'Swamp for sale' is not a negative

Wolf River bottoms have riches up and down
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Shelby County's largest land-acquisition effort in generations might seem

to have the trappings of a folly at best, an outright swindle at worst.

The county, after all, is investing in a whole bunch of swampland.

But the campaign to acquire 2,142 acres of Wolf River bottomlands -- an

area nearly half the size of Shelby Farms -- will bring "absolutely,

totally tremendous" benefits, says county public works director Ted Fox.

"All in all, we're getting recreation, flood storage, groundwater

protection, environmental restoration and infrastructure protection," he

said.

The land in question -- a mix of forest and fields that's expected to cost

a total of $2.9 million -- lies between Houston Levee and

Collierville-Arlington roads, dead-center of one of the county's

fastest-growing areas.

So far, Shelby has taken title to 1,195 acres, or 56 percent of the planned

purchase site. Acquisition of the remaining 947 acres is expected within

the next year or so.

In terms of area, it's the second-largest land-acquisition effort in county

history, trailing only the purchase of the 4,500 acres making up Shelby

Farms, said Bill Goss, manager of real estate services for the county.

And it's all being done without adding to Shelby's burgeoning $1.7 billion

debt.

Local officials are purchasing the floodway and surrounding acreage as part

of a Corps of Engineers project designed to reverse damaging effects of

past flood-control work along the Wolf. The project includes the

construction of several water-control structures, the first few of which

were completed last month.

Funding for the land purchases has come primarily from the Chickasaw Basin

Authority, a state agency dealing with flood-control and drainage issues in

a three-county area.

The basin authority so far has chipped in $1.2 million, which came from

proceeds from the sale of industrial land the agency owned in Memphis.

The Town of Collierville, which abuts the river on the south and whose

annexation reserve encompasses the north bank, has committed $1 million --

to be paid over a five-year period -- toward the acquisition.

The Wolf River Conservancy, a conservation group, is contributing another

$100,000 in cash and land to the project.

Officials are purchasing the land from 15 owners. So far, only one tract

has been taken through eminent domain, with the rest coming from willing

sellers, Goss said.

Although plans for the project predate his administration, county Mayor A C

Wharton has pushed the land acquisition as part of his "quality of life"

initiatives, Fox said.

The most immediate benefit of the purchases will be preventing development

from further encroaching the Wolf's floodplain, officials said. It also

preserves sensitive forested wetlands and wildlife habitat.

"Even though some of the property couldn't be developed, it could've been

mined or the timber cut and harvested," said James Lewellen, town

administrator for Collierville.

Another benefit, Fox said, is added protection for the aquifer supplying

Memphis' drinking water. The purchase area contains outcroppings of the

Memphis Sand, where water from the river and precipitation recharges the

aquifer.

But one the most obvious uses of the land will be recreation.

Nearly nine miles of walking and biking trails will be constructed,

connecting the acreage to a developing "greenway" system along the Wolf

that will someday stretch 36 miles from Downtown Memphis to the eastern

edge of the county.

"This is creating an incredible greenway park in the heart of one of the

fastest-growing cities in Tennessee," said Keith Kirkland, executive

director of the Wolf River Conservancy.

Over the next few years, Collierville will construct some trails on the

south side of the river, including a link with the town's Peterson Lake

Nature Center, Lewellen said.

On the north side of the river, the crushed limestone construction roads

built by the corps for access to the river will be used for trails. Boat

ramps also are planned in later phases.

The $10 million river-restoration project under which the land is being

acquired was prompted by the degradation of the Wolf in recent decades.

Ever since the 1960s, when the corps excavated a larger, straighter channel

to reduce flooding, the Wolf has been eroding a deeper bed for itself,

undermining banks and draining nearby wetlands.

Eventually, the erosion could undermine bridges like the one at

Collierville-Arlington Road.

The stone water-control structures being built by the corps are designed to

stabilize the river.

If enough funding is available, the corps will begin work on the second

phase of the river project this June, said project manager Carol W. Jones.
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