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	THE BASICS: Where does the dead zone come from?




A map of the dead zone, shown in red, based on measurements taken earlier this summer. (Adam Sapp / LSU)


COCODRIE, 12:30 a.m., Tuesday – The Gulf of Mexico dead zone, say the scientists who study it, is essentially the accidental side effect of man’s natural efforts to sustain life. 

What starts as the basic nutrients necessary to grow corn in the nation’s breadbasket ends up a 7,900-square-mile swath of the Gulf coastline uninhabitable for most marine life. 

The research vessel Pelican left Monday evening from the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium dock in Cocodrie, but the root of the problem the scientists aboard are studying starts miles and miles upriver, said Melissa Baustian, an LSU Ph.D. student on this week’s hypoxia cruise. 

Farmers across most the Midwest cultivate corn, which requires high levels of nitrates and phosphorous in the soil, Baustian said. Around the same time as their spring planting, mountain snow begins to thaw upriver, washing nutrient-rich runoff into the Mississippi which then spews into the Gulf. 

Those nutrients – not some mutant-producing ooze dumped out of chemical factories, but the simplest food of crops – are what causes the cycle of algae growth, death and decay that sucks the oxygen out of the sea bottom and chokes out other life. 

The dead zone was first noticed in the 1970s, and researches theorize it was formed in the 1950s, after World War II, when the production of fertilizers was synthesized and crop production took off. 

Baustian, a native of Dubuque, Iowa, said the enormity of the problem is especially clear to her. She grew up in the middle of the farmland that produces the runoff she is now studying. 

“I couldn’t believe that what we did in the Midwest really affected the Gulf of Mexico,” Baustian said.

How to fix the dead zone is likewise problematic. The nutrients are natural, as is the runoff that delivers them, so the obvious way to lessen it is to grow less crops. Because nobody is doing anything wrong, crafting a policy to address it will be thorny, and even more so if your family still lives up there. 

“Especially after growing up in Iowa,” Baustian said, “the last thing I wish for is the farm economy to collapse.” 
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