
   
 
 

September 2, 2010 
 
Mr. Wes Hughen 
Project Manager 
Tennessee Department of Transportation 
4005 Cromwell Road 
P.O. Box 22368 
Chattanooga, TN 37422-2368 
[Via E-mail and U.S. Mail] 
 
Mr. Tom Love 
Transportation Manager I 
Tennessee Department of Transportation 
Suite 900, James K. Polk Building 
505 Deaderick Street 
Nashville, TN 37243-0334 
[Via U.S. Mail] 
 
Re: US 64/Corridor K from West of Ocoee River to SR 68 near Ducktown; Polk County, 

Tennessee 
 
Dear Mssrs. Hughen and Love: 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the upcoming National 
Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”) process, specifically the Concurrence Point 1 (“CP1”) 
phase, for the US 64/Corridor K project in Polk County, Tennessee. These comments are 
submitted on behalf of the Southern Appalachian Forest Coalition, the Southern Environmental 
Law Center, and WaysSouth. 

 
As we have previously discussed, we had originally intended to submit these comments 

by the July 12, 2010 deadline set forth in Tom Love’s May 26, 2010 Coordination Request letter. 
As a result of a mistaken representation that we would receive and have an opportunity to 
comment on the CP1 packet at the same time as the cooperating and participating agencies, 
however, we did not do so at that time but rather merely reaffirmed our desire to participate in 
the NEPA process. Upon learning of the mistake, we are now submitting the comments we 
would have submitted then, which are based on information available from the Transportation 
Planning Report (“TPR”) and Coordination Request letter. We reserve the right to submit more 
detailed comments on CP1 at the appropriate time. 
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These comments address our concerns about the items to be addressed in CP1: the 
Purpose and Need of the Project, the Study Area, and study methodologies, the last of which also 
encompasses some substantive environmental issues. 

 
I. Purpose and Need 
 

Because the Purpose and Need statement in the TPR is significantly more developed than 
that in the Coordination Request letter, we are basing our comments on the TPR’s statement. We 
are concerned that the Purpose and Need statement is improperly biased toward construction of a 
more intrusive project than is necessary or appropriate. 

 
We will address the statement of the project purpose, along with several aspects of the 

purported need for the project: economic development, safety, system linkage, and “roadway 
deficiencies.” 

 
A. Statement of Purpose 

 
We are concerned about the vagueness of the stated purpose to “implement a safe, 

reliable, and efficient east–west transportation route.” Does this mean improved transportation 
for existing uses such as tourism, commuting, local access to urban centers, and light commercial 
transport to and from transportation hubs? These are all goals we support. Or, does this envision 
turning Corridor K into a major commercial transportation link to and from port cities throughout 
the country? We believe this vision is unnecessary; has unacceptable impacts on natural and 
cultural resources in the region; and, for reasons set forth below, unlikely to be successful. We 
urge TDOT to clarify the purpose of the project to explicitly reflect the former vision. 

 
B. Economic Development 
 
To support its argument that Corridor K will enhance economic development, TDOT 

relies heavily on the 2008 study conducted by Wilbur Smith Associates under contract to the 
Southeast Tennessee Development District and the Appalachian Regional Commission (“ARC”), 
entitled the Corridor K Economic Development and Transportation Study (“Wilbur Smith 
Study”). For instance, the section of the TPR’s purpose and need statement relating to Economic 
Development leads off with a statement that the Wilbur Smith Study “concluded that the 
Corridor K region, including the proposed project, would benefit from transportation 
improvements that enhance the economic sustainability and support the growing tourism 
industry in the Southeastern region” (TPR, p. 39). The Wilbur Smith Study, however, is flawed 
in ways that cast serious doubt on its conclusions.  

 
The Wilbur Smith Study artificially and improperly expands the area studied. It defines 

the “Corridor K Region” to extend from Chattanooga, Tennessee, to Asheville, North Carolina. 
The Corridor K region as defined in the TPR, however, is much smaller, extending only from 
Bradley County near Cleveland, Tennessee, to Dillsboro, North Carolina (TPR, p. 38). Thus, the 
actual termini are respectively some 20 miles east of Chattanooga and 50 miles west of 
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Asheville, and outside their daily sphere of influence. By extrapolating results from a generally 
rural corridor to urban areas, the study likely significantly inflates the economic impact of a new 
road. The economic development potential identified by the Wilbur Smith report is also hinged 
on completion of all remaining segments of Corridor K, some of which are not under 
consideration as part of TDOTs planning process. Including regional economic development as a 
purpose in this EIS will raise difficult questions about segmentation of analysis and cumulative 
impacts. 

 
The TPR also relies on the Wilbur Smith Study’s assertion that the proposed Corridor K 

would “improve highway travel times, airport, rail, and port access and therefore support 
business” (TPR, p. 114). However, the projected four minute time savings between spot 
improvements to the existing road and the fastest alternative under consideration (TPR, p. 118) 
would make no practical difference in access outside the region. The money would be better 
spent on improvement and expansion of intermodal centers in the region so that businesses can 
take better advantage of the efficiencies of rail transportation, which might have a real economic 
development effect. 

 
Further, the survey that underlies the numbers generated in the Wilbur Smith Study 

appears to have self-selected only businesses “that may use the existing roadway...or...that might 
benefit from access to improved east-west roadway connections” (Wilbur Smith Study, p. 135). 
Rather than obtaining a random sampling (which would have included businesses that might be 
harmed by a new road), therefore, the survey appears to have been biased toward finding a benefit 
from a new road. As a result, any job creation or economic development figures based on the survey 
must be deemed unreliable. 

 
More fundamentally, many studies conclude, contrary to the fundamental assumption of 

the Wilbur Smith Study, that highways generally have no appreciable economic development 
effects in rural areas. See, e.g., Economic Effects of Selected Rural Interstates at the County 
Level, FHWA general summary of the research by Martin Weiss, Team Leader, National 
Systems and Economic Development (February, 2005) (available at 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/planning/econdev/summary.htm); Terance Rephann and Andrew 
Isserman, Regional Science and Urban Economics, Regional Research Institute, West Virginia 
University, “New Highways As Economic Development Tools: An Evaluation Using Quasi-
Experimental Matching Methods,” Regional Science and Urban Economics 24:723-751 (1994); 
Dennis M. Brown, Highway Investment and Rural Economic Development: An Annotated 
Bibliography, Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Bibliographies and 
Literature of Agriculture No. 133 (April 1999) (summarizing literature on correlation between 
highway investment and economic development in rural areas, much of which found little or no 
economic benefit from highways). 
 

Although many of these studies are dated, intervening changes, such as advances in 
information and communications technologies and rising and destabilized fuel costs, probably 
make any correlation between highways and economic development even more tenuous.  
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In sum, it must be acknowledged that justifying a new highway on economic 
development grounds is speculative at best, which neither the Wilbur Smith Study nor the TPR 
recognizes. Accordingly, if TDOT has not already made an independent review of the Wilbur 
Smith Study, we strongly urge it to do so. 

 
An economic development concern specific to the Corridor K project arises from the 

whitewater rafting industry that uses the existing U.S. Highway 64 in the Ocoee Gorge and is a 
leading economic engine in Polk County. If an option involving a new road is selected, and the 
existing road ceases to be maintained, the demise of the rafting industry will largely if not 
completely offset any economic benefits of the new road. 

 
The EIS must take into account this contingency. It must evaluate the likelihood that the 

existing road will not be maintained and consider what provisions will be made to ensure that if a 
road on new location is selected, existing U.S. 64 will continue to be maintained and reopened in 
the event of rockslides or other events requiring closure. Put simply, either any cost evaluations 
of alternatives bypassing the gorge must include the increased costs of maintaining twin roads, or 
the purpose and need statement for the project must not rely on economic development. 

 
C. Safety 

 
Another stated need for the project is to improve safety. While we acknowledge that there 

have been safety issues in the gorge, we believe it is impossible to say what the current safety 
issues may be. In the first half of 2009 and again during the recent closure due to rockslide, 
TDOT addressed many of the problem spots (TPR, p. 36). A few known safety issues remain, 
but they are outside the project study area (Id.). Only four and a half months since the road has 
reopened, it is, by TDOT’s own admission (Id.), simply too early to tell whether other safety 
issues remain. In short, it is at best premature to justify a new road on safety grounds as there is 
no longer a well-established need to address safety in the project area. 

 
D. System Linkage 

 
TDOT also justifies the project as improving system linkages. As noted above, there is a 

substantial likelihood that the existing U.S. Highway 64 will not be maintained if a new road is 
built. If that occurs, then a new road will not increase system linkage but will instead merely 
move a system link from one place to another. Accordingly, if the purpose and need statement is 
to rely on increasing system linkage, the EIS must evaluate the likelihood that the existing road 
will not be maintained and consider provisions to ensure that it will be, including their costs. 

 
Moreover, for increased system linkage to be a valid basis of need for the project, the EIS 

must evaluate the feasibility of upgrading existing roads in the Polk County area to serve as 
alternate routes in lieu of building a new road. If this alternative is feasible, then a new road 
cannot be justified on the basis of system linkage. 
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Finally, reference in the TPR purpose and need statement to improving system linkage 
with the U.S. Forest Service road network is an unsupported assertion. We are aware of no plans 
or assessments by the U.S. Forest Service indicating that improved highway access to the forest 
is a need or a priority for any of the Cherokee National Forest’s management objectives. 

 
E. Roadway Deficiencies 

 
We recognize that there remain safety and design concerns about the existing road in the 

Ocoee Gorge, even after the upgrades that have been made recently (although, as noted above, 
the only specifically identified problems are outside the project area). We believe, however, that 
these concerns can be addressed through a series of further upgrades to the existing road and do 
not require a new road. Therefore, we believe that, although “roadway deficiencies” is not in and 
of itself an improper statement of the need for the project, it should not be used improperly to 
eliminate any of the alternatives currently under consideration. 

 
In addition, although it is not a core element of the purpose and need statement, the TPR 

refers to Corridor K being a part of the Strategic Highway Network and National Highway 
System (TPR, p. 39). Although this is true, we caution that these designations do not impose 
design or engineering standards that would limit selection of any of the options under 
consideration. For example, the National Truck Network places geometrical requirements on 
design of the roadbed, but places no expectations as to the number of lanes or design speed of the 
project, and should not be used as a justification for building a larger, more impactful project 
than would otherwise have been warranted. Moreover, any four-lane alternative would be 
inconsistent with another of TDOT’s stated goals, to “promote the mission of the USFS’ Scenic 
Byways Program” (TPR, p. 39). 

 
Similarly, recognizing that this corridor is part of the ARC’s ADHS network does not 

help TDOT differentiate between alternatives. Nothing in federal law or policy related to the 
ADHS program mandates a particular lane configuration or corridor alignment for the project. 
Indeed, the Appalachian Regional Development Act places no restrictions on the scope and 
design of corridors in the ADHS. ARC Policy itself affords ample flexibility. ARC policy directs 
only that the ADHS shall provide a “safe, economical transport network, adequate for the 
predicted type and volume of traffic to be served by the respective segments.” (ARC Policy at 
9.1) As noted, all the options under consideration, including a 2-lane Option 2a, achieve 
acceptable levels of service for the design year. Furthermore, ARC’s objective of attaining an 
average travel speed of 50 miles per hour between major termini in the system can be met 
through targeted improvements to the existing US 64 even though some discrete segments 
through rugged terrain may fall below a design speed of 50mph. 

 
II. Study Area 

 
The study area defined in the Coordination Request letter and TPR is different than the 

study area of Wilbur Smith Study on which the TPR relies. The study area of the letter and TPR 
is a rough oval encompassing approximately the area from the Highway 64 Ocoee bridge on the 
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west to Ducktown on the east and Benton Springs and Archville on the north to the Georgia state 
line on the south, entirely within Polk County; that is, it encompasses something less than 200 
square miles. The study area of the Wilbur Smith Study, by contrast, includes a much larger 
primary study area of Hamilton, Bradley, and Polk counties in Tennessee; Buncombe, Cherokee, 
Graham, Haywood, Jackson, and Swain counties in North Carolina; and Catoosa and Walker 
counties in Georgia (Wilbur Smith Study, pp. 15-16), or almost 5,000 square miles. It further 
defines a secondary study area of 12 additional counties (Wilbur Smith Study, p. 16) that more 
than double the size of the study area. 

 
These differing study areas improperly skew the analysis. The EIS would rely on the 

asserted economic benefits for an area at least 25 times the size of the area for which it is 
analyzing the environmental and social costs. This comparison is facially invalid. Either the EIS 
study area must be expanded to encompass the same area as the Wilbur Smith Study, or the EIS 
cannot rely on the Wilbur Smith Study—and thus cannot rely on economic development as a 
rationale. 

 
III. Substantive Environmental Issues/Methodologies 

 
Finally, we turn to study methodologies and their effects on certain specific substantive 

environmental issues. 
 
First, we note that the TPR does not reflect an adequate analysis of environmental effects. 

For instance, the TPR’s simplistic analysis of “Watershed effects” (TPR, p. 120) is based solely 
on the number of watersheds the highway will cross; it makes no distinction based on more 
important factors such as the number and length of stream crossings, the quality of the streams 
crossed, and others. In short, the TPR should not be considered a template, or even a starting 
point, for the EIS’s environmental analysis. 

 
We also note that the EIS must consider cumulative and secondary impacts, including the 

potential for sprawl development from cities such as Chattanooga and Cleveland. 
 
Prior practice in environmental study documents in the region has been to acknowledge 

the potential presences of pyritic rock formations and describe mitigation strategies for 
addressing pyritic rock when encountered. First, FHWA’s guidance document for dealing with 
pyritic rock, which is based on work done in Tennessee, states that planning for avoidance is the 
first and most important step in mitigating acidic drainage. Second, proper mitigation of 
disturbed rock is exceedingly expensive and challenging. For both these reasons, accurate 
geological assessments will be required for all corridors under consideration, broad scale 
mapping and assumptions are not appropriate. If accurate assessments of pyritic formations are 
not undertaken early in the development of the EIS, then a worst case scenario must be presented 
for purposes of assessing the potential short-term and long-term mitigation costs for the project 
and making comparisons among alternatives. 
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Care must be given to inventory all potentially eligible 4(f) resources. Some areas under 
Forest Service management are managed principally for principally recreation purposes under 
the forests management plan and guidance documents and are thus subject to 4(f) review. 
TDOT’s section 4(f) analysis of Forest Service land must not stop at archeological and historical 
resources. 

 
Finally, we urge TDOT to take seriously its obligation to objectively and thoroughly 

assess all potential environmental and cultural concerns, including but not limited to water 
quality, wetlands functions, wildlife habitat and habitat fragmentation; endangered species; sport 
fisheries; air quality; pyritic rock; historic properties; the landslide potential of any new road 
cuts; and visual impacts. 

 
[other issues?] 
 

IV. Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, we remain concerned that the purpose and need statement and study area 

as currently composed are biased in a way that will favor a result that is not the best alternative 
for the citizens of Polk County, the taxpayers of Tennessee and the nation, or the unique and 
irreplaceable environment of the area. We urge TDOT to carefully reconsider its reliance on the 
Wilbur Smith Study and its true objectives for the Corridor K project and to conduct a thorough 
and objective analysis of its costs and benefits. 

 
Again, thank you for the opportunity to comment on this project. 
 

Very truly yours, 
 

   
Hugh Irwin 
Program Director; Conservation 

Planner 
Southern Appalachian Forest 

Coalition 
46 Haywood Street, Suite 323 
Asheville, NC 28802 
hugh@safc.org 
(828) 252-9223 
 

D.J. Gerken 
Senior Attorney 
Southern Environmental Law 

Center 
29 N. Market Street, Suite 604 
Asheville, NC 28806 
djgerken@selcnc.org 
(828) 258-2023 

Jim Grode 
Executive Director 
WaysSouth 
29 N. Market Street, Suite 610 
Asheville, NC 28806 
jim@wayssouth.org 
(706) 508-3711 

 
 


