State fights rezoning of rare habitat conservation

Environmentalists see threat to coastal tract's exotic plants
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The Nature Conservancy thought it achieved victory when it bought a large tract to start a state nature preserve in the coastal town of Boiling Spring Lakes. Endangered red-cockaded woodpeckers thrive in the area as well as the state's greatest array of rare plants. 

Now the 7,700-acre preserve, which forms a fragmented crescent around the town, faces its own threat. 

Town leaders in Boiling Spring Lakes are considering rezoning a 235-acre rectangle that encompasses both nature preserve land and private lots for industrial use. That would allow private developers to build a sewage- treatment plant for a subdivision proposed nearby. 

A hearing and possible vote is scheduled for 7 p.m. today at a meeting of the city's board of commissioners. 

The case reflects competing pressures along North Carolina's coast between developing low-lying lands and protecting natural areas that draw people to the coast. In few places is that tension more clearly drawn than Boiling Spring Lakes, where federal wildlife officials have warned city officials they must set aside land to protect the federal endangered red-cockaded woodpeckers. 

Brunswick County stands out for its growth, even along a coastline that has enough houses planned or under way to fill a new city. Brunswick is one of the nation's 100 fastest-growing counties. Its population increased more than 20 percent from 2000 to 2005, according to U.S. Census Bureau estimates. 

Although Boiling Spring Lakes, home to about 4,100 people, has grown too, the development that has swept Brunswick County has been dampened in the town because buildable land there is scarce. Much of the boggy land can't handle septic tanks because of a high water table. It does support many rare plants. 

Assembling a preserve 

The Nature Conservancy, in partnership with the state, is doing the legwork to find and acquire individual lots, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, to enlarge the preserve. The land is then transferred to state ownership and protected from development. The goal is 10,000 acres. So far, state taxpayers have spent about $4.2 million reimbursing the conservancy. 

3-H Enterprises, a development group, wants to build a sewage- treatment plant on a few acres it owns within the larger tract. The plant would serve a planned 325-home Willow Brooke residential subdivision and a 20-acre commercial strip across N.C. 87. The proposed golf course community, served by a private sewer system, would be a first for the city and usher in a new era of development including a grocery store and drug store. 

"We think there is a lot to be gained if we can get this development under way," said Matthew Harward, one of the principals in 3-H Enterprises. 

Harward said the developers had proposed rezoning a smaller area for the sewage plant, but a city commissioner, Mark Stewart, suggested enlarging the scope of the request. The city's planning board had rejected 3-H's earlier plans as incompatible zoning within a residential area. 

"There is only one home developed in that immediate area," said Margaret Davis, chairwoman of the city planning board. "The rest of it is state-owned or Nature Conservancy-owned or private-owned lots. I think they have a wonderful idea as far as the shopping mall and homes, but I object to rezoning the preserve lands. " 

Harward said rezoning the larger tract from residential to industrial would make about 119 privately owned lots scattered among the preserve lands usable for purposes such as storage lots and other industrial uses and enhance their value on the tax rolls. The state would like to acquire them. And when it does, the town loses the property taxes. 

State officials and environmentalists don't object to the subdivision, but do oppose the rezoning. 

"It's being framed by a lot of people as an either-or proposition," said Dan Bell, project director for the Nature Conservancy. "Either you do the rezoning and allow the sewer plant, or you'll never have a grocery store. It doesn't have to be that way." 

Bell said the Nature Conservancy talked with the developers about trading a few acres on the preserve's edge to allow the sewage plant in exchange for interior lots the conservancy would like to acquire. The talks fell apart, but the conservancy is still open to the idea, he said. 

Bell said the concern is that the city's industrial zoning allows everything from fuel storage to chemical storage to manufacturing and parking lots. Those kinds of activities could disrupt the controlled burning that the Nature Conservancy does to maintain the land as pine forest with little undergrowth other than grasses -- habitat that the endangered woodpeckers require. 

"It will become too risky for us to do any controlled burns," Bell said. "We would have to step back and consider whether it's worth investing in any more acquisition of property." 

Kent Yelverton, director of property for the Department of Agriculture, which manages the preserve lands, sent city officials a letter last week protesting the proposed rezoning. 

"It is a pretty unique ecological system that does not occur very many places," Yelverton said. 

Yelverton said the state owns an overwhelming majority of the area proposed for rezoning. 

"It is our opinion that, if approved, a change to industrial zoning has the potential to adversely impact the overall purpose and intent for the which the property was originally acquired."
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