The Jefferson Memorial Problem…Root Cause?

The Jefferson Memorial was crumbling to the point that it came close to seriously injuring a tourist.  The National Park Service convened a committee to look into the issue.  

At first they thought the problem was acid rain so they considered covering the Memorial.  A big undertaking since the monument is large!  However, none of the other monuments were decaying at the same rate and this one was crumbling inside and out.  So they asked Why? 

They went to the people who worked at the monument and discovered that they were cleaning it inside and out with a soap solution twice a week.  Further investigation revealed that the soap solution reacted with the exhaust from the jet fuel from the airport across the river, causing the erosion.  

The first question put to the workers was why are you cleaning it so often?   They explained that there were a LOT of pigeons around it and that droppings had be cleaned off to keep the area presentable for the tourists. 

The second question was why so many pigeons?  They brought in a pigeon expert who explained that the pigeons were attracted to an unusual number of spiders in residence.

The third question was why so many spiders?   The spider expert told them that they had so many spiders because between the monument and the river there was a marsh that was home to a particular kind of midge.  It seems that midges have a very short reproductive cycle which involves coming out of the ground just at dusk.  After a lot of investigating they discovered that at dusk flood lights were turned on to light up the monument which attracted a significant number of the mating midges to the light. They promptly died, falling to the ground all around the building, attracting spiders who eat midges.

So the spiders feasted on the midges, the pigeons ate the spiders and pooped all over the monument, the monument was cleaned twice a week with soap that interacted with the  jet exhaust and pieces of the crumbling monolith were falling on tourists. 

Solution:  While at first glance it appeared that moving the airport would be the only solution, all they had to do was change the timing of the floodlights to allow the midges to do their business and get back into the ground which in turn discouraged the hungry spiders who moved to better feeding grounds and the pigeons flew the coop, leaving the cleaners of the Jefferson Memorial only occasional  work. 
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