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July 20, 2012

Dear Mr. Saucier,

Thanks to you and the other officials who have provided this opportunity for people to comment on the update of the Corps of Engineers Management Plan for the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway System. 

1 – The lack of an adequate Environmental Impact Statement and the segmenting of projects, the segmenting of the Atchafalaya Floodway and the failure to consider cumulative impacts in the Atchafalaya Floodway.

The National Environmental Policy Act ("NEPA") requires that all federal agencies prepare an Environmental Impact Statement prior to taking “major Federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the human environment.”  42 U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C).  

The Environmental Impact Statement must include a “detailed statement” of “the environmental impacts of the proposed action.”  40 U.S.C. § 4332.  Impacts include “ecological, aesthetic, historic, cultural, economic, social, or health, whether direct, indirect or cumulative.”  40 C.F.R. § 1508.8 (emphasis added).  NEPA’s implementing regulations define “cumulative impact” to include past, present and future actions.  The definition includes "the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such other actions. Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time."  40 C.F.R. § 1508.7.  

The U.S. Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals held in Fritiofson v. Alexander, 772 F.2d 1225, 1236 (5th Cir. 1985) that in analyzing cumulative impacts, an agency should consider:  "(1) the area in which effects of the proposed project will be felt; (2) the impacts that are expected in that area from the proposed project; (3) other actions--past, proposed, and reasonably foreseeable--that have had or are expected to have impacts in the same area; (4) the impacts or expected impacts from these other actions; and (5) the overall impact that can be expected if the individual impacts are allowed to accumulate."


The U.S Army Corps of Engineers has been working in the Atchafalaya and Mississippi River Basins for the last two hundred years and while flood control efforts provided some dramatic and much needed predictability of flood control there have also been some extensive adverse environmental impacts, which have not been considered, avoided, mitigated or corrected.

The Atchafalaya River Floodway includes some one million acres and the Atchafalaya River Basin includes more than three million acres. Apparently the Corps of Engineers has focused on flood control and navigation and little else. This appears to be a selected reading and application of federal laws and a failure by the Corps to understand and apply value to the natural, scenic, historic, aesthetic and cultural resources found within the Atchafalaya River Basin, the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway System and the Atchafalaya Basin Louisiana Project. In fact, most people in Louisiana and around the floodway would not be able to distinguish the differences between these various Atchafalaya Projects.

The Atchafalaya Floodway may include more than a million acres of land and water but the Corps of Engineers has divided the floodway into numerous units, segments and functions and each of these elements are considered separately. The Corps has failed to consider the million acres of water and land in the floodway as one area with environmental impacts. Apparently, segmenting and compartmentalization is how the Corps of Engineers has avoided dealing with overall adverse impacts.

The Corps of Engineers should rename the Atchafalaya Floodway segments so that people will be able to better understand what the Corps is talking about. For simplicity I will call the three major parts of the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway the Upper Atchafalaya Floodway, which includes about 200,000 acres above U.S. 190, the Middle Atchafalaya Floodway, which includes almost 600,000 acres between U.S. 190 at Krotz Springs and U.S.90 at Morgan City and the Lower Atchafalaya Floodway, which includes approximately 200,000 acres below Morgan City. 

The Corps of Engineers is presently asking for public input on the part of the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway System, which I refer to as the Middle Atchafalaya Floodway. If the Corps would clarify the locations I believe they would greatly increase their credibility with the public.

This kind of clarification and simplification could be easily accomplished in the Final Document, which should be named the Middle Atchafalaya Basin Floodway Project, Louisiana Master Plan.

What we do not have from the Corps of Engineers is the Final Document for the Upper Atchafalaya Floodway Project and the Final Document for the Lower Atchafalaya Project. What is also missing is an overall Environmental Impact Statement on the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway Project, which connects the Upper, Middle and Lower parts of the Atchafalaya Basin Floodway. 

If the Corps of Engineers would connect the Upper, Middle and Lower Atchafalaya Floodway Systems in one document we would begin to be able to understand the scope of these projects. The all-inclusive document would contain the positive flood control and navigation benefits and adverse impacts of this project on the people, the land, the natural, scenic, historic, cultural and aesthetic resources, including forest, waters and wetlands and the fish and wildlife resources in the entire Atchafalaya Floodway System.

2- The loess deposits and the Mississippi River Basin

The Management Plan lacks a description of the loess deposits, which are found in much of the area in east Louisiana and western Mississippi.   According to a report by the State of Louisiana Geologist in 2008, the loess deposits were formed during the last glacial period between 55,000 and 14,000 years ago. These deposits provide wide high elevations on the east and west sides of the Mississippi River Basin. The attached study has a map showing the significant size of this high ground, which has not been flooded by the Mississippi River.

The Mississippi River Basin is about sixty (60) miles wide in Louisiana, from Arkansas to the western edge at the Vermillion River in Lafayette to the eastern edge at Bayou Manchac at St. Gabriel. The loess deposits are about three hundred and twenty (320) miles wide from east to west. The Mississippi River has carved out a basin except for Butte Larose and Crowley’s Ridge in Arkansas.

The failure of the Corps to provide information on the loess deposits has deprived people of an understanding of why most of the areas in Louisiana and Mississippi are not subject to annual flooding from the Mississippi River. This is important information. It should be taken into consideration when making flood maps and when designing master plans.

These wind-transported materials are mentioned in the draft plan as the Teche Ridge, section 2.1.2, but give the reader no information about the elevation, geographical extent or significance of these loess deposits.

There is also a remnant of the loess deposits in the Atchafalaya Floodway known locally as Butte LaRose where the land did not flood in 1927 or last year. There are several dozen homes located on this loess ridge.

There is a much larger and better-known butte of loess material in Arkansas known as Crowley’s Ridge.

I hope this information may assist the Corps of Engineers in doing a more complete job of describing the area that is found on both sides of the Mississippi River Basin and next to the Atchafalaya River in the middle of the Atchafalaya Floodway.

Thank you for the opportunity to raise these issues. I hope this information will be useful in the writing of the final plan.

Sincerely yours,

William A. Fontenot

632 Drehr Ave.

Baton Rouge, LA 70806 
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