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THE BASICS: What’s so bad about the dead zone?

ATCHAFALAYA BAY, 9 a.m. Tuesday – In an economy so dependent on the Gulf, perhaps nothing should be scarier than an swath of water larger than New Jersey where sea life cannot live. 

Just past Terrebonne’s Isles Dernieres chain of barrier islands is one edge of the dead zone, a long, 7,900-square-mile stretch of the Gulf of Mexico with such low amounts of oxygen that fish, shrimp and crabs cannot breathe. 

The low oxygen water is concentrated on the sea bottom, where those animals feed. The top of the water has a layer with high oxygen levels, but very few, such as red snapper or the Atlantic croaker, will swim to the top. 

“You know they’re stressed and just trying to survive,” said dead zone researcher Melissa Baustian.

The dead zone forces most other species out to the edges, and the fishermen who make their living off them have no choice but to chase them. That can lead to either high gas expenses, as fishermen must go farther and farther offshore to pass the dead zone and find a catch, or stiffer competition for the seafood inshore. 

“It can affect the season as well,” said another researcher, Lora Pride. “It could be a boom one year, and next year not be so great.”

How these forced migrations will affect fish populations on the long term is still being studied, Baustian said.

The dead zone has obvious effects on sportfishing, as the big game fish are pushed farther out to sea, Pride said.

The low oxygen levels also prevent some species, such as large clams, from living on the sea bottom at all. They start growing over the winter, but as soon as the spring dead-zone cycle begins, they are all killed off, Pride said. 

The dead zone has another ill effect. The same conditions that create it can also lead to the formation of red tide, a poisonous algae bloom that leads to beach closings and fish kills. 
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