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The Restoring the Delta watershed project enhances and expands the existing partnerships of public and private interests that are addressing restoration needs and management challenges in Lower Mississippi Alluvial Valley (LMAV).  Restoration of agricultural lands to bottomland hardwoods has been ongoing for many years. Partners such as the Fish and Wildlife Service, Ducks Unlimited, State Forestry and Wildlife Agencies, USDA Forest Service, Natural Resource Conservation Service, Corps of Engineers, Environmental Protection Agency, Business Council for Sustainable Development, Delta Council, Lower Mississippi Valley Joint Venture, and many other State and local government agencies are active and committed to restoring this valuable ecosystem. 
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Beginning the Journey Back – A New Forest is Emerging 

In colonial times, the bottomland hardwood forest of the LMAV occupied 24 million acres in parts of 7 States.  Now less than 5 million acres of this forest exists. Since the mid-1980s efforts to restore this bottomland hardwood ecosystem have gained momentum.  Several agencies and organizations have active afforestation programs. While afforestation, in and of itself, is not restoration -- it is the first and perhaps most important step beginning the journey back to a healthy bottomland hardwood ecosystem.   Along the way we have much to learn in order to understand and influence the restoration of ecological processes in this very altered system.   The journey has started.


Drivers for change: 

· Agricultural lands in the LMAV vary in productivity and sustainability.  Current economic factors are resulting in low profit margins when farming some of these lands.  Generally, these lands consist of wetter soils and are on lower, more easily flooded sites.  

· The market fluctuations, general hardships of farming, changing values, and shifting demographics are resulting in many farm owners beginning the process of changing land management practices.  This is occurring through a variety of means, including retiring farmlands and conversion to trees.  It is anticipated that future economic returns from timber harvest combined with recreation leases will provide landowners with a viable means to retain these lands in a forested condition.

· Many landowners are looking for ways to preserve their land and way of life for future generations, but also to continue to use the land for their own benefit.  Conservation easements are being used as a planning option.  In addition to benefits to landowners, the contributed land value from certain easements may be used to leverage additional funds for conservation.

· The economy has increased the pressure for efficient farming techniques. Often these techniques result in less available habitat for wildlife, thus increasing the importance of lands managed for conservation. 

· Carbon sequestration by establishing forest to offset greenhouse gas emissions is emerging as an economic incentive to retire lands from farming and re-establish forests.

· Some migratory bird species dependent on LMAV native habitats are experiencing population declines.  Fortunately migratory bird conservation is increasing in local, national, and international importance.  Several large funding initiatives are working their way through Congress and have received favorable support.

· Opportunities for economic returns through leases or fees on lands suitable for hunting, fishing, and recreation are emerging as viable management options.  

· Nationally, recent catastrophic floods have prompted discussions over future land use patterns and new approaches to flood control.  Much of this discussion has application in the LMAV. 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS TO DATE

· Two proposals merged, consensus developed and a draft business plan completed

· Sustainable Forestry Workshop to develop measurable indicators for afforestation efforts

· Increased dialog and networking with other partners in the LMAV. Examples include LMV Joint Venture Management Board, Delta Wildlife Foundation, and Delta F.A.R.M.

· Established a position and advertised for a full-time coordinator

· Developed Cost Share Agreements and Grants with partners to execute FY2000 actions

FUNDING-FY 2000 (Total = $375,447)
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WHAT’S NEXT…

· Select a coordinator and fill position

· Examine nursery capacity and quality of seedlings for afforestation.  Build and refine as needed.

· Develop a database for types, projected uses, and outcomes of current landowner assistance programs 

· Identify landowner needs and provide assistance as needed.

· Continue to expand and enhance the information repository and shared GIS database.

· Establish the Delta National Forest as a management model and feature it in education programs for landowners and others. 

· Coordinate a discussion forum and technology transfer session for carbon sequestration. 

· Focus research programs at the Center for Bottomland Hardwoods Research (Stoneville, MS) to help provide assistance to landowners and guide adaptive management for afforestation efforts.

For More Information Contact

Ray Johnston: 404-347-4807 rjohnston@fs.fed.us or Cindy Ragland: 901-758-3722 cragland@ducks.org or

Ted Leininger: 662-686-3178 tleininger@fs.fed.us



MISSION


The goal is to develop a strategic alliance to assist landowners in establishing a watershed approach to sustaining a bottomland hardwood ecosystem that provides a healthy forest, a viable economy, restored wetlands and riparian areas, wildlife and fish habitat, quality agriculture, clean water, and an improved quality of life.  











Remaining Forest – 1992 (shown in green)
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