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At Mississippi Sandhill Crane National Wildlife Refuge, in the southeast corner of the state near the Alabama border, we focused in the late 1970s on restoring the coastal savanna habitat that was home to the last 40 Mississippi sandhill cranes in the world.

Timber companies had tried to drain the land. They planted slash pine, and excluded fire. Most of the area was too wet to produce pulpwood or saw logs profitably. But the trees and brush grew enough to make most of the area unsuitable for a bird with a six-foot wingspan.

We conducted the first prescribed fires on the refuge. Some of them were pretty unruly. We put in some water control structures. Some of them didn’t work very well. We bulldozed pine trees where we could. We sent in chainsaw crews where it was too wet for heavy equipment. Slowly, but surely, we began to restore and manage the crane’s habitat.

It was joyful work. To see wiregrass green-up and pitcher plants flower after a fire was a remarkable sight. It was rewarding to see and measure progress. Most important, we began to realize that we might be able to win the race and save the cranes from extinction. We all felt like we were working directly on the mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
The effort at Mississippi Sandhill Crane Refuge continues today, with much more skilled and sophisticated techniques. Just this past winter the refuge’s staff released into the wild 22 juvenile cranes that had been hatched at New Orleans’ Audubon Nature Institute.
No one is better at habitat restoration than the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. We pioneered restoration work on national wildlife refuges. We now use those techniques in myriad programs throughout the Service.  We have every reason to be proud of the progress that our colleagues are making.
