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Preface

The Mobile Bay National Estuary Program Management Conference, which generally represents all stakeholders
of the estuary, established an objective in its Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan (CCMP) published
in April 2002 to “provide optimum fish and wildlife habitat in the Mobile Bay system by effectively preserving,
restoring, and managing resources to maintain adequate extent, diversity, distribution, connectivity and natural
functions of all habitat types.” The concern was that high quality coastal habitats within the Mobile Bay National
Estuary Program target area were not protected from certain habitat threats loss or reduction of species with 
specific habitat requirements could result. Many of these habitat threats are associated with population growth and
include: habitat destruction, degradation, fragmentation, water quantity and quality impacts, non-native species
and the suppression of natural ecological processes such as periodic fire. Habitat destruction and change have also
recently resulted from the impacts of two of the most destructive hurricanes to strike the U.S. (Ivan and Katrina.)
Direct effects of these storms on sensitive habitat and the secondary impacts resulting from recovery and rebuild
efforts must also be considered as we seek to maintain and preserve our sensitive coastal ecology. In response to
this concern, the CCMP includes this Habitat Management Sub-objective:

Protect, enhance, restore and manage valuable public lands

and work with private property owners to accomplish habitat

protection goals on important, privately held lands, including 

the acquisition of 15 additional high priority sites by 2009 

through purchase or through other instruments, such as easements.

This sub-objective constitutes the foundation of the Acquisition and Restoration Priorities of Mobile and 
Baldwin Counties.
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Introduction

In 2004 the Mobile Bay National Estuary Program (MBNEP) was awarded a grant by the EPA Gulf of Mexico
Program to conduct a strategic assessment of habitats throughout Mobile and Baldwin Counties that would identify
priority sites for acquisition and restoration. At the same time, The Nature Conservancy of Alabama (TNC) was
going through an internal process to identify priority habitats through its Conservation by Design Effromyson
Conservation Workshop methodology. This is a process that assesses habitats for conservation based on quality of
or contributions to the ecosystem, stresses to those systems, sources of the stresses, strategies to abate those sources
and success in terms of measuring biodiversity health and threat abatement with the goal of the long-term survival
of all viable native species and communities. Recognizing their common objectives, MBNEP and TNC decided to
partner and conduct a one-year conservation planning effort using this ecosystem based process to focus on the 
following conservation areas: Perdido River Corridor, the Gulf Islands, the Mobile Bay & Delta, and the Grand Bay.  

This effort resulted in the identification of 17 priority acquisition sites (or  other conservation options) and over
30 other sites/ habitat types where restoration and/or enhancement are considered viable and necessary. These
sites have been put in this “Atlas” to be used by governments and other community organizations to more 
effectively guide resource management activities in coastal Alabama. Indeed, some state and local agencies 
and organizations have already acquired or are already working to acquire certain sites on the list. Similarly,
restoration activities are underway or being planned in a number of the identified areas.

The need for such an assessment arose because of the many organizations, governments and agencies actively 
pursuing habitat acquisition, preservation restoration, and management activities in the Alabama coastal area.
Often their efforts are ineffective in protecting and managing critical habitat because ways to prioritize activities
and communicate what individual groups are doing to acquire, preserve, and restore habitat are lacking. The 
problem is exacerbated by individually applying for funding to various agencies and organizations. Through 
the strategic assessment process the contributions of existing preservation and management programs and the
capabilities of all agencies and organizations involved in these programs are coordinated and maximized.

Other partners and participants in this strategic assessment covered a wide spectrum of public and private 
interests including: the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Natural Resources and Conservation Service, Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant, Alabama
Department of Conservation and Natural Resources State Lands Division, Alabama Forest Resources Council,
Weeks Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve, Mobile and Baldwin County governments, Mobile Bay
Audubon Society, Dauphin Island Bird Sanctuary, Alabama Coastal Foundation, Alabama Power Company and
others such as local conservationists and realtors. 

Although long–term success will be judged on the degree to which identified sites are protected or restored, short
term results are promising. For example, sites and areas identified in the habitat strategic assessment have also
been included as priorities for acquisition in recent state planning documents in response to the Coastal and
Estuarine Land Protection Program (CELP). Further, efforts to create a data base for coastal habitat restoration
are in progress. The Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant Program initiated this data base and funded its development
in response to the need to be able to track on-going restoration projects and the Mobile Bay National Estuary
Program will be responsible for managing and maintaining it as part of its Data and Information Management
System. Finally, a steering committee called the Coastal Habitats Coordinating Team (CHCT) has been created
and left in place to promote a continuing focus on habitat needs in CHCT, the Mobile Bay National Estuary
Program will work to develop the public-private partnerships necessary to effectively conserve critical habitats
throughout coastal Alabama.

Habitat conservation, protection and restoration are very much  community concerns in coastal Alabama. The
development of effective partnerships and tools such as these, help us better utilize and target existing capabilities,
resources, and funding for achieving habitat goals and assist in preventing and diffusing our individual efforts.
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Conservation and Restoration Methods

The above properties identified for habitat conservation and restoration will require long-term site protection
measures to ensure their conservation into perpetuity. There are many different ways to protect restoration sites,
including land acquisition, conservation easements, and other land use controls. Efforts to protect restored sites
long-term will require cooperation between landowners, governments and non-profit organizations committed to
the protection of these resources.

Land Donation - A land owner may donate parcel amounts to a number of entities within the State of Alabama.
These include state agencies, county or city municipalities, or non-governmental organizations such The Nature
Conservancy, Forever Wild, or Alabama Land Trust to name a few. Tax benefits maybe available and easements
can be developed in perpetuity.

Fee Simple Acquisition by a Conservation Agency - Fee-simple acquisition involves obtaining the full rights 
associated with a parcel.  It may include or exclude rental rights when an outright purchase of property occurs.

Discount Acquisition by a Conservation Agency - The strict definition of discount acquisition is the difference
between the amount of unpaid principal of a mortgage and the price paid for the mortgage in the secondary market.
Acquiring property would be paying that unpaid difference.

Conservation Easements executed between a Conservation Agency and an existing land owner - A conservation
easement is a voluntary agreement that willing landowners make to permanently restrict the type and amount of
development that may take place on their property in the future. Landowners grant conservation easements to 
protect their land from inappropriate development while retaining the rights of private ownership. The conservation
easement does not necessarily exclude all development, but restricts any development that would be harmful to
the public benefits the easement seeks to protect.

With a conservation easement, the landowner continues to own the property and may sell it, live on it, use it, or
leave it to heirs, but the agreed-upon restrictions remain with the land forever. Granting of a conservation easement
does not mean that landowners must grant public access to their property.  

Guiding Principles for Conservation Activities
The Priority Habitats Atlas of Mobile and Baldwin Counties (2005) is a document that prioritizes habitats for 
conservation based on its ecosystem value, its stressors, the sources of its stress, and the potential for successfully
abating the threat and protecting its biodiversity. However, other guiding principles have been developed to help
focus conservation efforts. These principles follow:

•   Give priority to those parcels that are the most vulnerable to environmental pressures
•   Give priority to those parcels that meet the greatest ecological need
•   Leverage funds by using a small allocation to generate other private or public investment;
•   Coordinate activities among public and private entities to accomplish  objectives
•   Seize opportunities as they arise
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Overview of Four Target Areas

Grand Bay 
The Grand Bay complex is located in southeastern Jackson County, Mississippi and southern Mobile County,
Alabama. This conservation area extends over 150,000 acres of land and water. The project boundaries are delineated
by the Escatawpa River and the Bangs Lake marsh on the west; Interstate 10 and the Fowl River on the North;
Mobile Bay on the east and the near shore waters and marsh lands of the Mississippi Sound on the south.

Gulf Islands 
The Gulf Islands conservation area spans the string of barrier islands that lie just off the coast of Alabama. 
This includes Dauphin Island, smaller islands in Mississippi Sound, the Fort Morgan Peninsula, Gulf Oak Ridge,
East Ono Island, Wolf Bay, the Perdido Pass Islands, and the Soldier Creek basin. This area falls within the coastal
Mobile and Baldwin Counties in Alabama, and is home to the highly developed resort towns of Gulf Shores and
Orange beach, Alabama. 

Mobile -Tensaw River Delta / Mobile Bay   
The Mobile-Tensaw River Delta conservation area is located in southwest Alabama in the East Gulf Coastal Plain 
ecoregion in central Alabama and empties into Mobile Bay. The Mobile-Tensaw River Delta is defined as the area
from the Alabama River cutoff southward to the upper end of Mobile Bay at U.S. Highway 90 within the ten foot 
contour interval. The Delta is approximately 45 miles long, averages 8 miles wide, and contains over 400 square
miles of wetland and associated upland ecosystems. Mobile Bay itself is comprised of a variety of estuarine and
other wetland habitat types. The Mobile basin’s southern terminous is the Mobile-Tensaw DRiver Delta and
Mobile Bay. This basin drains an area of about 44,000 square miles including 64% of Alabama and small  
portions of Georgia and Mississippi. The Delta and the adjacent Mobile Bay estuary compose one of the largest
wetland ecosystems in the United States.

Perdido River
The Perdido River and Bay conservation area covers approximately 700,000 acres of land in Baldwin and
Escambia Counties in Alabama and Escambia County, Florida. This watershed lies entirely within the East Gulf
Coastal Plain of the southeastern United States. The Perdido River flows for approximately 60 miles with its 
headwaters between Bay Minette and Atmore, Alabama and eventually flows into the Gulf of Mexico at Perdido
Bay. The Perdido River and Bay form the political boundary between Baldwin County, Alabama and Escambia
County, Florida. The land use is mostly forested (85%) with agriculture (13%) also important. Urban/industrial
areas make up less than 2% of the watershed but they are increasing. Much of the remaining long-leaf pine 
forest in Coastal Alabama is located in the Perdido River corridor.
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Methodology

Through a series of workshops held by MBNEP and TNC, area conservation organizations and researchers
worked to define conservation targets – the species, systems or natural communities that needed to be protected
across landscapes. During the first planning workshop, held in December 2003, the group brainstormed a list of
all possible targets, consolidated them into major groupings, identified species that did not fit into groupings and
identified species or communities that required special management or conservation attention. This list was 
narrowed  to 8 targets for each conservation area that best reflected the eco-regional conservation goals, represented
the biodiversity of the site, and which were highly threatened. 

This workshop was followed by a series of one day working sessions held in January 2004 to identify and 
prioritize threats facing the conservation targets in each area. In the Conservation by Design process, threats are
determined first by developing a list of stresses. These are the altered ecological indicators that suggest that a 
conservation target is stressed (i.e. declining population size, altered fire regime, or altered structure/composition).
Then, the sources of those alterations are identified (i.e. incompatible recreation, invasive species colonization,
or a specific activity like dredging). These stresses and sources of stress combine to form a picture of the threats
facing our conservation targets. For the four areas, each of these threats was ranked, based on their severity, scope,
and likelihood of success for action to provide a sense of the highly ranked threats that needed immediate 
conservation action.   

In March 2004, a workshop was held to brainstorm strategies by which highly ranked threats to the conservation
targets could be abated.  Such strategies can be roughly divided into two categories – threat abatement strategies
which protect targets or restoration strategies that improve their viability.  This workshop was followed in May
2004 by the first meeting of the MBNEP’s Coastal Habitat Coordinating Team. This meeting was intended to
bring together conservation organizations to brainstorm and priority sites for habitat acquisition and restoration in
coastal Alabama, and to identify partnerships for achieving protection of these sites, based on the comprehensive
list generated by the previous workshops.  

Throughout this meeting the following objectives were considered when prioritizing tracts for 
acquisition and restoration:

•  Maintain and/or improve beneficial wetland function within the Mobile Bay      
watershed by reducing loss in quality and quantity or restoring degraded 
marsh habitats and increase acreage by 5%

• Reduce the loss of beach and dune habitat

• Reduce the loss of bay/sound/bayou intertidal habitat due to bulkheading

• Prevent the loss of nesting habitat for colonial and migratory birds due 
to human disturbance and alteration

• Restore or protect Submerged aquatic vegetation habitat and increase 
acreage by 3% from 2001 levels

Also considered when selecting priority sites were the habitat goals of the EPA Gulf of Mexico Program 
which are to:

• Restore, enhance, or protect important coastal and marine habitats that 
are essential to the recreational and commercial fisheries of the Gulf,
including the prevention and control of invasive species by 20,000 acres by 2009, and

• Restore, protect or enhance 2400 acres of coastal and marine habitat each 
year between 2002 and 2009.
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Finally, The Nature Conservancy’s mission and goals were also considered, focusing on the protection of  
biodiversity across the Grand Bay, Mobile Bay/Delta, Gulf Islands and Perdido River conservation areas, including
the following species, systems and natural communities:

GRAND BAY GULF ISLANDS MOBILE BAY & DELTA PERDIDO RIVER

Pine Savanna Matrix    Beach, dune, scrubland Riverine Channel System Seepage Slopes (A wet,
nutrient poor area on the 
side of a hill where pitcher
plants may be found)
Depressional Wetlands

Coastal Marshes
Emergent wetlands/brackish
marshes

Forest Matrix (Riparian hardwood
to upland longleaf pine)

Longleaf Pine matrix

Maritime Forest System SAV Deltaic Meander Zone Estuarine System (Perdido Bay)

Seepage-Fed Freshwater
Wetlands

Oyster reefs Delta Margin System Pine Flatwoods matrix

Independent Streams Maritime forests and pinelands
Bay-Tributary Tidal Stream
Community

Floodplain Forest

Alabama Red-bellied Turtle Lagoons Open Water Estuarine System Blackwater Rivers and streams

Open Estuarine System Alabama beach mouse Coastal Wetlands Black bear

Rookeries Sea turtles (Nesting Life Stage) Alabama Red-Bellied Turtle
Sub-basin Estuarine System
(Wolf Bay)
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Priority Acquisition Sites

The first charge of the CHCT was to select 16 priority parcels for conservation and protection through purchase
or other means. The following 17 parcels were discussed, and the group selected the top four to five in each coastal
area as the 17 highest priority sites. The priority sites for acquisition were identified 

REGION SITE INCLUDING

1.  Grand Bay Cat Island

2.  Grand Bay East Grand Bay Coastal Parcels Cuppersmith-Cedar Point Tract,

Dezauch Tract,

Tensaw Land and Timber Tract,

Henderson Tract (Mon Luis Island),

West Fowl River Tract/Chase Bank of Texas

3.  Grand Bay Grand Bay National Wildlife Refuge Whitehead

MC Davis Tracts

4.  Grand Bay West Grand Bay Coastal Parcels Solet Tract

Henderson Tracts

5.  Gulf Islands
Dauphin Island Migratory 
Bird Stopover Habitats

Steiner Properties

Tupelo Gum Swamp

Gorgas Swamp

6.  Gulf Islands Peninsula Tract

7.  Gulf Islands West End of Dauphin Island

8.  Gulf Islands Gulf State Park In-Holdings

9.  Mobile Bay and Delta Bayou Sara

10.  Mobile Bay and Delta Coastal Land Trust (ALCO) Tract

11.  Mobile Bay and Delta Hells Creek Swamp

12.  Mobile Bay and Delta Live Oak Landing

13.  Mobile Bay and Delta Weeks Bay In-holdings

14.  Perdido River AIG Baker/Reeder Lake Tract

15.  Perdido River IP Perdido River Tract

16.  Perdido River Lillian Swamp Tracts

17.  Perdido River Delta LLP Connector Tracts
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Overview Map of All Acquisition Sites

The map below is a graphical overview of the sites identified as part of the Conservation by Design process to
provide the reader with a regional prospective of conservation priorities. The maps shown in this atlas are 
available in jpg format and as shape files on CD ROM from the MBNEP office.

The markers represent specific tracts of land considered for acquisition. They are not, however, the 
correct size or shape, and are only in approximate locations. Any lack or accuracy is allowed for
increased quality of visualization.
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Acquisition Priorities by 
Conservation Area

GRAND BAY
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Grand Bay

The Grand Bay Savanna complex is located in southeastern Jackson County, Mississippi and southern Mobile
County, Alabama. This conservation area extends over 150,000 acres of land and water. The target area boundaries
are delineated by the Escatawpa River and the Bangs Lake marsh on the west; Interstate 10 and the Fowl River
on the north; Mobile Bay on the east and the near shore waters and marsh islands of the Mississippi Sound on 
the south.

The only incorporated community within the conservation area is the coastal fishing city of Bayou La Batre,
Alabama. Urban sprawl westward from Mobile, Alabama and eastward from Pascagoula, Mississippi will place
development pressures on Grand Bay’s remaining natural areas. Conservation lands within the Grand Bay Savanna
include a National Wildlife Refuge and a National Estuarine Research Reserve. In addition, the Forever Wild
Grand Bay Nature Preserve extends over 2,700 acres. The Nature Conservancy owns two tracts in the conservation
area – 197 acres at Dennis Cove and an 80 acre tract along Mississippi Sound. There are four existing or proposed
mitigation projects/banks within the conservation area. 

Habitat Strengths/Importance
The Grand Bay Savanna is an intact landscape scale example of the mosaic of natural communities that once 
characterized the southern coastal plain. It is one of the largest unfragmented stretches of wet pine savanna in 
the southeast. Much of the diversity within the Grand Bay Savanna is concentrated in the botanically rich wet pine
savanna habitats. However, significant rare species occur in its other component communities as well. Other 
dominant community types are various woodland/shrublands, including coastal maritime forests and near shore
estuarine communities. The coastal woodland/shrubland community types represent a transition between the 
estuarine wetland communities and the more inland pine savannas. The woodland/shrublands are dominated by
live oak and ti-ti. 

The estuarine communities found at Grand Bay include tidal marsh, associated shrublands and saltflats, seagrass
beds, mollusk reefs, soft bottom benthic communities and open waters (tidal creeks, near shore). The estuarine
community and associated coastline is one of the least developed along the Mississippi and Alabama coast. The
biological productivity of these habitats is among the highest in the country with an overall biomass supporting
one of the nation’s largest fisheries. 

Wet pine savannas are not associated with riverine floodplains, but are found on broad coastal flats and sloping
plains that annually receive over 60 inches of rainfall and remain saturated for long periods during the growing
season. Seepage zones are commonly observed along lower slopes. This coastal region receives ample growing
season rainfall from frequent convective thunderstorms, resulting in the surface horizon remaining saturated for
extended periods because of the slow permeability of subsoils.

The herbaceous ground cover of wet savannas is exceptionally diverse in stands that are in good condition. Ample
sunlight and rainfall create ideal growing conditions, but a lack of soil nutrients prevents any one species or suite
of species from dominating. Of more than 200 understory plants, two thirds are graminoids and one-third consists
of forbs and ferns. Prominent groups of herbs include grasses, asters, sedges, pipeworts, pitcherplants and lilies.
Common grasses include beaksedge, toothache grass, switchgrass and three-awn. Forbs include rayless goldenrod,
one flowered honeycomb head, sunflowers, pitcher plants, meadow beauties, sundews and orchids. 
(Source: http://www.mdwfp.com/Level2/cwcs/Final/Chapter%204.%20Habitat%20Type%206.pdf)
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These open pine woodlands occupy sandy flatlands principally in the Gulf Coast flatwoods of the southeastern
plains. Pine flatwoods also may be found in portions of the Southern Pine Plains and Hills and the Dougherty
Plain subdivisions, where they may be a component of a landscape matrix of several other habitats including xeric
pine and floodplain forest. Even though this habitat is subject to seasonally high water tables, fire frequency is
high. Over story vegetation is characterized by longleaf pine and to a lesser degree by slash pine. The understory
ranges from dense shrubs to open and herbaceous-dominated, and is heavily influenced by fire history. This 
habitat shares many wildlife species with dry longleaf pine forest, but the flatwoods salamander is found only 
in this habitat. Representative high-quality sites include Grand Bay (Mobile County), Splinter Hill Bog (Baldwin
County) and Conecuh National Forest (Escambia and Covington counties). 
(Source: http://www.outdooralabama.com/research-mgmt/cwcs/Chapter4.pdf)

Habitat Opportunities
There are many opportunities to conserve and restore habitat in the Grand Bay area.  These opportunities include:
sea grass restoration, habitat improvement, fire restoration, control of invasive/exotic species, hydrologic restoration,
creation of wood duck nesting boxes, shoreline restoration, and opportunity to mitigate the effects of county dirt
road maintenance. 

Habitat Threats
The biological diversity and complex of natural community assemblages represented at Grand Bay are among 
the Nation’s finest, although the future of these resources is not secure. Not unlike many of North America’s finest
natural areas, Grand Bay is besieged by a variety of environmental stresses, many related to the continued 
population growth in coastal Alabama and Mississippi. While outright habitat destruction is usually quite 
obvious, alteration and degradation of sensitive habitats can be more subtle. Often occurring over long periods of
time, habitat degradation lacks the dramatic impact of outright habitat destruction. While habitat destruction is a
key threat to Grand Bay, impacts from habitat degradation seem to be currently more impending. Degradations
occurring due to habitat fragmentation caused by roads and utility corridors, the results of population growth;
changes in water quality; spread of non-native species and the elimination of key natural ecological processes.
The majority of upland habitats at Grand Bay have been converted to agriculture, forestry or residential. The 
biodiversity at Grand Bay is generally concentrated in wetland communities. 

Primary Ecological Function
The biological significance of Grand Bay lies in the mosaic natural community occurrences and the ecological
processes that maintain them, specifically through fire. At least 20 natural community types and 31 rare and
imperiled species are found at Grand Bay, including 21 plant species, 4 crayfish species, and 4 turtle species. 
The wet pine savanna ecosystems of the southeastern United States are among the most diverse of all terrestrial
communities found in North America. More plant species per square meter occur in some savanna types than in
any other habitat.
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1a.  Map: Cat Island

# Acres: 18 acres
Description: Coastal Barrier Island, Heron Rookery
Potential Partners: Mobile Bay Audubon Society, DISL, DIBS, ACOE, ADCNR, Alabama Ornithological Society, MBNEP
Potential Funding: ACOE Continuing Authorities Program, MBNEP, ADCNR

Conservation Status:
Previous restoration efforts by DISL not currently in progress; suffered major damage during 
Hurricane Katrina; periodic efforts to acquire the site have met with no success due to private 
ownership of riparian oyster reef.
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# Acres: 470 acres

Description: various wetland habitats tidal marsh

Potential Partners:  Porterville Bay Revival Group, GBNERR, TNC, ADCNR, AL Forest Legacy, Mobile County, USFWS

Potential Funding: Forever Wild, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, NAWCA,

Conservation Status: Not in Progress

2a.  Map: Cuppersmith-Cedar Point
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2b.  Map: Dezauch Tract

# Acres: 332 acres

Description: various wetland habitats, coastal marsh, pine flatwoods

Potential Partners: Grand Bay NERR, ADCNR, MS/AL Sea Grant, MBNEP

Potential Funding: USFWS, NCWP, NOAA, SHELL Oil Habitat Program

Conservation Status: Not in Progress
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2c.  Map: Tensaw Land and Timber

# Acres: 2810 acres

Description: tidal marsh, private oyster leases, pine savanna

Potential Partners: ADCNR, MBNEP, ACF, TNC, Mobile County

Potential Funding: Forever Wild, NCWP, CIAP, TNC, USFWS

Conservation Status: Not in Progress
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2d.  Map: Henderson Tract - East Grand Bay

# Acres: 1665 acres

Description: various wetland habitats, tidal marsh, pine savanna

Potential Partners: ADCNR, MBNEP, ACF, TNC, Mobile County

Potential Funding: Forever Wild, NCWP, TNC, USFWS

Conservation Status: Not in Progress


