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RALEIGH -- When environmental advocate Dean Naujoks spotted the peninsula of mud from his canoe last year, it looked as if an earthen wall were blocking the Neuse River. The massive mud bar has shifted somewhat since then, but it remains a landmark in the problem of muddy runoff, immediately downstream of the 2,200-acre Wakefield Plantation development in far North Raleigh. The football-shaped plateau of soft, pebble-studded silt juts into the Neuse at the mouth of Richland Creek, about a mile downstream of the Falls Lake dam. It is unknown to all but the occasional paddler or fisherman who ventures between the Capital Boulevard and New Falls of the Neuse Road overpasses. 

Naujoks, the Neuse River Foundation's river keeper for the upper Neuse, returned to the mud bar Friday and pointed out how it had choked the Neuse into a 20-foot channel on the river's south side. "Look how narrow the mighty Neuse is here," he said. On either side of the mud, the Neuse was at least three times as wide. "It is the narrowest spot in the Neuse River." 


Before construction in Wakefield in the past several years, Naujoks said, this pile of mud didn't exist. "Look at this mess," he said. "Don't tell me it didn't come from somewhere upstream." 


Upstream on Richland Creek lies the bustling community of Wakefield Plantation, its streets, townhouses, restaurants and offices still being carved out of the clay by squadrons of workers. John Myers, director of operations for Wakefield Development Co., said he hasn't seen the mud in the Neuse. "It's possible that sediment came from any number of sources, including natural erosion processes," Myers said. "Is it possible that some of it came off the Wakefield site? It's possible." 


In 1999, Raleigh inspectors cited the companies developing Wakefield 13 times for missing or inadequate sedimentation controls such as silt fences and sediment basins. 

Last month, the city fined Wakefield Development Co., the principal residential developer for Wakefield Plantation, $5,500 for failing to control muddy runoff. But city officials said the company is committed to fixing any problems. Inspectors with the state Division of Land Resources started looking into the Neuse mud this week after hearing about it from a reporter. Linking it to a specific project is extremely difficult, said John L. Holley Jr., the division's regional land quality engineer in Raleigh. "What you're seeing there could be caused by any numbers of things," Holley said. "It could be a natural sandbar that could have sediment building up on top of it. It may also be coming from streambank degradation occurring from increased runoff." 


Regulations on construction practices have failed to stem the problem of sedimentation, which state environmental officials say is the No. 1 threat to water quality in North Carolina. As people have reworked the soft Piedmont clay for their growing communities, streams and rivers have turned cloudy and red with runoff. That can suffocate mussels, erode streambanks and otherwise disrupt the delicate biology and physics of a stream. The damage can continue long after the land disturbance is over, said Larry Band, a professor of geography at UNC-Chapel Hill who studies the phenomenon. 

"Once it's paved over then or put into lawns and so forth, there's no real source of sediment any more, but you do have much higher runoff," he said. That water can scrub sediment off the creek bottom and flush it downstream, Band said. 


Rarely does the problem emerge in such a tangible way as the Neuse mud bar. 

Naujoks and another paddler, Joe Seigler of Wake Forest, discovered it during a trip down the Neuse in October. At that point, Seigler said, it projected about a third of the way across the river. In his previous trips on the Neuse, he had never seen it. "This is something that is not occurring naturally," said Seigler, a builder and volunteer environmental watchdog who has monitored local streams for years. "It has overwhelmed the system." Naujoks returned four months later. The mud stretched nearly from bank to bank. The constricted Neuse scraped away at its south bank, leaving roots of trees and bushes dangling in the air. Naujoks parked his canoe on the mud and snapped some photographs. 


Two of the mud bars have since washed away. But the largest one remains. Today, it stands 2 feet above the Neuse. It's covered with stones, goose droppings, a clear plastic bottle, an empty and soggy pack of Marlboro Lights. Two puddles that have formed in it are home to black tadpoles and silvery blue clouds of petroleum. Naujoks is working with Wakefield residents and a teacher at Wakefield High School to keep an eye on the streams flowing through their new neighborhood. The mud probably will sit in the Neuse unless some cleansing flood washes it away. "I don't think anybody's going to be held responsible for it," he said. 

Staff writer James Eli Shiffer can be reached at 836-5701 or jshiffer@newsobserver.com. 
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