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Never did I imagine as a fledgling reporter in 1977 that 30 years later I’d still be writing about plans for the Yazoo Backwater Pumping Station.  But here I am and here is the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers offering, once again, a down-scaled revision of the final component in a 1941 design of how to deal with water impounded on Delta farmland when the Yazoo and Mississippi rivers overflow their banks.

I don’t know a lot of Corps employees, but my guess is that around Vicksburg District offices, the pumps are something of a generational annuity.  Grandfathers, their sons and daughters and their grandsons and granddaughters have all had their turns at the drawing table.

Of course, the Corps employees I do know don’t match the “environmental rapist” image created for them by the national press and environmental groups.  Same for the farmers I know in the area.  They are hunters, fishermen, conservationists.  They revere the land because, at least for the farmers, it provides their livelihood.

There was a time, no doubt, when the Corps did believe “channelization” was the solution for every drainage problem in the nation.  No creek should be left with willows along its bends if a dragline could straighten things out.  Every stream could be improved by adding a concrete bottom.

But those days ended, with more than a little help from the environmental groups, many years ago.  Today the Corps probably has more employees dedicated to habitat, wildlife, flora and fauna than other federal agencies that were created to protect habitat, wildlife, flora and fauna.  In fact, in probably more than half the Corps cases now in court, private developers are claiming the Corps is too zealous in protecting wetlands.

Well, that’s not the case with the pumps.  From The New York Times to the Clarion-Ledger, editorialists are dragging out the same old arguments against a pumping station, some of them using numbers from previous proposals.  Of course that’s all the Times had, since it pronounced the project a complete waste about a month before the new plan was unveiled.

Some still say they don’t understand what the whole deal is about.  It’s not complicated.  The Mississippi Delta is flat.  It is protected from overland flooding by levees that tract the Mississippi and Yazoo rivers.  Rainwater falling on more than 4,000 square miles of it is drained by a network of streams that culminate at the Steele Bayou Control Structure on Mississippi 465 north of Vicksburg.

At least 99 percent of the time, gates in that control structure are open.  When the Mississippi and Yazoo flood, the gates are closed to keep water from backing up in the Delta, doing an end run, as it were, on the levees.  But while the gates are closed, the land inside them can still be flooded by rains or by seepage or both.

The pumps would never be used, except on the rare instances when water inside the levees started getting deep.  They would then move the impounded water over the levee and into the river stream.

I’ll let the specialists argue back and forth over the effect this has on ducks, geese, bears, deer, forests and fields.  Some say it will be devastating.  Some say it will be helpful.  My thinking is that is doesn’t make a lot of sense to have built and maintained billions of dollars worth of flood  protection systems since the 1927 Flood and still leave the door open to damage that could occur if the last link - the pumps - are not integrated in the scheme of things.

Anyway, 30 years from now, I don’t expect to be writing about the Yazoo Backwater Pumping Station.

A grandson or granddaughter might.  But I’m not.

