“The Habitats of Barataria –Terrebonne:
Their Importance to Migratory and Resident Birds”
Three hundred years ago – “limitless”
Three hundred years ago the French explorer Pierre Le Moyne,
Sieur d’Iberville sailed over one of the many shallow sandbars that marked the
mouth of the Mississippi River into a teeming wilderness paradise. Landing at what
we now call Head of Passes, he went ashore, found a great quantity of game,
“duck, geese, snipe, teal, bustards (wild turkey), and other birds”, and went hunting
“a variety of animals such as stags, deer, buffalos (bison).” A short distance upstream
Iberville climbed a willow and looked out over what we now call the Barataria–Terrebonne
estuarine system. He saw impenetrable, endless marshes, dense canebrakes, limitless
possibilities and resources. As he continued upstream, the river became cloaked in
towering bald cypress swamp filled with thousands of Carolina parakeets. He met
with the native Americans and traded with them for their bounty of bear, bison, and corn.
He and the later French explorers learned of the opossum and pelican, and feasted on
oysters, crawfish, shrimp, redfish, sheepshead, and sandhill cranes.
Iberville’s observations mark the first written qualitative assessment of the
living resources of southeast Louisiana. He was followed by a succession of
explorers, missionaries, and finally scientists who recorded and measured
various aspects of the system’s animal populations.
Photographs courtesy of Julia Sims

Today – “productive and fragile”
We now know that Iberville’s initial assumptions were incorrect the resources and possibilities were not limitless and human interaction
has caused serious detrimental effects not only to many species of animals
but also to the landscape itself. Through time, people and nature have
combined to alter this fragile ecosystem in many ways. In spite of these
changes, Barataria–Terrebonne still maintains a tremendous variety
of habitats and continues to be one of the most biologically productive
places in the world. Part of this productivity is represented by the
tremendous numbers of migratory and resident birds that are
found throughout this region.
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The birds pictured are only a few species of the hundreds that
are known to Barataria–Terrebonne. Read on and learn
of the bountifulness of coastal Louisiana, its natural places,
and why this area is so important to many species of
birds - not only those that reside here but also
to the many migrants that pass through during
different times of the year.
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The National Gap Analysis Program
(GAP) has been underway since 1988 and is
managed by the US Geological Survey, Biological Resources Division. The GAP is a national
partnership designed to identify areas of ecological significance that could be managed to conserve
biological diversity; it seeks to identify the “gaps”
in our system of conservation lands. The information can be used to help guide conservation actions
and changes in management that are necessary to
protect or restore ecosystem function and prevent
species from becoming endangered. The land cover
data used for this map were generated as part of the
Louisiana GAP project by the National Wetlands
Research Center in Lafayette, Louisiana.
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(200,045 acres – 4.61%)

Wetland Forest

(791,745 acres – 18.24%)

Upland Forest

The lower portion of the map, south of 30 o 30’ latitude,
was developed from the digital wetland and upland habitat
data generated by the National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) and
the National Wetlands Research Center from photointerpreted
1988 NASA 1:65,000- scale color infrared aerial photography.
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Intermediate Marsh

The upper portion of the map, north of 30 o 30’ latitude,
was produced from 1 scene of Landsat Thematic Mapper (TM)
satellite imagery acquired from November 11, 1992, through
March 7, 1993. The data were obtained from the Earth Observation Satellite Company (EOSAT) and were georectified by EOSAT
to the Universal Transverse Mercator Projection, zone 15, and
resampled to 25-meter cells. The image was constructed from
a red, green, blue (RGB) composite of bands- 4,5,3 for each
scene and the 3 scenes were mosaicked together. The land
cover data resulted from a classification of the satellite data
into the categories listed.
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(15,140 acres – 0.35%)

Agriculture-Grassland-Barren

NASA 1995 color infrared aerial photography and
ground truthing have been used to verify and assess
the accuracy of the land cover categories within the
map. The wetland and upland habitat data and the
satellite imagery were merged and trimmed to the
Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program
boundaries within the state of Louisiana.
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Graphic design and production by Lisa Pond
Cartography by John Snead and Lisa Pond
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