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THREE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGES FOR MIGRATORY WATERFOWL
TO BE ESTABLISHED IN SOUTH'S MISSISSIPPI RIVER DELTA

Mallards, wood ducks, and other migratory waterfowl will find the South
more hospitable this fall with the establishment of three new national wildlife
refuges in the birds' diminishing bottomland forest habitat in Mississippi,
Tennessee, and Arkansas.

The $7.3 million in funding for the three initial tracts, which total
8,372 acres, was authorized May 20 by the Migratory Bird Conservation Commission.
Under the Migratory Bird Conservation Act, the Commission approves proposed
waterfowl refuges and their purchase prices.

The refuges--Mathews Brake in central Mississippi, Lower Hatchie in west
Tennessee, and Overflow Bottoms in soﬁtheast Arkansas—-—-are all part of the lower
Mississippi River Delta, which has been steadily drained and cleared for agri-
cultural purposes since the arrival of the pioneers. This conversion from
forest to cropland is continuing at a rate of approximately 260,000 acres
annually, and it is estimated that by 1985 less than 5 of the original 24
million acres will remain of this unique ecosystem and vital habitat. The
Service has identified this rapid decline as a top priority problem for action
in the 1980s.

Mathews Brake National Wildlife Refuge in Mississippi will be established
with the purchase of 850 acres. The Service plans to acquire a total of 4,079
acres as negotiations with landowners proceed and funds become available.
Mathews Brake is an important wintering area for mallards and includes exceptional
nesting habitat for wood ducks. Peak wintering populations there often exceed

30,000 waterfowl.
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In Tennessee, the Lower Hatchie National Wildlife Refuge will encompass
the lower 17 miles of the Hatchie River, the last remaining unchannelized
river in the western part of the State. Land surrounding the refuge area
has been converted from timber production to soybean fields, an increasingly
common practice in the region. The refuge area now supports 20-30,000 birds,
primarily mallards and wood ducks. The Service will purchase 1,095 acres
and will negotiate in coming years for an eventual total of 6,400 acres.

Overflow Bottoms in southeast Arkansas near the Louisiana border is subject
to the same agricultural pressures as the rest of the Delta. Under Service
management, the area should have an annual wintering population of some 20,000
waterfowl. The initial 6,427-acre tract will be purchased at cost from The
Nature Conservancy, a nonprofit land conservation group which often purchases
outstanding natural areas to hold for government agencies, thus assuring such
areas' protection. The Service plans a total refuge area of 10,690 acres.

The establishment of the three new refuges means increased wildlife-oriented
recreational and educational opportunities for the public, as well as improved
waterfowl hunting. With the protection and scientific management of these areas,
a variety of species will continue to flourish for the benefit and enjoyment of
present and future generations.

Funds which enable the Migratory Bird Conservation Commission and the Fish
and Wildlife Service to approve and acquire waterfowl habitat come from "duck
stamp" sales. Under the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Act, each
waterfowl hunter age 16 or older must purchase a stamp, although nonhunters also
buy stamps to contribute to the program. In addition, Congress authorized a
15-year, $105 million loan in 1961 for accelerated wetland acquisition to help
offset habitat losses from development. In 1975, the loan was increased to
$200 million and extended to September 30, 1983. Thereafter, 75 percent of
duck stamp revenues will repay loaned funds.

Members of the Migratory Bird Conservation Commission include: Secretary
of the Interior Cecil Andrus; Secretary of Transportation Neil Goldschmidt;
Secretary of Agriculture Robert Bergland; U.S. Senators Henry Bellmon (Oklahoma)
and David Pryor (Arkansas); and U.S. Representatives Silvio Conte (Massachusetts)
and John Dingell (Michigan). 1In addition, each State's chief conservation officer
or his/her designated Eepresentative is an ex~officio member.
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