2006/2007 Annual Report

Mississippi River Parkway Commission of Arkansas

Once again it is an honor to present the annual report on behalf of the Arkansas Commission.  We continue working to promote, develop and improve the Great River Road and its amenities.  The Arkansas Commission remains loyal to the goals of the National Commission as we all strive for the preservation and economic growth of the Mississippi River Corridor.  Our mission statement is:

 The purpose of the Mississippi River Parkway Commission

 of Arkansas is to preserve, promote, and enhance the scenic,

 historic, and recreational resources along the Mississippi

 River, to foster economic growth and tourism development

 in the River Corridor, and to develop the national, scenic,

 historic, and recreational parkway known as the Great River Road.

It has truly been another good year for the Arkansas Commission!  It began with the implementation of the plans for hosting the annual meeting of the National Mississippi River Parkway Commission in February, 2007, in Little Rock—Arkansas’s capital city.  The meetings went well, the speakers were enjoyable, the social activities were good and the weather was perfect.

The Delta Byways Regional Tourism Association has worked throughout the year to sponsor advertising, and further develop the 15-county region which includes our ten Great River Road Counties.  A new regional guide was produced in June, 2007, which will 
enhance our promotional efforts.  This guide is an important tool for the promotion of both our national scenic byways in eastern Arkansas:  the Great River Road and Crowley’s Ridge Parkway.

The Mississippi River Parkway Commission of Arkansas supported Arkansas Delta Byways in its combined efforts with Main Street Arkansas and the Historic Preservation Alliance of Arkansas in applying for funding from the Kellogg Foundation and the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s Rural Heritage Development Initiative. The Initiative will work primarily with five Main Street Programs—Blytheville, Osceola, West Memphis, Helena, and Dumas—located on the Arkansas Great River Road.  The application was successful, and the total funding is approximately $582,500.00.  Much of the Great River Road Interpretive Grant is being used in conjunction with this initiative.  An example is the printing of a brochure entitled Arkansas Farm Sights along The Great River Road.”   A Music Heritage Trail is also being developed with an enhanced CD/DVD providing both music and interviews with Arkansas Delta Musicians. 

Arkansas Commissioner Garland Hayes spent many hours researching the birding sites in Arkansas in preparation for the Arkansas portion of the “The Great River Birding Trail” map.  After many meetings with the Audubon staff, a decision was been made to include Arkansas in the Great River Birding Trail website.  A rack card to promote the Web site has

been printed, and the Web site address is included in the Delta Byways brochure.  Plans are for this site (www.geatriverbirding.org) to eventually cover all the birding areas in the lower Mississippi River Valley. 
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The Region continues to see more tourism product developed.  Under the leadership of Dr. Ruth Hawkins, Arkansas State University has developed a museum focusing on tenant farming and the legacy of the Southern Tenant Farmers Union.  The museum is located at Tyronza, where the union established informal headquarters in two of the union organizers’ businesses.  The museum opened October 6, 2006. 
In May, 2007, a “soft opening” was held for Lakeport Plantation, one of Arkansas’s premier historic structures, and the only remaining Arkansas plantation house on the Mississippi River.  The “grand opening” is scheduled for September 28, when it will open as a museum and educational center under the auspices of Arkansas State University—again under the leadership of Dr. Ruth Hawkins.  The house is an official project of the Save America’s Treasures program.
Eastern Arkansas’s Delta Byways Tourism Region continues to play an important role in Arkansas tourism.  The Arkansas Department of Parks and Tourism Annual Report shows our region had total travel expenditures in 2006 of $508,897,769 with a travel generated payroll of $108,528,134 and travel generated employment (jobs) of 6,994.  This was a result of 2,530,622 visitors (person trips to the region).  A person trip is defined as one person traveling 100 miles or more one way and/or spending at least one night away from his/her point of origin.

Once again, Arkansas Delta Byways has applied for grants from the Federal Highway Administration of $25,000 for each its national scenic byways—Great River Road and Crowley’s Ridge Parkway.  A third grant was also submitted for the West Memphis Gateway Project.  Arkansas’s portion of the Great River Road comes into West Memphis from the north on Highway 77 which goes under an overpass.  If the project is approved the monies which be used to clean the concrete and paint it in blue and green with the Great River Road Pilot’s Wheel on it, improve the lighting and provide landscaping.  Students in the University of Arkansas design program created the design.

The Arkansas Highway & Transportation Department is in the process of replacing 3 of the Welcome Centers which have connections to the Arkansas Great River Road.  The Blytheville Welcome Center construction has begun, the design is complete for Lake Village and the West Memphis site is still being studied.

The Arkansas Office of Volunteerism compiles a report of volunteer hours which includes boards and commissions which are assigned a value of $100 per hour.  An estimated value of $144,000 was reported for the Mississippi River Parkway Commission of Arkansas.

In 2007, Governor Mike Beebe re-appointed Garland Hayes, Joe St. Columbia and Molly Houseworth to the Arkansas Commission.
At the July Commission meeting, Garland Hayes was elected Chair, Anna Grizzle Vice-chair and Bobby Kennedy was re-elected to Secretary-Treasurer of the Mississippi River Parkway Commission of Arkansas. 
