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Introduction. St. Catherine's Creek National Wildlife Refuge (refuge)
is being proposed as wintering habitat for mallards and wood ducks apd
production habitat for wood ducks to meet the habitat goals presented in
the Ten-Year Waterfowl Habitat Acquisition Plan and the North American
Waterfowl Management Plan. Establishment of the refuge would preserve a
dynamic alluvial floodplain ecosystem, provide a needed waterfowl
sanctuary in the Lower Mississippi River Valley, and provide available
water during December for migrating waterfowl.

St. Catherine's Creek Bottom has been identified in the Lower Mississippi
River Delta Section (Category 23A) of the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan as high quality waterfowl habitat.

Location and Size. The proposed 15,000 acre refuge is located adjacent
to the Mississippi River in western Adams County, Mississippi,
approximately 7 miles south of Natchez and 3 miles west of U.S. Highway
61. Catahoula National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) Ties 35 miles to the west
and Tensas River NWR 50 miles north of the proposed refuge. Access to the
property is by county gravel road and adequate farm and field roads.

Description of Habitat. The proposal is a backwater wetland complex
Tying at the base of the alluvial escarpment and consisting of four
distinct topographic features: batture, natural levees, ridges and
swales, and basins and flats. Approximately 35 percent of the area i1iS
cleared land, 30 percent is woods or swamps, 20 percent is open water, and
15 percent is accreted land. The batture, a flat, Tow area between the
natural levees and the Mississippi River, consists of sandbars and old
river scars in various stages of oxbow lake development. Land has been
rapidly accreting in this area and over 1,000 acres have been added over
the last 15 years. The natural levees parallel the river and are formed
by the heaviest sediments which are the first to settle as the river
periodically rises and inundates the floodplain. Due to the rich soil and
higher elevations, these areas were generally the first to be cleared and
farmed as land clearing advanced into the floodplain. Historically, the
natural levees supported mixed hardwoods. Within the proposal, most of
the natural levees are in agricultural production (soybeans, wheat) or set
aside programs. Ridges and swales are the remnant landforms resulting
from historic meanders of the river. Due to a system of ditches and water
control structures, some of this area is being farmed, other areas still
support bottomland hardwoods, and other areas, previously cleared, are
reverting to natural moist soil vegetation. Basins and flats consist of
swamp areas, generally occupying low elevations near the escarpment or
bluff line. Other basins and flats occur along 01d St. Catherine's Creek
and Butler Lake. Vegetation within these low areas ranges from mature




cypress swamps to Sa ittaria flats. Annually, as the Mississippi River
rises, floodwaters enter and back up 01d St. Catherine's Creek and spread

out across the basins and flats. As river stages continue to increase
above the natural levee elevations, overland flows commence and fill

depressional swales.

A well developed system of ditches and control structures are in place
over most of the proposal. These structures were designed primarily to
take water off the cleared land in the spring; however, they can also be
operated to hold water on the property during waterfowl season. In
addition to several operational water wells, there are a number of natural
springs coming out of the hills. A major ditch has been constructed to
divert sediment laden flows from 01d St. Catherine's Creek around Butler
Lake. A water control structure is needed at the south end of this ditch

to make this project complete.

The proposal also includes 300 wooded acres on the bluff line that is well
above the floodplain. In addition to providing habitat diversity, this
property is necessary for the siting of permanent structures.

Over 80 percent of the soils within the proposal are classified as poorly
drained. These soils are subject to flooding annually and are waterlogged
in lower areas for long periods. Natural flooding has usually occurred
from late January to early summer. Because of the flooding hazard, most
of these soils are better suited to growing bottomland hardwoods than row
crops due to the fact that the planting season is usually delayed.
Excellent crops are obtained when conditions are right.

Major Wildlife Values. The Lower Mississippi River Valley serves an
Tmportant function as overwintering habitat for waterfowl passing down the
Mississippi Flyway. The proposal area has historically wintered large
concentrations of ducks and, with the recent increase in winter wheat
production, limited numbers of geese. Mallards and wood ducks utilize the
basins and flats. Mallards and other dabblers are found in the
depressional swales filled with shallow water from winter rains or
backwater flooding. The permanent water areas also contain good
concentrations of ring-neck and scaup.

Midwinter waterfowl surveys for the Natchez to the Louisiana line (Adams
and Wilkinson Counties) during the last two years averaged 35,600 mallards
and 6,700 pintails. Richard Wells, waterfowl biologist for the
Mississippi Department of Wildlife Conservation, has indicated that this
area winters up to 100,000 ducks (70% mallards) in years of favorable
water conditions.



Related Resources. Wading birds are common in large numbers along the
oxbow Takes, depressional areas, and swamps. The backwater lakes support
excellent populations of commercial and game fish. Endangered species
sited on the proposal include peregrine falcons and bald eagles. White-
tailed deer and wild turkey are abundant. Currently, 2-4 hunting clubs
have this property leased.

Threats. Several times since passage of the Flood Control Act of 1928,
the Corps of Engineers has conducted studies to determine the feasibility
of providing flood control to lands south of Natchez on Mississippi River
east bank. The most recent study, done by the Corps in 1986, proposes
construction of a 12.4 mile ring levee and installation of a 300 cfs pump
with appurtenant channels. The Service has concluded that, as proposed,
the project will result in the loss of increasingly scarce Mississippi
River floodplain habitat, a resource that has already been reduced

throughout the Lower Mississippi Valley to critical levels.

Justification and Funding. The St. Catherine's Creek area is
significant to wintering waterfowl due to: 1) geographic location in the
Mississippi Flyway, 2) habitat diversity, and 3) seasonal flooding. Both
the North American Waterfowl Management Plan and the Service's Ten-Year
Waterfowl Habitat Acquisition Plan identify the acquisition of wintering
habitat in the Lower Mississippi River Region. At present no federal or
state waterfowl refuge is located south of Yazoo NWR in Mississippi along
the Mississippi River, a distance of about 120 miles.

Acquisition authority is provided by the Emergency Wetland Resources Act
of 1986 (P.L. 99-645). Funding would be through the Land and Water
Conservation Fund.

Ownerships and Type of Acquisition. There are two major landowners
within the proposal, owning approximately 6,800 acres and 6,500 acres
respectively. Both these landowners are willing sellers and favor the
establishment of the refuge. Acquisition by donation, partial donation,

or purchase of conservation easements will be attempted; however, because

of the financial condition of the landowners in the area, it is
anticipated that fee purchase will be the probable means of acquisition.

Initial and Annual Costs. Estimated acquisition cost is $600 per acre
Tor the cleared lands and $400 per acre for the woodlands for a total of
$7-8 million. Acquisition would be over a 3-4 year period ($2 - 2.5
rgiHion per year). Annual refuge revenue sharing cost is estimated at
60,000.




acr

Contaminants and Hazardous Waste. There are no known potential
Contaminant problems specifically associated with the proposal. There is
limited oil and gas development (6-8 wells), however, these are covered by
Contract and Escrow Agreements and have caused no pollution problems.

Public Attitude and Involvement. Local attitude is expected to be

favorable. The County Government should receive more income from the
Refuge Revenue Sharing Act than they currently do from property taxes.
Sportsmen and conservation groups in Mississippi have always supported the

Service's land acquisition program.
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LAND ACQUISITION PRIORITY SYSTEM
U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
PROJECT FORM

SECTION I: PROJECT SUMMARY

PROJECT: St. Catherine's Creek REGION: _4  STATE: Ms COUNTY: _ Adams

LOCATION: Adjacent to the Mississippi River approximately 7 miles south of Natchez,
MS.

ADMINISTERING REFUGE:

PURPOSE OF ACQUISITION: Assure protection of wintering and production habitat for
~nigratory waterfowl .

ACREAGE WHEN COMPLETED: 15,000 IFWS NUMBER: N/A
NAME OF PROJECT APPROVAL:

PRINCIPAL PROJECT AUTHORITIES:

— ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT

—X_ MIGRATORY BIRD HUNTING AND CONSERVATION STAMP ACT
—X_ MIGRATCRY BIRD CONSERVATION ACT

FISH AND WILDLIFE ACT

FISH AND WILDLIFE COORDINATION ACT

RECREATION USE OF CONSERVATION AREAS ACT

—X_ EMERGENCY WETLANDS RESOURCES ACT (proposed)

— ALASKA NATIONAL INTEREST LANDS CONSERVATION ACT
— SPECIAL LEGISLATION: PUBLIC LAW of

(citation) (date]

—
—
—

PROJECT DESCRIPTION:

The subject acquisition is being proposed as wintering habitat fbr mallards and wood
ducks, and production habitaf Tor wood ducks to meet nabitat goals presented in the

Establishment of St. Catherine's Creek National Wildlife Refuge would preserve a
dynamic alluvial floodplain ecosystem, provide a needed waterfowl sanctuary in the
Lower Mississippi River Valley, and provide available water during December for
Jnigratory waterfowl].

— —————— e ————— . “—
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LAND ACQUISITION PRIORITY SYSTEM
U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
PROJECT FORM

SECTION II: MIGRATORY BIRD TARGET INFORMATION

PROJECT: St. Catherine's Creek REGION: 4 COUNTY: Adams

LOCATION: Adjacent to the Mississippi River approximately 7 miles south of
Natchez, MS

NUMBER OF ACRES:
10-YEAR WHAR CATEGORY (I-12):

SPECIES/ SEASONAL HABITAT PROJECT  HABITAT SPECIES
POPULATION/1 HABITAT/2 IMPORT. /3 CONT./4  PRIORITY  PRIORITY SCORE
Rt/ et e PR e sra srarprranpe ara s SR S SRR A R R SR S SRS SH S S S
MALL W 1 A
PINT W 2 B
WODU W/B 2 B

JUSTIFICATION FOR HABITAT RANKINGS:

The Lower Mississippi Valley (LMV) is an integral part of the Mississippi Flyway and,
as such, serves a critical function as overwintering habitat for waterfowl. Seasonal
flooding. mild winter temperatures, and abundant food sources are all necessary ingre-

dients for optimum LMV waterfowl habitat, such as the proposed acquisition area. Winter

ing habitat in the LMV is being reduced due primarily to Federal water development pro-
Tects that have enabled the conversion of natural wetlands to high risk agricultural
Tand. At present there are no State or Federal waterfowl refuges located south of
Yazoo NWR in Mississippi along the Mississippi River.

IMPORTANCE TO MIGRATORY BIRDS NOT LISTED ABOVE:

The proposed acquisition area winters large numbers of woodcock. The riverfront hard-
woods , bottomland hardwoods, and moist depressional areas offer ideal woodcock habitat.
Mourning doves are found in large concentrations in the cleared areas. Shorebirds and
wading birds are numerous along oxbow lakes, depressional areas, and swamps. Raptors
are common. Endangered species sited on the proposal include peregrine falcons and
bald eagles.

COMPLETED BY: Mike Dawson, ARW/RE DATE: 1/4/87
(person / office)




