           STUDENT HANDOUT FOR THE MISSISSIPPI DELTA LESSON

  Weathering is the chemical and physical processes that break down rock at the earth’s surface.  As weathering breaks down the rock another force, erosion, takes over.  Erosion is the process by which water, ice, wind or gravity moves weathered rock and soil.
  One of the landforms resulting from water erosion is a delta.  A delta is a landform made of sediment that is deposited where a river flows into an ocean or lake.  One of the most famous deltas was formed by the Mississippi River.
  About 18,000 years ago, much of North America was covered with a continental glacier.  As the glacier melted the Mississippi River formed.  Since the sea level was 200 feet below the present level, a deep valley was eroded.  As sea level rose the river filled this valley with alluvial soils.  As the amount of water discharged into the Mississippi Valley dropped, the Mississippi formed into a meandering pattern.  Large amounts of sediment from the north and west were carried down the river and deposited as a delta.  
  Over thousands of years the Mississippi Delta has changed the shape of coastal Louisiana.  Over the last 5,000 years the coastline of Louisiana has moved toward the Gulf of Mexico between 15 and 50 miles to form the present coastline.  Now, however, the Mississippi Delta has been eroding.  Between 1974 and 1990 the land loss rate in the Mississippi River Delta Basin has averaged 1,072 acres per year.  This land loss is caused by the sediment being compacted (squeezed together), the land of the Delta subsiding (settling), hurricanes, tidal erosion, sea level rise and human activities.  These human activities include building navigation channels and canals for mineral exploration which reduce the amount of sediment reaching the delta.
  In our lab class we will use stream tables to show some of these affects on a rivers flow.

 PROCEDURE
  In this exercise we will explore changes in the size and shape of the Mississippi Delta over the last 9,000 years.  We will use the Image J program to “stack” images of the Mississippi Delta from 9,000 years ago up to the present to show an animated view of the changes that have occurred.  We will also use the Image J program to measure the changes in the size of the Delta over the same time period.
