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It's awfully easy, sitting here in the upper half of the Mississippi Delta, to get a little complacent about flood control.
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Thanks to a host of projects, from dredging river bottoms to erecting levees to installing pumps, Greenwood theoretically is protected from all but a cataclysmic flood.

Folks aren't quite so fortunate in the southern part of the Delta. Since the flood of 1973, considered the last of the granddaddy floods, the South Delta has endured at least eight more significant floods. Because that area is thinly populated and its residents predominantly poor, the South Delta doesn't have a whole lot of clout, other than from farmers who aren't too crazy about seeing their cropland regularly go under water.

For more than four decades, a project designed to bring that area some relief from high water has resulted in a pitched battle between competing interest groups -- South Delta landowners and residents on one side, and environmental and conservation groups on the other.

The fight, which had been in a state of truce for the last few years, is heating up again. Recently, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers released its report recommending that the installation of the Yazoo Backwater Project move forward. The massive pumping station has the endorsement of longtime backers, such as the Delta Council and the Mississippi Levee Board, but it has met with howls of protests from the environmentalists who think preserving wetlands is a whole lot more important than keeping water out of people's homes and off their cropland. Also in the opposition's corner is the state's largest newspaper.
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The Clarion-Ledger, whose editors are all for compromise between environmental and flooding concerns when it comes to the capital city, are completely uncompromising when it comes to the Yazoo pump. Recently, the newspaper likened the project to Frankenstein and asked, “Won't someone drive a stake through this monster's heart?”

It's a catchy line, but it leaves me wondering whether the editors bothered to study exactly what's being proposed in the reformulated plan.

I'll admit I'm a little over my head when it comes to doing a cost-benefit analysis of a $220 million public works project. It certainly seems, however, that the Corps of Engineers and the project's backers have made an honest effort to balance their desires for drainage with the wishes of outdoorsmen and environmentalists to not upset the normally occurring wildlife and plant habitat.

The Corps has scaled back the capacity of the pump by almost half from what was proposed when the project was last drawn up in 1982. The pump won't come on until there are about 214,000 acres under water, and those acres will stay under water while the pump is running. Thus, the impact on wetlands should be negligible. In fact, the wildlife habit could be enhanced, since the Corps will reforest more than 55,000 acres of cropland, presuming landowners agree, for likely conversion into hunting land.
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The design is not everything the flood-control advocates wanted, but they had to make concessions to keep the project alive. The opposition, at least initially, doesn't appear as if it's ready to give an inch.

It may be tough to convince other parts of the country or even other parts of Mississippi why the project should go forward. Those of us who live in the northern half of the Delta, however, should recognize a moral obligation to support it.

In 1941, Congress authorized a comprehensive plan to reduce Delta flooding, mostly by assisting the water in its natural flow southward toward the Gulf of Mexico. All or parts of 10 Delta counties, including the western half of Leflore, funnel their water toward Sharkey and Issaquena counties. It's not right, during times of high water, just to let it bottleneck there while we stay dry to the north.

If there's a better, more economical way to get that water off those people, let's hear it. But if not, the project should proceed.

