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National Park Service Issues Decision to Remove Hurricane Rita Related Debris from Little Pine Island Bayou
Regional Director Mike Snyder today signed a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for a project to remove some large woody debris and foreign, human-caused debris from the Little Pine Island Bayou located within Big Thicket National Preserve, a step which concludes the agency’s environmental review of the project and allows the project to go forward.

The project is designed to help reduce the risk of out-of-bank water flows that might be enhanced by the presence of trees and other large debris deposited in the bayou after Hurricane Rita. In April, the agency completed an Environmental Assessment of the debris-clearing project which, the National Park Service has determined, will not have a significant impact on the Preserve and therefore will not require further environmental study.  “We seriously considered the public’s concerns, and recognize this is an important issue for many. We believe the project strikes a fair balance between opposing viewpoints” said Todd Brindle, Superintendent of Big Thicket National Preserve.

 This one-time removal is targeted to accumulations of debris that have the potential to block the waterway, which in turn could heighten the risk of flooding of nearby areas.  As such, this action is targeted to larger obstructions, such as downed trees that span the bayou from bank to bank, and select pieces of larger debris that may snag more material and significantly obstruct the waterway.  The park service decided against clearing out smaller accumulations of debris that agency hydrologists determined do not contribute to significant flow obstructions or cause atypical flooding. 

Why did the National Park Service (NPS) decide to remove woody debris from Little Pine Island Bayou?

A major after-effect of Hurricane Rita in 2005 was significant timber blow-down throughout Southeast Texas.  Hardin County officials secured a federal grant to remove Hurricane Rita debris from areas throughout the county to lessen the flooding of roads and homes.  Pine Island Bayou was identified by the county as an area greatly in need of debris removal.  Hardin County officials asked Big Thicket National Preserve to allow removal of Hurricane Rita related debris from the Little Pine Island-Pine Island Bayou Corridor Unit to help prevent the flooding of homes and property.  The Preserve, also concerned about the flooding of homes and property, agreed to consider the County’s request and evaluated the impacts of this proposal in a comprehensive Environmental Assessment (EA).

What woody debris will the NPS remove from Little Pine Island Bayou?

Based on the findings in the EA and the public input received throughout the planning process, the NPS has decided to conduct a one-time removal of large woody debris related to Hurricane Rita and foreign debris within the Corridor Unit.  Following Hurricane Rita, NPS professionals made three reconnaissance trips down the bayou and were unable to locate any large accumulations of woody material that would create a significant flow obstruction; however, NPS experts did locate a few areas where large trees spanning the channel could possibly create such conditions in the future.  It is precisely those large trees and associated debris piles that the NPS will remove, along with the foreign, human-created debris.  The NPS will not remove smaller woody accumulations from the channel because studies have shown that flood levels are not significantly raised by such debris, and wood is an important feature of the aquatic ecosystem, providing habitat and nutrition for small mammals, amphibians, reptiles, fish, invertebrates, algae, and other organisms; therefore, removal of the smaller debris is not consistent with the Preserve’s enabling legislation.

How does this action coincide with the reason the Preserve was established?

Big Thicket National Preserve was established by Congress to assure the preservation of a significant portion of the Big Thicket area.  As a conservation agency and a leader in environmental stewardship, the NPS allows natural processes and resources to evolve, minimally influenced by human actions.  In managing floodplains on parklands, the NPS manages for the preservation of floodplain values while recognizing the need to minimize potentially hazardous conditions associated with flooding.  Therefore, the action of limited removal of hurricane debris was only considered after it was shown that certain types of debris could create conditions that directly affect flooding, and that removal of this debris could be done with minimal impact to the natural resources of the floodplain.  

When will the NPS begin removal activities?

Preserve staff will immediately begin to work with Hardin County officials, who will issue a contract for the work. Timing for the work will depend on contractor availability and water conditions.  All removal activities will be monitored by NPS staff.

Further information about the NPS debris-removal project is available in the Environmental Assessment/FONSI which can be located at:  http://parkplanning.nps.gov/bith or by contacting Big Thicket National Preserve at (409) 951-6802.
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