
March 31, 2005

North Shore Road Project

Great Smoky Mountains National Park

P.O. Box 30185

Raleigh, NC 27622

Dear Supt. Ditmanson:

These are the comments of the Appalachian Trail Conference (ATC) in response to your request for input regarding information provided at the recent public meetings concerning the North Shore Road Environmental Impact Statement (NSREIS) for the Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GRSM).  ATC representatives and volunteers attended the 22 February meeting in Bryson City.
ATC representatives and volunteers are invested in this process because the depth and integrity of the GRSM natural resources are a cherished component of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (A.T.) experience.  Further, as global citizens we are concerned for impacts to the Trail and beyond, especially due to the world-wide significance of the GRSM, as is documented by its status as an International Biosphere Reserve and World Heritage Site.  Additionally, the A.T. is known to have national significance as a cultural resource, and is currently being evaluated for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places.
ATC’s comments about each alternative:
Monetary Settlement:  This is the preferred alternative of the ATC.  This alternative does resolve the 1943 agreement and does the best job of empowering Swain County to build a sustainable and better future.  ATC supports a financial settlement to Swain County of at least $52 million to be placed in trust.  Such a fund held by Swain County would enable the County to work creatively to more fully tap the educational, recreational, health, environmental and economic potential of the A.T., approximately 64 miles of which are located in Swain Co.
Laurel Branch Picnic Area:  This alternative does not resolve the 1943 agreement and should be dropped from the EIS process as it is already part of the GRSM General Management Plan (GMP).  The Laurel Branch Picnic Area should be built, independent of the NSREIS, and combining it with a cultural heritage center should be considered.  Either of these construction projects should only be in addition to a $52 million financial settlement with Swain County 
Partial-Build Alternative to Bushnell:  This alternative does not resolve the 1943 agreement, nor should it be considered further.  It is not contemplated in the GRSM GMP, and its construction would have significant impacts on the priceless natural and cultural heritage resources of the GRSM.
Northern Shore Corridor:  Although this alternative would resolve the 1943 agreement, it comes at much too high an environmental, scenic, recreational, cultural, financial and lost opportunity cost for Swain County to be given serious consideration.  ATC does NOT support this alternative.  Construction of this road is not the only prudent and feasible alternative to resolving the agreement (re: Section 4(f), as amended and codified in 49 U.S.C. Section 303), and is, in fact, the least prudent and feasible alternative.
No-Action:  This alternative does not resolve the federal obligations stemming from the 1943 agreement between Swain County, the State of North Carolina, the Tennessee Valley Authority and the US Dept. of Interior.

Question 1:  Why does the Monetary Settlement, ATC’s preferred alternative, meet the purpose and need of the project?  Does ATC have suggestions for improving it?

This alternative satisfies the purpose of the project because it will satisfy all obligations on the part of the United States that presently exist as the result of the Memorandum of Agreement of July 30, 1943, between USDOI, TVA, Swain County, NC, and the state of NC.  This alternative satisfies the need of the project through a determination that it is not environmentally, scenically, recreationally, culturally or financially prudent and feasible to complete the road and as a result no other alternatives would satisfy the obligation.
ATC suggests that the Monetary Settlement alternative be improved by providing immediate payment to Swain County of $52 million in trust.

Question 2:  Does ATC think a combination of any of the final study alternatives better meets the purpose of the project?
No.

Question 3:  If ATC selected the Partial-Build Alternative to Bushnell or the Northern Shore Corridor…

ATC selected the Monetary Settlement with an immediate payment of $52 million in trust to Swain County, NC as our preferred alternative.

Question 4:  Do you have comments on the impact analyses?

ATC would like to note that we believe the EIS process to date has not provided adequate analysis of potential impacts in several key areas.  These are:

I. The Appalachian National Scenic Trail (A.T.) is a unit of the National Park system for which potential impacts must be fully evaluated.  The A.T. is not just a significant cultural resource, it is also a significant natural, scenic and recreational resource.  The Northern Shore Corridor alternative (i.e. the construction of a road from the tunnel on Lake View Rd. to Fontana Dam), if built, will have significant adverse impacts on the A.T. including:

- a substantial increase in noise in an otherwise quiet environment;

- significant  visual impacts to the viewshed of a national scenic trail as seen from along approximately ten miles of the A.T., including large and numerous road cuts and lengthy bridges;

- a significant decrease in the wilderness experience provided by the A.T. through diminishment of the largest area managed as Wilderness that the A.T. passes through from Georgia to Maine; and

- significant safety issues as a result of co-alignment of the A.T. with the route of the new road for up to 1.5 miles.  
There has been inadequate analysis of these potential impacts to the A.T.  
Regarding the visual impacts, the internationally respected USDA Forest Service Scenery Management System directs that visual impacts visible in the foreground or middleground from the Appalachian National Scenic Trail on lands managed as Wilderness (as they are in the GRSM) must meet a scenic integrity objective of at least Very High, i.e., that “the valued landscape character (the view of the GRSM) is intact with only minute if any deviations.  The existing landscape character and sense of place is expressed at the highest possible level.”  The visual impacts created by construction of a road in the Northern Shore Corridor cannot meet this standard.
II. Impacts to recreation resources and values between Fontana Dam and Lake View Road have not been disclosed.  In particular, the destruction of the route of the Benton MacKaye Trail is not discussed, nor its impact analyzed.  The new road would sever the route of this important trail.  Additionally, improved access to the area would increase camping impacts, trail and overnight site maintenance needs, human sanitation problems, poaching access, vandalism to cultural resources, and create a fragmented strip of land between the road and Fontana Lake.

III. The fragmentation of the intact GRSM by the road is not adequately addressed.  This significant impact to the park and the resulting reduction in wildland quality and quantity is not adequately addressed by the EIS process.  Fragmentation will have a significant impact on wildlife, on the recreation experience of park users, on the introduction of invasive and exotic species and on natural resources such as the GRSM’s fishery, both through separation of significant areas of the park and the introduction of significant new quantities of visitors to the area.

IV. The opportunity cost of not providing an immediate cash settlement to Swain County is not analyzed.  If the road is built in place of a Monetary Settlement, the interest lost to Swain County from the Monetary Settlement trust over the course of the 15 years it is projected to build the road would be extremely significant by itself.
V. The irrevocable negative impact of constructing a 32-mile long road through the largest remote backcountry area in a National Park unit in the Eastern United States.  These lands are designated as an International Biosphere Reserve and World Heritage Site because of their international significance, and constructing a road through them would destroy – forever – the very character that determined their importance.

We reiterate, the preferred alternative of the ATC is the Monetary Settlement, with an immediate $52 million payment to Swain County, placed in trust.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment, and for your support of the appropriate stewardship of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail.

Sincerely,

Morgan Sommerville

ATC Regional Director

for GA, NC, and TN

