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A trip down the river

Michael Biesecker, Staff Writer

One of the good things about being a newspaper reporter is that I can never be sure exactly where a day at the office might lead. 

Earlier this month, my job entailed a leisurely paddle down the Upper Neuse River with several of Wake County's elected officials. 

The canoe trip was staged to garner media attention and bolster public support for the $50 million bond issue for open space preservation on the Oct. 9 ballot. 

About the only excitement came shortly after launch, when the canoe carrying state Sen. Neil Hunt and Raleigh councilman Russ Stephenson flipped, dumping both men into the river. 

Moments later, state Rep. Greer Martin quipped that a call should be placed to the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources, the state agency that polices polluters, to report that the Neuse had been potentially contaminated by the spill of two politicians. 

Stephenson claimed they had lost control trying to avoid a presumably buoyant lobbyist. But there was a serious purpose to the nearly three-hour tour. 

As predicted by riverkeeper and designated guide Dean Naujoks, the Neuse was crystal clear just downstream of the Falls Lake Dam, because of the reservoir acting as a massive filter that allows contaminants to settle out. 

The farther downstream we paddled, however, small streams joining the river's flow carried in sediment and pollution, making the water cloudy and endangering aquatic life. At several junctions, those in the canoes could see new homes going up mere yards from the imperiled river's banks. 

Naujoks explained how the explosive development in Wake Forest and North Raleigh was increasing the load of stormwater runoff far beyond what the Neuse could handle, washing in lawn fertilizer, motor oil and other things one wouldn't want in a river. 

After the nature trip ended, and the elected officials finished their on-camera interviews with the TV-news crews waiting at the take-out point, the group piled into a pair of gas-guzzling 15-passenger vans for the ride back upstream to their cars. 

Breezing past the new neighborhoods of Bedford and Falls River, the officials marveled at the explosion of development -- growth made possible by the actions of their boards. 
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