Riverkeeper complains about WF's flood plain building
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In October, Wake Forest commissioners approved plans for a townhouse development in the Richland Creek Flood Plain despite threats by the Neuse riverkeeper that he would tell state officials that Wake Forest wasn't a good steward of its natural resources.
Last month, Dean Naujoks made good on his promise.
In a letter to Francine Durso, the deputy director of the Clean Water Management Trust Fund, Naujoks said Wake Forest commissioners were allowing development projects in the flood plain.
"The staff continues to recommend not developing in the flood plain, but the town commissioners ignore the recommendations and simply cave in to development interests," Naujoks told Durso.
Naujoks said he decided to follow through on his promise after reading press reports about a second flood plain development approved by town commissioners in December.
In that case, commissoners approved a change to the development plan for Heritage South, allowing development on five additional lots that fall in the flood plain.
"That's just following up on what we said. I was a little disappointed because here were the professionals telling them not to develop in the flood plain but they went ahead and did it anyway," Naujoks said.
Alerting groups like the Clean Water Management Trust Fund about the town's plans to allow development in the flood plain could cost the town money if it tries in the future to win grants from the agency or others like it.
Lisa Shell, a spokesperson for the Clean Water Management Trust Fund, said Naujoks' letter wouldn't affect a $240,000 contract the town currently has with the organization. But she said it could affect future funding.
"All of our grant decisions are made by our 21-member board. The information about the development in the flood plain will certainly be taken into account when they consider other applications," Shell said.
But she stopped short of saying it would exclude Wake Forest from winning future grants. "It could present a difficulty," Shell said.
Shell said her organization has not received similar letters about any other towns like the one Naujoks wrote about Wake Forest.
Wake Forest Town Manager Mark Williams said Monday he was not aware that Naujoks had written to the agency.
But Williams, who warned commissioners that snagging grants in the future could be harder if commissioners approved flood plain developments, said Naujoks' letter could present a hurdle.
"There is always that concern. We'll just have to see how strongly people take this," Williams said.
The development plan that sparked Naujoks' concern has since been scrubbed, according to Williams.
He said the town has made some important strides in protecting town waterways thanks to funding from the Clean Water Management Trust Fund.
"The big one is the Smith Creek Greenway project where we tried to acquire greenway from the Neuse River all the way to our reservoir. We've made a commitment over the next 10 years to get that greenway built," Williams said.
That project is covered under the town's current contract with the Clean Water Management Trust Fund.
The town has also used grant money for a pair of stream restoration projects along Richland Creek.
Another important funding source could be at risk because of the town's stance toward flood plain development.
Wake County voters approved a $26.2 million bond referendum last fall to spend money on open space.
The bond is expected to help local governments protect waterways through land acquisition along waterways.
Deputy County Manager Joe Durham said Wake Forest wouldn't be punished directly because it approved development in the flood plain.
But he did say this town, just like any other, will have to meet specific criteria when applying for part of that money.
If those criteria aren't met, Durham said, the likelihood of getting any of that money is remote.
"Our process isn't going to change, but we may continue to discuss it as we move along. Our major focus is on clean water," Durham said.
Part of the criteria local governments must meet is approval by a land development review committee looking at how towns plan their growth.
Williams called the efforts to secure part of the bond money a highly competitive process.
"Our concern is that this might send up a red flag to them when they realize we've approved developments in the flood plain," Williams said.
While flood plain activity sparked Naujok's response, he was also critical of the town for not continuing to defend stricter regulations along the Neuse River, where the town was considering the purchase of a raw water intake.
In his letter to Durso, Naujoks said the town acted deceitfully when it worked to protect the more restrictive classification.
"Now that they are merging (water and sewer systems) with Raleigh, they see it as an open ticket to obliterate this watershed. I hope you will consider this next time the town asks for money," Naujoks wrote.
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