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Teacher’S Key

Why is New Orleans sinking? 

These areas currently sink at a rate of up to 50mm per year, so in 10 years they will have sunk up 
to 0.5 m (or 1.6 feet). Possibly even more over time since a time lag can occur with groundwater 
depletion induced subsidence, depending on the aquifer structure.

Natural compacting of soil, underground mining, plate tectonics (movement of the Earth’s crust).

Loss of land based iced (such as glaciers and ice sheets) due to melting, and thermal expansion by 
warming ocean water. (warm water expands, which means it takes up more space than colder water).

This study has a much higher resolution than previous studies, which means researchers were able 
to take more measurements closer together. This allowed them to to detect elevation changes in 
much more detail and even look at sink rates for single buildings.  This study also used a radar that 
could better penetrate vegetation to measure surface movement.

A system that uses sound waves and their reflections (the echo) to detect items is called SONAR 
and used by submarines for navigation. Animal like whales and dolphins also sonar to find their way 
around under water and to locate food. And bats do it, too (it’s called echolocation). 
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check your understanding
How deep will the industrial areas in Norco near New Orleans have sunk 10 years from now if they keep 
sinking at the current rate?

In this paper, our research shows that human water extraction caused most of the sinking of New 
Orleans. Can you think of two other ways that could be responsible for sinking of cities or landscapes?

Describe two mechanisms that cause sea levels to rise.

What is the difference between this study and previous studies of sink (subsidence) rates in New Orleans?

Our elevation measurements are done by radar in this study, which emits radio waves to detect elevation 
changes in landscapes. Can you think of detection systems that emits sounds waves instead? Which animals 
use such a system for catching prey or finding their way around?
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