Yazoo Backwater Project Final Report Released

Backwater Project Protects South Delta

November 16, 2007

The Mississippi Levee Board proudly endorses the Yazoo Backwater Project recommended by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in its recently released Yazoo Backwater Project Final Report and Final Environmental Impact Statement.

“We are excited that the project is moving forward,” said Fred Ballard, president of the Mississippi Levee Board. “The South Delta has been waiting 60 years for flood relief. The Corps’ recommended project will reduce the threat of flooding in the South Delta, improving citizens’ quality of life while also restoring wildlife habitat in the area.”

Peter Nimrod, the Mississippi Levee Board’s chief engineer, adds,  “The Yazoo Backwater Project is flood control for the 21st century, combining an effective pumping station with vast acres of environmental enhancements and conservation measures in the lower flood prone areas. This project reflects a community compromise.”

According to Nimrod, the Corps of Engineers will buy permanent easements and reforest 55,600 acres of cleared agricultural land in the one- and two-year flood zone. It will construct a pumping station to operate when South Delta flood waters trapped behind the closed Steele Bayou structure exceed 87 feet above sea level. The project will lower the 100-year flood plain by 4 to 4.5 feet, and reduce the duration and height of floods.

Public officials, including Sen. Thad Cochran, Sen. Trent Lott and Rep. Bennie Thompson, are on record in support of the project. In addition, resolutions of support have been approved by local governments in the impacted area, and several South Delta hunting and fishing clubs.

Many local residents are hopeful the final report’s release will finally allow the project to move forward. “We need our pump and it is about time we got it,” said Ruby Johnson, South Delta Flood Control Committee co-chair. “We know it’s just a matter of time before we have another flood. We need the pump in place before that happens.”

The Yazoo backwater levee and the Steele Bayou structure currently help protect citizens from direct Mississippi River flooding. However, water from all or part of 10 Mississippi counties drains into the South Delta. When the Steele Bayou gates are closed during those times the Mississippi River’s water level is high, the South Delta floods. 

Since 1941, Congress has recognized the need for a solution. After decades of study, the Yazoo Backwater Pump Project promises flood relief. The project will remove flood water and reforest vast acres of bottomland hardwood forests. Pumping flood water from behind levees is a recognized solution. There are currently 22 pumps evacuating water from behind levees within a 200-mile radius of the proposed location of the Yazoo backwater pump. The Yazoo Backwater Project provides the added feature of significant reforestation, which will both reduce flood damage and enhance environmental resources.

The project – which represents the fulfillment of a 60-year-old promise by the federal government – is estimated to cost $220 million. Economists agree it will return $1.50 in benefits for every $1 spent. Economists with Louisiana State University and Mississippi State University have reviewed and confirmed this economic benefit analysis.

More than one-third of the project’s cost is for the acquisition of perpetual easements and implementation of the reforestation and conservation measures on 55,600 acres of land. This reforested acreage will be equivalent in size to the Delta National Forest.

