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Sargent’s granite wall may be key to
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In the mid 1980s, Sargent residents began loudly voicing their deep concerns over the monumental loss of
shoreline along about an eight mile stretch of their nearby beach.  In fact, the average loss along this part of the
Texas coast was reported, by University of Texas Bureau Of Economic Geology researchers, to be the worst large-
scale case of oceanfront erosion found in entire the US, its territories and commonwealths.   When row, upon row
of beachfront homes began being devoured by the sea, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers verified that +/- 34 feet
per year was vanishing along 7.5 vulnerable miles of Gulf shoreline, with isolated hot spots losing over 60 feet
annually. 

Many locals were aware of government-sponsored beach restoration and maintenance projects in coastal
communities along the Gulf and Atlantic seaboards.  Most often, it was Miami Beach they cited as the definitive
beach nourishment success story.

Thus, these disturbed citizens started persistently asking
the County Commissioners Court to step in and formally
ask state and federal authorities to conserve and, if
possible, rebuild the beach.  They viewed this as
necessary for protecting both their property and /or their
property values and for preserving the beach as a
prominent tourism development asset.  The panacea
routinely envisioned was to allocate federal dollars and
authorize Army engineers to dredge sand offshore and
then pump it onto the beach and, thereby, pleasingly
broaden and thicken Sargent Beach with a glittery and
gritty veneer to cover exposed clay. 

Unfortunately, there were several formidable obstacles
standing in the way of this proposed strategy. 
Therefore, the prospects of incorporating this remedy
looked very, very bleak.

First, was the fact that, at that time, Sargent was a relatively small, unincorporated coastal community primarily
comprised of comparatively modest second homes.  This reality suggested to the powers that be that there was
not a sense of, either economic or political, urgency to care for this remote, end-of-the-road vacation spot at FM
457’s terminus. 

Second, was the plethora of reports from coastal geologists, and geo-morphologists, that there was no
appreciable reserve of sand lying just offshore of Sargent Beach from which to replenish the shore.  This meant
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the economic and engineering feasibility of embracing this solution was practically nil. 

 Third, were the professional number-crunchers who reported that a ‘perpetual’ federal expenditure in the tens of
millions (e.g., the combined cost for initial restoration, plus required routine maintenance) simply could not
produce a sound return on investment. To key decision makers, it would require a positive cost-to-benefit ratio if
any a federally-funded public works project were to be justified 

But, upon closer examination of these dire circumstances, came the glaring realization that the Gulf Intracoastal
Waterway was the most valuable treasure in grave danger of being encroached upon by the mighty ocean!

 And, just last Sunday, the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway was duly recognized in the Tribune as the unsung hero of
the Gulf Coast’s marine transportation industry.  But, the story of this inland waterway goes far beyond the
number of tow boats or barges the marine transportation industry employs, the number of ‘direct’ jobs this cargo-
moving infrastructure creates or the millions, upon millions, of tons cargo raw materials and manufactured
commodities safely and economically transported.

Sadly, there are but a very small number of individuals who fully understand the GIWW’s essential role in
maintaining our U.S. economy and, more importantly, our national security.   You see, the bulk of petro-chemical
manufacturing in this country takes place in two states – Texas and Louisiana.  Once the products are refined,
they must be shipped to locations throughout our nation and abroad to be turned into consumer goods.  Because
of the vast cost-savings of waterborne transport, and the protection of the environment and our human population
from potential spills of hazardous or toxic materials, inland barging is a greatly preferred option.

Without vigilantly ensuring that barge traffic on the GIWW remains un-impeded, the commerce of our country
could, quite literally, slow to a snail’s pace.  If a closure lasted very long (perhaps, only 3-4 weeks), some say it
could possibly be irreversibly damaged.

So, the goal eventually shifted from saving Sargent Beach to defending the integrity of the GIWW.  And, in the late
80’s, building the revetment wall at Sargent Beach moved from a local issue to a national priority.   The revetment
was Congressionally-approved, funded and constructed in little over eight years.  From a historical perspective,
this took place at a lightning pace, if one considers that the average time, from acknowledgement there is a need,
to completion of a federal public works project, had been 20 years.   

Yet, a direct attack by a major tropical storm has not validated whether, or not, the wall will, indeed, halt the
advances of the sea.  There are some in the know that proclaim that it, if this structure catastrophically fails, it
would be far cheaper in the long run and, a lot easier, from an engineering standpoint, to reroute this channel
farther inland by condemning  real estate in the Sargent community (i.e., land, homes and businesses) and inside
the San Bernard NWS wilderness.  Although this would not solve the erosion dilemma, it would afford the GIWW
many decades of protection and shield America’s economy from the ravages of the hungry, gnawing waves.

*end*
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