Saving the Wolf River’s Beauty A Priority For Area Leaders

By Logan Walker
logancherald@bellsouth.net
When Larry Smith, an attorney working with the Wolf River Conservancy, walks through what many see as a smelly, muddy swamp, he sees an environmental jewel worth fighting for. To Smith’s eyes, the wetlands in the floodplains of the Wolf River along the northern border of Collierville are an invaluable resource to all residents of Shelby County. Amazingly, the property was once slated to become a golf course.
Luckily for the Wolf River Conservancy, Shelby County Mayor A C Wharton and Collierville Mayor Linda Kerley agree that the Wolf River must be protected from development. Ted Fox, director of Shelby County Public Services, has been working closely with the conservancy for a number of years in one capacity or another, to help the Wolf River and the surrounding wetlands.
Now the county, with the help of Collierville, and the federal government, is working to protect the river.
Four weirs are being constructed to prevent the destruction of the Wolf River and its wetlands. Weirs are composed of rocks — some of which are as large as Vokswagens — which have been placed on the floor of the riverbed. In time, sediment collects around these rocks and provides a stable river foundation that will hopefully not erode further. Three of the weirs, all located between Collierville-Arlington Road and Houston Levee Road, have already been completed. Only one more remains.
“The goal of this is to stop the headcutting (or erosion),” Fox said. “We have to stop it, not only to save the wetland, but also the bridges that cross the Wolf River.”
The expansion of the river banks as well as erosion of the river floor could potentially wipe out bridges in its path, that is, if Shelby County had not taken action to stop headcutting.
While the piles of rocks on the riverbed may seem unremarkable, they are actually a national model.
“As far as I am aware, this is the first time in the nation that this type of project has been undertaken to preserve the environment,” Smith said. “And this isn’t just some concrete construction, this is nature. We are just rearranging these rocks to provide the stability the river needs.”
The project’s success has depended on government cooperation. The current cost of the project is $12.5 million. The federal share of that is $8 million.
“Without the help of Mayor Wharton and Mayor Kerley, we could not have ever gotten this far,” Fox said. “We also relied on congressional support from (U.S.) Senators (Bill) Frist, Lamar Alexander, and Congresswoman (Marsha) Blackburn. They all helped us get the funding for this.”
Fox also thanked 
Representatives Harold Ford Jr. and John Tanner for their help in getting funding for the project.
“We got extremely lucky,” Smith said. “We had a very small window of opportunity to complete this project. This past fall was one of the driest falls ever. That really helped us get this project up and moving quickly.”
The destruction of the river started in the 1920s, when farmers in the Memphis area channelized the mouth of the Wolf River to prevent devastating floods and to drain wetlands to provide property for farming. To prevent the floods, the Army Corps of Engineers straightened the mouth of the river to carry water away from the flood plains faster. But now, more than 80 years later, that increased velocity has had devastating effects.
“As that water picked up velocity, it carried away more and more sediment, eroding the floor of the river,” Fox said. “This erosion (also called headcutting) progresses upstream at about .7 miles per year. The faster the mouth of the river deposits water into the Mississippi River, the faster the rest of the water on the river flows.”
Headcutting has had a tremendous effect on the wetlands in the floodplains of the Wolf River. In any other river, such a minor channelization would have been negligible. But because the Wolf River contains Memphis Sand, a highly erodible sand that provides the aquifer, headcutting is occurring extremely quickly.
As the bottom of the river becomes deeper, the banks widen at an alarming rate, toppling trees into the river and draining surrounding wetlands. The sediment, along with the fallen trees, blocks up the river and actually makes flood control worse.
“No matter how much you want to control flooding it is always going to happen,” Smith said. “If you get rid of water in one place, it is going to find somewhere else to go. The problem is that you have no way of predicting where that will be.”
In some cases, flooding has led the Wolf River to change route. As soon as the river finds a newer path-of-least-resistance it changes courses, widening and deepening what was once a simple creek with only a small amount of water.
Though saving the Wolf River has been a difficult process, it seems as though the entire weir project may be close to paying off.
“When we get done with this project, we have the capability of handing down one of the nation’s greatest treasures to our children,”Mrs. Kerley said. “You don’t have to be an environmentalist to understand what a treasure this is.”
Smith takes a more scientific viewpoint on the subject.
“It is just like a human being to want to tear all of this down to make a golf course,” he said. “But there are still some of us who like it just the way it was made.” 
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