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PUBLIC WORKS COMMITTEE

The Public Works Committee of the City of Raleigh met on Wednesday, September 12, 2001, at 10:00 a.m. in Room 201. City Council Chambers, Raleigh Municipal Building, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, 222 West Hargett Street, Raleigh, North Carolina with the following present:
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Staff
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Assistant City Manager Carter

Mr. Congleton





Deputy City Attorney Botvinick

Mr. West (excused)





Stormwater Engineer Bowden









Stormwater Engineer Senior









Parks Planner Bailey

Mr. Kirkman called the meeting to order and the following items were discussed with action taken as shown.

Item #99-7 – Walnut 2001 – Stormwater Benefits

Item #99-59 – Walnut Creek Watershed Stormwater Study.  Ms. Carter indicated since no citizens are attendance in this meeting, it would be an excellent opportunity for staff to review with the Committee the additional work that has been done since the last meeting.  Ms. Carter indicated there will be ample time to present this to citizens and to receive comment and have discussion on these items.  She indicated Mr. Danny Bowden will review the watershed study and hit the highlights so it is clear what the study shows; reading the Dewberry and Davis study is not the best way to understand what is happening.  Mr. Bowden has put it in simple language as to what is taking place.  Ms. Carter indicated additional work has been done defining the wetlands and evaluating the quality of the wetlands.  She pointed out Mark Senior is present and will go through the Walnut 2000 report and review the goals and present a status report on things the City has done and are doing.  She indicated that Lauren Swift, the Planner who worked on the Brownsfield project is also present.

Mr. Bowden briefly reviewed the location of the Walnut Creek Basin and its boundaries and indicated it encompasses approximately 46 square miles or 29,000 acres and is the second largest basin next to Crabtree.  The Walnut Creek study proposes ways to locally require facilities in the Walnut Creek area to reduce pollutants as much as possible.  The study identifies 26 improvements in 22 locations of which four of the sites would accommodate a pond or constructed wetlands.  Specifically the Walnut 2000 area has three facilities located in tributaries that drain to the Walnut Creek 2000 area.  Mr. Bowden pointed out quite a bit of work has been done in the Walnut Creek area that totals in excess of $9 million.  Mr. Bowden indicated the Rochchester Heights storm dredging area, and culvert improvements on State Street were only two of the projects that have been undertaken in this area.

Mr. Kirkman questioned whether the Rochchester Heights project has been completed with Mr. Bowden indicating it is complete from the Beltline to Walnut Creek.  In addition there are benefits such as the Walnut Creek greenway in this area.

Mr. Kirkman questioned how much acreage the City owns in this area with Mr. Bowden explaining the City owns 50 plus acres in park land and acquired properties, with 40 acres belonging to the State and 74 acres under private ownership.  Mr. Bowden pointed out some of the HUD and FEMA funds were used to buy out property and structures in this area and is included in that 50 acres.  Also, the Division of Water Quality has looked at Chavis Park stream restoration and an area is being discussed that is located just below Martin Luther King Boulevard.  Mr. Bowden explained Chavis Park stream restoration has been designed and they are working on easement agreements.  The other project below Martin Luther King Boulevard is in the early stages and will be more difficult to pull together.  Mr. Bowden pointed out also the Brownfield assessment has been completed.  He added the Planning Department is working on a redevelopment plan in this area.  He added in regards to the Brownfield project, there is a revolving loan fund that could be used for small business startup and things of that nature.  There is also a project underway on Garner Road that would take place in two phases and right-of-way is currently being acquired.  Mr. Bowden reiterated that over $9 million have been spent on improvements in this area since Hurricane Fran.  Mr. Bowden went on to point out some concerns have been received regarding the wetlands area.  He explained the City has retained the services of a wetland consultant to look at the site and their assessment is included in the agenda packet.  They had a preliminary delineation from Hammond Street to State Street.  He pointed out the report shows there are some very high quality wetlands along Walnut Creek west of South Saunders to the Rose Lane/Sunnybrook Road area.  Mr. Kirkman added there is considerable habitat for wildlife in this area as well.  Mr. Bowden pointed out the delineation is from Peterson Street to Bailey Drive and they looked at different types of wetlands and functions and this information  is included in the report.  The main thrust of the report is water quality and the existing wetlands do provide water quality and excellent habitat for wildlife.  He added as well a greenway boardwalk is located between State Street and Peterson Street.

Mr. Kirkman indicated he would also like to mention the lack of trash and liter in this area as a result of hard work of a number of people from the community to clean up this area; it is very refreshing now.  Mr. Bowden added this effort is also mentioned in Mark Senior’s report that he will make later in the meeting.  In summary the report is saying the wetlands are in very good shape and provide a water benefit and good wildlife habitat.  Mr. Bowden added there are also some very good quality wetland areas around Crabtree.

Mr. Kirkman noted he has heard this area has been described as one of the largest wetland areas in North Carolina.  Ms. Carter pointed out words “healthy” and “thriving” were used in the assessment.  Mr. Bowden and Mr. Senior concurred with these statements.

Mr. Congleton questioned whether staff would take the position that the Walnut Creek wetlands are just the opposite of the Pigeon House Creek area with Mr. Bowden indicating definitely.  Mr. Kirkman pointed out the area west of South Saunders Street used to be contiguous to this area before development but is as nice as anything in Wake County.  Mr. Bowden agreed indicating the area has a very good eco-system there but would point out there are continuing efforts or trying to reduce nitrogen and other chemicals, and there is not a lot that can be done in Walnut Creek.  Mr. Congleton questioned whether that was because the wetlands are doing their job?  Mr. Kirkman indicated he felt that was true; the enhancements taking place upstream would only add to its quality.  Mr. Bowden indicated he felt these statements were correct and would include the three facilities in what has been mentioned as well as the Rochchester Heights project as helped.  In summary the three facilities located in this area that drain to the area should be considered; preservation of existing wetland areas are also under Federal and State regulations.  

Mr. Kirkman questioned whether Mr. Bowden had information regarding the flood storage capacity of this area with Mr. Bowden indicating he did not and it was not contained in the report.  Mr. Congleton pointed out in looking at our streams do we have the numbers that showed the nitrogen count as they enter the Neuse River.  Mr. Bowden indicated those numbers are available and will continue to have numbers on the entire basin.  Mr. Congleton questioned if we get to a point we are looking at where we spend our money, is staff saying that Walnut Creek is in grand shape and the money should be spent on Pigeon House efforts or should the money should be spent to protect existing good quality wetlands.  Mr. Bowden indicated in theory there will be more reduction in the Walnut Creek facility than what is proposed in Pigeon House Creek.  The down side is the permit has been issued for Pigeon House and the State is requiring the City to focus on waters that are non-supporting but theoretically feels it is better to provide protection of existing facilities.  One key point is it is key to present this to the Corp of Engineers and the Division of Water Quality to get feedback on the nitrogen reduction as we are going to need some credits with them and will be necessary to pursue these credits.

Mr. Congleton noted that from base line numbers it would seem like if Walnut Creek has all of these things in place and is in good shape so when it gets to the Neuse River we should have a lower count than Pidgeon House; so, does staff feel they would want to spend money on a dead stream.  Mr. Kirkman indicated he felt in this case an ounce of prevention could equal a pound of cure.  Mr. Bowden noted in Pidgeon House there is no room for facilities like there is in the Walnut Creek area so nitrogen removal is much more an extensive process and added it is not all a Neuse River issue.  Mr. Senior added sometimes it comes down to a cost/benefit issue.  Mr. Congleton pointed out what we are dealing with is looking at Pigeon House and trying to do some things to bring the stream alive and added some things can be done to Crabtree below there.  Mr. Senior added there are local issues, as well as downstream benefits and things of this nature and it will be a difficult issue to balance.  Wake County is currently trying to deal with the same issue.  He added some people believe it should be imperative to protect what you can.

Mr. Congleton questioned whether staff was looking at a process similar to Crabtree to do in reverse in order to try to bring Pidgeon House Creek back to life.  Mr. Senior pointed out it is the most expensive portion of Pidgeon House to try to fix and it depends on how one wants to attack it.  Mr. Kirkman explained that Russell Allen, during his interview process, brought up the possibility of stormwater facility fees.  Mr. Kirkman indicated he feels it is a long way off but its necessary to work with Administration on how to do it and they can’t wait 20 years.  Mr. Congleton pointed out bond issues could also be considered.  Mr. Kirkman added there is also a need for ongoing funding for the installation of these facilities as well as maintenance of these facilities.  Mr. Bowden pointed out the Crabtree Study is being conducted similar to the study for Walnut Creek.

Mark Senior, Stormwater Engineer explained his responsibility in this process is the Walnut 2000 report.  Mr. Senior referred to a memo included in the agenda packet that outlines the goals that relates to the Walnut Creek Study along with responses.  Mr. Senior indicated the first goal is to “solve frequent floods” associated with the areas decreased ability to handle excess stormwater by redesigning and reconstructing the stormwater channel.  Mr. Senior explained the topography in the area pointing out the area has been flood prone since the original flood hazard maps were developed in the early 1970’s.  He pointed out flooding from Walnut Creek cannot be eliminated; however, a number of activities have taken place for the purpose of reducing flooding and flood damage in the area.  These activities include the box culverts under State Street in order to minimize roadway overtopping and reduce backwater flooding in the Rochester Heights area, the stream restoration project in Rochester Heights, acquisition of property by FEMA, Flood Mitigation and HUD disaster recovery fund program of flood prone properties, as well as the recently adopted new stormwater rules and improvements that are proposed in the Walnut Creek study.

Mr. Kirkman questioned whether there was any opportunity to enhance the planting along culverts to make a better buffer for the residents.  Mr. Senior indicated plantings are certainly an alternative but it comes down to a balancing act.  Many of the neighbors want these areas left open and agree to planting grass, low growing shrubs or over-story trees.  However, what is wanted in the area is not necessarily good for the environment.  There is a balance that has to be reached with the State folks as well as Parks and the neighbors.  Mr. Kirkman indicated cattails are very popular with the neighbors with Mr. Senior indicating staff would love cattails but the State does not want any part of them.  They feel that cattails are an invasive species.  Mr. Kirkman pointed out cattails have been documented as very good features in areas such as this.

Mr. Congleton questioned who assumes maintenance of these facilities once the project is completed with Mr. Senior explaining in many instances the project are returned to the property owners.  In the case of Rochester Heights it is private property and will now be their responsibility to maintain them.  Mr. Senior added in relation to the report that beaver dams are a constant problem and occasionally the dam have to be removed with Mr. Kirkman indicating there may come a time where the City has to resort to levelers to address the beaver dam problem.

Mr. Senior, returning to his presentation, indicated the second goal for the Walnut Creek 2000 projects seeks “restoration” of a stream and wetland to its original healthy state after years of dumping and neglect which has resulted in unsightly and nuisance and health problems.  Mr. Senior indicated the Walnut Creek and adjacent areas from Hammond Road to State Street are healthy, natural and functioning well.  There has been an independent investigation by wetland and environmental services who confirm these findings and found the wetlands healthy and thriving and overall in good condition.  As a result no restoration activities are necessary or warranted under the Walnut Creek study.  There are no longer obvious signs of significant trash or dumping.  This is probably the results of the efforts of the local community and the volunteer clean up projects.  If dumping is determined to be a continuing problem, regular inspections and enforcement may be in order.

Mr. Senior indicated the third goal is to bring environment justice to the region in order to provide a clean safe, healthy environment.  He indicated this time staff is unclear exactly what is meant by environmental justice; however, the streams, wetlands, greenways and other features are in good condition.  He noted staff is not aware of any health or safety issues in this area.  He noted the only outstanding issue is the Brownfield area and according to the Brownfield assessment report there are some existing environmental contamination but it is at low levels that should not hinder development of the area.  Remediation efforts are ongoing under the direction of the State Department of Environment and Natural Resources.

Mr. Senior indicated the fourth goal is seeking to “protect the wetland” which demands attention, official protection and preservation.  Mr. Senior indicated existing Federal and State regulations ensure the protection of Walnut Creek, it tributaries and the wetlands in the area.  He indicated should City Council desire, additional steps could be taken to ensure the wetlands are not impacted in the future.

Mr. Senior indicated the fifth and final goal was to “create” a wetland education park, wetland bog and wetland preserve.  He explained a variety of wetland habitats already exist in the area and new greenway trails and boardwalks allow citizens to experience these environments in their natural state.  The only remaining issue is to what extent the City and its citizens wish to expand on the experience.  Mr. Senior displayed a number of slides showing existing conditions in the Walnut Creek area and efforts that have been made to provide not only an aesthetic experience but an educational one as well.  Mr. Senior pointed out they have good facilities; they are attractive and people are using them.  It is merely a question of how much more development do we want to put in that area.

Mr. Kirkman pointed out the next step is to get key folks involved.  He indicated he has been to a couple of meetings and understand several more had taken place.  He pointed out there is an underpass under the Beltline that is suppose to be a greenway connector and questioned how this fits into the matrix.  

Dick Bailey, Parks Planner indicated there is one connector as Southgate and pointed this area out on the map.  Mr. Senior indicated he believes this area can also be accessed from State Street.

Mr. Kirkman thanked the staff for a good report and brief discussion regarding the next Public Works meeting took place.

Adjournment.  There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 11:15 a.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Donna Hester

Deputy City Clerk
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