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RALEIGH--Dean Naujoks was standing in a place he shouldn't have been able to. Just downstream from the Falls Lake dam, on the fringes of the city limits, Naujoks was in the middle of the Neuse River. The water was only a few inches deep. A few years ago, the river was about three feet deep in that spot, said Naujoks, the Upper Neuse Riverkeeper and an environmental advocate. Intense stormwater emptying into the river from a tiny creek had dragged enough silt along with it to create a 70-foot-wide shelf, he said. "It's tens of thousands of pounds of sediment from a tiny little stream," Naujoks said. The city of Raleigh is scheduled to spend $34 million on stormwater-related problems over the next five years, thanks to a new stormwater fee. But a backlog of big problems affecting entire neighborhoods will likely keep the city busy for years. 

And some problems -- like the severe case of silt Naujoks pointed out -- may never get attention from the city. 


The stormwater utility fee, which began last year, is a tax Raleigh landowners pay based on the amount of impervious surface on their property. The fee is generating about $12 million a year. The fund is allowing the city to get a jump-start on smaller projects. Where the city used to repair about five of those smaller projects every year, the extra funds now allow 20 to 25 a year, according to Danny Bowden, the city's stormwater manager. That's enough to keep up with the demand every year. "That's quite a difference," Bowden said. And Bowden said the city has a backlog of 29 larger, neighborhood-wide issues that will use up the majority of the funds from the stormwater fee. Bowden said the city hopes to be caught up in 10 years, but realistically expects to be dealing with stormwater problems beyond that. "We are going to uncover more problems between now and then," he said. 

Some satisfied


But, for now, the city is able to satisfy more residents -- such as Erik Sheahan, who lives next to where a creek is piped under Lead Mine Road. The creek, which runs along his backyard property line, became eroded from storm events after Lead Mine was widened and raised. The road work diverted more water into his backyard, Sheahan said. 

The eroded banks have large cracks in them, hinting at further destruction. "It turns into a raging river back here," he said. The city originally offered to fix the situation, a $20,000 project, but his share would have been $7,000. Sheahan was adamant. "Why should I have to pay anything for a problem they created?" said Sheahan. 


Problems like Sheahan's fall to the city's Stormwater Management Advisory Committee, a 13-member panel charged with advising the City Council on how to handle stormwater problems and which projects to take on. One of the changes the stormwater committee has gotten passed is a $5,000 cap on the landowner's burden for smaller stormwater projects. Stormwater monies will be used to fix the entire neighborhood and solutions for Sheahan's stream erosion will be included at no cost to him, according to Jim Leumas, stormwater services engineer with the city. Construction will begin later this year. "I was surprised that he said it wouldn't cost me," Sheahan, who found out this week. "I'm glad that they're finally addressing the issue." 

Federal mandates 


But Naujoks, who is a member of the stormwater committee, points out that there is a lot of work to be done. A majority of the streams in North Raleigh are on the state's list of impaired streams as a result of stormwater and runoff issues. "I'm not sure we'll ever be able to take them back to their natural state. ... We're going to have to spend lots of money to try and bring these streams back," Bowden said. The goal is to have swimmable, fishable, unpolluted waters. The Environmental Protection Agency mandated municipalities to develop stormwater management plans for urban areas in 1990. Further statewide reforms were sparked by massive fish kills on the Lower Neuse River in the early 1990s. The stormwater committee is also focusing on ways to minimize future damage. The committee is studying a variety of ways future development could create fewer stormwater problems. 

Options for future 


The options they are considering include: 


- low-impact design, where developers must attempt to allow stormwater to do 
and act the way it would before development; 


- the use of pervious pavement (through which water would be able to seep); and 


- removal of curb and gutters to allow for water to soak into the ground. 


Any recommendations they make would need the City Council's approval. 

Another option, storm drain filters to catch oils and trash that are flushed from the streets into lakes and streams, is something Naujoks hopes will eventually become part of the stormwater plan. He mentioned they're being widely used on the West Coast. "But they're not even on Raleigh's radar screen yet," he said. "The city still has work to do." 

Private vs. public 


As evidence of the task that lies ahead, Naujoks pointed to the spot on the Neuse River with the 70-foot-wide silt bar. The silt chokes the bottom of the food chain and kills smaller fish by getting in their gills, he said. The banks of the creek that flows into the Neuse and created the silt bar are now tall, steep, unstable and eroded. Every time it storms, more and more silt is flushed into the river. The city won't take on a such a large-scale stream erosion project, because such projects are usually on private property, which the city isn't liable for. The committee is mulling what role the city might take in remedying such problems. Whatever the city decides, Naujoks isn't sure the tougher laws and deeper pool of money is enough to make everything right. The Neuse River would sooner fix itself, he said: "We'll just have to let Mother Nature take its course, and hope things get better." 

The fix is in 


The city's share has increased on smaller projects, including a $5,000 cap on landowners' part. 


- The cost-sharing for severe stream erosion projects is now 80 percent city, 20 
percent landowner. Previously it was two-thirds/one-third. 


- For structural flooding, channel improvements and pipe upgrades. it's 85-15 city 
and land owner. It previously was two-thirds/one-third except for pipe projects, 
which were 50/50. 
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