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NCDOT crews engage in preliminary road work ahead of the final
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plan’s release and implementation.

[-40 rebuild will affect wildlife
safety along the Pigeon River

Holly Kays
Special to the Asheville Citizen Times
USA TODAY NETWORK

Editor’s note: This piece is the second
of a two-part series exploring plans to
rebuild I-40 through the Pigeon River
Gorge and the project’s implication for
wildlife populations in the region.

As the floodwaters of Hurricane He-
lene receded, they revealed extensive
damage to Interstate 40 through the Pi-
geon River Gorge, promising that the
rebuilding effort would be a top priority
for the NC Department of Transporta-
tion in the years ahead. The agency has
spent the past year exploring potential
solutions, and now the plans are reach-
ing their final form. The $2 billion pro-
ject calls for a massive concrete wall—
intended to stabilize the slope and pro-
tect it from erosion—that will run
alongside the road for most of the 4.5-
mile rebuild area.

Engineers see the plan as an innova-
tive approach that will create a safe and
stable roadway capable of standing
strong against future storms. But mem-
bers of the Safe Passage coalition, a
group of organizations and individuals
working since 2017 to reduce wildlife—
vehicle collisions on the road, fear it will
represent a generational loss for wild-
life connectivity in the gorge—unless
the plans are amended before imple-
mentation.

“It took ten years to get here, and it is
a setback,” said Wanda Payne, Safe
Passage’s liaison with NCDOT and a
former Division 14 engineer with the
agency. “But I think while you're in that
transition of ‘storming to get to norm-
ing’ in your process of development,
there’s going to be losses and there’s
going to be gains. And this is ahard loss,
if [the final outcome] is going to be a
loss.”

After the hurricane passed, Safe
Passage had hoped for a silver lining to
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Following Hurricane Helene, eastbound lanes of 1-40 had collapsed into the

Pigeon River over much of a 4.5-mile stretch extending from the double tunnel
to the Tennessee-North Carolina line. PROVIDED BY NCDOT

emerge from the storm clouds: im-
proved opportunities for wildlife con-
nectivity on the rebuilt road. But
though NCDOT considered various
ideas recommended by the group, ulti-
mately federal reimbursement rules
dictated the terms. Emergency funds
from the Federal Highway Administra-
tion are available only for road “replace-
ments,” not road “improvements’—
and, according to FHWA, most things
on Safe Passage’s wish list would fall
under the latter category.

NCDOT engineers worked with
FHWA representatives “every step of
the way” to understand how various ap-
proaches might fare, said John Jami-
son, head of NCDOT’s Environmental
Policy Unit. But even within that guid-
ance, NCDOT has an incentive to act
cautiously. The project isn’t slated for

completion until late 2028 at the earli-
est, and federal reimbursements can
take years or even decades to come
through. Final approval for the funds
could easily fall into the hands of some-
one who had no part in today’s conver-
sations.

“You don’t want to risk Federal High-
ways saying, on a billion-dollar project,
‘Well you didn’t dot that i, so you're just
out,” said Payne. “And that’s what they
could do, theoretically. Soit’s a big gam-
ble.”

These considerations led the design
team to conclude that a massive retain-
ing wall would be “the only viable op-
tion” for I-40, said Division 14 Con-
struction Engineer Joshua Deyton. The
extremely steep slope required a wall

See 1-40, Page 8A

BUNCOMBE COUNTY

Site work
begins for

post-Helene
landslide
stabilization

Will Hofmann
Asheville Citizen Times
USA TODAY NETWORK

ASHEVILLE - In a first-of-its-kind
landslide mitigation program in Bun-
combe County, contractors have
moved forward with field reconnais-
sance and clearing pathways for exca-
vation equipment near one of the re-
gion’s largest slides from Tropical
Storm Helene. It’s a first phase of what
is expected to be a high cost but life-
saving landslide mitigation program.

Grovemont, a neighborhood in
Swannanoa that was hit by nine land-
slides that formed one massive slide
that traveled more than 2 miles during
Helene, was the first neighborhood se-
lected to be studied for the landslide
mitigation process. Approximately
1,000 landslides occurred in Bun-
combe County during Helene, with
many categorized as “catastrophic,”
meaning repairs will likely take years,
according to Buncombe County’s He-
lene Recovery Plan.

Over half of all residents within the
Grovemont impact site have signed
right-of-entry agreements during the

See LANDSLIDE, Page 8A

House sends
funding bills
to the Senate

Zachary Schermele
USA TODAY

WASHINGTON - With just a week
left to avoid another government shut-
down, the House of Representatives
voted Jan. 22 to send a $1.2 trillion
spending package to the Senate.

The appropriations bills passed de-
spite widespread consternation from
Democrats over keeping the lights on
at the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity. The Trump administration’s na-
tionwide immigration enforcement
operations — which came to a head re-
cently with the killing of Renee Good in
Minneapolis — prompted most Demo-
crats to vote against funding the agen-
cy, which includes Immigration and
Customs Enforcement. Seven Demo-
crats supported the DHS bill.

With broad Republican support, the
measures still survived the legislative
chamber before House lawmakers be-
gan to head home for a weeklong
break.

The rest of the appropriations bills
passed with significant bipartisan
help. They fund programs at other
agencies, including the Pentagon,
Health and Human Services Depart-
ment and Education Department. The

See FUNDING, Page 8A
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Continued from Page 1A

first month of work on the project, Helene Recovery
Officer Kevin Madsen said during the Buncombe
County Commissioners Jan. 20 briefing. In October,
county commissioners passed a $14 million budget
amendment that included over $10 million in funding
for the landslide projects.

Since the contract for the Grovemont slides was ap-
proved by county commission in December, the coun-
ty has already been reimbursed for 75% of the
$794,200 contract it signed with ECS Southeast, LLC,
through the North Carolina Department of Emergency
Management, Madsen said. In June, the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency provided over $1.2 million
in funding for the engineering of the project through
it’s Public Assistance program.

Following a design and engineering phase, physical
mitigation of the landslides, like slope stabilization,
will follow, Madsen said. The process will require more
funding.

The Garren Creek landslides will be the second site
studied in the mitigation process. The deadliest land-
slide during Helene occurred in Garren Creek, where10
small landslides converged into a single channel, kill-
ing 13, according to the United States Geological Sur-
vey.

The landslide mitigation project in Garren Creek is
currently in the Request for Qualifications phase for
engineering firms, in which six vendors have compet-
ed for the contract with Buncombe County, according
to Madsen’s Jan. 20 presentation. FEMA provided over

$4.6 million toward the project in June, according to
FEMA Open Data.

In total, FEMA has provided $8.6 million in funding
for the engineering of landslide and slope stabilization
projects in Buncombe County, according to FEMA
Open Data. Alongside Grovemont and Garren Creek,
other FEMA funded projects include landslide engi-
neering in Reynolds Fire District, Lakey Gap Acres and
Mountain Area Road.

After the engineering phase for each project, Bun-
combe County will turn to FEMA for further aid in the
mitigation process, Madsen said.

County still waiting for details on FEMA
buyout program

Buncombe County has received approvals from the
FEMA for buyouts and building elevation projects af-
ter Tropical Storm Helene, but FEMA still hasn’t indi-
cated how the millions in funds will be distributed.

With 429 applications already submitted by Bun-
combe County to the Hazard Mitigation Grant Pro-
gram, which pays for acquisitions, elevations, recon-
struction and stabilization of private homes and pub-
lic properties, the county has been waiting since Feb-
ruary for applications to be approved by FEMA.

On Jan. 14, FEMA announced it would distribute
$44.6 million in grants through the program, including
sending $14.2 million to Buncombe County with $9.2
million set aside to acquire flood-prone properties. But
details are still fuzzy, Madsen said. It’s unclear how the
funding would be disbursed.

“We are still awaiting details as to what that equates
to with the number of properties and which properties
were selected for that program,” Madsen said.
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Damage caused by mudflows into Flat Creek near
the Garren Creek Fire Station, shown on Oct. 17,
2024. Some of the initiating landslides are visible in
the distance, upper left of photo. PROVIDED BY UNITED
STATES GEOLOGICAL SURVEY
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measures largely reject many of the cuts the Trump
administration was pushing for.

Next week, all the appropriations legislation is ex-
pected to be stitched together in the Senate, where
Democrats will be forced to decide whether to fund
DHS through the year without many of the guardrails
they’ve wanted - or risk another partial shutdown on
the heels of last fall’s record-breaking crisis. A massive
predicted snowstorm scheduled to hit Washington,
DC, could also push senators to the brink of the shut-

down deadline.

In a striking sign of the political divisiveness of
Trump’s immigration policies, even Rep. Rosa DeLau-
ro, the Connecticut Democrat who negotiated the DHS
funding bill, voted against it following uproar across
her party.

“Itis impossible to ignore the impact that ICE’s con-
duct had in completing this bill,” she said Jan. 22 on
the House floor. “This is a rogue agency. Substantial
constraints must be placed on it. During negotiations,
we proposed such constraints. But our Republican col-
leagues refused to include almost all of them.”

Some new limitations would be placed on DHS in
the bill. Those reins would include more de-escalation
training for ICE and Customs and Border Patrol agents

and oversight of detention facilities. The legislation
additionally would restrict how DHS can spend mon-
ey, while mandating that the agency regularly tells
Congress about specific spending plans.

Before the vote, GOP lawmakers praised other as-
pects of the measure, including a raise for members of
the U.S. Coast Guard.

“This bill ensures that the men and women of the
Department of Homeland Security, who work tireless-
ly to keep America safe, have the resources and tools
they need to protect this great nation,” Rep. Mark
Amodei, R-Nevada, said on the House floor.

The deadline to dodge a government shutdown is
Jan. 30.

1-40
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system, but the type of wall NCDOT had selected when
repairing damage from Hurricanes Frances and Ivan in
2004 failed during Helene.

“That meant we had to put something back that was
more resilient,” said Brian Burch, deputy program
manager for design firm HNTB Corporation and former
Division14 engineer. “Two elements we decided would
withstand Hurricane Helene and would allow us to
build this wall-type system was interlocking pipe piles
and roller-compacted concrete.”

Roller-compacted concrete, an extremely durable
material used for everything from dams to container
yard pavement, will form a wall along most of the 4.5-
mile stretch, standing 20-30 feet tall and averaging 30
feet thick. An underground barrier of interlocking
pipes buried 36 feet deep will prevent water from un-
dermining the concrete edifice.

“Once they got the designs together, we saw there
were going to be some major wall-like structures out
there, extensive riprap in the gorge section, and we
said, ‘What can we do to offset this?’” said David Mc-
Henry, NCDOT liaison for the NC Wildlife Resources
Commission.

An agreement between NCDOT and the US Forest
Service helped answer that question. NCDOT is taking
road fill material for the project from nearby USFS
land, and as a result NCDOT has agreed to several ac-
tions offsetting the resulting negative environmental
impacts. The agreement includes four wildlife cross-
ing projects on I-40, two of which—the double tunnel
and Groundhog Creek—fall within the rebuild area.

Under the agreement, NCDOT pledges to install
wildlife fencing at Wilkins Creek and build a ramp at
the double tunnel allowing wildlife to again access the
river where Helene had created an impassable cliff.
The agreement also includes constructing wildlife
passage facilities at Groundhog Creek and Cold
Springs Creek “where practical and functional at loca-
tions proposed” in an unfunded 2024 grant proposal.
Both sites contain multiple culverts, and the proposal
called for adding benching or other material to create a
dry crossing in one of them suitable for animals unable
to navigate wet pipes, such as skunks, shrews, and
snakes.

However, a 2022 research report funded by Safe
Passage and created by Wildlands Network and Na-
tional Parks Conservation Association wildlife biolo-
gists had recommended a different solution for
Groundhog Creek: replacing the three smaller culverts
installed there with one big culvert that even large ani-
mals like antlered deer could use. The report also rec-
ommended adding a dry crossing and creating a natu-
ral creek bottom in the culvert suitable for aquatic
creatures.

“That has yet to be determined whether they will be
replaced,” said Marissa Cox, western regional team
lead for NCDOT’s Environmental Policy Unit. “My un-
derstanding is they are currently under investigation
right now and no final decisions have been made as to
any replacement or repairs or extensions of those
pipes.”

The road design team, together with NCDOT and
NCWRC officials, recently visited the gorge to review
potential sites—which include “any tributary where
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The Harmon Den Bridge, completed in 2023, includes
several wildlife crossing mitigations such as
benching under the structure in place of riprap,
which often deters wildlife use.

JENNIFER FULFORD/SMOKIES LIFE

dry passage may be possible”—with a follow-up meet-
ing scheduled soon, Cox said.

Replacing the culverts would be extremely expen-
sive, said Division 14 Engineer Wesley Grindstaff.
They’re too deep to be replaced through a cut to the
road’s surface, and the boulders used to fill the slope in
the1960s would complicate a horizontal approach. Be-
cause the culverts remained intact during Helene, fed-
eral funds would not cover their replacement.

The NCDOT-USFS agreement also includes several
projects outside the I-40 corridor: a new bridge at Buz-
zard Roost Road to replace an existing concrete struc-
ture, which creates a barrier for aquatic species and is
impassable to vehicles during high water; 8.86 miles of
stream improvements to offset 1.3 miles of streams
that will be “lost or permanently altered” due to quarry
operations; and acquiring more than 1,000 acres of
land, to be conveyed to USFS.

“We’re going to do what we can to do improvements
where we can, and I think we’ve got a pretty good
plan,” McHenry said.

If all goes as anticipated, the wall will remain part of
the landscape for generations to come.

“The expectation is that whatever repairs we do this
time, it will be permanent,” said Burch. “We don’t ex-
pect any other failures at that point.”

Without culvert replacements, Ron Sutherland,
chief scientist for Wildlands Network and Safe Pas-
sage coalition member, is skeptical. During Helene,
the gorge saw significantly less rainfall than other
parts of the region, so the culverts running under I-40
weren’t put to the test like those in other areas.

“If we get a good strike from a hurricane that hits
the Pigeon River Gorge local watershed, as steep as it
is, it’s going to overwhelm those culverts,” Sutherland
said.

NCDOT did design the new road with strengthening
storms in mind, Grindstaff said. The agency typically
builds new infrastructure to withstand a 100-year
flood event, but Helene—in the gorge, considered a
500-year event—was used as the baseline comparison
for the rebuild.

However, in much of the region, Helene brought on
a1,000-year flood or worse—though that term is a mis-
leading moniker. It describes probability, not frequen-

cy. A 500-year flood, for example, is an event that,
based on historical data (not forecasted future trends),
has a 1 in 500 chance of occurring in any given
year—O0.2 percent annually. Likewise, every year there
is a 0.1 percent chance of a “1,000-year flood” occur-
ring. Helene’s arrival in 2024 has no bearing on the
probability that a similar flood might occur in any sub-
sequent year.

Especially in a warming climate, unlucky dice rolls
are increasingly common. Parts of Western North Car-
olina saw a100-year flood in 2004 after Hurricane Ivan
came close on the heels of Hurricane Frances, and
again in 2021 from Tropical Storm Fred. Then Helene
landed in 2024.

“These weather events, as far as the intensity, seem
to be greater over the last many years,” Burch said.
“The intensities of the storms are greater, and they’re
more frequent. So working with our federal partners
the decision was made: Let’s try to build something
back that’s going to withstand the next Helene.”

Regardless of whether the DOT meets that goal, the
finished road will be a complex structure that won’t of -
fer much opportunity for wildlife-oriented retrofitting
once complete—though opportunities remain in other
parts of the gorge. The 2022 report listed multiple pri-
ority projects outside the 4.5-mile stretch slated for re-
construction, and NCDOT “depends on and appreci-
ates and utilizes” those recommendations, Grindstaff
said.

The issue of wildlife crossings has come a long way
since Safe Passage began. Despite Canada and Europe
having made wildlife mitigation part of road building
for the past half-century, as recently as a decade ago
the issue barely received a passing consideration from
road planners in the Southern Appalachians. But
now—despite the unique constraints influencing the
I-40 rebuild—road ecology is becoming a standard
topic of discussion.

And, increasingly, funds are available to address it.
In 2023 the NC General Assembly appropriated $2 mil-
lion for wildlife fencing and related projects in the Pi-
geon River Gorge, and the body is considering an addi-
tional $10 million in its next two-year budget. In 2021,
Congress authorized $350 million for the Wildlife
Crossings Pilot Program—to be distributed as grants in
fiscal years 2022-2026—and a bipartisan bill has been
introduced seeking to extend the program. At both the
state and federal level, the issue is gaining momen-
tum. Payne likens the change to the rise of bicycle
lanes and pedestrian features. Once seen as optional
add-ons, they’re now integral parts of road planning.

But the planned wall would be a loss for wildlife that
can’t be replaced by improvements elsewhere, Safe
Passage advocates say, maintaining optimism that ad-
ditional mitigations can be incorporated before it’s too
late.

“We've got a window of opportunity,” said Jeff
Hunter, NPCA’s Southern Appalachian director, “and I
would hate to see that window close.”

Smokies Life is a member of the Safe Passage coali-
tion.

Holly Kays is the lead writer for the 29,000-member
Smokies Life, a nonprofit dedicated to supporting the
scientific, historical, and interpretive activities of
Great Smoky Mountains National Park by providing
educational products and services such as this col-
umn. Learn more at SmokiesLife.org or SmokiesSafe-
Passage.org , or reach the author at hollyk@smokies-
life.org.



