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women, and laborers, and to protect the
environment.”

There are signs that a movement to
stop the commercialization of childhood
is already underway. Senator Tom Harkin
has introduced a bill to reinstate the Fed-
eral Trade Commission’s power to regu-
late marketing to children. Unfortu-

nately, this movement may be coming too
late for some people. “I talked to a
mother,” says Linn, “who said her baby’s
first words were Elmo, Nemo, and Coke.”

� kathleen koman

susan linn e-mail address:
slinn@jbcc.harvard.edu
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Oyster Environmentalists

O
nce so degraded that residents
avoided touching the brackish
water, the 106-acre Wilson Bay in
Jacksonville on the North Carolina
coast now hosts a healthy cross-

section of aquatic life. From the micro-
scopic creatures at the foundation of the
bay’s food chain to golden eagles and os-
preys—the local “keystone species” whose
populations determine the health of many
other species in the ecosystem—wildlife
has returned to a basin where municipal
wastewater used to be discharged. There
are still miles to go in the bay’s evolution
from polluted to pristine, but the process
shows great promise thanks to a mélange
of approaches, beginning with the intro-
duction of a bivalve—the oyster.

Wilson Bay’s journey began in 1998
when Jacksonville’s governing council,
concerned that its water-based waste-
processing plant would be forced to close
due to ever-stricter standards for waste-
water discharge, shut the facility down. In
its place, the city created a land applica-
tion system that stopped further e±uent
from being pumped
into the bay. But
there was no prece-
dent for cleaning a
body of water of
such magnitude.

The bay—once
home to abundant
waterfowl, fish, and
other aquatic crea-
tures and a source
of recreation for the
area—had suc-
cumbed to a combi-

nation of tainted runo≠ from surrounding
neighborhoods, creosote posts supporting
a dock at a nearby military installation,
and a 50-year buildup of urban e±uent.
The water had become so polluted that
fecal coliform levels soared above the
recreational standards set by the state. 

City o∞cials asked veterinarian Jay
Levine, M.P.H. ’84, for ideas on how to
resurrect the bay, situated at the interface
of fresh and brackish water in the New
River. Levine, a North Carolina State Uni-
versity College of Veterinary Medicine re-
searcher, had recently returned from a
trip to France, where he studied oysters
produced through aquaculture tech-
niques. He devised a multilateral ap-
proach to Jacksonville’s problem that
combined seeding the water with bivalves
such as oysters, clams, and mussels; en-
hancing the water’s flow and increasing
its oxygen level; restoring wetlands; and
removing the polluting posts.

Bivalves filter many times their weight in
water, combing it for edible detritus and
other food. After consuming the food, they

expel the water in
cleaner form. Since
one adult oyster can
process several gal-
lons of water a day,
depending on its
species, placing hun-
dreds of bags filled
with thousands of
oysters in the water
would have a posi-
tive e≠ect over a pe-
riod of time.
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strategy believed that the bivalves could
not do the job and would not survive in
the bay, due to its fluctuating salinity lev-
els and the presence of harmful organisms
that could overwhelm the young oysters.
Levine nevertheless persevered, using an
oyster native to the area. To increase their
odds of survival, he had the oyster spat
placed in flat plastic cages suspended a
few inches below the surface, where they
could use surface oxygen. When the oys-
ters grew, they were moved to tubular
mesh bags suspended with floats and
spaced a bit farther apart, but still near
the water’s surface. Although their initial
growth was slow, the oysters survived.

To enhance water movement and pre-
vent stratification, leading to too little
oxygen at lower depths, Levine and his
associates used aeration units to
strengthen circulation. Within months,
the thriving oysters helped reduce the
concentration of organic particles on the
bottom of the bay. “Oysters were only one
small part of this project,” Levine says.
“We used them to kick-start the recovery
process.”

As the first link in the food chain—the
“benthic community” of organisms living
in and on the ocean floor—gained a
foothold in the bay, successive links also
strengthened. Crabs, shrimp, and mussels
reappeared. Reestablished wetlands fur-
ther enhanced water filtration, and envi-
ronmental engineers were hired to design
stormwater filtration systems and imple-
ment other changes to divert excess nu-
trients from moving into the bay and
overstimulating aquatic plant growth.

Within two years, ducks, geese, cor-
morants, pelicans, and herons began to
frequent the bay. The waterfowl nested in
the carefully restored wetlands that ring

the bay and fed o≠ the many species of
fish that reappeared after decades of ab-
sence. “At first, we’d go out and see one
duck,” Levine says. “Now it’s alive with
waterfowl.”

Although far from complete, early pro-
ject results have been encouraging. The
park along the bay’s banks once stood
empty, reeking from the stench of filthy
water. Now families picnic at the water-
side and the bay hosts boating, fishing,
and a kaleidoscope of wildlife. And sci-
entists in places as far away as Torino,
Italy, have begun to clean their own pol-
luted waterways using the multifaceted,
integrated process Levine and his team
applied at Wilson Bay.          

�carole moore

jay levine e-mail address:
jay_levine@ncsu.edu

O
utgoing North Carolina senator
John Edwards wasn’t the first per-
son to notice the Second America,
which he described in a primary
campaign speech as a place where

full-time workers live in poverty, lack
healthcare, and pay high taxes. In 1991,
conservative commentator Patrick J.
Buchanan took a cab ride uptown in New
York City every night for a week. “It was
like passing through a di≠erent world,” he
wrote. “We are two countries; and many
Americans in the first country are getting
weary of subsidizing and explaining away
the deepening failure of the second.”

If there are two Americas, the “failure”
of the second may derive from the world-
view of the first. In a new book, Fighting
Poverty in the U.S. and Europe: A World of Di≠er-

ence, Ropes professor of political economy
Alberto Alesina and professor of econom-
ics Edward L. Glaeser suggest that a na-
tion’s racial diversity and political institu-
tions shape its approaches to solving
poverty by redistributing wealth. “Either
Americans overestimate how easy it is for
the poor to get rich,” Alesina says, “or the
Europeans overestimate how di∞cult it is
for the poor to get out of poverty.” He
cites data indicating that 71 percent of
Americans believe people can get out of
poverty, while 60 percent of Europeans
think the poor are trapped there.

Data on social mobility, the ease with
which one may move up or down the in-
come ladder, suggest that the poor in both
places are equally mobile—or equally
trapped, depending on your perspective.

U P W A R D L Y  I M M O B I L E

Down and Out in Paris and Boston

Left: An aerial view of Wilson Bay near Jack-
sonville, North Carolina. Right: A bag of bay-
cleaning oysters.

A play bus for children sits in a desolate playground 
in a poor section of Belfast, Northern Ireland.
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