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              July 8, 2009 
 
 
Colonel Thomas P. Smith, District Engineer 
Memphis District 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
167 N. Main Street 
Memphis, TN  38103-1894 
 
Mike Thron  
Environmental Branch  
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Memphis District  
167 N. Main St., Rm. B-202  
Memphis, TN  38103-1894 
 
Dear Sirs: 
 
 I have reviewed your notice of “Intent to Prepare a Draft Supplement No. 2 to the 
final Environmental Impact Statement for the West Tennessee Tributaries (WTT) 
General Reevaluation” (Federal Register/Vol.74, No. 102, 5/29/09). Due to a death in my 
family, I was unable to attend the public scoping meeting in Milan, TN. However I am 
sending my written comments for you to consider.  I appreciate the right to provide my 
views. 
 
 I have been involved in efforts associated with each step of the WTT project since 
the 1960’s. It has always been my motive to encourage an intelligent project that 
seriously considers all resources in the project area.  An intelligent project is a very 
difficult objective for the Corps to realize due to a largely poorly informed citizenry 
(including elected officials, government employees, landowners, sportsmen and 
conservation/environmental groups). Indeed, even for Corps personnel with substantial 
knowledge about such efforts as the WTT project and its associated environment, 
planning a project to aid in solving the various problems will be difficult. All interests 
must become knowledgeable in a variety of disciplines and remain closely associated 
with planning efforts if they hope to have positive input. 
 
 First, I offer a brief bit of advice based on history. The reason for past WTT 
planning failures has been directly related to small special interest groups and their 
political supporters. Both the Corps and the special interest groups believed that they had 
enough “power” to get what they wanted through their political supporters. Because of 
this mistake, the Corps of Engineers, rather than designing an intelligent project, catered 
to a small group of farmers and their congressman and focused on channelizing streams 
and draining wetlands. Hopefully by now the Corps understands that power is always 
shifting. So, my advice is to plan a project that will be scientifically sound and that will 
be acceptable to a diverse citizenry. 
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 I hope that the Corps now knows that all concerned with the Obion-Forked Deer 
Basin must believe that they have received fair and just consideration of their needs and 
desires for any project plan to be implemented. To do less will result in more legal 
actions and more supplements to planning documents. 
 
 I support the Corps statement in the Federal Register that, the GRR and 
supplement no. 2 to the final EIS “…will focus on methods that reduce flood risk within 
the Obion-Forked Deer watershed by restoring natural floodplain functions and reducing 
sedimentation that could cause channel blockages”. (emphasis mine)  As I perceive this 
statement, it is the intelligent path to follow.  The Corps appears to be on the correct path, 
but the devil is in the details! 
 
 The Corps first difficulty in this most recent planning effort will be how to deal 
with all the past WTT project documents, legal decisions and new related scientific 
publications.  Most who will review the proposed new planning documents will not have 
access to the several old EIS’s and related publications. Therefore it is advisable that all 
such documents are clearly summarized in the new supplemental documents for all 
interests to review. 
 

As proposed, reducing flood risk within the Obion-Forked Deer watershed by 
restoring natural floodplain functions is an excellent concept. A problem immediately 
emerges when one considers “natural floodplains functions” in the watershed. The 
floodplains have been so drastically altered and abused that “natural conditions” are 
difficult to locate. All the major streams have been channelized.  The floodplains have 
been largely altered and flood water flows are blocked by many miles of levees, roads, 
bridges, railroads and urban development.  Tens of thousands of acres of floodplain forest 
have been cleared and tens of thousands of wetlands acres have been ditched and drained.  
These former bottomland forest and wetlands are now mostly intensively managed 
croplands which are subject to frequent flooding. 

 
Based on the large, radical floodplain alterations some challenging decisions must 

be made.  To restore natural floodplain functions, large areas of the floodplain must first 
be restored. My recommendation is definitely do no additional stream enlargement. 
Stream enlargement and straightening (channelization) has been the major factor in 
virtually all the other problems. It encouraged the invasion of floodplains by agriculture. 
And, while channelization may have prevented some upstream flooding, it always causes 
increased flooding on downstream areas.  

 
Importantly, the straight channelized channels are, and will remain more unstable 

than natural meandering streams. Because of natural physical laws straight channels are 
continually attempting to return to a meandering pattern. This results in massive channel 
erosion.  According to several studies, approximately 90 percent of the sand/sediment 
within channelized streams beds is from channel bank erosion. Eroded material from 
uplands mostly settles out in floodplain areas with a relatively small percentage reaching 
the channels. 
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The problem of headcutting within main stream channels, tributaries and ditches 
must be addressed. Deepening and widening of the Obion-Forked Deer River constructed 
channels in highly erosive soils resulted in massive headcutting. The headcutting 
expanded upstream and even through many agricultural fields natural drains causing 
massive on-farm erosion. Numerous bridges collapsed and others were damaged too 
severely to use. The U.S. Geological Survey described the massive problems with 
channelization in their 1983 publication “Man-Induced Channel Adjustments in 
Tennessee Streams”.  

 
USGS wrote: “Stresses imposed on stream channels by channel modifications led 

to downcutting, headward erosion, downstream aggradation, accelerated scour, bank 
instabilities, and in some cased contributed to bridge failures. Combinations of these 
effects are still affecting some bridge structures spanning the main-stem Obion River, the 
North and South Forks of the Obion River, the South Fork Forked Deer River, their 
tributaries, and probably other channelized streams in west Tennessee.” USGS also 
compared the Obion-Forked Deer channelized rivers with the Hatchie River in west 
Tennessee. They wrote that the non-channelized Hatchie River withstood natural stresses 
that caused massive problems in the channelized streams. The USGS report findings must 
be carefully considered in the Corps planning and referenced in the new supplement to 
the Final EIS. 

 
It would probably be impractical, and certainly unacceptable to many people to 

attempt to restore all the channelized streams back to their natural channels. For better or 
worse we may have to live with some of the sins of the past (channelization). Yet, even 
the channelized streams can be improved if properly managed. However, there are a 
number of areas where the old meandering stream channels could easily be made 
functional again.  Where this can be accomplished, the river flows should be diverted 
from the channelized streams back into the old meandering segments. When any stream 
work becomes necessary, it should be conducted using the “Stream Obstruction 
Removal Guidelines (SORG)”.  

 
SORG is published jointly by the American Fisheries Society, The Wildlife 

Society and International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies. SORG promotes a 
“light touch” method which allows use of small equipment to remove stream blockages 
with minimum impact to stream habitats and riparian zones. By following the Guidelines, 
normal stream flow can be restored with minimal damage to the stream channel, riparian 
zones or water quality.  I have found that the vast majority of riparian landowners prefer 
SORG type stream work when compared to channelization. Normally landowners simply 
want flood waters to drain from their land rather than “flood protection”. 

 
Dealing with wetlands will be a major problem.  There are many wetland interests 

with many opposing views about how they should be managed.  The knowledge level of 
these interests is highly variable.  And, importantly, their personal desires about “their” 
individual wetlands differ greatly. For example one farmer may wish for all of his 
wetlands to be ditched and drained. Then, a waterfowl hunter who owns a wetland may 
desire that it remain flooded constantly (although that may not be best). Using these two 
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examples the farmers wish could not be accommodated but the waterfowl hunters 
probably could be under the Corps’ goal of “restoring natural floodplain functions”.  My 
point is that some things will be unacceptable while others may be acceptable even 
though they may not be the best thing to do. 

 
The Corps will also hear from those who want all wetlands to be like they were 

“100 years ago”. And some will want all wetlands to be in bottomland forest that flood as 
the streams flood and then drain as the stream returns to normal stage.  Then others will 
want water to be standing on wetlands all or most of the time.  I believe the Corps may be 
wise to accept virtually all wetlands as they are in their current condition and work from 
there. Then carefully analyze and learn what individual landowners’ desire. 
Accommodate landowners desires if their do not conflict with the goal of restoring 
natural floodplain functions. Focus on the fact that natural succession will change all 
wetlands over time. 

 
Persons experienced with wetlands recognize that they are constantly changing. 

Even under totally natural conditions this is true. Before man settled in the Obion-Forked 
Deer River basin, the rivers were meandering and continually migrating from one side of 
the floodplain to the other over time. During floods trees would fall into river channels 
and occasionally block the channels. The blockages would cause swift river waters to 
flow into the floodplain and cut a new channel. “Oxbow lakes” would be formed in the 
blocked sections. Water standing in the oxbow lakes would cause the bottomland trees 
there to die. Slowly the oxbow lakes would fill with soil during future floods. As they fill 
the oxbow lakes follows a natural succession to shrub swamps, then grass swamps and 
then back to bottomland forests.  Again, with this in mind, it may be wise for the Corps to 
deal with most wetlands as they are, recognizing that they will change over time. 

 
As an example, I would advise against attempting to rechannelize river segments 

such as the Jarrell Swamp area on the South Fork of the Obion River near McKenzie, TN. 
It was unfortunate that a stream blockage was allowed to remain in that area for many 
years. Thousands of acres of timber were killed by water standing in the floodplain and 
the sediment that flowed into the area. Yet the fact is that the timber is mostly dead and 
much of the water flows through the floodplain. However the shrub swamp and marsh 
that formed there attracted numerous waterfowl and large populations of other aquatic 
animals. 

 
 Hunters purchased the Jarrell Swamp land and they believe it is a treasure. To 

attempt to alter the swamp now would be met with strong resistance. And why alter it?  
The damage to the timber has already occurred. And for several years it has been evident 
that the area is returning, through succession, to bottomland forest. Of course this will 
require many more years. At one time, landowners were agreeable to divert the entire 
flow through the shrub swamp. I believe this would have solved the upstream sediment 
problems and lowered the water in the floodplain upstream. Unfortunately the old Obion-
Forked Deer Basin Authority wanted to rechannelize the South Fork Obion River which 
would have drained Jarrell Swamp. This was unacceptable to the landowners. 
Importantly, even if the river was rechannelized and Jarrell Swamp drained, it would also 
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require many more years to return to bottomland forest. Hopefully this example will offer 
you some insight to the dilemmas you will face. 

 
The Obion-Forked Deer River floodplain has many more shrub swamps (resulting 

from permanently flood trees) than normal due to past channelization and levee 
development. When the rivers were channelized, the spoil was placed on the stream bank.  
These berms trapped water on the floodplains and killed thousands of acres of 
bottomland forests. Later landowners constructed numerous levees in the floodplains 
which also trapped water causing the death of many more acres of trees. Likewise, 
roadbeds were constructed across floodplains with too few outlets and there was more 
flooding, sediment fallout and more trees died.  All of these man-caused problems made 
the area highly attractive to beavers which add to the problems. When all of this is 
combined it translates into one of the largest mismanagement fiascos in our nation’s river 
systems. 

 
So, what can be done to correct some of this mismanagement? Again, do not 

channelize anymore streams. Divert river flows into old natural meandering river 
channels where possible. Use the SORG to manage all streams. Then remove or breech as 
many floodplain obstructions (levees, stream bank berms, road fills) as practical. If need 
be, purchase landowner levees to remove them or create openings in them. Purchase, in 
fee simple, any lands that may flood too frequently to be acceptable to landowners. After 
all of these recommendations are implemented flood waters can spread out and move 
more naturally through the floodplain. Then allow the floodplains and remaining 
wetlands to follow their natural succession.  Over time the floodplains would revert to 
healthy bottomland forest that flood during river flood stages and slowly drain during 
normal river stages. There would always be some locations where water would pool and 
these should be allowed. 

 
As part of this new planning effort, the Corps should not provide permits to any 

future obstructions in the frequently flooded portion of the floodplain. All projects should 
be planned in a manner that will not obstruct natural flood flows.  For example, no new 
levees should be allowed within the two year floodplain for waterfowl developments. 
Any such developments should be developed on the outer edges of the floodplains using 
low level terraces that follow contours. A good example of this type development is the 
White Lake Waterfowl Refuge developed by Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency 
(TWRA).  A terrible example of floodplain usage was the attempt by TWRA to construct 
an 800 feet levee across the one-year floodplain at Black Swamp and hold water on the 
floodplain for several months each year. 

 
Much of what I have recommended can also be found in “A Mission Plan for 

Reformulation of the West Tennessee Tributaries Project” (Mission Plan).  In 1992 
Governor Ned McWhorter requested the Corps to reactivate the WTTP to find an 
environmentally sensitive design which would reduce flood damage, reduce erosion, 
restore floodplain integrity, and improve water quality. Governor McWhorter appointed 
the West Tennessee Tributaries Steering Committee to develop a plan to accomplish his 
desires. The committee consisted of a highly diverse group of 21 members from federal, 
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state and county governments, private conservation/environmental groups, farmer groups 
and business interests. The Corps of Engineers chose not to be a member but had 
representatives at all meetings and had much input to the planning process. The 
committee was charged to develop a project reformulation concept responsive to today’s 
conditions, to new opportunities, and to the desires of local landowners. 

 
The WTT Steering Committee, as charged, developed the Mission Plan. It was 

approved by 100% total consensus of the committee. Governor Ned McWhorter 
(Democrat) approved the plan. The Tennessee General Assembly approved the plan with 
100% agreement. The next governor, Don Sunquist (Republican) approved the plan. The 
Memphis District, Corps of Engineers committed to implement the plan. For the first 
time during the entire 70 year WTTP effort there was agreement on how the project 
should be implemented.  

 
 Later, several individuals could not get some of the unreasonable concessions 

they desired and threatened legal action. I believe these threats could have been defeated 
in federal court but key officials in the Sundquist administration chose not to throw down 
the gauntlet. Thus, due to poor, cowardly leadership, a great plan was shelved. 

 
The Mission Plan is the best proposal that I have ever seen that was designed to 

correct numerous, long-term problems in a large river basin. In my view it was a model 
for the nation. I still believe it is an excellent plan.  I encourage, and urge the Corps to 
carefully review the Mission Plan (in your files) and use it as a basis for your supplement 
No. 2 to the Final Environmental Impact Statement for the West Tennessee General 
Reevaluation. 

 
Should you have questions, or need for clarification of my comments, please call 

me at 251-626-7804. 
 
      Chester McConnell 
 
 
 













TENNESSEE ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 

         July 22, 2009 
 
 
Andy Simmerman 
Project Biologist 
Project Management Branch 
167 N. Main, Room B-202 
Memphis, TN  38103-1894 
 
RE:  West Tennessee Tributaries General Reevaluation comments    
  
Dear Mr. Simmerman, 
 
On behalf of the members of the Tennessee Ornithological Society, I respectfully submit the 
following comments for consideration prior to development of the draft supplement No. 2 to the 
final environmental impact statement for the West Tennessee Tributaries, General Reevaluation.  
The Tennessee Ornithological Society is a statewide 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization of over 
1,000 members devoted to the enjoyment, scientific study and conservation of birds.  As such, we 
have an interest in projects that affect wildlife habitats and the ability of the public to access and 
enjoy them.   
 
The focus of the WTT Reevaluation is generally promising, since it highlights restoration of 
natural floodplain hydrology and “ancillary” environmental benefits.  Our perspective is that 
environmental benefits in this project should not be considered ancillary, but rather integral to the 
project’s success.  After all, it was real and perceived environmental degradation that ensued 
when this project was first implemented decades ago that eventually forced its halt.  We are glad 
to see the Army Corps of Engineers and the West Tennessee River Basin Authority embrace a 
more ecosystem management-oriented approach, and our recommendation is that the analysis for 
this and future such projects include not only the costs and benefits of flood control, but also of 
vital ecosystem services provided by the river and its watershed.  In addition, the economic value 
of recreational opportunities provided by a healthy ecosystem should be included in cost/benefit 
analyses.  
 
We support the conceptual approach of minimizing sedimentation and restoring ecological 
function through measures such as levee modification/removal, meander restoration, retention 
basins, and reforestation.  We recommend that any restoration plantings be undertaken using 
native species, and that forest restoration plantings be designed to maximize not only native 
habitat but structural diversity as well (for example, by planting in clumps or including native 
understory shrubs).   
 

Richard Preston, President 
261 Sassafras Circle 
Munford, TN 38058 



Bird monitoring is also an activity that should be considered anytime a significant level of habitat 
or floodplain restoration will occur.  For a variety of reasons, birds are excellent indicators of 
ecosystem health, and they are relatively cost-effective to monitor.  We urge you to consult the 
many specific restoration and monitoring recommendations provided in the continental bird 
conservation plans written for waterfowl, songbirds, and waterbirds.  The plans specific to 
western Tennessee can be found at the North American Bird Conservation Initiative site, 
http://www.nabci-us.org/bcr27.html. 
 
One of the break-out sessions at the public meeting held June 28, 2009 included comments by a 
farmer who was frustrated about his lack of ability to implement small, cost-effective solutions to 
erosion problems upstream from the main West Tennessee tributaries before they worsened and 
became expensive.  One possibility for fostering such measures as part of this project could be to 
advise and provide small grants to farmers through a partnership with the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation, which works with federal agencies to implement targeted matching grant 
programs. 
 
On behalf of our members and the thousands of other Tennesseans who appreciate and enjoy our 
birdlife, we thank you for the opportunity to provide input to this project. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Richard Preston 
President 
 
CC:  Danny Ward 
Project Manager 
Project Management Branch, Memphis 

 
Michael Thron 
Project Biologist 
Environmental Branch, Memphis 
 
 

 
 

 
 











































































































































































Memorandum For Record 
 
Date:  29 July 2009 
 
Subject: Phone conversation with Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency (TWRA) regarding 
written scoping comments for the West Tennessee Tributaries Project 
 
1.  Mike Thron (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) called Rob Todd (TWRA) on 29 July 2009 and 
inquired whether TWRA had sent any written scoping comments, as previously discussed. 
 
2.  Rob Todd stated that TWRA would not be providing written comments at this time and that 
TWRA felt there would be ample opportunities to comment later in the study process. 
 
 
 
      Mike Thron 
      West Tennessee Tributaries 
      Project Biologist & NEPA Coordinator 
      U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Memphis District 
 
 




