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A 4.5-mile section of 1-40 in the Pigeon River Gorge was destroyed during Tropical Storm Helene. There is

Pigeon River Gorge a priority
for wildlife Safe Passage

i Word from the Smokies
= Holly Kays

When the Safe Passage coalition started working
in 2017 to make Interstate 40 a safer place for people
and wildlife through the Pigeon River Gorge, nobody
knew that, in a few short years, entire sections of the
critical roadway would vanish in the wake of Hurri-
cane Helene. The scale of Helene’s damage was un-
fathomable, with 103 people confirmed dead in North
Carolina alone and some survivors still without
homes or basic necessities like electricity and potable
water. The region is in mourning — but the rebuilding
process may offer a once-in-a-generation opportuni-
ty to save the lives of future travelers.

“If we want to look for silver linings, I think there is
a chance that we could use this long pause in traffic on
1-40 to create some win-wins for wildlife, driver safe-
ty, and flood resilience along the road,” said Ron Suth-
erland, chief scientist for coalition partner Wildlands
Network.

The 28-mile stretch of I-40 that passes through the
Pigeon River Gorge bisects a rugged landscape that
falls mostly within the Pisgah National Forest, Chero-
kee National Forest, and Great Smoky Mountains Na-

An 1-40 tunnel through the mountain near the North

Carolina border with Tennessee is seen from the air
on Dec. 6, 2018. ANGELI WRIGHT/CITIZEN TIMES

tional Park. It’s one of the most biodiverse places on
the planet, and before Helene, the road handled about
26,500 vehicles every day — a formidable barrier to
natural wildlife movement across the landscape. Be-
tween 2018 and 2020, researchers Liz Hillard of Wil-
dlands Network and Steve Goodman of National
Parks Conservation Association analyzed 304 colli-
sions between vehicles and large animals like bear,
deer, and elk. Nationwide, wildlife-vehicle collisions

See KAYS, Page 6A

Mars Hill ski
resort to open
for first time in
nearly 2 years

Johnny Casey
News Record & Sentinel | USA TODAY NETWORK

MARS HILL - For the first time since it came under
new ownership in 2023, Mars Hill’s Hatley Pointe Ski
Resort will open for use.

The resort — one of two within an hour’s drive
from Asheville — was scheduled to open Dec. 21, the
ski resort ownership said in a Facebook post.

New owners Deborah and David Hatley, of John-
son City, Tennessee, purchased the ski resort in
March 2023 for $8.4 million, according to informa-
tion from the Madison County Register of Deeds.

“It has been a long time coming for us all, but trust
that we have been waiting on the edge of our seats
and feeling every moment of this journey together,”
Hatley Pointe said in the post. “Thank you all for your
endless support, ski you soon.”

The Mars Hill ski resort’s website lists the venue
as a “boutique mountain resort.”

The new owners of the Madison County ski resort
aimed to open in January 2024, but announced Jan.
23 they would have to postpone the opening.

Hatley Pointe CEO Deborah Hatley announced the
decision to postpone the opening in a Facebook video
post Jan. 23, and the post caption said a problem
with a pump house, as well as several minor kinks
related to the resort’s new automated snow ma-
chines, combined with the unfavorable weather con-
tributed in the staff’s decision-making process.

“As many of you know, we started this project in
March 2023 with an aggressive, but hopeful timeline,
and we really set out to do it all,” Deborah Hatley said
in the January 2024 video.

“One of those projects was overhauling the snow-
making system and underground infrastructure. We
realized that we are late in the game with just a few
more weeks of viable snowmaking, which has also
impacted other phases of the project and restricted
us from going to a fully operational standpoint that is

See SKI, Page 2A
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Mars Hill’s ski resort, Hatley Pointe Mountain
Resort, will open for the first time under its new
ownership Dec. 21. ANGELA WILHELM/CITIZEN TIMES

Congress scrambling to avert holiday shutdown

Marina Pitofsky and Eric Lagatta
USA TODAY

Lawmakers worked to find a way Friday to avoid a
government shutdown just days before Christmas and
Hanukkah, needing a deal struck before the deadline
at midnight.

As Friday wore on, House Republicans planned to
try to pass the same bill that failed Thursday night -
which includes a government funding extension
through March 14, disaster relief funding and farm aid

- without the debt ceiling extension requested by
President-elect Donald Trump.

“Ultimately, we’re going to get this done one way or
another,” said Majority Leader Steve Scalise, R-La.

The House on Thursday rejected a deal backed by
Trump that would have kept the government open,
with dozens of Republicans joining with Democrats
and voting against the proposal.

That bill was a slimmed-down version of a biparti-
san plan to temporarily dodge a government shut-
down, known as continuing resolution, that Trump

and his allies torpedoed earlier in the week.

Trump encouraged lawmakers to take the time to
hash out their differences over spending levels now,
while Joe Biden is still president, so the outgoing Dem-
ocratic administration carries the blame for a shut-
down.

“If there is going to be a shutdown of government,
let it begin now, under the Biden Administration, not
after January 20th, under ‘TRUMP. This is a Biden

See SHUTDOWN, Page 3A
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kill more than 200 people annually and
cost over $10 billion, according to a 2023
report from the Federal Highway Ad-
ministration.

Through collaboration with govern-
ment agencies and efforts to secure
funding for wildlife crossings, Safe Pas-
sage has been working toward infra-
structure solutions that would prevent
such crashes from happening. Thanks
to the group’s partnership with the NC
Department of Transportation, the de-
signs for five I-40 bridges up for replace-
ment were amended to include wildlife-
friendly modifications, and the agency
was poised to use a $2 million wildlife-
crossing allotment from the NC General
Assembly to install fencing and evalu-
ate Wildlands Network’s and NPCA’s re-
search-based proposals for improving
connectivity in the gorge.

Then Helene struck.

The hurricane hit the Gulf Coast as a
Category 4 storm and then moved
north, dropping record-setting amounts
of rain on communities across Southern
Appalachia. A gauge on the Pigeon River
just below the power plant at Waterville,
located along the I-40 corridor, jumped
from its normal level of 4 feet up to near-
ly 22 feet before the river tore the gauge
out around 10 a.m. Sept. 27, as the worst
of the flooding unfolded. Three of the
five bridge replacements were complet-
ed, or nearly so, when the hurricane ar-
rived, and they came through mostly
unscathed. However, other areas of the
road incurred catastrophic damage.
Eastbound lanes in the 4-mile stretch
between the Tennessee-North Carolina
state line and North Carolina mile mark-
er 4, where both east- and westbound
lanes of traffic disappear into a tunnel,
bore the brunt of the destruction. In
some places, the shoulder is gone. In
others, one lane crumbled, and in some,
both lanes are missing. The road saw
significant damage on the Tennessee
side of the state line too, with the east-
bound lanes damaged in multiple loca-
tions from mile 446 to the state line at
mile 451.

“Because of the alignment of the river
versus the road coming in from an angle,
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the water got in behind walls,” explained
Wanda Payne, Division 14 engineer for
NCDOT. “And so once it got behind those
walls, it just ate out the dirt. It’s like ‘be-
tween a rock and a hard place, except
our hard place wasn’'t as hard as we
thought it was, so the rock won.”

The highway between Maggie Valley
and the state line has been closed since
the storm as NCDOT develops plans for
both emergency stabilization and long-
term repair, while the adjoining 5 miles
in Tennessee are open only as a two-
lane road for local, noncommercial traf-
fic. As of Dec. 13, 185 road closures re-
mained across North Carolina, with
roughly 8,000 sites damaged, including
at least 140 bridges in need of replace-
ment. NCDOT continues to chip away at
this massive to do list.

“I definitely sympathize with the
DOT, because they're in a position
where they feel like they need to be rac-
ing ahead to get all these things put back
in place, but at the same time, I hope
that the public can see the opportunity
here,” said Sutherland. “We can make it
so that the next time a big storm like He-
lene comes through, our infrastructure
actually survives.”

For this, Sutherland sees Vermont as
a role model. Hurricane Irene inflicted
massive damage on the state in 2011,
and afterward Vermont invested nearly
$230 million in 130 infrastructure pro-
jects designed to withstand similar
weather events in the future. The state
saw another round of major flooding in
2023, and those sites were either un-
damaged or minimally impacted.

Any bridge or culvert that can survive
a storm like Helene will need to be “ab-
surdly big and strong,” Sutherland said,
ensuring space to install culverts or un-
derpasses large enough for bear, deer,
and other animals. Wildlands Network
recently completed an analysis of North
Carolina bridges damaged by Helene
that prioritizes their importance for
wildlife connectivity.

“If we're able to put in better bridges
that are more floodproof and stronger
and bigger on even a quarter or half of
those sites,” Sutherland said, “that’s go-
ing to have huge benefits for wildlife.”

But it’s a time-sensitive issue. The
DOT is working to restore the state’s
transportation infrastructure as quickly
as possible, an undertaking expected to
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Extreme erosion tore up the highway
and destabilized the slope for miles
along 1-40 through the Pigeon River
Gorge. PROVIDED BY NCDOT

be extremely expensive, even without
considering wildlife crossings. The Safe
Passage group is working hard to offer
planners its input and help secure fund-
ing for installations that could benefit
wildlife for generations to come.

“If we miss this opportunity, then
Hurricane Helene could have the coun-
terintuitive result of foreclosing on the
likelihood for wildlife improvements at
hundreds of sites over the next 50
years,” Sutherland said. “Who will want
to tear out shiny new bridges and cul-
verts?”

NCDOT structures destroyed by He-
lene had an average age of 60, meaning
that many of them would have been up
for replacement in the coming years.
Losing the opportunity to improve their
utility for wildlife post-Helene would be
a “serious setback,” Sutherland said.

The Pigeon River Gorge continues to
be a top priority for Safe Passage. The
area damaged by Helene includes four
sites in Tennessee and three in North
Carolina that the research from Wil-
dlands Network and NPCA flagged for
wildlife-crossing concerns. In any high-
way project, rerouting traffic comprises
a significant percentage of the budget —
but if wildlife-crossing structures could
be dropped in while the road is still
closed, these improvements could be

made with less hassle or expense than
will likely be possible again anytime
soon.

Safe Passage’s earlier efforts to coor-
dinate with transportation planners
have paved the way to make such an
outcome more likely than it would have
been prior to the group’s formation —
Payne said that NCDOT’s plans will ad-
dress wildlife concerns mentioned in
the report. But what that repair might
look like is still an open question. In
many places, the entire bedrock on
which the road rested is gone. NCDOT
may decide against rebuilding I-40 ex-
actly as it was before.

Due to potential difficulty in securing
reimbursement from the Federal High-
way Administration, it’s unlikely NDOT
will choose to reroute the entire corri-
dor. However, realignment within the
most-affected area is a possibility, as
are walls, viaducts, and bridges. The
NCDOT awarded Wright Brothers Con-
struction an $8.5 million contract to
perform temporary emergency repairs
on the road and expects to open the
westbound lanes for two-way traffic by
New Year’s Day. Tennessee has not yet
announced a timeline for permanent re-
pair of its portion of the road, but
NCDOT expects to complete that task by
October 2026. It has hired Ames Con-
struction as contractor, RK&K as de-
signer, and HNTB as project manager.
Payne wants all three parties to meet
with Safe Passage early in the process to
discuss how wildlife crossings should
factor into the design.

“If we’re going to go to the trouble of
replacing all these bridges and culverts
and highways, why not do it in a way
that’s going to survive the next flood,
because we certainly don’t know when
that’s going to be,” Sutherland said. “If
we build back with flood resilience in
mind, we’ll also promote wildlife con-
nectivity for species people care about.”

Holly Kays is the lead writer for the
29,000-member Smokies Life, a non-
profit dedicated to supporting the scien-
tific, historical, and interpretive activ-
ities of Great Smoky Mountains Nation-
al Park by providing educational prod-
ucts and services such as this column.
Learn more at SmokiesLife.org or reach
the author at hollyk@smokieslife.org .
Connect with Safe Passage at smokies-
safepassage.org.




