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Abstract
The Mississippi Delta is not actually a delta, but is an alluvial plain located be-
tween in the Yazoo and the Mississippi Rivers.  The delta has historically been 
used for cotton and rice farming due to its superb agricultural qualities.  It is hy-
pothesized that land use has changed as we have transitioned into the 21st 
century and increased imports of food and clothing items from other coun-
tries.  Mechanization also sped the process of soil exhaustion causing a change 
in land use as well.  This project will illustrate how land use has changed from 
agriculture to other types of land use over the last decade of the 20th century, 
speci�cally between the years 1992 and 2001.
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The study area is in Mississippi and is located between the Yazoo and Mississippi Rivers. It is an ex-
tremely �at alluvial plain created by hundreds of years of repeated �ooding. It is one of the richest 
agricultural regions on earth. This area is known as the Mississippi Delta and sometimes as the 
Yazoo Delta. The region stands out distinctively on various maps including road maps, agricultural 
maps, hydrological maps, and economic maps.
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The inset shows an 
area of the delta with  
change occurring over 
the last decade of the 
20th century. Most of 
the area that isn’t used 
for agriculture is urban. 
The red areas show 
where land has been 
converted from agri-
culture to some other 
land use. The pattern 
on the map shows that 
the change is not nec-
essarily occurring near 
cities and cannot be 
simply considered as 
urban expansion, as 

one might 
assume.

Study Area

 The delta is famous for the quality of its soil.  The main products produced in the region are rice, cotton, and, within the last 20 years, cat�sh.  The region was predominately wetlands and prairie 
until settlement in the late 1800s/early 1900s.  As the land was developed, a large labor force to produce crops was necessary and laborers rushed to the region to try and make a living.  This event 
could be considered the ‘gold rush’ (or rather, the ‘green rush) of the twentieth century.  Once it began, land was very rapidly developed.  According to the NPR, by 1890, nearly all land was within �ve 
miles of  a railroad.  As the map (above-right) shows, most of the land in the Delta is used for agriculture.  Even in 2009, the Delta is still strikingly rural (see photos in Study Area).  The area continued 
to �ourish economically through the 1950s when mechanization began.  Mechanization has cost many people jobs, causing very high unemployment rates in the region.  According to the Delta Re-
gional Authority, the region is considered to be the most distressed (economically) in the entire country.  As jobs continued to be lost, people left the region.  The US Census shows that peak population 
occurred in the region before 1980, indicating that the area is still in decline.  The land in this region owned by a few farmers and corporations who own large areas of land and rely on machines, not 
human labor, to do the work.
 In the last decade of the 20th century there have been some changes.  While the area is still mostly agricultural land use and some land has continued to be developed into agriculture land (shown 
in yellow, see inset), more land is being converted from agriculture to some other type of land use (shown in red).  Soil exhaustion (thanks to increased production caused by mechanization of harvest-
ing) and the economics of agriculture may be the culprits.  With the loss of population, some agricultural land was perhaps sold to be used for other purposes.  As cat�sh farms continue to spring up, 
so do processing plants.  These are generally located near the cat�sh farms and would not on land classi�ed as agricultural land.  Further analysis of the change could include a combination of statistical 
analysis of economics in the region compared to elsewhere, further �eld studies of the speci�c changed areas, more intense data analysis within a GIS, and many other research options.

Geographic data collected from Multi Resolution  
 Land Characteristics Consortium <http://www  
 .mrlc.gov/>, and ESRI <www.esri.com>.
NPR. Mississippi Delta’s economy, way of life fading.  
 2005. accessed mar 2009 <http://www.npr.org/  
 templates/story/story.php?storyId=4675562>.
Delta Regional Authority. Delta facts. 2009. accessed  
 Mar 2009 <http://www.dra.gov/delta-facts/>.
United States Census Bureau. 2000. Accessed Mar  
 2009 <www.census.gov>.
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The land in the Mississippi Delta is distinctly �at

View of a farm �eld near Tunica, MS
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Thanks to Dr. J. Brady Foust & Dr. Ezra Zeitler for leading this proj-
ect through the ‘Where the Blues Began’ Capstone Course.  Thanks 
also for di�erential tuition for partial funding of the course’s �eld 
experience requirement.
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Land Change in the Mississippi Delta
1992 to 2001

Non-agricultural land use

Agriculture (hasn't changed)

Changed from something
to agriculture

Changed from agriculture
to something else
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