Barrier island buddies
Scientists seek management plan
By MIKE KELLER
mkeller@sunherald.com
BILOXI - In the middle of an oversized conference room in the IP Hotel & Casino, 10 coastal scientists from across the country met this week to consider a strategy for managing North America's barrier islands.

To the sounds of slot machines ringing through the conference room walls, the group hammered out the beginnings of a proposal that would seek funding from the National Science Foundation to study a sample of Gulf and Atlantic seaboard islands.

"We are thinking about the recovery and regeneration idea here," said William Smith, a plant ecologist form Wake Forest University. "We are even getting into the science fiction ideas of how to stabilize transient, dynamic islands."

The project has taken on a sense of urgency in the area hit by the hurricanes of 2005. Greg Carter, a geospatial scientist at Southern Miss, said that initial estimates show that small barrier islands lost as much as 70 percent of their land and 60 percent of their plant cover. Larger islands lost around 10 percent of both.

Beyond the impact of major hurricanes, the group is also looking to plan for an impending sea level rise associated with global climate change.

Researchers nominated a few islands that would be good to investigate:

• The Chandeleur Islands

• The barrier islands south of Panama City, Fla.

• Perdido Key, Fla.

• Mustang Island, Texas

• Jekyll Island, Ga.

• Bald Head Island, N.C.

Researchers will look at vulnerabilities like the possibilities of major storms and the amount of sea level rise, economic footprints of the islands like fishery, tourism and real estate values, and the ecological values of biodiversity.

"You've got to talk about how much things are worth," said Jim Gibeaut, a geologist from the University of Texas at Austin. "What we are trying to get at is to recommend a strategy for managing barrier islands. There's a lot of development going on, like in Texas, and there's no sign of it slowing down, even with last year's storms."

Smith, who convened the group and is leading the efforts to submit a scientific journal article and NSF grant proposal, said that a full strategic plan would take $500,000 and five years to complete.

