Organization wants Buck Island added to river boating trail
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JONESBORO — Gregg Patterson remembers reading “The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” and other tales by Mark Twain
and being enchanted by the bygone era when steamboats plied the
Mississippi River.

But he never imagined how truly awesome the open parts of the Gregg Patterson, a consultant for the

lower Mississippi River are — the stretch from St. Louis to the American Land Conservancy, points
Gulf of Mexi til h firsthand th isti di to several islands, including some in
ulf of Mexico — until he saw firsthand the pristine surroundings Arkansas, on a map of the Mississippi

and sandy white shoreline of places like Buck Island, a 1,500-acre River. The nonprofit group hopes

. . some of those islands can be turned
sand bar, just three minutes by boat from Helena. over to the public as part of an effort to

create a fishing and boating trail.
While the river’s northern stretch has a series of locks, dams and
high levees that obstruct the view, the lower Mississippi is mostly undeveloped — a
series of forested lands and deserted sandbar islands.

“They’re spectacular,” Patterson, a consultant for the San Francisco-based American
Land Conservancy said. “What was amazing to me is how brilliantly white the sand is.
It’s like the sand you would find in places like Gulf Shores.”

But surprisingly, for an area which drew its life from the Mississippi River, there are only
five places where one can see the river while driving from Memphis to Natchez, Miss.

About 98 percent of the land along the river is privately owned. There’s a good chance
hunters and others who venture off the beaten path are trespassing. Most recreation along
the river is restricted to private hunting clubs, Patterson said.

“Basically what has happened over several generations is that people have forgotten the
river,” Patterson said. “People drive over it occasionally on a bridge, but people don’t go
there anymore.”

The ALC, a nonprofit organization that buys environmentally sensitive lands across the
country, hopes to make the river accessible to the general public.

Since 1993 the group has helped conserve and restore more than 25,000 acres of islands,
side channels and floodplains on the Mississippi River from St. Louis to Cairo, Ill.



ALC turned its sights on Arkansas’ Lower Mississippi River.

The effort is part of an overall plan by the Lower Mississippi River Conservation
Committee, an organization of mostly federal, wildlife and nonprofit agencies in eight
states, who want to create a fishing and boating trail from St. Louis to the Gulf of
Mexico.

Their owning Buck Island would allow anglers and wildlife watchers to paddle the river
and stop on the islands to picnic, camp, hunt or watch birds.

“The idea of the fishing and boating trail is to have enough links in a chain of publicly-
owned islands where if you wanted to, you don’t have be a member of an exclusive
club,” Patterson said.

Buck Island would be a key segment in making the trail a reality. ALC bought Buck
Island in 2005 for $1.1 million and is working with various entities to get the land it into
public hands.

But time is running out on Buck Island. The group must sell the island by Dec. 31 or
offer it for public sale.

“The way land conservancies work is they buy properties and then try to find public
entities to buy them out so they can flip that money into other projects,” Patterson said.
“They generally hold properties no longer than two years.”

Phillips County and the Arkansas Fish and Game Commission have expressed interest,
but neither has the money to do it alone. Despite enjoying considerable support,
legislative efforts have failed to convince the state to buy it.

The island is a haven for wild game including turkey and deer. The river is home to more
than 485 species of fish, mussels, birds and mammals, and is the primary migration
corridor for more than 40 percent of North America’s waterfowl and shore birds.

Supporters say establishing the boating and fishing trail would be a boon to the tourism
industry which many see as the best way lift Delta communities out of economic
doldrums.

Eco tourism is one of the fastest growing segments of the tourism industry. From 1996 to
2001, 82 million wildlife watchers, anglers and hunters spent $108 billion on outdoor
activities.

A recent economic impact study by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates the trail
would pump about $18 to $23 million into the economy and create an additional 360 new
jobs over ten years in the Delta’s 31 counties. More than 12 million people visit the
Mississippi River each year. The activity generates about $20 billion in revenue annually
and supports more than 300,000 jobs.



“We’re not claiming this is a savior,” Patterson said. “But it is a piece in a puzzle that
would bring more jobs to the area. ... It’s a hidden gem. It’s like stepping back in time to
the Mark Twain stories.”

Eric Golde, executive director of the Osceola Chamber of commerce, said developing the
boating and fishing trail would definitely attract more eco tourists to Osceola.

In the last month alone he fielded calls from as far away as Florida inquiring about places
to stay in Osceola as part of a Mississippi River tour. The city will be featured in an
upcoming episode of “Catfishing America,” which is seen by more than 15 million
people.

On any given day the San Souci boat ramp at Osceola has fishermen lined up to get onto
the river.

Arkansas Fish and Game Commission already owns Choctaw Island near Arkansas City.
Buck Island would give the state a 106-river-mile fishing and boating trail connecting the
two. A third island, Barfield Point near Osceola which ALC has an option on to buy,
would extend the trail north. A fourth island, Blaker Towhead in Lauderdale County,
Tennessee is also being eyed.

“There is great support for the project locally,” Patterson said. “But no one small entity
can do it on their own. What needs to happen is a buzzer shot to make this Buck Island
project go so that it becomes public land.”



