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BY TYLER BRIDGES
Staff writer

The 60-day legislative session is reaching
a climactic moment on its most important
issue, and the key lawmaker determining
the outcome is Senate President Page Cor-
tez, a furniture store owner and one-time
football coach in Lafayette whose political
career is ending due to term limits.

Cortez is employing all the
legislative wiles he’s devel-
oped during his 16 years at
the Capitol to quarterback
a heavy lift: win a superma-
jority in both the House
and the Senate to spend an
unprecedented amount of
money in the treasury to
fix roads, repair university
buildings and restore the

eroding coast.
Cortez has marshaled Republicans and

Democrats alike in the Senate to support his
effort to raise the expenditure limit, as it’s
called inside the Capitol.

The looming question now, with the Leg-
islature scheduled to adjourn on June 8, is
whether fiscal conservatives can hold the
line to block Cortez and his allies by pre-
venting the two-thirds vote needed in the
House to breach the spending limit.

The fiscal conservatives want instead to
spend much less on infrastructure and use
the extra money to pay down long-term re-
tirement debt.

Cortez belongs to the pragmatic wing of
the Republican Party in a battle that pits
Republicans against Republicans.

Cortez
will play

decisive role
in budget
debate

ä See CORTEZ, page 4A

2023
LEGISLATURE

Cortez

BY ANDREA GALLO
Staff writer

Toddlers who died from overdoses after
overlooked warnings.

Children who slept in state offices without
enough immediately available foster beds.

Teens who were shackled in solitary con-
finement after escapes from juvenile lock-
ups.

The state agencies charged with helping
vulnerable Louisiana children have been
buffeted by controversies for the past year,
with revelations about serious lapses of pro-
tocol rocking both the Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services and the Office of
Juvenile Justice. Leaders of both agencies
resigned late last year amid scrutiny, each
saying their workers were understaffed and
overwhelmed.

Lawmakers
push for
children’s
oversight
Legislature eyes

ombudsman charged
with accountability

ä See OVERSIGHT, page 6A

New land emerges
in Barataria Basin
Restoration project has pumped 8.4 million cubic yards
of sediment nearly 14 miles inland from Mississippi River
BY MARK SCHLEIFSTEIN
Staff writer

A bumpy, 20-minute ride on a
“Star Wars”-like people mover
crosses new land, the result of a
nearly complete marsh creation
project in an area that badly
needs it.

The ride was part of a recent
tour to showcase the Upper
Barataria Marsh Creation proj-
ect, built by pumping sediment
nearly 14 miles inland from the
Mississippi River.

Paid for with more than $181
million from the $5 billion set
aside by BP to restore natural re-
sources damaged during the com-
pany’s 2010 Deepwater Horizon
accident and oil spill, the project
overseen by National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration
Fisheries will have built close to
1,200 acres of new land when it is
completed in October.

Some of the large polygons of
new land already are covered
with marsh grasses, while others
are still a collection of brown,
sandy patches, awaiting seed-

ing by workers or by the natural
spread of wetland vegetation.

The sediment pumped from
the river filled open water to
an initial height of about 3 feet
above sea level, and the new land
will eventually settle to about 1.5
feet above the water.

Already, the patches are attract-
ing a variety of wetland birds,
including killdeer, red-winged
blackbirds, least terns, egrets,
blue herons and even an osprey.

Just offshore of one polygon,
an alligator floated in a stretch
of remaining open water.

The new land represents the
fifth of a series of restoration
projects dating back to 2009
that are rebuilding a landbridge
across portions of Plaquemines
and Jefferson parishes. They
stretch from the unprotected
side of hurricane levees along
the river near the Phillips 66
Alliance Refinery to the Bara-
taria Waterway just south of
“The Pen,” a failed agricultural
development that subsided and

STAFF PHOTOS BY DAVID GRUNFELD
An aerial view reveals new land created by pumping sediment mined from the Mississippi River through a 13.5-mile
pipeline into open water formed by subsiding and eroding wetlands, just south of Jean Lafitte on May 15.

“The project will restore interspersed
yet ecologically connected coastal

habitats in the upper Barataria Basin,
resulting in a larger and more stable
marsh platform, restored fish and

wildlife habitat, and reduced erosion
and land loss in the basin.”

DONNA ROGERS, NOAA project
manager for the restoration effort

BELOW: Visitors tour a portion of 1,200
acres of new land being created as part
of the Upper Barataria Marsh Creation
project, just south of Jean Lafitte on the
West Bank in Jefferson Parish on May 15.
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