community, much like 
a city would on a new real estate development. ‘Unlocking that financial 
[support] is something that will determine the success of [relocation] 
projects,’ adds Mr. Sanders. ‘Ultimately we want to show that there would 
be the same amount of incentives the private sector has every time in any 
real estate development’ (Gass 2017).  

 
Defining the resettlement in terms like “real estate,” “new town,” and “Western history” 

further erased the Indigenous heritage of the Island and the ongoing struggle for a Tribal-

driven community resettlement process. 

The lack of commitment to the Tribe expressed at the meeting in Schriever 

concerned both Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal citizens and 

white residents in attendance. Jacques, a man who grew up on the Island but had moved 

to Houma for work many years ago, explained, “I’m on rent now, and I’m an old man. 
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How am I supposed to get a loan or build a house? I can’t afford that.” Tribal Secretary 

Comardelle agreed. “How are we supposed to take care of our people who cannot afford 

the costs of a new home?” She shared her concern that many current Island residents 

were unemployed and receive social-security payments or have low-paying jobs. The 

costs of living in family properties on the Island remains low, according to Comardelle, 

so they are able to survive but a new home would incur the additional financial burdens 

of property taxes, insurance, repairs, and higher utilities. The Tribal government was 

hoping to incur those costs for individuals who could not afford it.  

Meanwhile Schriever residents raised objections about the potential lack of future 

stability if people like Jacques or Chantel are unable to populate the new location. They 

also vocalized concerns about the effects of subsidized housing on their property values if 

the resettlement does not reflect the vision advanced by the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders in the grant application. “We were told this was 

going to be an Indian community,” yelled one man. “We were ok with that, but this is 

different. We don’t want HUD housing or section 8.” Fears of the resettlement site 

becoming “section-8” and a “normal HUD subdivision” resonated with the stigmatization 

of public housing and coded anti-black racism in the United States. However, there is 

also a legitimate concern regarding the state’s commitment to the future of Tribal 

citizens’ ability to inhabit the new site into the future.  

At the meeting, state and parish planners expressed their “hope” that former 

Island residents would populate the new community, but as discussed in the previous 

chapter, in the initial three years after the award was announced they had not yet put forth 

a process that would ensure or even meaningfully encourage it. The state has also since 
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decided that there will be a contract for those who receive a house in which they agree to 

stay at least five years, after which they could sell their home and land to any buyer and 

receive payment for the house. While the Tribal leaders were planning for the continuity 

for future generations of their Tribal community, state planners produced a program with 

minimal assurances for continuity of the historic Island community on the new land. 

Since these plans were announced one state planner emphasized to me the 

intergenerational wealth that this will produce for Island residents and that this was a 

huge benefit for individuals from the Island and their children. Chief Albert has since 

come to agree that individuals should take advantage of the state’s approach but 

nonetheless grieves what seems to have been lost in the process.  

Similarities between the state’s approach to the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement 

and colonial projects of land dispossession and assimilation in the past are striking. The 

General Allotment Act of 1887 provides a particularly salient historical parallel. The 

legislation gave the President of the United States the power to forcibly divide land held 

in trust for Indigenous nations into parcels of property that were then allotted to 

individuals along with U.S. citizenship. Unallotted lands were taken by the U.S. 

government for agriculture or sold to settlers. At the time, there was some debate among 

the settler and settler-descendant population in the United States regarding the moral 

failures of Indian Removal policy and fatigue with Indian wars (Carlson 1981).  

Allotment was conceived of by reformers who, rather than massacre Indigenous 

peoples, aimed to transform Indigenous subjectivities into citizens of the liberal settler-

state and impose European property relations (Dunbar Ortiz 2014). Much like the use of 

boarding schools used to assimilate young people from Indigenous nations, allotment was 



 178 

a key institution for the disruption of traditional forms of land tenure and place-based 

ecological relations (ibid.). The policy also came after a period of rapid U.S. imperialism 

westward intensified by the California Gold Rush and 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo, which annexed lands occupied by Mexico to the United States. Much like the 

reservation system and removal policies, allotment was driven by settlers’ desire for land. 

The federal government ended allotment in 1934. By then, Indigenous lands were 

reduced by over 100 million acres (Echo-Hawk 2010). Similar to the Dawes Act, the 

state’s approach to the resettlement split up the land into dispersed parcels and created a 

real estate market out of Indigenous lands.  

Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have emphasized the imposition of new notions of community 

within the resettlement planning process. While the Island and their connections to that 

place have been and continue to be so deeply important to Tribal leaders, their sense of 

community was anchored by their relationships. The Tribal Council’s efforts were 

oriented around restoring a sense of community, reminding people of their history and 

connections to each other. The premise was that even if their people do not live 

physically on the Island any longer, they can remember and build on their attachments to 

it in new ways. The chapter provokes questions regarding the meaning of community. Is 

community a place where people live, or does it refer to the relationships that people 

maintain? Tribal leaders have advanced a notion of community where the relationships 

were central. For them, they could move to a new place and still have their community by 

strengthening their relationships and continuity of life from the Island. The state’s view 
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of community was instead about the Island as a location and remaining residents’ 

physical exposure to coastal hazards and as potential property owners.  

Their production of a non-relational version of community, in my view, be 

understood as an expression of what Patrick Wolfe (2006) referred to as settler 

colonialism’s “logic of elimination.” Ambiguities around the meaning of community 

initiated and promoted by state planners enabled them to align the resettlement more 

directly with broader regional redevelopment aims both on the Island and at the new 

location. In the planning process described above, the state began to establish conditions 

to transform Tribal citizens’ kinship-based land tenure on the Island into individualized 

property relations on the new site, possibly introducing new risks such as unaffordability 

of new living arrangements and further straining social networks. The imposed 

restrictions on the Tribe’s Island properties threaten to further transform the Island from 

Indigenous lands to a sportsmen’s paradise and the creation of a real estate market on 

what was intended by Tribal leaders to be new Tribal land inland further threatens the 

Tribal community’s ability to reunite and rekindle their traditions together into the future. 

Representations of community, community meetings, and reports on those 

community meetings were key sites for fabricating consent to state-driven processes and 

territorializing the settler state in accord with capitalist redevelopment. For most of 

twelve years, following the Tribe’s exclusion from regional levees and a particularly 

rough hurricane season, the “community” that was resettling was the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe, whose leaders sought to reunite their people and 

rejuvenate their traditions while providing a safe space for future generations. The state 

incorporated that same notion of a Tribal community in their application for federal funds 
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though the Rockefeller Foundation and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development-sponsored National Disaster Resilience Competition in 2014-2015. The 

subsequent planning process imposed by state planners and their contractors, however, 

seemed more about constructing a representation of the Island community that was based 

in the geography of the Island and undercutting a notion of the Tribal community 

advanced by Tribal leaders in their long-standing resettlement efforts which was 

integrated within the successful NDRC application.  

The ambiguities around the notion of community were exacerbated in the state’s 

post-award announcement activities, particularly in their creation of the Report on Data 

Gathering and Engagement. With this effort, the Office of Community Development 

enlisted one of their existing contractors to create a report that would seemingly justify 

transforming the resettlement in ways they had already decided by state planners, as 

expressed in the February 2016 email of their choice to focus on the Island given the 

social complexities of a Tribal resettlement. The contractors, Concordia, are not social 

scientists and did not have the expertise to do the kind of data collection and social 

analysis needed to understand the social and historical complexities involved ethically. 

Ultimately the report was referenced as justification for more state control over the 

planning process during meetings and as a rationale for a formal request to HUD to 

substantially amend the narrative of the resettlement and eliminate their commitments to 

Tribal community in 2019. Rather than figuring out a way to support the regeneration of 

a historically contextual Island community or resource the Island social networks and 

institutions within which Island residents participate, state planners and their 
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subcontractors stirred divisions among Tribal citizens on and off the Island as well as 

non-Tribal citizens within the region.  

In addition to the production of real estate market out of what was envisioned by 

Tribal leaders to become Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal lands, I 

came to understand these struggles over defining community as moments outside of 

formal “recognition” processes when the state imposed administratively cumbersome and 

toxic forms of identity policing. State planners began to replace at least one Island 

institution, the Tribal Chief and Council, with liberal settler structures, including the 

steering committee to make some decisions within the planning process and 

homeowner’s association to make decisions related to the resettlement site in the future. 

In this way the development of inland space and unbuilding of coastal space became a 

political process. The notion that the resettlement site had to accommodate potential 

regional growth and serve non-Island publics was revealing about the state’s lack of 

commitment to regenerating the Island community as a holistic set of relations among 

people and place, Island lifeways, traditions, subjectivities, expressions, and 

organizations. Through their reckless engagement processes and reframing of 

community, alienation of Tribal leadership, lack of commitment to Tribal self-

determination, and unwillingness to support Indigenous-led efforts towards the Island’s 

cultural survival, Louisiana’s government seemed comfortable with environmental 

adaptation as reproducing the kinds of erasure and lack of commitments to the 

continuation of Indigenous social and cultural expressions that drove assimilationist 

policy. 
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CHAPTER 5  
 

MAKING & UNMAKING THE FIRST AMERICAN CLIMATE REFUGEES 
 
 

Inhabiting Disaster Media Worlds 

“It comes in waves,” reflected Mr. Ernest, a 69-year-old fisherman, member of 

the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe, and lifelong Island resident. 

“But started after BP.” He walked toward the bend in the road on the northern end of the 

Island, waiting for the camera person to grab a lens from their car. He already knew the 

shot that they would want, one that captured the waves lapping up on the side of the road 

and the thousands of dead fish that had washed up. The fish corpses, and their suffocating 

smell, were new—an algae bloom depleted the stagnant water north of the road of 

oxygen, killing the fish. According to the fisherman, a flood gate on the road was closed 

due to high water, restricting water flow and exacerbating the bloom.20 I asked about the 

recent media presence on the Island. “Since Hurricane Rita, I’ve talked to about a 

hundred and fifty. They keep coming. They take about three or four hours of my day, and 

I ain’t got time for that. Just now I was working on my air conditioner. Now I am an hour 

over here,” he stressed. “They just want to say the Island is dying.”  

Audiovisual representations of people, places, and ecological disaster have 

become a fixture of public life in Southeast Louisiana. Tax incentives for filmmakers 

passed the state legislature in 2002, enticing them to produce their films in the state and 

hire local labor. The tax breaks and post-Katrina celebrity advocacy brought a wave of 

film production to the region. A record 141 films were produced in the state in 2010 and 

 
20 Increasing global temperatures will likely make harmful algae blooms like this one more prevalent (Ho et 
al. 2019). 



 183 

150 in 2011 (Webster 2011), and the state outpaced California in film production in 2013, 

leading to the moniker “Hollywood South” and the “Movie-Making Capitol of the 

World” (Cunningham 2014). Films like The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (2008) and 

Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call New Orleans (2009) were filmed in New Orleans and used 

the city’s recent experiences of Hurricane Katrina as a device within their plots. The 2006 

film Deja-Vu featuring Denzel Washington had begun filming prior to Hurricane Katrina 

but was re-written to integrate the storm into the story and used the devastated Lower 

Ninth Ward as a set after the storm (Breznican 2006). Television shows like HBO’s 

Treme (2010-2013) and True Detective (2014) were filmed and set in the region and drew 

upon local experiences and dystopic imagery of storms, petrochemical development, and 

underdevelopment. The 2010 BP Oil Disaster further solidified Louisiana’s iconic status 

within public imaginaries of disaster with major news network’s offering 24-hour around 

the clock views of the oil gushing out into the open waters of the Gulf of Mexico. 

Isle de Jean Charles has become the setting of multiple visual projects and media 

outlets during this time. Two photography books, Bottom of the Boot (2012) and Of the 

Rising Tide (2015); a handful of short documentaries including Last Stand on the Island 

(2012), Can’t Stop the Water (2013), Vanishing Island (2014), Isle de Jean Charles 

(2014), and Lowland Kids (2019); and the Academy Award-nominated feature film, 

Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012) were all inspired by the Island’s risk to extreme 

weather and flooding. Public attention to the Island increased even more dramatically 

after the National Disaster Resilience Competition award was announced in January of 

2016. I began tracking media coverage of the Island after the award announcement and 

collected 169 original news articles published online over the next two years. Mr. 
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Ernest’s insight—that “They just want to say the Island is dying”—is evident in even a 

cursory survey of headlines: “Louisiana’s Vanishing Island,” “Doomed Isle de Jean 

Charles Community,” “Climate refugee flee sinking town,” “Abandoned Island,” and 

“Vanishing Tribe” are phrases that speckle the reporting (see figure 18).  

 

 
Figure 18. Select Headlines of Isle de Jean Charles Coverage. Sources: MSNBC (Top 

left), New York Times (Top Right), and The Guardian (Bottom). 
 

The encounters among Tribal leaders and media makers that I observed 

throughout my fieldwork led me to reflect on contributions that audiovisual media 

research has made throughout the history of cultural anthropology. Since Margret Mead 

and Gregory Bateson used photography as tool to see cultural patterns, anthropologists 

have offered an array of theories on the relationships among audiovisual representations 

and culture (Mead and Bateson 2003 [orig. 1942]). Additionally, while early 

documentarians used film to document short slices of life, Robert Flaherty’s production 

of the 1922 Nanook of the North is often considered a pivotal point in the history of 

ethnographic film. Flaherty created a narrative while integrating and curating his 

observations of Inuit lifeways. In the 1950s, experimental filmmaker, Jean Rouch, used 
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film to explore processes of representation across differently positioned actors within 

colonial contexts by maintaining a “shared” anthropological practice, where he involved 

the people he filmed in editorial processes (Rouch 1975; Ruby 2000). This early visual 

anthropological work aimed at using visual media as an instrument for cross cultural 

understanding. 

Throughout the latter half of the Twentieth century, anthropologists began to not 

only approach audiovisual media as tools to support an analysis of social and cultural 

realities, but also as artifacts that are themselves reflective of particular social relations, 

cultural frameworks, and lifeways (Worth 1980: 17). Hortense Powdermaker’s 1950 

analysis of the film industry in Hollywood, California, provides an early example of such 

ethnographic work oriented around media production (Powdermaker 1950). For decades 

after, the anthropology of visual communication demonstrated that particular meanings 

associated representation and the use of visual media are not universal. Researchers 

investigated how people in various settings re-appropriated or integrated media 

technologies within their social lives and even contributed to local social and cultural 

reproduction and political activism (Worth and Adair 1972; Sprague 1978; Ginsburg 

1991; Kulick and Willson 1994).  

Anthropological approaches to media and visual communication has also 

contributed to understanding the entanglements of global and local processes and 

engendered critique of conventional globalization assumptions that spreading media 

technologies necessarily increase homogenization. Arjun Appadurai (1990) argued that 

global flows of capital have led to a reorganization of cultural influence that disrupt 

frameworks of core and periphery. He offered the notion of “scapes” as a way of 
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conceptualizing the dynamic influences brought with globalization. Mediascapes, 

according to Appadurai, are the combined technologies and representations that enable 

the transmission of cultural messages (298-299). They provide frames of realities upon 

which worldviews and imagined social forms are constructed. In Media Worlds: 

Anthropology on New Terrain, Ginsburg et al. provided a more ethnographically oriented 

framework for studying what they refer to as processes of “technological mediation,” 

highlighting the circulation of media representations and material infrastructures that 

enable them. Their work adopts a multi-sited approach to highlight the contradictory 

lifecycle of media, whereby a message or technology fluctuates within hegemonic and 

contestational uses based on the specific social, material, and cultural contexts 

surrounding differently positioned people’s engagement (Ginsburg et al. 2002: 23).  

At every step of production, reproduction, circulation, and reception actors 

influence the meanings of representations. Building upon this work, scholars have 

revealed divergent conceptions of citizenship and gendered experiences of television 

(Abu-Lughod 2004; Mankekar 1999), shifting institutional conditions of international 

news production (Bishara 2012; Boyer 2013), community media and the State (Schiller 

2018); and colonial relations imbedded within the material infrastructures of radio 

(Larkin 2008), among other social encounters. These studies offer nuanced detail as to 

how media become sites where people who occupy different positions within local, 

regional, global, and symbolic hierarchies make claims on reality.  

Audiovisual representation also features prominently disaster and climate change 

scholarship (Button 2010; Callison 2014; Fjord 2007; Fry 2003). In an analysis of place-

making practices in the Lower Ninth Ward after Hurricane Katrina, Bruenlin and Regis 
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(2006) described the impact of nonlocal media representations of the neighborhood. Due 

to the intense coverage, residents had to deal with new “experts” of the places they call 

home as they navigated other stresses of the reconstruction (748). Moreover, overhearing 

journalists describe the demolition of homes added to the trauma experienced by 

residents. Gregory Button (2002) argues that popular framings of disaster circulated in 

mass media reproduce constructions of disaster as discrete from more chronic political 

economic conditions and social relations. In later work, Button examined the role of mass 

media in the social production of uncertainty during and after disasters. Button’s work 

connected lived experiences, local histories, broader social relations, and cultural 

meanings to the political economy of media institutions reflected in descriptions of 

shrinking newsrooms and expanding public relations industries for a robust analysis of 

how news is situated within the politics of disaster. 

I drew upon the above scholarship throughout my research, and I have come to 

think of audiovisual media circulation as playing a special role in reproducing the social 

structures implicated in colonial dispossession via climate adaptation processes. In my 

analysis of this role, I viewed media circulation in ways that align with Ginsburg et al. 

(2002) theory of media worlds, sites of social encounters characterized in large part by 

uneven and shifting power dynamics and clashing realities, histories, and worldviews. 

Following West (2016), I also interrogated how the representations of reality in audio-

visual media constituted rhetoric that established “conditions of possibility” and 

ultimately reproduced material and territorialized forms of colonial dispossession. Below, 

I lean on observations of how Tribal leaders’ experiences were taken up within four 

media institutions—feature films, documentary, art, and news—to examine how 
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differently positioned actors negotiated and struggled to manage narratives of the 

resettlement in different and sometimes clashing ways.  

In Chapter 3, I described how the state Office of Community Development 

(OCD) relied on the Tribe’s resettlement as a narrative to receive $48 million in federal 

funding and then reduced the scope of their commitments to the Tribe’s resettlement 

plans through their administration of those funds. As part of that discussion, I pointed out 

that Tribal leaders learned of the state’s intention to sell off parcels in the new site 

through public auction in the press. Chapter 3 also discussed the ways in which the 

Background and Overview document produced and circulated by OCD was created 

without consultation with Tribal leaders and distorted the Tribe’s history to undercut their 

claims to rights of self-determination and severed their connection to the Island. Chapter 

4 described state-produced representations of location-specific notions of community that 

removed of Tribal identity and heritage and examined how these served to alienate the 

Tribal leadership from their planning process and minimize their contributions to the 

NDRC application. This chapter continues to explore the theme of visual representation 

as implicated within the politics of resettlement and the Tribe’s struggle for self-

determination and recognition. I argue that the Tribal leaders were forced to reckon with 

increasing visibility alongside the planning effort and that audiovisual media circulation 

posed material challenges for the Tribal leaders’ struggle for resettlement as an act of 

cultural survival. 

“We done hiding now.”  

We loaded up the guns, oysters, and gumbo and began to drive. It was a cool 

January morning in 2017 and Chief Albert invited me to join him and a couple other 
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Tribal citizens for a weekend hunting trip and meeting in Northern Mississippi. I jumped 

at the opportunity to spend time with Tribal leaders and was grateful to learn more about 

their lives and the resettlement. I also felt relief as a student in a field that spends a lot of 

time theorizing “entrée” into social settings we do not typically inhabit, that I was doing 

something right. As we pulled out of the driveway in Houma—where the Deputy Chief 

has lived since leaving his family’s plot of land on the Island in the mid-1980s—Chief 

Albert turned around and faced me in the backseat. “Are you going to write about all this 

in your, uh, dissertation?” he asked with a smirk. “Yes… if that’s ok?” I replied. “Aww 

yea! Yea boy! That’s ok!” he exclaimed as he turned back towards the front, nudging the 

Deputy Chief in the driver’s seat.  “The white man wants to learn how to hunt from the 

Indians!” They laughed.  

I laughed too, sheepishly, and immediately wondered if I made a huge mistake. I 

wondered if the slice of life that I write up for my dissertation would essentialize or 

appropriate. I wondered if it would be used as a basis for administrative or physical 

violence, dispossession, or retaliation in the years to come. Like elsewhere, there is a long 

and painful history anthropological exploitation and erasure in the region. Tribal leaders 

are still reckoning with the harm produced by “salvage anthropology” aimed at 

documenting cultures that anthropologists presumed to be vanishing. Multiple times 

throughout my time with Tribal leaders, they disputed the work of John Swanton, an 

early 20th century anthropologist whose work for the Bureau of Indian Affairs has been 

influential in constructed histories of Indigenous habitation in the region. Based on very 

limited fieldwork down the bayou, Swanton collapsed many Indian communities under 

the label of “Houma” and initiated a century-long debate on the identities and histories of 



 190 

the Indigenous peoples down the bayou (Fischer 1965; Sand-Fleischman 2019). His work 

still provokes tensions and has threatened the recognition of multiple Tribes in the region. 

Some Tribal citizens have pointed out to me, Swanton later questioned the credibility of 

his own work in the region. “Boy, he created a monster,” One Tribal citizen told me on 

the Hunting Trip. “We still fighting that.”  

During the afternoon of our first full day of the hunting trip, Chief Albert, three 

other Tribal citizens, the property owner, and some of his employees all sat in the small, 

no frills, cottage-style house where we were staying. The tile floor of the house was 

freckled with dried mud from our shoes, and the sun shone brightly into the room through 

the open door and a kitchen window. Tribal citizens and locals sat on a couch and in 

wooden chairs at a dining table between the couch and the open door to outside. 

Everyone was facing a television set along the opposite wall, as they discussed the first 

morning’s hunt.  

An old Western played on the television. It was a 1966 film entitled Nevada 

Smith. As Neesa—a Native American character played by Russian American actor, Janet 

Margolin—nursed Steve McQueen back to health in the background, Chief Albert, the 

other Tribal citizens, and our host chatted about the immense fog that covered the 

property each morning. After a few minutes, the film inspired a conversation about the 

stereotypes it portrayed. “It’s just like Dances with Wolves,” one person noted. “The 

white man wants to be an Indian, but also he really don’t.” A Tribal councilman 

remembered, “When we were kids, nobody wanted to be an Indian. We would play 

cowboys and Indians, and nobody wanted to be the Indian.” Chief Albert added, “Yea, 

because in all the movies the Indian dies. We would play Hollywood.” Another Tribal 
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councilmember added, “Cho yea! We would be the cowboys. That’s how it was. Nobody 

wanted to be the Indians. It is sad.”  

As we sat half-watching the film, Chief Albert reflected on some of the reasons 

why the Island children would as he put it, “play Hollywood.” He recounted, “When we 

were real young, we weren’t allowed to speak French. In schools we didn’t speak French. 

That’s all I knew, but then had to talk English once we were allowed to go to the white 

schools.” Another Tribal citizen added, “Parents wouldn’t let the kids talk French after 

that.” According to the Deputy Chief, “Yea, but the parents wouldn’t teach kids French, 

because they were protecting them. That’s what it was. Because they would get beaten 

and punished for talking French.” Chief Naquin glanced over, “Oh, yea buddy!” and then 

returned his eyes to the screen. “We stayed hidden until 1953, when the Road was 

finished.” He continued keeping his eyes fixed on the film.   

We was hidden. When they built the road my mama would say, “If you 
hear a car or see a car, you hide. They will take you away. She knew about 
the boarding schools that they used to have. At the time I didn’t realize 
because I didn’t know the history. But later found out that my mama knew 
they were going to force us to go where we didn’t want to go.  
 

For another moment everyone sat in silence watching the television set. Chief Albert then 

pushed himself up from the couch, walked towards the kitchen and the door outside 

where some friends of our hosts were making lunch. As he left the room, he observed, 

“Choo! But we done hiding now.”   

In the moment I could not tell if Chief Albert’s comment—that they were done 

hiding—reflected a sarcastic deliberation on the recent incessant media circus or an 

empowered assertion of his determination to celebrate their identity and heritage publicly 

after being invisible and misidentified for generations. What was clear to me was that the 
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increasing visibility of the Island, much like the resettlement effort itself, could not be 

understood in a vacuum. The history of settler violence and externally imposed notions of 

identity and Indigeneity have conditioned representations imposed upon the Island as 

well as those produced by Tribal leaders.  

Constructing a Southern Wild 

The increased media attention has provoked scholars and residents to debate the 

moral and political implications of such visibility. There is increasing concern in recent 

years that “doomsday narratives” of climate change may undermine solidarity with those 

most immediately affected by actual climate change impacts and foreclose possibilities 

for policy action urgently needed to mitigate the worse effects (Herrmann 2017). 

Scholars have demonstrated how narratives emphasizing doom and gloom tend to 

overwhelm audiences rather than move them to action (Krosnick et al. 2006; Lorenzoni 

and Pidgeon 2006; Boykoff 2008). Such representations can also stifle conversations of 

what may be politically possible. According to geographer and glaciologist M Jackson, 

for example, the overreliance on imagery of melting glaciers in art and films “normalizes 

and predetermines a glacier-free world not yet in existence while reducing the range of 

imaginable climate change-influenced futures” (2015, 489).  

Human populations that have been exposed to hazards associated with climate 

change are often framed as victims in need of saving (Bravo 2009; Marino 2015). Such 

narratives implicitly blame people for the conditions that are often times forced upon 

them through colonialization and histories of development (Tierney 2014). They neglect 

the reality that for many Indigenous peoples the apocalyptic conditions of genocidal 

violence, degradation of land and water ecologies beyond recognition, and erasure of 
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traditional lifeways and social relations has long been a reality (Whyte 2016; Estes 2019) 

and ignore historical and ongoing adaptation and survival despite those conditions 

(Farbotko and Lazrus 2012; Whyte 2016).  

 

 
Figure 19. People in a boat filming off Island Road. Photo by author. 

 

During the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, scholars, journalists, and 

activists criticized the coverage of the storm for drawing on dangerous tropes to 

stigmatize and racialize survivors, ultimately contributing to the militarized response 

(Giroux 2006; Sommers et al. 2006; Fjord 2007). In very material ways, residents 

struggling to navigate the recovery effort faced the sudden influx of nonlocal media 

professionals as new “experts” on the places they have called home their entire lives and 

often for generations and listen to them discuss the devastation of their homes in distant 

terms (Bruenlin and Regis 2006, 748). Meanwhile, journalists largely ignored the 

Indigenous peoples and their distinct needs after Hurricane Katrina (Collins 2008).  

One film, Beasts of the Southern Wild—filmed on and around the Island and set 

on the fictitious “Isle de Charles Doucet”—has been notably provocative. Scholars like 
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bell hooks (2012) and Nick Shapiro (2013) questioned the social and political 

implications of the film. What does the mass-circulated visual infatuation with 

Louisiana’s apocalyptic environs means for local peoples and the racialized inequalities 

and colonial legacies inscribed into the landscape? When the film was brought up in 

conversation, mostly by journalists, Tribal leaders were often dismissive or reported not 

having seen it. “It had nothing to do with us,” one person said during an interview, before 

describing to me how he had a temporary job working on the boats in the film. “They 

were on a budget, and that’s the thing that hurt. Money-wise, we didn’t make much off of 

it, barely anything. I saw myself working until 2-3 in the morning with a shot the next 

day,” he remembered disapprovingly, before explaining, “I did it for the publicity.” I 

asked what he thought of the publicity that ended up coming with the film. He said: 

I was very disappointed, because we were told it was supposed to be for 
our culture and show our culture and what we go through. It was 180 
degrees from what we live. I was so disappointed. But we didn’t have no 
say-so. I didn’t have no say-so in what was in there. I think a lot of people 
went expecting something else because they said they were going to show 
a little bit of what we go through down here in hurricanes. That was not 
what we go through and has nothing to do with us or even how we live. If 
you want to do something with the culture, you have got to get with the 
people to understand this culture down here. You can’t just say you are 
going to make a movie, and this is how their culture is. You have to know 
what this culture is before you can even produce a movie. I think that was 
another bad situation. Everybody in the whole United States saw it and 
knew where it was shot. If it was down here, shot on our Island, if you 
want to show our heritage and what we go through, why didn’t you put 
some of our people in there? We need the money. Our people need the 
money. I was so embarrassed of it. I understand you have to sell it to the 
public, but you have to sell the whole pie. Not just a piece. When you sell 
it, you have to sell the whole pie. I think that is where a lot of the media 
has gone wrong. It is hurting us instead of helping us.  
 

According to this person, the film was sold to residents of the area as an opportunity to 

increase the visibility of the culture and risks. Meanwhile the film itself focused on the 
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risks while erasing the people, histories, and actual ways of life down the bayou. It 

became evident to me upon hearing this perspective that the circulation of representations 

of the Island, relations of media production, and the material conditions of Tribal citizens 

were deeply intertwined.  

The Education and Outreach Tour 

 When Chief Albert said that the Tribe was no longer hiding, he may also have 

been referring to the extensive time and energy he and others in the Tribe have expended 

trying to shape public narratives of their experiences. From managing their website to 

speaking with journalists and scholars about their efforts, they have tried to explain their 

plans and the rationale behind them in multiple ways. My relationship with Chief Naquin, 

Antoine, and other Tribal citizens, for example, began during a collaboration forged 

around screenings of a documentary film called Can’t Stop the Water.  

Filmed and directed by Jason and Rebecca Ferris from 2010-2013 and funded 

through multiple small grants, the film conveys the Tribal community’s agency, dignity, 

and humanity as they grapple with the changing landscape. In an early scene, for 

example, the audience is introduced to Pick—a game in which community members toss 

sharpened sticks into the ground. The sticks, explains one Tribal citizen, are becoming 

increasingly sparse as saltwater intrusion kills the island flora. This scene introduces a 

tone of human–environment interconnectedness, which continues in its portrayal of how 

marine life has sustained the Tribe. The film depicts Tribal citizens fishing and oystering 

through observational footage and interviews, as well as extensive advocacy of Tribal 

leaders, including a scene of Chief Naquin at the United Nations trying to secure 

resources and support for the Island and resettlement. The filmmakers juxtapose these 
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observations of tradition with images of children playing on the island, fishing, and 

waking up before dawn for the long school bus trip each morning. It also details the 

injustices of Indian Removal and being excluded from the Morganza levee, the struggle 

of securing recovery support after storms, and the Tribal Council’s plans to reunite their 

people and rejuvenate their ways of life together.  

The film has galvanized viewers, including myself, into action, and its circulation 

has been aligned with the tribe's ongoing efforts toward community‐led mitigation and 

cultural survival. In April 2015, coinciding with Earth Week and the fifth anniversary of 

the 2010 BP Oil Disaster, I helped organize five film screenings and community 

presentations in Washington, DC, Philadelphia, and New York City. The core organizing 

team for the events consisted of myself, Rebecca Ferris, Chief Albert Naquin, Tribal 

citizen Démé Naquin, anthropologist Julie Maldonado, and Bob Gough of the Intertribal 

Council on Utility Policy (COUP). We organized a panel to present the tribe's innovative 

plans for a sustainable and community‐led resettlement to accompany the film at each 

screening. During the panel discussions, Tribal citizen and council advisor Démé Naquin 

shared his experiences growing up on the Island and described the changes that forced his 

family to relocate. Julie Maldonado and Bob Gough offered their expertise on how 

environmental hazards, policy, climate change, and development have affected 

Indigenous communities throughout the United States.  

Collaboration was important throughout the screening process, from securing 

sponsorship, which included support from Honor the Earth, the Visual Anthropology 

Society at Temple, and Protecting Our Waters, to planning each particular event. We 

pooled our experiences, input, contacts, and energy to make these events happen. In 
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Washington, DC, for example, we relied on Bob's contacts with the Environmental and 

Energy Study Institute (EESI) to help us organize a congressional briefing at the Capitol. 

With the help of anthropologist Shirley Fiske, we added an evening event at a community 

space, The Corner Store, in Washington, DC. This provided an opportunity for those who 

could not attend the briefing to experience a more intimate space for viewing the film and 

to have extended conversation with panelists. The team spent five months planning the 

tour and held frequent conference calls, connecting organizers in Louisiana, California, 

Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania, to coordinate contacts, funding opportunities, audience 

considerations, outreach, and travel logistics.  

We screened the film for over 200 people. Audiences included thirteen 

congressional staffers; representatives from ten federal agencies; thirty-one people from 

NGOs, other tribes, and community‐based organizations; and twenty-six people affiliated 

with universities. Additionally, forty-two people live‐streamed the congressional briefing 

online. We raised funds for the tribe, shared Isle de Jean Charles members’ experiences, 

and gained targeted support for Isle de Jean Charles's resettlement plan. After the 

screenings, there was an extensive follow‐up effort to secure new partnerships and 

ongoing support as well as provide letters of support to HUD officials weighing the 

National Disaster Resilience Competition funding at the time.  

The circulation of Can’t Stop the Water was a clear example of the opportunities 

that audiovisual media presents to gain visibility and leverage that visibility when 

needed. Some of the challenges included creating space that fostered a conversation of 

solidarity, as many questions at the screenings were initially about various courses of 

action audience members thought the Tribe should take rather than what they are already 
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doing. Handing out two-page descriptions of the Tribe’s resettlement plans helped hone 

the conversation around how audience members might support the existing Tribal 

council-driven efforts. The screenings revealed a tricky balancing act where Tribal 

leaders and their allies navigated emphasizing the dire situation of flood and storm risk as 

well as the adaptative capacity of the Tribe and possibilities for solidarity. As the next 

section discusses, the Tribal leaders had learned that advocacy without equal partnership 

could be dangerously avoidant of their concerns. 

Politics of Home at the “End of the Road” 

Not all visual engagements with the Island been so entrenched within the Tribal-

driven work, and sometimes environmental advocacy has engendered tensions with the 

Tribe’s efforts. It was a rainy day in early June of 2017. I sat in a beautiful, perfectly 

weathered, driftwood-chic home and artist’s studio—a compound that occupies multiple 

lots of a block in Gentilly, New Orleans, a neighborhood that saw extensive flooding 

during Hurricane Katrina. Giant photographic prints of cypress swamp on large panels 

covered the walls—a new piece ready for show. “The whole thing is ten feet high by 

twenty-four across, six panels, four feet each,” the artist explained, noticing my 

amazement: 

This was just about going through coastal Louisiana and there were areas I 
knew as a child. I love nature, first of all, so I have driven the coast over 
the course of my life. There was this one day where I was down there and 
happened to be around Hermitage in Lower Plaquemines. It was just gut-
wrenching, because saltwater had come into an extent that there were lots 
of oak trees dying. It was like a cemetery. Not just one here and one there, 
but massive destruction. It was kind of heartbreaking, and this is just an 
illustration of how serious the problem is and how quickly it is happening.  

 
The well-known New Orleans-based artist had just gotten back from a prestigious gallery 

opening in the Northeast. The artist, born and raised in New Orleans and distraught over 
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the coastal crisis, has searched for ways to infuse environmentalism into her practice. 

From her perspective, making land loss visible in new ways is essential for mobilizing 

people to addressing it. She told me, “We all know the stats: a football field every thirty-

eight minutes. But it is more visceral to have a marker, a real visual marker of the 

destruction so I thought it might be impactful to bring that into my practice, into galleries, 

into museums, and even to do public engagement projects very committed to the issues.”   

While I wanted to learn about her approach and artistry more broadly, I was also 

there to hear about one project in particular: an indefinitely postponed visual art project 

that was supposed to take place a year earlier on the Isle de Jean Charles. The piece, 

entitled “End of the Road” was about making something that would go viral to raise 

awareness about the land loss crisis along Louisiana’s coast. The piece involved busing 

500 New Orleanians to the Island, where they would spell “HOME” with their bodies on 

the two-lane road connecting Isle de Jean Charles to the mainland as a drone flew 

overhead taking photos. According to the artist statement, “End of the Road will place 

inhabitants and concerned citizens within the vast watery scape to offer a visceral, 

pictorial scale to the magnitude of the crisis.” The goal was to “gather in a day of unity to 

create an iconic aerial photograph capturing an assembled group who will stand at the 

very epicenter of the fastest eroding land mass in the world.”  

The art event was not the first time that the “End of the Road” trope had been 

assigned to the Island. In a 1949 Times-Picayune article, journalist Helen Wurzlow 

described a “storybook isle beyond the End-of-the-Road, deep in the heart of bayouland” 

(Wurzlow 1949). The piece focuses on the idyllic beauty of the landscape and the 

author’s experience being escorted by a former Chief, Antoine, to the Island to learn 
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about their self-sufficiency and history. For Wurzlow, the “end of the road” is a 

geographical demarcation that distinguishes the conditions in which the Island 

community live apart from “modern” society nearby. “Time seems to have turned 

backward a century or more in its flight. There are no roads either to or on Isle Jean 

Charles—no sidewalks, no radios, no electric lights, no modern gadgets. Automobiles 

haven’t come to Jean Charles. You left the last telephone back in Montegut—10 miles 

from the End-of-the-Road” (ibid.).  

Island Road has also become iconic for nonlocal researchers, planners, and media 

makers. The road was described in fifty-one of the one hundred sixty-three online news 

articles I examined and was one of the most prevalent images in online news coverage. 

Countless presentations on the region’s environmental crisis contain pictures of the road, 

films, and photobooks use the road as device to show the encroaching waters. In her 

book, Rising, Elizabeth Rush recounts a real “life or theater?” moment when a U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development official presenting on the National 

Disaster Resilience Competition used a still from Beasts of the Southern Wild to 

emphasize the real-life flood hazards experienced on the Island (2018, 177-178). Likely 

the same still—an image of the film’s six-year-old protagonist, Hushpuppy, walking 

down a flooded Island Road—can be found in an article written by a state official in 

charge of the administration of federal funds for the resettlement (Sanders 2018). The re-

circulation and re-iteration of this image, particularly within such policy contexts reveals 

how the road as a potent symbol could be moved across lines of fictional and non-

fictional contexts of image production. This highlights the power of the image and the 

thin line between actual material realities and mediated and imagined realities. The Island 
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Tribe’s struggle for resettlement as an act of cultural survival gets lost in this blurring of 

the reality and theater of the road. 

As the advertisement for the End of the Road art event went public in summer of 

2016, tribal leaders became furious. They viewed the event as exploitative of their 

suffering. Moreover, with headlines like, “Artist organizing tour to doomed Isle de Jean 

Charles community to show effects of coastal land loss” (Wold 2016), the attention was 

seen as cynically dismissive of their long-standing and ongoing efforts to save their tribe 

and the Island. They protested. Some said that they would block them from stepping foot 

on the Island. Others threatened legal action. And in what has become one of my favorite 

ideas for applying traditional ecological knowledge, one Tribal citizen called me when 

they heard about the event, “We are going to smoke out their drones with marsh grass. 

That is how we used to get rid of mosquitos.” Chief Naquin released a public statement, 

“We the people of Isle de Jean Charles are fed up with this kind of exploitation. Call it 

off or it will get ugly" (Staff 2016). In an interview with me, he understood the good that 

the project was trying to do in raising awareness but argued that these kinds of projects 

should directly benefit the people of the Island. “Some of them need repairs on their 

home. I can’t do that by myself,” he added. While the photoshoot was postponed 

indefinitely, the artist did take a photo standing alone on the Island road with a sign that 

read, “home” (See figure 20). But whose home? 

The End of the Road art project is exemplary of the ambivalent relationship 

between the arts and coastal crisis and the exploitative perils to which well-intentioned 

environmental advocacy—but one not fully committed to Tribal self-determination and 

sovereignty—can succumb. Despite not having the consent of tribal leaders, the artist 
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pursued the project. The End of the Road art project also reveals a kind of apolitical 

regionalism, or a flattening of the diverse relations to the coast and to its destruction. I 

think of this as a depoliticization of home, in the midst of Louisiana’s coastal crisis and 

wonder if the need for and emergence of cross-cultural solidarity in the midst of disaster 

necessarily leads to a foreclosing of difference. 

 
Figure 20. HOME on Island Road, End of the Road Project. Source: 

http://www.dawndedeaux.net/bio.html 
 

We are all in it together, but are we all in it together in the same way? My sense is 

no, and that a recognition of different positionalities is key to actually forging solidarity 

through art. While a cosmopolitan artist in New Orleans has a lot at stake in the coastal 

land loss crisis, they cannot relate to the legacies of exploitation and current frustrations 

of visual extraction of landscapes down the bayou.  

Casting the News Net on Sinking Land 

 In the fall of 2017, I became more keenly aware of the challenges that Tribal 

leaders faced as they tried to amplify their experiences. As discussed throughout this 

chapter, media representation and circulation has had material consequences for the 
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Tribe’s resettlement planning effort. This section focuses on news coverage of the Island 

and the resettlement. I draw on a media content analysis of coverage and my experiences 

working on a multimedia piece about the resettlement to highlight the construction of the 

climate refugee narrative and the Tribe’s efforts to resist it, the Island-focused optics of 

coverage, the ethnocentric application of individual buyout logics within online 

comments about the resettlement, how constructions of “the taxpayer” were wielded 

against the Tribal community-driven plans, and the erasure of context for the 

resettlement. I argue that through these aspects of the coverage, journalist subtly 

internalized the state’s narrative of resettlement and subsumed the struggle for cultural 

survival within climate coverage. 

In early October, I was recruited by Dr. Kristina Peterson of the Lowlander 

Center and Chief Albert to work as a fixer for a filmmaker interested in producing a short 

film about the resettlement for an international philanthropic foundation and news 

agency.21 The job entailed setting up interviews and accommodations and driving the 

filmmaker and their cameraperson around the region. As the filmmaker described it over 

the phone, I was to “curate their experience” in Louisiana. Chief Albert was initially 

reluctant to set aside the time and host another filmmaker. In an email he wrote, “I hate to 

sound as if I am disappointed in the stories being told about my tribal community, but I 

am. The stories are being told to sell a story of a tribal community, but the truth is not 

being told. Why do you think your story would be different?” His question came at a time 

 
21 As discussed below, she aligned her work with journalistic conventions but also charitable foundation 
work and identified as a filmmaker. In fact, she corrected me when I introduced her as a journalist to 
community members—“filmmaker.” I viewed the confusion around her field as an expression of collapsing 
media institutions associated with the increasingly corporate and consolidated political economy of media 
and the proliferation of digital content production (see also Herman and Chomsky 1988; McChesney 2008). 
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of immense frustration by Tribal leaders of the media coverage focused on the 

resettlement. This was a year after the “End of the Road” art event debacle, and tribal 

leaders had watched as their experiences became warped into headlines across the largest 

news outlets on the planet.   

The first article to dub the Tribe “America’s first official climate refugees” came 

out immediately following the National Disaster Resilience Competition award 

announcement. In the two years that followed, 74 of the 169 articles I analyzed referred 

to the Tribe or remaining Island residents as “climate refugees.” The term has, for the last 

decade especially, figured prominently within internationally circulated narratives of 

climate change within the press and within nongovernmental organizations (Farbotko 

2010; Baldwin, Methmann, and Rothe 2014; Farbotko and Lazrus 2012; Bettini 2013). 

Drawing upon their work with Tuvaluans in the South Pacific, Carol Farbtoko and 

Heather Lazrus argue that representations of “climate refugees” are part of a discourse 

that draws from a corporate-media-driven hunger for “commoditized victimhood” and 

ideologies of development and colonialism (cf. Said 1978). According to the authors, 

“Climate refugee narratives have evoked a particularly narrow range of subject positions 

for inhabitants of Tuvalu—either a helpless victim or a climate hero—in a dependent 

relation with powerful groups in the developed world (2012, 386). Farbotko (2010) refers 

to this discourse as part of an “eco-colonial gaze” that simultaneously exploits the story 

and need of those planning their possible relocations and renders invisible the histories, 

worldviews, and agency of those peoples.  

The term was derived from “environmental refugees,” which has been used since 

the 1970s to indicate people displaced by droughts, industrial disasters, famine, and 
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earthquakes, particularly in Africa, Latin America, and Asia (Myers and Kent 1995; 

Lonergan 1998; Farbotko and Lazrus 2012). In the 1980s Executive Director of United 

Nations Environment Program, Dr. Mustafa Tolba, was increasingly concerned about the 

lack of protections under refugee law for those displaced people by environmental 

degradation and disaster (Lonergan 1998). The long-standing and ongoing debate 

regarding the possibilities and pitfalls of extending refugee status to those displaced 

across international borders by climate-related disasters continues today (Biermann and 

Boas 2010; Berchin et al. 2017).    

Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal citizens I spoke with 

rejected the label for a number of reasons. “We are not refugees. Y’all the refugees,” said 

one person to a reporter during an interview, referring to European colonization. Others 

pointed out that erosion caused by oil and gas pipeline and shipping canals caused more 

of the damage than climate change—an expression of one position in relation to the 

abstractions of global climate change characterized by an obfuscation of local history and 

worldviews (see Marino and Schweitzer 2016; Callison 2014). Another person compared 

the term to derogatory terms used by white settler descendant people down the bayou. 

“They call us refugees. That is a dirty word. It is like ‘savage’ or ‘s---ne.’ That is what 

they used to call us.” One Island resident had a more empathetic response, thinking about 

the suffering of those seeking refugee status as being much worse than what the Tribe has 

gone through: “I don’t think of myself as a refugee. I think of someone from Cuba or 

Syria. I think of someone on a raft. I don’t think it is fair to them to call us that, because 

we good. I mean, I got my house here. Those people there, yea. They really need help, 

but we not in that bad of a situation over here.”  
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The issue also seemed to be one of Tribal self-determination and solidarity. Chief 

Albert explained during an interview that the term was not only inaccurate, but it also 

distracted from the reality that they had a plan for their future, but need support: 

We were called climate refugees. I think of a refugee as someone who 
doesn’t have a place to live. We have a place to live. It is just that some 
are living multiple families to one home on the Island or are living away 
from their home. We are not refugees, just some people looking for a nice 
place to live that is safe, back with our people, reinvigorating our culture. I 
want people to know that we are not refugees. We are a Tribe. But if you 
have to, call me a “refugee” or call me whatever. I don’t care what you 
call us, just listen to what we want. 
 

Chief Albert’s analysis indicated that the debate surrounding the term was simply not as 

relevant as the Tribe’s actual experiences and aims. I was reminded of Robert Nixon’s 

argument that media can impose a kind of violence “that creates and sustains the 

conditions for administered invisibility” (2011: 151). According to Nixon, those 

experiencing development-forced displacement, “are physically unsettled and 

imaginatively removed, evacuated from place and time and thus uncoupled from the idea 

of both a national future and a national memory” (ibid.). To see climate refugees instead 

of a displaced Tribe fighting for their future maintains the imagined territorial and 

political coherence of the United States as a settler state and the unimagined realities of 

the resettlement’s full historical weight and future stakes as a fight for cultural survival.  

Another common distortion found within the coverage that had imagined 

territorial and political implications was the ubiquitous emphasis on the remaining Island 

residents and the landmass of the Island, while neglecting to adequately cover those who 

already left the Island but wished to be reunited with the Tribe. Out of the 169 articles 

that I collected, 65 identified the remaining Island residents as those resettling. Another 

twenty-one articles described those resettling in location-specific terms, such as “town” 
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or “village,” and another twelve described, “Isle de Jean Charles, Louisiana” rather than 

the Tribe. It was a subtle frame, as 101 of the 169 articles referenced the Tribe’s name, 

but typically did so only after leading with a description of the Island as a location and 

identifying the remaining residents as those resettling. Only thirty-five articles described 

existing displacement and outward migration from the Island—a key rationale for the 

resettlement effort in the first place.  

Imagery associated with the coverage reinforced the distortion of the Island’s 

cultural geography. The Island’s land mass and Island Road provided a stunning photo 

opportunity for journalists and photographers to highlight the loss of land. By far the 

most common image in the press were aerial photographs of the Island. The second most 

prevalent images were that of the Island Road, which as discussed above, remains a 

potent symbol for the loss of land throughout the region. The third most reproduced 

images within my sample of articles were maps of the Island from Google, U.S. 

Geological Service, or original illustrations. As argued by Farbotko and Lazrus (2012), 

images associated with the climate refugee discourse are political and work alongside 

other forces to “produce climate change as a crisis” in ways that are conditioned by 

broader social relations. Drawing on an analysis of images associated with Isle de Jean 

Charles, Kivalina, and Shishmaref, for example, Victoria Herrmann (2017) argued that 

aerial shots flattened complicated socially diverse experiences and ecological relations, 

while diminishing Indigenous cosmologies and traditional ecological knowledge. Such a 

visual trope was, according to Herrmann, part of processes of victimization, distancing, 

and othering that journalistic narratives can sometimes impart.  
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The reduction of the displaced tribal community to an Island with approximately 

30 households—rather than an already displaced Tribe with a population of 

approximately 600 people—was also expressed in the online comments that associated 

the dollar amount in the National Disaster Resilience Competition grant with the number 

of families still living on the island. This reduction of the resettlement was evident in 

comments like, “$48 million … 27 families … that’s 1.75 million per family … get a 

pretty nice condo in Destin,” “I am considering moving down there so I can get $420,000 

to relocate,” and “$48,000,000 divided by 100 residents equals around $480,000 each; a 

pretty good relocation package. If the house in the picture is any indication of what 

they’re leaving, those 100 people have to think they’ve just won the lottery.” The notion 

that resettlement was only about relocating families could exacerbate the effects of their 

existing displacement. As one Tribal citizen told me during an interview: 

The New York Times made it like we got $48 million for 27 families. New 
York Times says $48. And then you read the comments and people are 
like, ‘Ok, $48 million for this many people? What are they going to do 
with the rest of that money?’ As if we have it in our hands. That is 
aggravating. They are not saying that there is more like 600 people in our 
Tribe. Yea, that is all that’s left there, but the government wants to move 
us as a community. I mean, you buy a piece of land for 600 families, and 
that is a good chunk of change right there. Plus, your sewer plant and all. 
All the things that is involved. The media needs to be more specific about 
that. 
 

The Tribal citizen argued that the articles displayed a fundamental lack of understanding 

of the costs of building infrastructure. Additionally, he suggests that the articles presented 

a notion of “family” as discrete social units, ignoring the Tribe’s social organization, 

kinship relations, and sense of community.  

In the comments described above, and throughout the coverage itself, the figure of 

“the taxpayer” was often deployed as a rhetorical device. At times, as expressed in the 
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comments, the imagined taxpayer was opposed to spending so much money on the 

resettlement of so few people. In a number of other articles, the interviewers argued that 

taxpayers were bearing the burdens of oil companies not paying their fair share. One 

interviewer pressed, “It sounds almost as if federal taxpayers are picking up the tab for 

something the oil companies won’t pay for… some people might think that $48 million to 

resettle 60 people is a lot of money” (Atkisson 2016).  

Former U.S. Housing and Urban Development Official Marion McFadden, who 

oversaw aspects of the National Disaster Resilience Competition, responded to concern 

over the financial burden of resettlement costs to the taxpayer by highlighting the price of 

rebuilding in place despite repeated flooding. “We are very cognizant of the obligation to 

taxpayers to not throw good money after bad,” McFadden said. “We could give the 

money to the island to build back exactly as before, but we know from the climate data 

that they will keep getting hit with worse storms and floods, and the taxpayer will keep 

getting hit with the bill” (Davenport and Robertson 2016). Tribal leaders and their 

partners were thus put in a position of having to defend their concept from a set of 

critiques from an imagined “public” while also negotiating the shifting scope of the 

state’s commitments. Who is to say that taxpayers would necessarily oppose investing in 

the Tribe’s vision for the resettlement? The comments section of online news, however, 

is not representative of the tax base. In this way, I suspect “the taxpayer” is constructed 

by at least many policymakers and state administrators as a white cynic who opposes just 

and thorough planning processes and climate adaptation.   

Key temporalities of the resettlement were also distorted within the coverage. 

There was a lack of coverage of the historical production of the vulnerabilities 
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experienced by the Tribe, those forces that led to the resettlement effort in the first place. 

For example, articles led with “climate change” and “rising seas” in their headlines or 

first few sentences and then described regional oil and gas development, levees and other 

causes of the coastal crisis later, more briefly, seemingly as an afterthought. Thirty-one 

articles described the loss of or threats to culture, traditions, heritage posed by land loss. 

Eighteen articles mention Indian Removal era policy or the Tribe’s ancestors’ experience 

of forced relocation. Only ten articles include references to the Island being left out of the 

Morganza to the Gulf levee realignment—the pivotal moment that initially inspired the 

Tribal Council to begin working to resettle inland. Many stories emphasized individual 

decision-making on the Island—'will you stay or go?’—rather than recognize the 

processual nature of resettlement. Journalists often anchored their stories with the 

National Disaster Resilience Competition, signaling that the federal expenditure on 

resettlement for climate resilience was more newsworthy than Indigenous-led struggles 

for justice, cultural survival, and resilience. 

The history of the Tribal-driven effort itself was vastly underreported. The Isle de 

Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe’s pre-NDRC resettlement planning 

efforts were only mentioned in thirty articles I examined. Some of these references were 

framed in terms of previous failed attempts or that the Tribe voted against resettlement. 

Fewer framed as continuous advocacy and planning from Tribal Council. The Tribe’s 

primary aim of reuniting their people was only mentioned in twenty articles or 12% of 

my sample, and the specific aim of rekindling culture and educating youth about their 

Island heritage was only referenced in nine articles. Most of these references were one 

sentence or quotes from Tribal leaders without further elaboration. Only fifteen articles 
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described specific components of the Tribe’s plans: a health center, powwow grounds, 

tribal community center, etc., and only one article included actual renderings from the 

designs produced by Evans & Lighter in collaboration with Tribal leaders prior to the 

federal funding. None of the articles pointed to the state’s incorporation of exact language 

from the Tribe and Lowlander’s proposal within their successful application. Only eight 

articles described the reality that Tribal leaders contributed to the state’s successful 

application.  

The filmmaker responded to Chief Albert’s concerns via email. They emphasized 

that they did not yet understand the “true/full story” but committed to “tell your story as 

you would like it told” and rely on “community voices to tell the story.” They also made 

clear that they work for a “charitable foundation” but remain committed to the 

journalistic value of balance, “We are not an NGO so do not campaign; we must always 

seek to tell a balanced story.” A number of scholars have interrogated the political 

implications of “balance” as a journalistic convention in climate change coverage 

(Boykoff and Boykoff 2004) and in settler colonial contexts (Bishara 2012). The focus on 

balance while also committing to the Tribe’s story as they would like it, along with the 

multiple institutional identifications—filmmaker, journalist, charitable organization—

however, made assessing the ethical framework of the filmmaker difficult leading up to 

their arrival.  

About a month prior to their arrival, the filmmaker introduced me to another New 

Orleans-based fixer who would be working with the filmmaker to create a piece focused 

on the city or state climate resilience plans to accompany the Isle de Jean Charles one. I 

became concerned that filming the two storylines established a frame that may not be the 
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one Tribal leader advanced and would replicate much of the work already being done. I 

pushed back, explaining to the filmmaker that if they really wanted an underreported 

story, they could focus on the extensive activism by Indigenous leaders down the bayou 

to ensure a future for their communities and cultures. They assured me that they would be 

think about the two filming efforts as distinct and be open to hearing the Isle de Jean 

Charles story in the “community voices” as they indicated previously.  

The Island had become iconic as evidence of the impending coastal displacement 

and relocations and as proof that climate change has already affected people. A third of 

the articles described the resettlement as a model that might be replicated in future 

relocation processes, and at least twenty others highlighted the resettlement as 

“experimental,” “unprecedented,” or a “test-case.” Some reporters and even the planners 

at Office of Community Development saw the portrayal of a Tribe fighting to rejuvenate 

their traditions and recognize their heritage as overly sentimental or idealized, while 

missing what they considered to be more important, climate change resilience and 

planning innovations needed to accommodate sea level rise. According to one journalist, 

“If we can’t move this tiny Island, how are we supposed to move Miami?”  During 

interviews with Office of Community Development planners, I asked about their 

perception of the recent coverage of their work on the NDRC award. A similar rejection 

of narratives that emphasize the Tribe’s aim of reuniting their people and rejuvenating 

their traditions was evident. One state planner stated: 

The project is about picking up people at scale and moving them to 
somewhere safer. I think that gets lost in the clutter. At the beginning of a 
reporting process, at some point the reporter seems to get sucked into the 
narrative that this is a Tribal resettlement, and we should just talk about all 
the cultural aspects of the Tribe or the Tribes or whatever. I’m not 
suggesting that those things are not important, I’m really not. But again, 
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the real trick here is to figure out how to pick up a community at scale. I 
really wish that would be a more primary focus of the discussion and less, 
“Oh these guys like to fish, and they like to trap. They like to go do 
whatever, and they can do pow wow’s again.” That is fine. That is all 
great, but that is not the project. 
 

And yet, a resettlement that would rekindle the lifeways of the Island and affirm the 

Indigenous identity was exactly what the resettlement was all about to Tribal leaders. The 

above quote is reflective of the divergent priorities expressed by Tribal leaders and state 

planners within the resettlement process, and the state Office of Community 

Development’s drive to control the media narrative. 

Ultimately the filmmaker with whom I worked devoted much more time to the 

realities of displacement and the efforts of Tribal leaders than others, but it took a lot of 

time and even some pushiness from me to consider the effort to reunite the people and 

rejuvenate the traditions. For example, I ensured that they spoke with people who lived 

both on and off the Island and that they recognized the production of risks was not simply 

sea level rise. I also encouraged them to attend a First Peoples’ Conservation Council 

gathering and Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal naming ceremony 

so that they understood that there were broader efforts towards cultural survival. They 

included interviews with people both on and off the Island and highlighted the history of 

injustice that the Tribe was still grappling with. Still, there were issues with the final 

piece that was produced. The filmmaker included an interview with a state planner they 

filmed for the other story on climate resilience. Additionally, some of the footage that 

was most compelling to Tribal leaders never made it in the final cut. For example, none 

of the footage from the First Peoples’ Conservation Council gathering was included. 

During that scene, which was in initial version, a young Tribal citizen folded strips of pelt 
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while making a drum. Standing in front of others from neighboring Tribes he explained 

the importance of learning to drum and reuniting the Tribal community: 

I would always hear stories from the elders about how the Island once 
was. To me, drumming is a good way of bringing people together. Here, it 
was a secret to be Native American or American Indian, as some of us say 
it in my family. Chief used to tell me tales of getting kicked off the school 
bus just because of the color of his skin. Parents were afraid for their 
children and wanted their children to blend in with society. So during that, 
our heritage just grew to a halt. We want to bring it back, so I can show 
people this is who I am. This is me. 
 

The exclusion of this interview, the young person’s experiences, and any footage from 

the First Peoples Conservation Council gathering sidelined efforts towards social and 

cultural resurgence down the bayou and the emergence of new Indigenous-led 

environmental institutions throughout the region.  

Conclusions 

In previous chapters I described the state’s process for administering federal 

resettlement funds as ahistorical in their lack of honoring existing Tribal-driven 

resettlement plans and argued that state planners and their contractors produced a 

distorted notion of community. One of the biggest challenges of the resettlement planning 

process, in my view, has been the question of who gets to speak for the process and how 

to manage narratives of the process. Audiovisual media production and circulation has 

created spaces in which differently positioned people—Tribal leaders, Tribal citizens, 

state officials, scholars, and others—to define the resettlement and its significance. As I 

learned during my time as a fixer, trying to ensure historical context and the extent of 

Tribal leaders’ plans were reflected in published media could easily be a full-time 

endeavor, and at times it seemed like it was for Tribal leaders.  
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While the state had resources—like a $50,000 website and a press person—to 

control the public narrative of the resettlement, Tribal leaders did not have such financial 

resources. They did, however, have the attention and curiosity of media-makers and their 

audiences. Their narratives of lived experience were valuable. It seemed important to 

convey their Tribal community-driven planning process, expertise, and priorities simply 

multiple times and reinforced with captivating visual aids. This meant making visible a 

process that was full of uncertainty, changing, and not always unfolding in the light of 

day. Media-makers often relied on the landscape to do that work. The pitfall of relying on 

the Island to tell the story visually meant reinforcing the state’s narrative of a location-

specific notion of community. When Tribal leaders showed the Tribal community 

interacting more, like during the production of Can’t Stop the Water and, with lesser 

success, when I was a fixer and the filmmaker filmed the naming ceremony, there were 

more robust representations with social, cultural, and historical context.  
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CHAPTER 6  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

In the fall of 2019, as I was all but finished with my dissertation fieldwork and 

deep in the writing process, I had an experience that impressed upon me the significance 

of the process by which the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

community resettlement was transformed by state resilience planning and regional 

redevelopment. As part of a week-long conference focused on the Anthropocene, I toured 

the Center for River Studies—a river sciences facility in Baton Rouge, Louisiana that was 

built by Louisiana’s Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority and Louisiana State 

University (LSU) with funds from Chevron. Opened in 2018, the Center consists of a 

sleek new building near the Mississippi River that houses stunning infographic displays 

to educate visitors about the history of the River Delta and the state’s efforts to restore the 

wetlands. The centerpiece is a 10,000-square-foot model of the Mississippi River delta 

(see figure 21).  

 
Figure 21. LSU River Campus Model. Photos by Author. 

 
According to the LSU Center for River Studies website:  

Pumps are used to control the water and sediment injection. More than 18 
acoustic sensors coincide with U.S. Army Corps of Engineers river gages 
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on the Mississippi River and measure water levels in the model river. 
Twenty high-definition projectors illuminate the model and bring the river 
and coast to life. 
 

It was a spectacular show that depicted the deltaic plain in detail and triumphed the 

state’s efforts to restore the wetlands, in large part using multiple massive engineering 

projects.  

Looming over the model was a quote attributed to Albert Einstein: “We cannot 

solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” The quote 

reinforced a narrative of innovation and transformational thinking. According to our 

guides—a Louisiana State University coastal scientist and Coastal Protection and 

Restoration Authority community engagement specialist—the state’s efforts to 

“reconnect the river to the delta” using multiple sediment diversions, staple projects of 

the Louisiana’s Coastal Master Plan. For engineers whose tradition of trying and failing 

to dominate the river with levees and flood control structures, the diversions reflect a new 

path, one that offers the promise of a more harmonious relationship between us, the river, 

and the complex ecosystems it created.  

The limits of transformative thinking quickly became clear. During a moment of 

questions and answers in front of a large display of restoration projects included in the 

state’s coastal master plan, one participant in the Anthropocene Campus seminar asked 

the guides how the multiple levees and sediment diversion projects would affect local 

populations throughout the delta. The LSU scientist emphasized that the CPRA has 

learned a lot about the different issues involved and is doing a much better job at outreach 

than in previous iterations of their planning process—something many in the region will 

attest was a major improvement between the 2012 planning process and the 2017 
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iteration. He added that another agency, Louisiana’s Office of Community Development, 

has prioritized community engagement and that their work planning the Isle de Jean 

Charles resettlement and LA SAFE program will take care of those people outside of the 

Morganza to the Gulf Levee system. As he began to direct the group to the next room in 

order to show us the big model, he added, “And well, with the diversions, nobody really 

lives down there.” 

It was a jarring statement to me but could have easily been accepted by the other 

visitors, many of whom were not from the region. His response erased the Atakapa 

Ishak/Chawasha Tribal community at the Grand Bayou Village, historic African 

American community of Ironton, and numerous others located in the outfall of the Breton 

Sound and Mid-Barataria sediment diversions. Moreover, he recast the Isle de Jean 

Charles resettlement as a state-led initiative that should be lauded for the community 

engagement process. It was also clear in his response that despite the reality that around 

the world Indigenous peoples are the most effective stewards of biodiversity and 

conservation (Garnett et al. 2018; Schuster et al. 2019), the removal of Indigenous 

peoples from the coast is treated as a foregone conclusion. Instead, Louisiana’s plans for 

restoration accommodate a future for oil, gas and shipping industries (See Chapter 2) and 

coastal gentrification of “Sportsman’s Paradise” (See Chapter 4).  

In that moment, it struck me: Throughout my fieldwork I was not only learning 

about the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders’ struggle for 

resettlement as an act of cultural survival and their experiences of state climate adaptation 

planning and policy experimentation. I was also bearing witness to the confluence of two 

broad visions for the future of coastal Louisiana. One, rooted in principles of Indigenous 
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community leadership and solidarity, seeks to advance Indigenous self-determination and 

sovereignty, cultural survival, and justice-oriented approaches to climate change 

adaptation and sustainability. The other, a state-sanctioned, capitalist redevelopment 

model, promotes technological quantification of the ecosystem through land use surveys 

or massive environmental engineering and accommodates some of the very forces that 

have engendered the ecological collapse of Louisiana’s coastal wetlands in the first place. 

As I have shown in this dissertation, the latter has relied on the refusal and erasure of the 

former—sometimes in subtle ways.  

In the first chapter, I considered a possible tension between two broad and 

multifaceted approaches to thinking about and governing disaster—one emphasizes the 

legacies of political economic conditions that produce vulnerability, and the other focuses 

on designing a built environment that can withstand increasingly intense environmental 

hazards associated with our changing climate. I asked what happens when a Tribal 

resettlement is caught up in these orientations through the investment of nonprofit and 

state actors.  

Chapter 2 described Tribal leaders’ long-standing resettlement planning efforts 

that began over a decade prior to the National Disaster Resilience Competition. I also 

emphasized the particular constructions of disaster formulated by Tribal citizens in their 

resettlement planning process. Experiences of ecological devastation, landlessness, non-

recognition of Tribal sovereignty, and displacement were just as salient to future risk as 

projections of sea-level rise. As a result, the resettlement was framed by Tribal leaders as 

a multi-faceted “act of cultural survival” aimed at providing a space for Tribal citizens 

who live in increasingly flood prone areas (including, of course, the Island) while 
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reuniting their dispersed Tribal population and embracing their heritage on higher 

ground. 

Chapters 3 and 4 focused on Tribal leaders’ experiences of—and encounters 

produced by—one of the many grants they pursued to acquire support for their 

resettlement plans. Chapter 3 addressed some of the central components of the Tribal 

community-driven plans and juxtaposed those with the process imposed by state planners 

and their contractors once awarded federal funds that were initially dedicated to 

supporting the Tribe’s vision. While state planners understood the scope of the Tribal 

leaders’ efforts, they saw the reunification of the Tribe and embracing of Tribal identity 

as secondary to relocating those who remained on the Island. I view the state resilience 

planning as a form of ahistorical adaptation in that once awarded the funds, state officials 

did not adequately honor or prioritize the components of the existing resettlement plans 

so important to Tribal leaders.   

Chapter 4 focused more directly on how the reduction in scope of the 

resettlement—from an act of cultural survival to first and foremost an Island relocation 

program—was enabled by the construction of a location-specific notion of community 

without the concurrent goal of investing in the Tribal community, and by the imposition 

of state-led “community engagement” activities. I argued that these activities enabled the 

state to assert more control over the planning process and advance territorial control over 

the resettlement site as well. Moreover, the removal of Tribal identity from the 

resettlement aligns the state’s plans and process with regional redevelopment aims and 

accommodates potentially unsustainable suburban growth in Terrebonne Parish.  
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Chapter 5 discussed the ways that audiovisual media and media makers were 

implicated within the fraught politics of the resettlement. I drew from my observations of 

production and circulation within multiple media institutions—feature film, documentary, 

news, and art—to call attention to the challenges of amplifying particular frames of 

disaster and survival based on lived experiences and the importance of managing public 

narratives of resettlement processes. I argued that despite the good intentions of most 

artists, filmmakers, and journalists I spoke with, many—though not all—of the media 

representations produced about the Tribe and their experiences adopted the state’s 

construction of disaster as future risk, community as location-specific, and the 

resettlement timeline as beginning and ending with the National Disaster Resilience 

Competition.  

Learning and Creating More Just Processes 

The narrative presented in this dissertation is not exhaustive. I do not intend to 

reduce the manifold evolving resettlement planning processes and administration of 

federal resilience funds, the mercurial nature of state-Tribe encounters, nor the 

institutional complexities of both Tribe and State government to two binary oppositional 

forces. Nevertheless, the divergent processes advanced by Tribal leaders and state 

planners and the uneven power between them do reflect the clashing of two broad 

orientations to a changing coast. While utilizing my observations to create some checklist 

of recommendations seems inappropriate after witnessing such a crushing blow to the 

Tribe’s hopes for cultural survival, the collision of these different approaches to 

adaptation and the particular tensions I observed do provide for a moment of reflection, 

learning. Ultimately, I believe state and federal governments should recognize the Isle de 
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Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe’s inherent sovereignty and fund their 

Tribal community resettlement as was initially envisioned with the National Disaster 

Resilience Competition. 

As I reflect, I do have other thoughts on building a more just agenda for coastal 

adaptation informed by my observations and other work that draws attention to the need 

for more just adaptation processes. One resource is The Peninsula Principles on Climate 

Displacement Within States—a policy document produced by Displacement Solutions in 

2013 based on consultation with international experts in human rights, international law, 

refugee, and migration. The principles highlight the agency and dignity of those 

experiencing displacement and frame the role of agencies as resource providers and 

advocates rather than leaders of resettlement processes. According to the Peninsula 

Principles, national policies should institutionalize the government’s role as providers of 

resources, including assistance and protection against human rights abuses. The United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the United Nations 

Protections for Internally Displaced Persons are also critical frameworks that should 

inform engagement with these processes. Additionally, in their critique of resilience, 

Mackinnon and Derickson (2012) develop the notion of building a “politics of 

resourcefulness.” Their work highlights the need to distribute resources to address 

inequity, institutionalize and commit to democratic and participatory processes and 

capacity building within communities, value traditional Indigenous knowledges (i.e., 

ecological and other forms of expertise), and ensure the political and cultural recognition 

of communities and Tribes. I draw on their conceptualization of resourcefulness in my 

conclusions. 
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Resourcing Localized Continuity and Management of Adaptation Processes 

The encounters I observed between Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal leaders and state actors following the provision of NDRC funds makes it 

clear that policymakers and planners must adjust grant implementation processes, 

planning practices, and expectations. What should the Tribal Council have been told 

about their rights to maintain their role in leading the resettlement planning process and 

ownership over the resettlement ideas that they had been honing for nearly fifteen years 

when they shared them with the state, under the impression that the state was going to 

support their existing efforts to lead their resettlement? What role should the state have 

taken to support them, and what role can the state now take to support their continued 

struggles, as well as those of other Tribal and community leaders as they mobilize to 

adapt and possibly resettle their communities en groupe? What new forms of oversight 

are needed to ensure that partners remain faithful to proposed plans? How might public 

policy and planning processes bolster, rather than undercut, efforts to create what 

Fullilove (2004) described as “opportunities of relatedness” and “healing places” during 

adaptation and resettlement planning processes? 

The encounters described in this dissertation make a case for the 

institutionalization of participatory processes in government resettlement programs that 

ensure community or Tribal leaders remain in control of the complex and dynamic 

adaptations involved. I now think, for example, back to the state produced NDRC 

partners organizational chart described in Chapter 3. The violence of that chart lies in its 

portrayal of Isle de Jean Charles as a project (read: object) within a state led resilience 

program rather than a partnership forged around an existing process that needed support. 
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There needs to be a mechanism at the federal level to ensure that congressional 

allocations of disaster recovery and resilience funds are allocated, not only to 

jurisdictions, but directly to community and Tribal organizations for them to implement 

as they see appropriate.  

There is also a need for planners and policymakers to enhance organizing capacity 

when it is not fully developed. Though many community and Tribal leaders, like the Isle 

de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal Council, have long planned their 

resettlements or other adaptations to ensure a future for their people in the face of 

climate-related hazards and disaster, they likely also need various kinds of support to 

realize their visions and address the social effects of existing disasters and displacement. 

Rather than alienating them from planning processes if government actors identify 

problems, government agencies should empower them to organize more effectively while 

also maintaining and enhancing their roles and functions within their communities.  

Government representatives have access to resources that might be useful to 

resettling communities, including knowledge of agencies, laws, and procedures; people to 

serve as staff; letters of support; and grant writing skills. State or federal agencies could 

also provide financial compensation for time spent on resettlement activities, office space 

for community or Tribal use, and guidance for community members to gather additional 

resources themselves. Providing material support to existing community-to-community 

knowledge exchanges and to existing relationships of solidarity among community-based 

institutions would enhance resilience and supplement governmental deficiencies (Lazrus 

et al. 2016; Maldonado et al. 2015).  

Resourcing Indigenous Knowledges and Expertise  
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Outcomes of knowledge-generating processes related to resilience or resettlement 

planning are hot commodities at the moment. There is widespread demand for 

publications of “best practices” or “lessons learned” of resilience and adaptation 

processes. Indeed, one of the goals of governmental support for the Isle de Jean Charles 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw resettlement was to develop a conduit for future learning 

about resettlement processes and sustainable community development. As described in 

Chapter 3, the Tribal leadership and their team of partners had embraced the notion of 

using resettlement to create a teaching and learning community for sustainable 

development, whereas the state of Louisiana envisioned a resettlement process that was 

“scalable” and “replicable.” Louisiana state planners have presented their work on this 

resettlement at numerous conferences, including the American Planning Association, 

American Association of Geographers, and others around the world, without including 

Tribal leaders and their knowledge of the longer road to resettlement in an effort to 

rebrand as experts of climate resilience, adaptation, and resettlement. 

For a more just processes of resettlement knowledge sharing, it is critical that 

community and Tribe-based partners have real power and authorship in the activities 

through which their experiences, struggles, and activism are represented, objectified, 

commodified, and circulated for societal benefit. As discussed in Chapter 2, Tribal 

leaders participated in countless gatherings, meetings, conferences, and professional 

networks, including the Rising Voices annual workshops, Natural Hazards Workshops, 

the National Adaptation Forums, Building Resilience Network meetings, White House 

Council on Environmental Quality meetings, the Pacific Risk Management 'Ohana 

(PRiMO)s, American Anthropological Association, Society for Applied Anthropology 



 226 

meetings, American Geographers Association, American Planning Association, 

environmental law conferences, and many more over the four-year period that I worked 

with them. Participation in many of the events that enabled Tribal leaders to learn, share, 

and develop their capacity were either self-funded or funded through advocacy of the 

Lowlander Center and other partners. Rather than exclusively supporting state actors’ 

participation in academic meetings and trainings, state and federal investments could 

support Tribal attendance and participation in such gatherings and activities. Tribal and 

community organizations should be supported materially to author reports themselves to 

avoid reproducing the long history of erasure, co-optation, misrepresentation, and 

appropriation that has been used to threaten Tribal self-determination and sovereignty. 

Moreover, the resources and recognition derived from the circulation of documented 

outcomes should directly benefit those community-based organizations monetarily and 

through recognition.  

Resourcing Cultural Survival and the Regeneration of Indigenous Ecological Relations 

As I have emphasized throughout this dissertation, climate change adaptation and 

resettlement processes do not exist in a vacuum. Notions of so-called “managed retreat” 

can collapse diverse social contexts, processes, relationships to place, experiences, 

constructions of disaster, and intentions. Hino et al. (2017), for example, reduce an array 

of existing buyouts, national programs, and Tribal and community-led initiatives to fit 

within what they refer to as “deliberate intervention intended to manage natural hazard 

risk” and “the abandonment of land or relocation of assets” (364). The authors include 

the Isle de Jean Charles resettlement in their framework, and the state advanced a similar 

concept in their outline of “reshaping” coastal louisiana in their LA SAFE policy draft 
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(LDOA 2017a). However, as Chapter 2 and 3 demonstrated, neither of these “defining 

features” of managed retreat apply to the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal community-driven resettlement: The hazards that led Tribal leaders to 

pursue resettlement were not seen as “natural” and the notion of resettlement was not 

equivalent to an “abandonment” of their sinking homelands. Reshaping and retreat, these 

concepts sound like removal by another name.   

In this dissertation, I have described what I think is one of the most pressing 

tensions that policy-makers, planners, other professionals engaged in climate change or 

environmental adaptation and resilience face: The need to address, on the one hand, the 

increasing future risks to flooding and extreme weather that coastal inhabitant face, and 

on the other, the experiences and initiatives advanced by those whose vulnerability to 

these risks is connected to histories of forced displacement, dispossession of land and 

resources, and social marginalization. The Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribal-driven resettlement emerged from a history of dispossession, 

displacement, and exclusion. Tribal efforts for reunification, cultural survival, self-

determination, and recognition were subsumed within liberal democratic notions of 

community, place, and safety from future hazards, and a trade-off emerged whereby land-

use planning was set in tension with the Tribe’s struggle for justice and cultural survival. 

Ultimately, the tension provokes two central questions related to coastal resettlement and 

adaptation to climate change more broadly: Who manages adaptation planning processes 

when they are invested in by multiple sources of funding and one of which is the 

government? And who experiences continuity throughout those processes?  
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Based on my observations, continuity does not come easy for Indigenous 

community leaders or local advocates for justice—who are among the most committed to 

successful adaptation, maintain intergenerational environmental and social knowledges, 

and have much more at stake than many nonlocal or wealthier risk reduction 

professionals. Instead, continuity is afforded to industrial actors responsible for the 

ecocide of Louisiana’s coast as well as those firms who have the rolling state contracts 

and resources to successfully bid within procurement processes, (e.g. the design, 

architect, engineering, planning professionals, and other adaptation capitalists). The 

reality that after four years of planning and an unprecedented level of state community 

engagement, subcontractors already hired at the first meeting post-award announcement 

have been re-hired multiple times over for different phases of the planning process while 

Tribal leaders have been recast as expendable stakeholders whose exhaustion and 

disappointment has worn down spirits and further displaced their Tribe, should raise 

alarm.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, state planners offered a number of political 

justifications as they imposed their planning process. These included, though were not 

limited to, policy barriers like federal recognition and Fair Housing Act. The legal 

dimensions and relative weight of each rationale for shifting the scope of the resettlement 

remain somewhat of a mystery to me, but there is something insidious about the reality 

that two federal programs (federal recognition and HUD fair housing regulations) that are 

supposedly meant to acknowledge and support the needs of those who have been made 

vulnerable to colonial invasion and racism have been used as a rationale for undercutting 

the Tribe’s efforts to ensure their future safety and cultural survival. Nonetheless, 
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assuming these were actual policy barriers to planning and implementing a Tribal 

community resettlement that was funded by the federal government, why did the state not 

commit to a collaborative problem-solving process from the beginning, before imposing a 

planning process (See Chapter 4)? And perhaps more importantly, why did the state not 

find a way to secure Tribal lands or build a Tribal community center despite these 

challenges? How is it that state officials can find “multiple sources of disaster funding” to 

pay contractors millions for their land surveys—the value of which for the resettlement is 

debatable—but not allocate other funds if need be to support the Tribal-driven efforts to 

regenerate traditional ecological and social relations and secure land? 

Applying critiques of racial capitalism and settler colonialism are essential for 

taking the concepts of vulnerability and resilience seriously. Broad structural, cultural, 

and political transformation is urgently needed to ensure that Indigenous Nations are 

supported in their efforts to regenerate ecological relations and a land base and ensure 

cultural survival while addressing the multi-faceted social and ecological risks they face 

associated with climate change. Wazhmah Osman (2020) described the link between 

imperialism and development projects in useful terms. Osman wrote:  

Imperialism and development are two sides of the same coin, with one 
usually ushering in the other... Oftentimes development is only a Band-
Aid, a public relations spin campaign designed to cover up and distract 
from the more nefarious imperialist military, economic, or geopolitical 
plans and appease the citizenry of the home and subject countries (2020, 
75).  
 

With regard to land-use planning in the United States, and particularly in the oil and gas 

extraction zone of coastal Louisiana, it seems as though the imperial settler state plays a 

role in the nurturing of capitalist economies that are possibly reaching geographic, 

economic, and temporal constraints due to climate change, regional disasters, and related 
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uncertainties. As Marxist geographers like Neil Smith (2008) and David Harvey (2001) 

have argued, the reproduction of capitalism requires an uneven construction of space, 

which includes divestment and underdevelopment. I understand “managed retreat” as a 

reactionary strategy for extending the conditions required, economically and spatially, for 

the maintenance of the settler state and capital in a moment of increasing perceived 

ecological, and therefor economic, precarity. I wonder to what extent a Tribal community 

resettlement as envisioned by the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal 

leaders and their partners, who envisioned Tribal territoriality and resurgence challenged 

or presented perceived threats to such processes of capital-state re-territorialization and 

how those were understood and framed by state officials. 

Taking critiques of ongoing racial capitalism and settler colonialism seriously 

means examining development, including in the form of so-called “managed retreat,” 

within imperial contexts. My observations point to an urgent need to honor the self-

determination and sovereignty of all federally recognized and non-federally recognized 

Tribes, adhere to all treaties and partnerships forged between government agencies and 

Indigenous Nations, create pathways for Tribes to reunite their citizens and build upon 

their cultural heritage in ways determined by the Tribes themselves, excise structures of 

white supremacy from planning and environmental governance, integrate decolonization 

and social justice principles within all climate change adaptation programs, and divest 

from—and hold accountable—petrochemical industries and others culpable of ecocide 

while investing in a just transition of our energy and food systems.  

As I write this, there remains immense uncertainty among Isle de Jean Charles 

Tribal leaders as to how the state’s administration of National Disaster Resilience 
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Competition funds will support the initial aims of bringing the displaced Tribal 

community back together or in any way creating a “historically contextual community.” 

In the introduction to Violence Over the Land, Ned Blackhawk writes about the 

expectation that Indigenous peoples lose their identity as they adjust to the political 

economic realities of the settler state: “Once adaptation becomes synonymous with 

assimilation, change over time—the commonplace definition of history—becomes a 

death knell. The more things change, the greater the loss” (4). I am left wondering how 

things would be different today if state officials had honored their commitments 

described in the initial funded application and remained faithful to their partnership with 

the Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe and their commitments to, as 

the original application stated, “support and enhance Tribal identity, sovereignty, and 

dignity” (LDOA 2015b, 107). I worry, along with Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders, about what will be lost because state officials did not 

take that path. I also wonder what other community advocates and Tribal leaders have 

learned while watching this process unfold. Will they be forced to choose between 

climate change adaptation and identity? Between Tribal self-determination and physical 

safety from coastal flooding? Between relocating out of harm’s way and justice?  
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