Georgetown Landowner Finds Success with SC Partners Program

By Amy O. Maxwell, USDA-NRCS

The Georgetown NRCS Field Office was part of a pilot project that has taken off in the Winyah Bay Focus Area. The South Carolina Partners Program Program Committee designated the Winyah Bay as a priority area for restoration, enhancement and protection of wetland wildlife habitat. The area is recognized as a critical zone for breeding, migrating, and wintering habitats for many species of waterfowl. The SC Partners Program Committee is comprised of the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), NRCS, South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR), and Ducks Unlimited (DU). The program works with landowners to maintain and enhance coastal managed wetlands by offering eligible landowners cost-share assistance for restoration, and enhancement of managed wetlands. 

The program targets old rice plantations where water control structures are dilapidated and in need of replacement. “Without control and management of water levels in these critical habitat areas, wildlife loses valuable habitat,” reported Mann. USFWS Wildlife Biologist Joe Cockrell is also a part of the committee that implemented the program.  “This program is an effort of different organization coordinating their individual habitat improvement programs to work on a common objective.” “It provides the most wildlife benefits for the least government cost that I have seen in any conservation cost-share program.” 

The SC Partners Program Committee has worked closely with Furman Long of Georgetown County to restore a water control structure at an old rice plantation located between the Pee Dee River and the Waccamaw River. His father purchased the land and diked it in the 1960’s. Since then Long has used the 50-acre area for recreation. When the old aluminum water control structure rusted out, it became impossible to control the water level. The new structure (referred to as a rice trunk) is built with pine lumber and stainless steel hardware that resist rusting. 

Controlling the water level allows the landowner to encourage specific vegetation to thrive in the impoundment, thus attracting ducks and other waterfowl. “With the new trunk system, I can lower or raise the device which allows me to flood or drain the field,” said Long. A riser board controls water height and the new structures are designed under strict standards and specifications which ensure their longevity. 

Now that Long is managing the water levels, wildlife of all kinds call this place home. From deer, ducks, raccoons, snakes, and even alligators.  Long drops the water level after duck season, practices prescribed burning to remove undesirable vegetation species, and then raises the water level again. “This restored wetland wildlife habitat is a haven for waterfowl and shorebirds,” commented Mann. 

This project is just one of twelve South Carolina Partners projects in Georgetown County. The program began in 1997 and since then has attracted landowners who want to restore critical wildlife habitat. The strong partnership between the natural resource and wildlife agencies has motivated the program. With the expertise and talents of all the different agency representatives, the South Carolina Partners Program promises to make a huge impact on the restoration of wetland wildlife habitat enhancement in Georgetown, Charleston, and Colleton Counties. Thus far, over 1,000 acres have been restored in three coastal counties, and another 500 acres is currently being enhanced under the South Carolina Partners Project. NRCS’ Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) has contributed a large portion of the overall cost of the projects. 

Private landowners can apply for assistance by contacting any of the participating organizations. A biologist will conduct a site visit and then members of the South Carolina Partners Project Committee will rank project proposals. Approved projects will be funded fifty percent with a maximum of $10,000. Landowners are required to provide a minimum fifty- percent funding match. Landowners are also involved in the planning process. Upon completion of the installation, the structure will be inspected and approved and the landowner will then be reimbursed. Landowners retain all rights to their land and agree to perform necessary maintenance of existing dikes and drainage ditches. 

For more information, contact Debbie Mann at (843)546-7808.

