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no. ''-"* ECOLOGICAL CHARACERlZAf ION 
The Coastal EaVstmr Canorpt 

An ecological characterlation is a 
dewription of the importurt components 
and processem that make up an ecosyk 
tern. The description stresses functional 
relatiunships and is a synthesis of exist- 
ing information from the MdogicJ, phy. 
s id ,  and social sciences. An ecologkrl 
charactmitation server to identify what 
is known about the mtud r r l l~~rces  of 
an area, to  drtcribc environmental im. 
pactl, to  rid in development of mi@- 
tioa procedures and alternatives for mini. 
midng envkonmentd damage, and to 
help identify mearch me&. 

M1661sslPPI DELTAIC PLAIN REGION 
CHARACTERIZATION STUDY 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife S m k e ,  in 
cooperrtion with th Bnrrill of tad 
Manapcnt, h pecuntly cohducthg an 
eedoglcal charmmiation study of thc 
M i d i  Deltaic Plain Region. T?K 
rtudy wu begin in July 1978 and will 
be completed h 1981. 

Thb ecdogkd chuvterizrabn S N -  
dy will collect, organize, a d  d y z e  
avrilnble informidm fran v.riou$ u~ 
(pzology, Mdopy, hydrdogy, rocioecon- 
omiss, etc.) in a mamet that d l  dernibe 
each port of thc syrtem in t m  of i& re. 
Ltion to other parts md to the Mtrir. 
sippi Deltnkc Plain regional e c q s t e m  pr 

a whole. 



STUDY AREA logical and socioeconomic. Most of 
the significant and cumulative impacts of 

For this study, the Mississippi Deltaic 
I 

human activities will be identified within 
Plain Regional Ecosystem is defined as specific units. 
that are; extending along the coast of I 

3. Habitats. Descriptions of the various 
Louisiana from the western side of I types of habitats, such as marshes, for- 
Vermilion Bay to the Mississippi-Alabama I 

I 
ests, swamps, lakes, and estuarine water- 

boundary line. bodies in the Deltaic Plain and the pro- 

The inland boundaries of the eco- 
system are those defined by Louisiana 
Act 361 for the Louisiana Coastal Zone 
and the +Is-foot land elevation contour 
in Mississippi. The Gulfward extent of 
the study area is the legal boundary 
separating State and Federal waters, 
which is three miles offshore. 

ORGANIZATION 

The characterization approach treats 
the study area as a stratified hierarchy, 
as follows: 

1. Regional Ecosystem. A description 
of the meteorological and geological 
processes that formed the h4ississippi 
Deltaic Plain will be presented and will 
include major human influences such as 
controlling flow and sediments of the 
Mississippi River. 

2. Hydrological Units (see model, pp. 
4-5). Individual descriptions of each of 
the seven distinct hydrological units 
(Vermilion, Atchafalaya, Timbalier. Bara- 
taria, Ac t ive Delta, Chandeleur-Breton, 
and Mississippi Sound) of the Missiwippi 
Deltaic Plain will include the important 
processes that operate at this level of 
ecological organization, such as hydro- 

cesses that operate at this scale of ice- 
logical resolution will be elaborated. 
Although boundaries are not always 
distinct, the habitat is the basic land- 
scape unit in which species occur. Each 
habitat supports communities of plants 
and animals. Most natural or man-made 
changes are viewed with respect to  hab- 
itats. 

1 
I 4. Populations. Species or combinations 

1 of species that function within the hab- 
itat or hydrological unit and are subject 

I to  the same dynamic processes will be 
described. Emphasis is placed upon the 
natural history, growth characteristics, 

j use of various habitats, and environ- 
mental limits of indicator, commercial, 
recreational, threatened, and endangered 

I species. 



An energese model for a typical hydrological unit in the Mississip i Deltaic Plain (J. L. van Beek and T. Gayle, unpublished, 
Coastal Environments Inc. Baton Rouge, Louisiana). i '1 



PRODUCTS 

The products of the Mississippi 
Deltaic Plain Region Characterization 
Study will be a Planning Model, Habitat 
Maps, an Environmental Literature 
Search and Synthesis Report, Socio- i 

economic Maps and Report, an Ecol- 
ogical Atlas and an Ecosystem Model 
and Narrative. 

The Planning Model (to be com- 
pleted in late summer of 1979) outlines 
the most important processes, compo- 
nents, and functional relationships to be 
considered in the Characterization Study. 

The Habitat Maps (to be completed 
in the fall of 1979) are a collection of 
548 mylar overlay maps (scale 1 :24,000) 
depicting approximately 70 habitats of 
the study area for the periods 1955 and 
1978. The area of each habitat will be 
measured for the two time periods by 
topographic sheet, State, hydrological 
unit and parish or county and changes in 
habitats will be tabulated. 

The Environmentd Litetrature M 
(to be completed in the fall of 1979) 
consists of a bibliography of over 5,000 
references pertinent to  the Mississippi 
Deltaic Plain Region and a Users' Manual - .  
for the computer storage-retrieval sys- 
tem. For the convenience of the user, 
the references will be retrievable by 
category, such as geology, hydrology, 
meteorology, botany, zoology, ecology, 
and man's influence on plants and ani- 
mals. The Synthesis Report summarizes 
the literature for selected topics, such as 

oil and gas impacts, and the geology, 
hydrology, meteorology, biology, and 
ecology of the study area. 

The Socioeconomic b p s  (to be com- 
pleted in the fall of 1979) consist of a 
series of 70 maps (scale 1: 125.000) 
depicting features such as oil and gas 
pipeline routes, transportation, point 
source discharges, recreat ion,  and  
tourism. Each map will be accompanied - 
by a narrative. The Report will contain 
synthesis papers on various socioeco- 
nomic activities of the study area, such 
as oil and gas production, demography, 
land use, agriculture, commercial fisheries 
and trapping, recreation and tourism. 

The Ecological Atlas (to begin in the 
fall of 1979) will contain 88 maps (scale 
1 : 100,000) and accompanying narratives. 
These maps will show oystering grounds, 
fish spawning areas, sea turtle nesting 
areas, waterfowl and furbearer concen- 
tration areas, shoreline changes from 
1955 to 1978, boundaries of marsh 
types; socioeconomic activities such as 
conservation and recreation areas, major 
dredge spoil disposal areas, point sources 
of pollutants, oil and gas infrastructure, 
location of pertinent coastal studies; and 
physical properties, such as soil types, 
geologic features, rainfall, and surface 
salini ties. 

The Ecosystem Model (to begin in the 
winter of 1979) will consist of detailed 
energese and pictorial models of the eco- 
system, as well as a Narrative that will 
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F O R  Y O U R  I N F O R M A T I O N  

Any questions or lnqulrles concemlng the 
characterization stud~es should be directed to  

Information Transfer Specialist 
National Coastal Ecosystems Team 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Sewice 
Department of the Interior 
NASA-Slidell Computer Complex 
1010 Gaure Blvd. 
Slidell. LA 70458 
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