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Breakthrough Agreement Reached re: Funding for Perpetual Upkeep of Historic White 
River Bridge at Clarendon; Boozman, Feds Remain Unsupportive 

 
August 7, 2018 – The popular effort to preserve and adapt the historic White River Bridge at 
Clarendon into one of the world’s longest elevated bicycling, pedestrian, and nature-watching 
platforms received a tremendous boost last month as a landmark agreement between three state 
entities was reached to address concerns regarding the perpetual upkeep of the structure should it 
be preserved.  
 
Under the terms of this agreement, the Central Arkansas Planning and Development District 
(CAPDD) would take ownership of the property rather than the City of Clarendon, assuaging 
concerns about the city’s potential liability for expenses it might not be able to bear in the future. 
In addition, the costs of ongoing maintenance would be covered in their entirety by funds from 
the Arkansas Department of Parks & Tourism (ADPT) and the Department of Arkansas Heritage 
(DAH).   
 
Arkansas has become and is continuing to develop as a major bicycle destination and the bridge 
is the cornerstone of a new Memphis to Little Rock bicycle trail that would touch and bring 
economic benefit to at least 7 counties and ten cities in eastern Arkansas. [The  
so-called “River, Ridge, Rowcrops, and Refuges” trail utilizes a combination of already extant 
elements including the Big River Crossing (Harahan Bridge) from Memphis to West Memphis, 
the Big River Trail from West Memphis to Marianna, Mississippi River State Park from 
Marianna to Helena, Delta Heritage Trail State Park from Helena to Lake View, and a variety of 
small country roads from Lake View to Clarendon and beyond.] As the economic impact of 
overnight cycling tourists is 19 times that of day tourists1 (e.g. driving tourists), it should come 
as no surprise that across the U.S., when a major bicycle route has passed through, there is a 
marked rise in prosperity directly due to tourist-inspired entrepreneurship.  
 
Should the effort to preserve and adapt the bridge succeed, it will do so at a substantial savings to 
taxpayers. Per a bid accepted by the Arkansas Department of Transportation (ARDOT) and 
currently enjoined by the Arkansas Supreme Court, the cost of bridge demolition will be $11.3 
																																																													
1	Source:	Zachary	Cole,	University	of	North	Carolina	at	Greensboro	
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million. However, under a federal program that allows funds allocated for demolition of historic 
bridges to be spent instead to refurbish and repurpose them, exactly $5 million would be 
available for that purpose. [A feasibility study completed in July 2018 by bridge engineer 
Matthew Jensen of Kimley-Horn to calculate expected costs confirmed that the $5 million 
available will likely suffice.] Consequently, in addition to the economic and quality-of-life 
benefits of the bridge’s retention, taxpayers will achieve a $6.3 million savings.  
 
The proximate issue preventing the realization of this savings is a 2009 Exchange Deed via 
which ARDOT secured a right-of-way from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) for the 
purposes of building the new US-79 bridge. In return for receiving this right-of-way, ARDOT 
conveyed a total of 147 acres and agreed to demolish the bridge, restore the right-of-way upon 
which the old bridge stood to “natural topography,” and re-establish “native hardwood 
vegetation,” among other things. ARDOT is willing to forego the demolition of the bridge if they 
are relieved of their contractual obligations by USFWS. The response of USFWS – and their 
superiors at the Department of Interior (DOI) – to this request for relief has been inconsistent and 
baffling to say the least.  
 
The initial response from USFWS was a steadfast refusal to consider. The reasons for failing to 
seriously reconsider fell into a few buckets: concern about the long-term viability of the structure 
(i.e. that if it was allowed to stand but was not properly taken care of, it would become a 
headache for the wildlife refuges through which it passes), the cost and time associated with 
paperwork (environmental assessments, hydrology, compatibility determinations), and simple 
intransigence (“a deal is a deal”).  
 
In June 2017, something suddenly changed. At a hearing before a federal magistrate in a lawsuit 
brought by those trying to preserve the bridge against several federal agencies including 
USFWS, it was announced that DOI had  “decided to consider the possibility of maintaining the 
western approach” of the White River Bridge, the portion of the extended set of roadways that 
make up the greater bridge that was on refuge property. What followed was an extraordinary, 
albeit temporary, warming of DOI/USFWS toward the project. On July 13, 2017, ARDOT was 
granted indefinite relief from their obligation to demolish the bridge “to allow time for 
discussions to continue… and for consideration of proposals to retain and transfer the old bridge 
structures.” By late August, a conference call with the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Interior 
for Fish, Wildlife, and Parks Aurelia Skipwith and other senior officials at DOI/USFWS took 
place during which time a proposed plan for an arrangement by which the bridge might remain 
was solicited by DOI/USFWS. On October 26, 2017, with proposed plan in hand, the Deputy 
Assistant Secretary and others made an in-person visit to Clarendon to meet with local staff, 
those trying to preserve the bridge, and a mysterious, unidentified group opposed to the project.  
 
The warming ended as quickly and inexplicably as it began when on November 3, 2017, a letter 
from a heretofore uninvolved lawyer recited old arguments which had until recently been 
considered surmountable but were now suddenly considered insurmountable. The conversation 
between the parties was thus unceremoniously terminated and remained in a state of freeze until 
recently.  
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Upon realization of the aforementioned agreement between ADPT, DAH, and CAPDD, a letter 
was sent to DOI/USFWS informing them of the change in status. As part of this, an attempt was 
made to schedule a meeting between the heads of ADPT and DAH with Greg Sheehan, acting 
head of the USFWS and a participant in the August 2017 conference call. While at first agreeing 
to meet with them, two days before the most recent court hearing, Sheehan inexplicably declared 
he would no longer be willing to meet.  
 
The unwillingness of DOI/USFWS to return to the negotiating table despite such an 
extraordinary change of circumstances – a change which addresses the entire portion of their 
concerns around the indefinite viability of the structure – may in part be explained by the 
recalcitrance of Arkansas’s senior senator, John Boozman. As chairman of the Senate 
Subcommittee on Fisheries, Water, and Wildlife – the committee which oversees USFWS – 
Senator Boozman is perhaps the best-positioned, most powerful man in Congress on this matter. 
His resounding “neutral” position on a seemingly positive project in his home state with 
substantial grassroots and public support may be sending a powerful message to the leadership at 
DOI/USFWS not to engage.  
 
On Friday July 27, 2018, the Arkansas Supreme Court issued an injunction prohibiting the 
demolition of the White River Bridge at Clarendon while the case is on appeal. They will hear 
the case within 60 days and make a decision on the merits of a state lawsuit regarding the 
validity of the Exchange Deed. Until then, the opportunity remains to find a negotiated political 
solution via which all parties are satisfied. 
 
 
 
About Friends of the Historic White River Bridge at Clarendon [www.whiteriverbridge.org] 
Founded in 2014 the Friends of the Historic White River Bridge at Clarendon is a 501(c)3 non-profit 
dedicated to preserving the White River Bridge at Clarendon and adapting it for use by cyclists, hikers, 
pedestrians, and wildlife / bird watchers, so that it can serve as a vehicle for tourism-based economic 
development in the Arkansas Delta. 
 
Other Media Resources 

- Prior Media Coverage: http://www.whiteriverbridge.org/press 
- Intro Video (4 min): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtpzDjvB4jE  
- Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/bigwhiteriverbridge  
- Top USFWS Concerns and Responses (see Appendix below) 
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Appendix 
Top USFWS Expressed Concerns and Responses 

 
# Questions / Concerns Response 

1 
“This process should have 
started sooner… like at ten 
years ago, if not in 2000.”  

While everyone agrees that it would have been better for all parties to pursue 
this much sooner, circumstances have changed dramatically in the 
intervening years. If all the parties see this as a potential win-win, despite it’s 
lateness, it is worth considering now.  

2 
How will a full NEPA 
Environmental Review be 
funded? 

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) believes a simple supplement 
to the existing review (which they have already supplemented twice) will be 
sufficient, and they are willing to bear the costs of doing so.  

3 

How will the additional 
compatibility study that 
will have to be done by the 
refuges be funded?  

(1) There was a mandatory review of the compatibility determination (CD) 
scheduled for Dec 2017, which means the update could have been done at no 
new cost. USFWS failed to avail themselves of this opportunity. In fact, it 
appears that they have taken no action, arguing that since nothing has 
changed since the last one, they didn’t need to do a new one. If they are 
wrong, they are going to have to do one anyway so there will be no added 
expense.  (2) A new CD may not be required because the project is related to 
historic preservation2. 

4 

How likely is it that even 
if a compatibility 
determination is done that 
the retention of the 
western approach will be 
determined to be 
compatible?  

A close review of the regulations concerning compatibility assessments 
indicates that no development or use in and of itself is inherently 
incompatible with a wildlife refuge. According to these regulations, 
significant latitude is given to the refuge manager in determining 
compatibility under the banner of “sound professional judgment,” which 
includes the “refuge manager's field experience and knowledge of the 
particular refuge's resources” and “available science and resources,” the 
latter of which we would argue largely exists and supports the determination 
of compatibility when considered objectively. The determination by the local 
refuge manager is then sent to the regional director for final approval.  
 
Section 2.10 D (1) of 603 FW 2 lists seven situations on whose basis a 
compatibility determination should be denied: The first two have to do with 
violating any law or internal DOI procedure. The fourth does not apply to 
this project. The fifth is hard to contemplate. The sixth does not apply. The 
seventh is vague and provides for some of the wide latitude invested in 
refuge managers as indicated above. Only the third speaks of conflicts with 
the refuge’s CCP. See section below that highlights the ways in which this 
project enables several of the goals articulated by the CCP rather than 
obstructing those goals. 

5 How will a new hydrology 
study be funded? 

A new hydrology study is not necessary for the following reason: (1) The 
initial hydrology study considered several options including the status quo 
(i.e. keeping  the bridge in place) as well as the option that was eventually 
implemented. (2) As part of developing the new bridge, the most important 
and significant hydrological benefit was realized through the removal of the 

																																																													
2 Section 2.10 A of 603 FW 2, states. “We do not require a compatibility determination for refuge management 
activities as defined by the term "refuge management activity" except for "refuge management economic activities." 
Examples of refuge management activities that do not require a compatibility determination include… historic 
preservation activities.” If the preservation of a structure listed on the National Register of Historic Places falls 
under the historic preservation header, a compatibility assessment may not even be necessary.		
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Roc Roe Bayou berm. This also can be discerned from the initial 
hydrological study. (3) Per the assessment of commissioned hydrological 
experts GBMc & Associates, “the impact of leaving in place the existing 
Western Approach of the Historic Clarendon Bridge would result in no 
significant impact to flood flow elevations and minimal to no effect on flood 
flow velocities in the overall area surrounding the existing Western 
Approach of the Historic Clarendon Bridge.” Specifically, they determined 
that when the floodplain is under ten feet of water (at or about the 100-year 
flood elevation), “the effect of leaving the berm in place could potentially 
increase the flood water elevation as much as 0.03 feet (0.36 inch), which is 
insignificant and easily within the error bounds of hydrologic modeling.”  

6 
Who will provide law 
enforcement on the 
bridge? Debris removal? 

The City of Clarendon has committed to treating the WRB as a city street 
and thereby is committed to provide both policing and debris removal.  

7 

The city may be 
committed now but how 
do we know they will 
continue to be down the 
road?  

Aside from providing policing and debris removal, the City’s lack of 
engagement would have no significant negative repercussions. As the 
funding for major maintenance and municipal insurance on the bridge is 
coming from elsewhere, the need for ongoing city commitment is minimal.  

8 

How do we know the 
Friends of the Historic 
White River Bridge 
(FHWRB) will remain 
committed?  

While the original plan required a $2M endowment funded by FHWRB, the 
new arrangement has no such requirement. Therefore, the need for their 
ongoing commitment is minimal.  

9 

How do you know what 
the maintenance costs will 
be (and consequently 
whether your endowment 
is large enough to cover 
them)?  

The estimate on maintenance costs derives from two sources: (1) The 
historic maintenance cost to ARDOT of the bridge over the last 23 years. (2) 
An engineering feasibility study commissioned by FHWRB on the entirety 
of the bridge by Matthew Jensen of Kimley-Horn, a bridge engineer out of 
Minneapolis, MN with expertise in historic bridge adaptation.  

10 Could this be bad for the 
citizens of Clarendon? 

Given that the city is no longer going to be the entity to take ownership of 
the bridge, there are only upsides for the citizens of Clarendon.  

11 Could this be bad for 
farmers?  

The bridge does not pass through – nor come close to passing through – any 
agricultural land whatsoever; interference in agricultural activity would not 
occur as a result of the bridge remaining in place.  
 
If farmers feel that the bridge’s ongoing presence will harm their ability to 
move their product via barge on the White River, a few items should be 
noted: First, the river has not been used by barges for quite a number of 
years. Second, the Army Corps of Engineers and the Coast Guard evaluated 
the project (which includes a requirement that the navigability of the river by 
barges be maintained in the event that barges return) and given their blessing 
to it. Third, retaining the status quo (which has been in place 80+ years) 
should provide no harm in this regard.  
 
If farmers are concerned that cyclists on local roads will hinder the 
movement of large farm machinery or just find it an annoyance, this 
argument is moot. First of all, cyclists are entitled to use all public roads 
now. Second, farm machinery is moved on roads only during limited times 
of the year. Third, there is adequate room for a bicycle to pass around even 
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the largest combine on the smallest road.   
 
Finally, if farmers are worried about how the bridge’s presence might affect 
river flow, irrigation, flooding, and so on, there is no basis for this. Concern 
has been expressed that not removing the berm upon which a small portion 
of the bridge sits could have a negative impact (or fail to have an imagined 
positive impact) on flooding upstream that could endanger farms along the 
Cache River. Hydrological experts commissioned to study this found that 
there would be a negligible effect (see #5 above).  

12 Could this be bad for 
sportsmen? 

Any user of the refuge – particularly deer hunters – will benefit from the 
bridge’s retention as some portion of the traffic that would otherwise be 
coming through the refuge (and potentially interrupting their activities) 
would be diverted to the bridge. This leaves hunters, outdoorsmen, and other 
dedicated refuge users with more space and freedom to pursue their 
activities, not less. 

13 

Could this be bad for 
sportsmen, particularly 
duck hunters and 
fishermen?  

Duck hunters and fishermen that float the river for their respective activities 
will find the exact same conditions that have existed for the last 80+ years, 
with the benefit of greater peace and quiet as the bridge transitions from 
vehicle traffic to pedestrians and cyclists. This outlook is further 
substantiated by the fact that Ducks Unlimited President, George Dunklin, 
has expressed his support for this project. 

14 Could this be bad for the 
wildlife refuges?  

It is difficult to contemplate a situation in which the refuges would be 
harmed more than by removal of the bridge. The sheer scale of disturbance, 
disruption, and damage to the ecosystem created by the removal of the 
bridge – in return for the extremely modest swath of land to be reclaimed by 
the refuge and returned to its natural state – is hard to justify. There has been 
substantial discussion of about hydrology in the refuges. However, the 
removal of the mile-long berm at Roc Roe Bayou several years ago in 
anticipation of the new bridge’s construction provided substantial 
hydrological benefits, which represent the vast majority of benefit sought by 
the refuges initially. The remaining hydrological benefits to be gained by 
removing the much shorter berm on Old Lake Island are estimated to change 
flood conditions by less than 1” (see #5 above) while the earlier removal 
changed it by heights closer to a foot. That means that 90+% (if not 99%) of 
the possible gain has already been accomplished, and this massive 
undertaking will only provide marginal additional gain.  

15 “A deal is a deal.” 

It is the contention of one lawsuit that the deal was illegal and invalid. That 
said, it should be recognized that circumstances have changed and USFWS 
is being offered the opportunity to amend that deal for the mutual benefit of 
all parties.  

16 

Why should USFWS 
reconsider the deal they 
made with ARDOT? 
What’s in it for them? 

The proposed project is a win-win, in the following ways:  
(1) It enables the refuges – at no cost – to meet many of their stated goals, 
while decreasing highlighted impacts, from the refuges’ respective CCPs in 
the following areas: Wildlife observation and photography, Commercial 
Guiding for Wildlife Observation/Photography, and Commercial Video and 
Photography.  
 
(2) The offer – at no cost to the refuge – to make full use of a fully 
renovated, ADA-compliant facility staffed by the City of Clarendon (as 
requested) to serve as a “Refuge Welcome Center” in lieu of the 
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“Headquarters/Visitor Contact Station” contemplated in Cache River NWR’s 
CCP at enormous cost, especially when cost cutting will not likely enable 
new construction. Instead, this facility will provide additional personnel and 
public education assets.  
 
(3) The ability for the refuges to fulfill additional CCP goals in the area of  
outdoor environmental education and interpretation in two ways: First, 
through the utilization of the aforementioned “Refuge Welcome Center” in 
Clarendon which currently has approximately one dozen large mounted 
interpretive panels interpreting the history of Clarendon. All of these would 
be available to the refuge to provide their own interpretation. In addition, 
this facility would be a convenient and easily accessible location from which 
to launch educational and interpretive activities including those that utilize 
the bridge. Second, as part of the renovation, at least 8 interpretative kiosks 
will be installed for use of the refuges to further their goals around education 
and interpretation.  

17 

What about the land that 
has to be put back into 
conservation in return for 
the land that was lost to 
the new bridge?  The land 
under the old bridge was 
supposed to be part of that. 
If the bridge stands, where 
will the replacement 
acreage come from?  

This is a problem that can easily be solved through conversation and the 
parties that want to save the bridge stand ready to solve it at any time.  

 
 


