EPA trying to kill the Yazoo Backwater Project 
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Op-Ed  -  Peter Nimrod, Chief Engineer, MS Levee Board

The Mississippi Levee Board is appalled that after more than a decade of study, coordination and communication among the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Yazoo Backwater Project is about to become the victim of an interagency policy dispute over the future of flood control.  The EPA’s proposed “veto” of the Project, as described in its Proposed Determination, is based on a position that removing backwater flooding from the Yazoo Area is simply unacceptable.  This is a stark challenge to the fundamental premise of congressionally authorized flood damage protection.

The Yazoo Backwater Project is flood control for the 21st century, combining an effective pumping station with environmental enhancements and conservation measures in the lower flood prone areas. This project reflects a community compromise. The Project features should be well known: 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. The community, which expected flood water pumping at 80 feet, has compromised and supports a 14,000 cfs pumping station that will operate only during high stages on the Mississippi River when South Delta flood waters are trapped behind the closed Steele Bayou Structure and exceed 87 feet above sea level. The project will provide economic benefits by lowering the 100-year flood by 4 to 4.5 feet, and reduce the duration and height of floods.  The project will also provide environmental benefits in every environmental resource in the South Delta by the large-scale reforestation feature.

Congress authorized this Project since 1941, knowing that the Mississippi Rivers and Tributaries Project components would raise floodwaters at Vicksburg.  Over the years, flood stages have risen by 12 feet, meaning that the Yazoo Backwater Area bears the burden of flood protection further upriver, in the Mississippi River valley – this is water generated from 41% of the continental United States - that’s all or part of 31 States!  Pumping flood water from behind levees is the only realistic solution to protect the Yazoo Backwater in light of the operation of the Mississippi Rivers and Tributaries Project as a whole.  The Yazoo Backwater 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. 

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.  

This Section 404(c) veto is about much more than the Yazoo Backwater Project.  EPA is using this Project to challenge the Corps on structural flood control.  EPA’s Proposed Determination does not recognize the Corps' expertise in flood management, and has questioned the Corps' data, assumptions and methodology.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has also raised similar questions.  The agencies have deep, fundamental disagreements on facts and policies.  The Levee Board, its constituents and the Yazoo Backwater Project are caught in the middle of this significant federal interagency policy dispute.  We don't want flood protection for the citizens of the South Mississippi Delta to be the victim of a federal interagency policy dispute that has national implications.  We need to find a constructive, not destructive, way to balance environmental and economic needs going forward.  Watching the Yazoo Backwater Project be destroyed in a Section 404(c) process will not further that goal.  

Given the extent to which EPA has criticized every aspect of the Project, it is hard to believe the EPA statement that it supports the goal of providing improved flood protection for the residents of the Mississippi Delta.  If this was so, EPA would have accepted the Levee Board’s offer to move the issues out of the Section 404(c) process and have a constructive discussion of the future of flood control in Mississippi.   

EPA’s actions convince us that EPA has been mandated to kill this project and any possible future pumping station for the Mississippi South Delta.  This is completely unfair!  There are over 22 federally funded pumping stations within a 200 mile radius of the proposed Yazoo Backwater Pumping Station.  Everyone has a pumping station in Louisiana and Arkansas except Mississippi.  

We cannot begin to expose the irony of a federal agency called the “environmental protection agency” trying to kill a project that will only enhance the environment in every way if completed.  Low lying cleared land, which floods regularly, would be reforested, providing habitat and reducing water quality impairments.  Everyone knows that springtime flooding hurts trees and can be devastating to the wildlife.  By killing this project, EPA is hurting the environment, as well as humans, trees, animals, fish and water quality!

EPA has scheduled a public meeting at the Vicksburg Convention Center at 7pm on April 17, 2008.  Please come out and voice your strong support for the Recommended Plan for the Yazoo Backwater Project.

