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MISSISSIPPI’S ENDANGERED SPECIES 
 

any of the terrestrial species on 
Mississippi Endangered Species List, 
including amphibians, 
reptiles, mammals 

and birds, were originally 
denizens of the virgin 
longleaf pine forest which 
covered most of the uplands 
in southern Mississippi until Athe Big Cut@ of 
the early 1900s.1 For these and other 
endangered species, habitat loss is due to the 
conversion of land to agricultural, residential 
and industrial uses, including industrial 
forestry (densely stocked pine plantations).  
Other factors include the suppression of 
natural wildfire, the proliferation of major 
road construction (particularly in the wake of 
the casino boom), and the invasion of exotic 
species such as fire ants and cogon grass.2 

 
In Mississippi, fish and mussels 

have suffered habitat loss 
disproportionately in recent 
years, given the decline in their 

aquatic environments.3 Modi- 
fication of stream channels with dams,  dredg- 

ing, and/or channelization 
projects has caused most of 

this habitat loss. Impound-
ments/dams are an-other problem:   most 
species adapted to riverine habitats will not 
survive in impoundments, which also may 
block access of fish such as the Gulf sturgeon 
to upstream spawning habitat.  
 
Stream modification to expedite drainage or 
facilitate navigation also changes aquatic 
habitats, often destabilizing stream channel 
dynamics.4   Deterioration in water quality 
from point and non-point source pollution 
can also hurt habitats.  One hard-earned 
lesson from experience:  projects changing 
environments that are proposed or under-
taken without the benefit of appropriate cost-
benefit analysis run the risk of unnecessary  
habitat destruction and may hasten species 
loss.5    The removal of the bald eagle from the 
list of endangered species (its status has 
improved to “threatened”) shows that steps 
taken to protect species can be successful.

 
Notes 

1.  During the Big Cut, on the order of 50 million acres of longleaf pine were clear-cut for timber, with no systematic 
replanting.  The ivory-billed woodpecker, now extinct, disappeared along with the forest. 
2.  Industrial forests plantings are generally so dense that the grass and forb-based food chain so important to the 
presence of many species  can=t survive. Natural wildfires, once commonplace during the growing season in southern 
Mississippi, have been energetically suppressed, enabling shrub and hardwood encroachment in forests which shades out 
grasses and forbs. Highway construction has destroyed or fragmented habitat. Small habitat patches bordered by roads 
and/or development are difficult to manage appropriately. Survival of animals attempting to cross roads separating 
habitat patches is also problematic, so the odds of local extinction of animals within shrinking habitat patches have 
increased. Habitat disturbance has also favored proliferation of aggressive exotic species such as the fire ant and cogon 
grass, both of which are exacting a heavy toll on native plants and wildlife.  
3.  Creation of the Tenn-Tom Waterway resulted in precipitous declines in many mussel species found in the Tombigbee 
drainage. Eleven of these are now endangered. Small populations of most of these species continue to exist in some of 
the larger tributaries  now draining into the Waterway. However, these populations are vulnerable to extinction since 
there is now no longer any appropriate habitat connecting the populations, and ongoing drainage problems such as 
gravel mining, headcutting, and siltation continue to threaten these isolated populations and fish hosts essential to 
mussel reproduction.  See Mississippi Museum of Natural Science, 2001. Endangered Species of Mississippi.  
4.  Stream modification can also trigger erosion upstream, which causes losses of land and often undermines roads and 
bridges. The loss of land can be extensive (see article in the Clarion-Ledger (5/4/04) on the loss of 3,400 acres of land 
consequent to channel shortening in the Homochitto River).   
5.  For information on the proposed dredging of the Sunflower River, which gives some idea of the issues cost-benefit 
analysis must address, see Mississippi Wildlife, Vol. 13, No. 4, Winter 2001, “Wildlife Digest: Last Holdout for Ancient 
Sunflower River Mussel Beds Still in Doubt”.  Also search on “Sunflower River” at www.usace.army.mil  to reach 
“Corps River Projects Provide Environmental Benefits”, 4/2/02. 
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