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Report – Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge


Field Report
Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge

(
1.0
Summary

The Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) is a well-established refuge in north​east Louisiana.  Figure 1 illustrates the regional location of the refuge.  Participation and use from surrounding communities is generally strong, particularly during hunting sea​son.  While the refuge has plans to continue to develop in order to maximize public use without threatening natural resources and wildlife, the potential for alternative modes of transportation to enhance use is generally limited at this time.  However, as described in the following sections, there is potential to coordinate with local population centers to shuttle visitors, tourists, school children, etc. to the site.  These visits would be to observe wildlife in their natural habitats and to allow for educational programs as refuge pro​grams develop, and as access is improved.

Figure 1.
Regional Location
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The need for Alternative Transportation Systems (ATS) is limited at this time.  However, upon completion of Quebec Road improvements, the refuge will be able to better market day trips from nearby population centers and tourist activity centers (such as Vicksburg) and the demand for potential regularly scheduled shuttle service from Tallulah and other nearby cities may increase.

(
2.0
Background Information

2.1
Location

The Tensas River NWR is located in the Tensas River basin in northeastern Louisiana.  The refuge was established in 1980 to preserve the largest privately owned tract of bottomland hardwoods remaining in the Mississippi delta.  Tallulah is the gateway community to the refuge and has a population of approximately 12,000 people.

The primary access to the refuge is approximately five miles west on U.S. 80 from down​town Tallulah.  From U.S. 80, visitors must drive approximately nine miles south on Quebec Road to access the Visitor Center and Refuge Headquarters.  Figure 2 shows the Visitor Center.  Other major cities within close proximity (one- to one-and-one-half-hour drive) of the refuge along the east-west U.S. 80/I‑20 route include:  Monroe, Louisiana (50 miles), Vicksburg, Mississippi (30 miles), and Jackson, Mississippi (70 miles).

Figure 2.
Visitor Center and Refuge Headquarters
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2.2
Administration and Classification

Tensas River NWR is administered by the USFWS, a bureau of the Department of the Interior responsible for the NWR System.  Southeast Region IV of the USFWS manages the Tensas River NWR.

2.3
Physical Description

The Tensas River NWR currently encompasses 66,000 acres.  The refuge plans to purchase adjacent lands, which could increase the size of the refuge to 85,000 acres.  The bottomland forest contains a variety of vegetation, providing habitat and food for more than 400 spe​cies of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and fish.  Many areas previously converted to agriculture are being replanted to restore the forest.  The refuge has approximately 4,000 acres of open lands.  Larger areas are shared with farmers that pay rent by leaving one-quarter of their crop for wildlife and wintering waterfowl.

As shown in Figure 3, the refuge is divided into two units.  These units reflect the two large areas connected by a narrower piece of refuge land south of the Visitor Center that crosses Highway 884.  The Judd Brake Unit is located north of Highway 884.  Fool River Unit is located south of Highway 884.

Figure 3.
Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge
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2.4
Mission and Goals of the Wildlife Refuge

The mission of the Tensas River NWR is to preserve and restore a large and dynamic area of bottomland hardwood forest, while protecting species that thrive in this type of habitat.  Research projects are underway to locate and understand endangered species such as the bald eagle and Louisiana black bear.

The refuge encourages the public to visit at any time of the year.  The primary public use activities are wildlife observation, fishing, hunting, hiking and environmental education.  Deer hunting season is generally late October through January (archery only).  Two week​end gun hunts are held during hunting season on a random lottery basis (2,500 hunters per weekend).  A two-day youth hunt is also provided.  Various hunting regulations are outlined in the Tensas River NWR Hunting Regulations brochure.

The Tensas River Refuge Association (TRRA) Instructor Corps Program (ICP) is an envi​ronmental education program designed to increase the environmental education and out​reach capacity of the refuge.  This is accomplished by training high school-aged students to present environmental education programs to various audiences both on and off the refuge.  The four key objectives of the program are:

1. To increase the capacity of the refuge and TRRA to offer environmental education programs by increasing the number of persons qualified to provide such programs;

2. To increase the capacity of the refuge to conduct outreach activities by increasing the number of persons trained and available to conduct such activities;

3. To increase awareness among school aged children of the importance of a healthy eco​system, and increase the effectiveness of educational programs by providing instruc​tors who are better able to communicate with this age group due to proximity of age; and

4. To increase interest in wildlife management and related careers.

2.5
Visitation Levels and Visitor Profile

Visitation levels at Tensas River NWR have been steadily increasing over the past few years.  During 1998, visitation levels exceeded 105,000 visitors and 19 special events were held.  Visitors are predominantly local or from within a 60-mile radius.  International visitors have also visited the refuge.  Local support is evidenced by attendance at the National Hunting and Fishing Day event, hosted by the refuge.  During 1998, 1,350 people attended, and during 1999 approximately 3,000 people attended.

Figure 4 illustrates visitor levels by month for 1998.  The visitor profile varies by time of year.  During spring and summer months, the majority of visitors come for various inter​pretation and nature observation day uses such as Visitor Center exhibits, kiosks, nature trails, and observation towers.  No camping is allowed on the refuge.  Organized canoe trips and night hikes are also provided, and are typically reserved to capacity throughout the year.  Larger groups may stay overnight at local hotels.  During hunting season, which begins in October, the majority of visitors come for recreation purposes, particularly big game hunting.  Many hunters stay overnight in campgrounds located adjacent to the ref​uge on private land.  Peak hunting occurs during the two weekend gun hunts held in late November and mid-December.

Figure 4.
1998 Visitation by Month
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3.0
Existing Conditions, Issues and Concerns

3.1
Transportation Conditions, Issues and Concerns

There are three types of transportation to and within the refuge:

1. Vehicular Access, Circulation, and Parking;

2. All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) Trails and Trailhead Parking; and

3. Walking/Hiking/Bicycling.

The following sections describe the conditions, issues and concerns, associated with each of these modes.

Vehicular Access, Circulation and Parking

In terms of vehicular access, the refuge is potentially accessible from all directions:

· U.S. Highway 80 and Interstate 20 are major east-west roadways located to the north;
· U.S. Highway 65 is the main north-south artery to the east;
· State Highway 4 provides east-west access to the south; and

· State Highways 577 and 17 are minor highways to the west.

The primary access point to the refuge is from U.S. 80.  Visitors must drive approximately nine miles north along Quebec Road to the Visitor Center.  Figure 5 shows the Quebec Road entrance from U.S. 80.  Signs from I‑20 (which is south of and parallel to U.S. 80) direct users to drive north on U.S. 65, then west on U.S. 80 to Quebec Road.  This requires users to pass through Tallulah.  Just after turning onto Quebec Road from U.S. 80, Quebec Road crosses over a railroad and I‑20 and becomes a gravel road for approximately four to five miles of the nine-mile trip.

Figure 5.
Quebec Road Exit from U.S. 80
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The first phase of the grading and paving of Quebec Road (from this point to the Visitor Center) is complete.  Congress appropriated $2.6 million several years ago for Phase 2 of the project, which would complete the paving of Quebec Road to U.S. 80.  However, local right-of-way issues have kept the project from being implemented.  Completion of Phase 2 will greatly improve access to the Visitor Center and refuge for all types of vehicles.  It was noted that a private tour bus company was planning to bring a large group from Vicksburg but cancelled the trip because the bus company would not subject its buses to potential damage from the gravel road.  This same reason keeps other visitors from using the refuge.  Regular visitors and hunters are familiar with the site and typically have vehi​cles such as trucks better suited to the road conditions.

Based on discussions with refuge management and local community members, vehicular access to the refuge could be enhanced by:

· Completion of the Quebec Road paving project.

· Interchange at I‑20 with completion of the Quebec Road project.  Direct access from I‑20 would increase visibility and ease of access, and could increase visitor levels.  Nearest interchanges are five miles to east and west of Quebec Road.

· Improving access from U.S. 65 along Highway 884 into the refuge.  This existing access road is not paved and is currently used only by local users.  In order to provide access to the Visitor Center, new bridges over the Tensas River would be required.

Within the refuge, staff have developed a route for an auto tour.  This would be a self-guided, three- to four-mile tour along a gravel road through a closed area.  Signage and brochures have not been developed but would be placed along the route and would allow visitors to stop at observation areas and learn about resources on the refuge.

Refuge staff do not currently count traffic, but may begin to do so.  They have observed average vehicle occupancy rates of approximately 2.5 persons per vehicle during hunting season.  For educational programs or group tours, carpools are common.  Some groups arrive by bus.

Parking at the Visitor Center is sufficient on typical days.  During special events and weekend gun hunts, parking is at capacity and vehicles park alongside the road (see ATV Trails and Trailhead Parking discussion).  Even with increased visitorship that may occur with roadway improvements and increased outreach, refuge staff do not believe parking will become a critical issue.

ATV Trails and Trailhead Parking

The Tensas River NWR has 30 miles of ATV trails (see Figure 3).  The trails are primarily used for hunting access.  ATV trail users typically park their vehicles alongside a road in gravel parking lots.  Figure 6 shows a typical parking area outside a trailhead.  During peak periods, such as the weekend gun hunts, people will park alongside the road as many lots become full.  This can cause safety problems, or vehicles can become stuck in mud during rainy weather.  Refuge staff recently expanded this parking area to accom​modate additional vehicles.  However, this is not a frequent problem and only occurs a few weekends out of the year.  In general, parking capacity outside ATV trailheads is suf​ficient on the refuge.

Figure 6.
Typical Trailhead Parking Area
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Walking/Hiking/Bicycling

As discussed in the Visitation Levels section, the majority of visitors who come for inter​pretation and nature observation activities use nature trails.  Walking and hiking is accommodated along various trails, including the Hollow Cypress Wildlife Trail.  This half-mile long trail is ADA accessible and leads to an observation tower.  A local Eagle Scout project recently added a shorter observation tower that is accessible.  Rainy Lake Trail is four miles long and is being resurfaced to enhance access into the refuge.

Mountain biking on ATV trails is also becoming more popular.  Small groups have been coming in to organize rides through the refuge.

3.2
Community Development Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Tallulah, which serves as the gateway community for the Tensas River NWR, is located within Madison Parish.  During the site visit, a meeting was held with:

· Theodore Lindsey, Mayor of Tallulah;

· Audrey Odgen, Manager of Madison Parish Public Transit; and

· James Morse, Former Police Juror and Local Business Owner.

Madison Parish is one of the poorest parishes in the state.  The main industry is agricul​ture and much of the population actively hunts or fishes on the refuge.  The city of Tallulah is supportive of the refuge and has coordinated with refuge staff on many events to encourage attendance and participation.  Economic benefits from the refuge are visible to community leaders.  The refuge recently submitted a proposal to market Tallulah as its Gateway community to enhance economic benefits of the city while promoting the refuge.

Community leaders recognize that improved access, such as improvements to Quebec Road or direct access off I‑20 could increase visitation and enhance the economic benefits for Tallulah.  Other developments and attractions are planned north of the refuge near Poverty Point Lake, including a golf course community, which could influence hotel development in the area.  Community leaders and refuge staff also noted that several other potential tourist attractions are present in the immediate area such as:  Delta Airlines started in Tallulah, the first Coca-Cola Bottling Plant is in the area, locations of historic events associated with the 1927 flood, and Civil War events such as the Battle of Vicksburg.  The local Historic Preservation Society is trying to capitalize on these attractions.

Tallulah’s public transportation system presently consists of a fleet of five vans.  The vans are used for demand responsive transportation, elderly transportation, and non-emergency travel.  Two additional vans are needed to meet demands, but financial con​straints have precluded the ability to purchase additional vans.  As the fleet size increases, Madison Parish Public Transit is willing to work with the refuge to use vans to transport community groups or visitors to/from the refuge for educational programs, tours, etc.

3.3
Natural or Cultural Resource Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Tensas River NWR consists of a bottomland hardwood forest with a wide variety of trees, shrubs, vines and other plants.  This provides habitat for over 400 species of wildlife.  The refuge manages the land to enhance this diversity, and preserve and maintain the pro​ductivity of the dynamic bottomland hardwood forest.  Hunting is managed to maintain an appropriate balance of wildlife in the refuge.  Endangered species are few but these areas are maintained to protect these species and their habitat.

Visitor levels and locations where visitors are encouraged to observe and learn about eco​systems and wildlife are sited to minimize adverse effects on wildlife and other natural resources.  Refuge staff did not note any issues or concerns regarding natural or cultural resources beyond occasional violations of hunting regulations.

3.4
Recreation Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Recreation at Tensas River NWR consists of the following:

· Hunting;

· Deer – Archery (late October through January)

· Deer – Youth (mid-November weekend hunt)

· Deer – General Gun Hunts (late November, mid-December – two weekends)

· Deer – Muzzleloader (late November – one week)

· Turkey

· Squirrel & Rabbit (October to mid-December)

· Raccoon (mid-December through January)

· Woodcock (mid-December through January)

· Hogs

· Ducks and Coots (certain days within state season)

· Fishing;

· ATV Trails;

· Hiking/Walking;

· Mountain Biking;

· Organized Tours (canoe, night hikes);

· Organized Group Tours (Boy Scouts, schools, community groups, etc.);

· Wildlife Observation; and

· Environmental Education Programs.

Public outreach, volunteerism, and environmental/recreation programs are well-coordinated and publicized by the refuge.  Recreational uses such as hunting are well-managed and con​trolled.  Typical problems are associated with peak hunting seasons, such as violations of number of game caught and methods of access into areas to retrieve game.  However, because the sheriff’s department has concurrent jurisdiction on the refuge, enforcement is consistent and the majority of refuge users comply with rules and regulations.

(
4.0
Planning and Coordination

4.1
Unit Plans

In terms of transportation, refuge personnel still support the completion of the Quebec Road paving project.  This improvement will enhance visitor use by currently under-represented visitor groups such as the elderly, tourists, and visitors from local activity centers (such as gambling centers in Vicksburg or Natchez).  Improvements to other roads and trails are an ongoing process – the level of improvements needed vary with the amount of rain or erosion to the trail or road.  The refuge also plans to complete the auto tour by producing signs for along the route and brochures to publicize the program.

The refuge is due for comprehensive conservation planning in 2003.  At this time, the ref​uge operates under the general management plan for wildlife refuges.

4.2
Public and Agency Coordination

The refuge has established a good relationship with the public through the establishment of the TRRA and the ICP.  The refuge also coordinates with local radio stations to promote special events.  Refuge management plans to follow-up with the city of Tallulah regarding their proposal to develop a plan that recognizes Tallulah as the “gateway community” to the Tensas River NWR.

(
5.0
Assessment of Need

5.1
Magnitude of Need

The need for ATS is limited at this time.  However, upon completion of Quebec Road improvements, the refuge will be able to better market day trips from nearby population centers and tourist activity centers (such as Vicksburg) and the demand for potential regularly scheduled shuttle service from Tallulah and other nearby cities may increase.

5.2
Feasible Alternatives

· Completion of Quebec Road improvements.

· Consideration of direct access from Interstate 20.

· Regularly scheduled (i.e., weekly trip) shuttle service from Tallulah to refuge.  This alternative would require additional vans or shuttle buses that could be coordinated with increasing transit needs in Tallulah.

· Continued development of nature trails and observation towers to enhance hiking and nature observation opportunities.

· Possible shuttle or van tours along the planned auto tour route.  This alternative would allow groups that visit the site by shuttle or bus from nearby population centers to schedule tours along the auto tour route.  Limited auto access along the tour route is planned.  However, to minimize impacts to resources through closed areas and to maximize opportunities for tour groups to view the area, the tour should consider having a shuttle or van available for this activity.

(
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