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FLOWOOD — Pearl River’s waters flooded parts of Jackson and

surrounding areas in 1979 in a deluge that paralyzed the city and led

to the evacuation of 15,000 people.

Now, 35 years later, the river is making a return visit. At the 34-foot

stage, water has done little more than flood wooded areas, compared

with the 43-foot crest of 1979. But with the swollen Pearl climbing

again Monday after heavy rain overnight, it’s a reminder that despite

decades of study, little has been done to protect Mississippi’s largest

urban area.

The Easter flood caused more than $500 million in damage — $1.3

billion in today’s dollars. But damage from an equivalent flood could
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Flood waters inundate the State Fairgrounds and cover I-55 just south of the Pascagoula on ramp near downtown
Jackson in this file photo from the 1979 Pearl River flood. / Clarion Ledger file photo
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be even more costly, because the Rankin County side of the river has

sprouted hospitals, office buildings and shopping centers in the

ensuing decades. In Jackson, the city built the $65 million Jackson

Convention Complex atop Town Creek, which backed up with

floodwater in 1979, cutting off parts of the city’s business district.

Since the flood, three different plans have been considered and

rejected.

“It’s not like there hasn’t been anything going for 35 years,” said Greg

Raimondo, a spokesman for the Vicksburg District of the U.S. Army

Corps of Engineers. “It’s just the local interests both in Jackson and

upstream and downstream haven’t been able to come to any

agreement on how to manage this water.”

Now, local officials are looking at a fourth plan, which would develop a

lake near downtown Jackson.

“We’re getting close,” said Dallas Quinn of the Pearl River Vision

Foundation. “This is the closest we’ve been in a long, long time.”

The foundation is a private group that’s conducting a $2 million

engineering and environmental study, with the backing of the Rankin-

Hinds Pearl River Flood and Drainage Control District. That levee

district operates levees and pumps that provide partial protection

from flooding. The study money comes from a variety of sources,

including $1 million from the Mississippi Development Authority.
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