
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Impacts of Raising the Elevation of Lake Wright Patman above 230 Feet 

Texas Parks and Wildlife has been asked to provide information and data regarding the 
impacts of raising the pool elevation level of Wright Patman Lake to a maximum of 240 feet 
on White Oak Creek Wildlife Management Area (WOC WMA), Altanta State Park and the 
surrounding United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) land. In a letter from Luke 
Baker, Area Biologist of WOC WMA, dated August 17, 2009, he stated “while 230’ could be 
a tolerable maximum elevation a more accurate analysis of increased flood severity must be 
completed before a determination can be made.” Any level above a 230 feet elevation would 
certainly have direct impacts on the natural resources and TPWD management capabilities. 

Wright Patman Lake is located on the Sulphur River near Maud, Texas. The 25,777 acres of 
WOC WMA is situated just west of the lake, contiguous with other USACE lands. These 
lands comprise one of the largest, highest rated, intact tracts of mature bottomland hardwood 
habitat remaining in East Texas. This large extensive tract of bottomland hardwood forest 
creates a critical corridor of high quality habitat for resident and migratory wildlife species. 
The mature bottomland hardwood forests along this portion of the Sulphur River and its 
associated tributaries also provide habitat to over 500 species of vertebrate animals and 1,150 
plant species. These forests support over 50% of the neo-tropical migratory bird species in 
the United States for a portion of their life cycle. It is one of three highest rated habitats for 
black bear in East Texas, with the eastern most portion of this forest lying within the range of 
the federally listed Louisiana Black Bear. Elevating the level of Wright Patman Lake will 
result in fragmenting this large tract, negatively impacting the wildlife species dependent on 
this habitat. GIS analyses of these lands indicate that over 32,000 acres of prime bottomland 
habitat will be inundated at the 240’ elevation. Current management practices on WOC 
WMA at the existing lake level provide a premium habitat for a variety of game and non-
game species. As the lake level is increased, a proportionate loss in public hunting 
opportunities and other outdoor recreation activities that are vigorously pursued in this area 
will result. 

Endangered and Threatened Species Potentially Impacted by Raising the Elevation of 
Wright Patman Reservoir 

Federally Listed Species 

There are a number of federally listed endangered and threatened species that have been 
recorded as occurring, or potentially occurring within Bowie, Cass, Morris and Titus 
Counties, Texas, that may be adversely impacted by raising the pool elevation at Wright 
Patman Reservoir in northeast Texas. These species include: American Peregrine Falcon 
(Falco peregrinus anatum), Arctic Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus tundrius), Bald Eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus), Piping plover (Charadrius melodus), Louisiana black bear 
(Ursus americanus luteolus), and Red Wolf (Canis rufus). 

The American and Arctic Peregrine Falcon are both currently federally de- listed, but remain 
on the state’s list as a threatened species, and for monitoring purposes. Both subspecies are 
low-altitude migrants through these counties and would utilize a wide range of habitats 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

during their migration. They have been recorded as making stopovers at leading landscape 
edges such as lake shores. Though there would remain a lake shore edge regardless of the 
elevation of the reservoir, the adjacent bottomland hardwood forest and shallow wetland 
habitats would decline with the proposed change in elevation resulting in loss of quantity and 
quality of these habitats, and subsequent losses in prey available to these birds. 

The Bald Eagle population in eastern Texas has been steadily increasing since use of DDT 
was outlawed. The Bald Eagle is currently federally de-listed, but remains on the state’s list 
as a threatened species, and for federally required monitoring the first 5 years following de-
listing. This part of the state has both migratory and nesting bald eagles that utilize the 
habitats at Wright Patman Reservoir and White Oak Creek Wildlife Management Area 
(WOC-WMA).  Bald Eagles utilize dominant canopy trees in mature forests nearby wetland 
habitats and reservoirs, and there could be significant loss of these potential nest trees 
through inundation of adjacent bottomland hardwood and other types of forests. In addition, 
availability and richness of prey items for Bald Eagles is greater in bottomland hardwood 
forests with their associated shallow wetlands than in open, deep water areas. 

The Piping Plover is currently federally and state listed as a threatened species. This species 
is a wintering migrant along the Texas Gulf Coast and has been recorded in this part of 
northeast Texas. This species utilizes shallow mud flats in this part of its range. The upper 
end of Wright Patman Reservoir and some larger sloughs along feeder creeks like White Oak 
Creek contain significant mud flat habitats that would be lost by raising the elevation of the 
reservoir. The amount of habitat lost would vary from year to year based upon flooding, or 
lack thereof during dry years. 

American Black bear (Ursus americanus) and Louisiana black bear are on the boundary of 
their species and sub-species ranges within this area, both subspecies are considered as 
federally threatened within Cass County due to similarity of appearance, and all black bear 
are protected throughout Texas as a state-threatened species including Bowie, Morris and 
Titus Counties.  The bottomland hardwood forest within this section of the Sulphur River 
watershed is ranked among the highest quality black bear habitat in East Texas. The Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department has been recording black bear sightings since 1978. Figure 1 
shows that there have been numerous black bear sightings verified in northeast Texas, 
including the Sulphur River Basin, over the past few decades. A large number of those 
sightings occurred within the past decade, including at least one fairly recent sighting within 
WOC WMA. 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

(Figure 1, Black Bear Sightings Recorded in East Texas by Decade Since 1978, TPWD) 

Although black bear will utilize a variety of habitat types, their preferred habitats are 
bottomland hardwood forests. Inundation of significant mature bottomland hardwood forests 
that would occur with the raising of the pool elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir would 
result in a significant loss of denning, foraging and travel corridor habitat for this species. 

Although the Red Wolf is still maintained on the federal and state endangered species lists as 
endangered, most biologists consider it to be extirpated from the wild throughout its range. 
Though the species no longer is known to occur here, most of the habitats to be inundated 
with the raising of the pool elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir would result in loss of 
habitat suitable for this species. 

State Listed Species 
There are a number of species that are listed by the state in this part of northeast Texas as 
threatened that are not federally listed.  These species include two avian species: Bachman’s 
Sparrow (Aimophila aestivalis), Wood Stork (Mycteria americana); one mammal species: 
Rafinesque’s big-eared bat (Corynorhinus rafinesquii); two freshwater mussel species: 
Louisiana pigtoe (Pleurobema riddellii), Southern hickorynut (Obovaria jacksoniana); 4 
reptile species: alligator snapping turtle (Macrochelys temminckii), Northern scarlet snake 
(Cemophora coccinea copei), timber/canebrake rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus), Texas 
horned lizard (Phrynosoma cornutum): and three fish species: Blackside darter (Percina 
maculata), Creek chubsucker (Erimyzon oblongus), and Paddlefish (Polyodon spathula). 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Though there are relatively few acres of upland forest types that will be inundated by raising 
the pool elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir, there are some. One species that occupies 
pine savannah forests that could potentially be impacted on those habitat types is Bachman’s 
Sparrow. Two species that occupy upland sites with sandy soils regardless of overstory 
forest type that could occur on some of the upland sites are Northern scarlet snake and Texas 
horned lizard. Though there are somewhat more acres available for these species than in pine 
savannah forests, there are relatively few acres of these types to be inundated.  However, the 
sites that are to be inundated are of generally high quality with mature vegetative 
communities that are fairly intact. More exact information on the vegetative communities 
and acreages to be inundated can be found in the appendix of this document. 

There are significant habitats available for Wood Stork within the upper reaches of Wright 
Patman Reservoir, and within the bottomland hardwood forests and associated sloughs of the 
reservoir and WOC WMA.  Though the Wood Stork is only listed as state threatened in 
Texas, its status is much more drastic in areas of the eastern Gulf Coast states. Wood Storks 
are often seen during summer months in the upper end of the reservoir and wetland areas 
upstream of the reservoir and on WOC WMA.  Though there are no breeding records 
available for this area, there are areas of suitable habitat currently available for that activity 
now and in the future. This bird species needs shallow wetlands for foraging. There could 
be significant loss of shallow wetlands that will be converted to unsuitable deeper water 
habitats with the proposed raising of the pool elevation of the reservoir. 

Rafinesque’s big-eared bat is considered by all states within its range across the southeastern 
United States to be in decline, and Texas certainly is no exception. This species preferred 
habitat across its range is mature bottomland hardwood and various other types of mature 
floodplain forests. Though this species will roost in abandoned man-made structures, it 
prefers natural caves (further east) and mature trees with natural cavities and hollows. These 
mature trees are a product of older, later-successional forests.  So, this species has lost 
significant habitat across its range to inundation associated with reservoir construction, to 
short rotation forest management, and conversion of some drier bottoms and mesic sites to 
commercial pine plantations. Since most of the forests to be inundated by the raising of the 
pool at the reservo ir are either mid- or later-successional or older forests, and the 
management strategy for those forests is largely aimed at producing naturally functioning 
bottomland hardwood forests, all of this habitat to be lost could potentially be habitat for this 
species. 

There are significant gaps in knowledge concerning mollusk species within most areas of the 
state, and northeast Texas is no exception. There are a dozen or so species that are currently 
under study for potential listing in Texas, many of these occurring in northeast Texas.  Two 
currently state listed threatened species that may occur within the area to be inundated with 
the raising of the pool elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir include Louisiana pigtoe and 
Southern hickorynut. There is potential loss of habitat for these species within the proposed 
project area; further study would be needed to ascertain the exact impacts. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

The alligator snapping turtle occurs throughout the Pineywoods of East Texas, and within 
many portions of the Post Oak Woodlands and Prairies of East Texas.  Though this species 
could likely survive an inundation through raising the pool elevation of Wright Patman 
Reservoir, it is uncertain how this will actually affect population numbers. Much literature 
profiles this species as occupying deep water, but “deep” is a relative term.  Ricky Maxey, 
Wildlife Diversity Biologist with TPWD, has captured these turtles in fairly shallow creeks 
many miles from any deep water reservoirs. Shallow water habitats that intersect, or are 
nearby deeper habitats will support these turtles.  Mr. Maxey observed one such resident 
alligator snapping turtle in about 3.5 feet depth (this was “deep” compared to the majority of 
this stream) of water in late summer, and it was very healthy. These sha llow water habitats 
are generally rich in both numbers of species and quantity of prey available for foraging that 
may not be replicated in deeper water habitats. Therefore, considering food availability as a 
factor, though the species may survive the habitat loss to inundation, its populations could be 
reduced as a result of that inundation. 

Though the timber/canebrake rattlesnake will occupy a variety of habitat types, its preferred 
habitat type is bottomland hardwood forest. All of the habitats to be inundated by the raising 
of the pool elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir are suitable habitat for this species. 
Therefore, all habitat lost in this inundation will be habitat lost for this species. 

There are three fish species that are currently listed as threatened by Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Department that could occur within the Sulphur River and its tributaries above 
Wright Patman Reservoir and along White Oak Creek. 

The blackside darter has been documented to occur within streams of the Red River Basin.  
The Sulphur River is a tributary of the Red River, and flows into the Red River in Arkansas 
approximately 20 miles east, southeast of the Wright Patman Reservoir Dam. This species 
prefers clear, gravelly streams, quiet pools and pools with riffles.  Any feeder streams within 
the areas to be inundated by the proposed raising of the pool elevation of Wright Patman 
Reservoir that currently meet these requirements would no longer be suitable habitat for this 
species. 

The creek chubsucker has been noted as occurring in tributaries of the Red River Basin in 
small rivers and creeks of various types; particularly in upstream creeks and headwater 
streams. The species seldom occurs within impoundments. Young of this species are known 
to use headwater rivulets or marshes.  This species spawns in river mouths or pools, riffles, 
lake outlets and upstream creeks. These types of shallow water habitats would be converted 
to deep-water habitats within the areas to be inundated with the proposed raising of the pool 
elevation of Wright Patman Reservoir. 

The paddlefish is in peril throughout its range in Texas, and is not doing well. This species 
prefers large, free-flowing rivers. It migrates to spawn in fast, shallow water over gravel 
bars. It has been noted to frequent impoundments with access to spawning sites.  Its larvae 
may drift from reservoir to reservoir. Basically all of the shallow streams upstream of 
Wright Patman Reservoir, including White Oak Creek, where these conditions might be met 
could be made unsuitable if inundated and made into deepwater habitats. 



 
 

 

 
 

  

 
 

  
  

  

 
 

    
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Inland Fisheries 

During the late 1990’s and extending into the early 2000’s a significant effort was made by 
the Texas Water Development Board and others to evaluate instream flow needs of the 
Sulphur River upstream of Wright Patman reservoir in response to several potential reservoir 
projects identified in the regional water planning process.  George Parkhouse I (North), 
George Parkhouse II (South) and Marvin Nichols I and II.  Although TPWD was not directly 
involved in the conduct of these studies, River Studies staff was consulted during the study 
design phase and reviewed drafts of reports prepared by the TWDB and their contractors. 
The downstream most proposed project was Marvin Nichols Reservoir; both iterations of this 
project would be upstream of Wright-Patman and the proposed Marvin Nichols Dam would 
be on the Sulphur River near the 240 foot elevation – close to the U.S. Hwy 271 Bridge near 
Talco.  I would suggest that Espey Consulting refer to the completed study (Osting, Mathews 
and Austin 2004) which can be found at the following link: 

http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/RWPG/rpgm_rpts/InstreamFlows_SulphurRiver.pdf 

This study provides a comprehensive evaluation of the fish communities of the Sulphur River 
immediately upstream of Wright-Patman Reservoir.  Study site two in this report is located in 
the area that would be inundated by an increase in the elevation of Wright-Patman.  It is 
worth noting, however, that the elevation of Wright-Patman is frequently near 240 ft amsl; 
during the studies mentioned above we observed difficulty calibrating hydraulic models due 
to backwater effects from Wright Patman. 

White Oak Creek WMA 

The following is a list of infrastructure that would be affected by permanently increasing 
Lake Wright Patman water levels. (See map in appendix) 

230’ 
No infrastructure should be affected. 

235’ 
Two water control structures 
Three managed wetland units (480 acres) 
1 concrete bridge 

240’ 
In addition to everything under 235’ 

8 water control structures 
1 high water bridge 
7.32 miles of levees 
10 miles of equestrian trails 
11.5 miles of ATV trails 

http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/RWPG/rpgm_rpts/InstreamFlows_SulphurRiver.pdf


 
 

 
 

 

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

1.5 miles of boundary line 
3,596.2 acres of public hunting land 

Atlanta State Park 

Impacts to Atlanta State Park would include the loss of approximately 2,421 feet of trails and 
parts of both boat ramps.  See maps in appendix for detailed information. 

Contributors of data and information to this document were: 

Luke Baker, Area Biologist, White Oak Creek WMA, TPWD 

Kevin R. Herriman, Project Leader, Northeast Texas Ecosystem Project, TPWD 

Stephen Lange, GIS Specialist, Regions 3 and 4, TPWD 

Ricky W. Maxey, Wildlife Diversity Biologist, Wildlife District 6 – East Texas Pineywoods, 
TPWD 

Doyle Mosier, Director, River Studies Program, TPWD 

Kody Waters, Park Superintendent, Atlanta State Park 
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