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The Clean Water Management Trust Fund recently appropriated over half a million dollars to help cleanup the greatest polluter of the Swannanoa River, and Montreat College said no.

 The greatest polluter of local rivers and streams is sediment. The familiar site of rivers running chocolate brown is choking the aquatic life from these waterways. One source of this sediment is from eroding stream banks. As water runs off of the numerous parking lots, roads, and driveways into storm sewers, this water flows untreated and with a great force to the river. The velocity of this water combined with lack of vegetation on many stream banks, has led to a real problem as stream banks slough off into the river. The increase sediment, combined with the erosion and runoff from many new construction sites has caused a tragic impact to the health of the Swannanoa and its surrounding tributaries. 
Fortunately, there is a solution for unhealthy stream banks that were impacted by such events. This involves placing rocks and logs in strategic locations to direct water away from the eroding banks. The banks are then heavily planted with native species to ensure they remain stable into the future. However, because of the engineering and time involved to ensure a successful product, this process is extremely expensive. 
At this point last year the community around Black Mountain was one of the lucky areas to receive over $550,000 from the Clean Water Management Trust Fund to perform a stream restoration on the banks of the Swannanoa River. The property owners along both sides of the river, The Town of Black Mountain and Montreat College, were both happily on board to receive these funds as part of a grant written by RiverLink. As part of that agreement a conservation easement was agreed upon to ensure the river banks protection into the future. This easement would have been a 100 feet on either side of the stream, and both parties agreed they were willing to limit the use on this piece of land in exchange for receiving such a substantial grant to benefit the river and their property. 

Currently, Montreat College has become concerned that this agreement would restrict their options for their property and consequently, RiverLink and the Town of Black Mountain made a very generous offer to reduce the easement area to only 30 feet. This was especially relevant as the town had just passed a required state statute that would preserve a 30 foot buffer on all streams. This meant that Montreat College would not have to give up one foot of land that was not already required by the state of North Carolina. Despite the opportunity to receive over half a million dollars in funding to restore the Swannanoa on their property, Montreat College declined. This left RiverLink and the Town of Black Mountain in bind, as over $55,000 dollars has already spent to design this project, and the project can only be completed by having all landowners willing to participate.
The claim that “participation in the grant would require that Montreat College deed over approximately 7.2 acres” (Black Mountain News Paper, Town and College Split on Swannoa River Restoration, June 20, 2007) is completely false and misleading. The actual area of land was 1.72 acres of flood plain land that the state and town law require to be left in its natural state anyway. Montreat College’s proposed plan is to fully follow up on this project on its own, but why would anyone leave $550,000 of money from the state Clean Water Management Trust Fund on the table, and pay for a project out of their pocket?

RiverLink plans to seek other restoration projects in the future, but that process is competitive and will be increasingly difficult with the failure of this project. The grant money for the Swannanoa Restoration would have been an enormous benefit for the community, as it cleaned up the Swannanoa River and reduced the amount of our number one pollutant, sediment. For the sake of all the community that rely of this river for economic development, swimming, boating, fishing, and its aesthetic values, the balance of develop and restoration needs to be carefully considered as we continue to grow.
