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As you enter Swain County, North Carolina, onehef nost Southwestern
counties of the state nestled in a small vallehefSmoky Mountains, a trend becomes
apparent. The landscape is dotted with signs ttc@éien, “Build the Road! A 1943
Agreement!” Then, you will notice the same slogagihs to appear on the bumpers of
numerous pickup trucks and other automobiles. Witlprior knowledge of what this
signage is referring to, it becomes apparent thathave descended into a valley
embroiled in a contemptuous debate.

This debate dates back to the building of the Fenfdam by the Tennessee
Valley Authority (TVA) as part of an overarchingireessee Valley development project.
In November of 1944, the gates of Fontana damlatigest dam in the United States east
of the Rocky Mountains, closed marking one of tliggest successes of the TVA to date.
The reservoir behind Fontana dam, Fontana t,dkeded over 10,000 acres of land
once part of the Little Tennessee River valley.dsathat once were communities, farms
and cemeteries were lost. In addition, the onlylnm@viding access to many
communities in this part of Swain County, HighwaB82was flooded. Once the TVA
finished constructing Fontana Dam, the surrounting became a part of the Great

Smoky Mountains National Park. As a result of theervoir and the inclusion of the

! Fontana Lake refers to the reservoir behind the Fontana Dhere are no natural lakes in this region of
Western Carolina. However, the terminology “reservoir” aatél' are used interchangeably.



remaining nearby land into the Great Smoky MourstdNational Park, numerous
families were displaced from their homes and realed¢#o surrounding counties.

After resettlement became inevitable, an agreemantreferred to as “The 1943
Agreement” was drafted to appease those beingatisdlby the Fontana Project. A
complex agreement between Swain County, North @exalhe Department of the
Interior and TVA was made which promised the reting of the North Shore Road so
old homesteads could be accessed. Constructidrve sbtid began in 1948 and continued
slowly until the 1970s. In 1973, road constructieas halted due to environmental and
engineering concerns. What resulted was a sevengtmétch of road that abruptly comes
to a dead end in the Great Smoky National Parklaumslis referred to by many as the
“Road to Nowher®&.

This controversy is over the building of the No&hore Road, which, if built,
would cut through the Great Smoky Mountains Nati¢terk, one of the largest roadless
tracts of land in the eastern United States. Naless, the construction of this road
would allow people to access lands that were onoeehto several thriving mountain
communities and were part of their heritage. THaatke over whether or not to build the
North Shore Road has existed since 1943. Yet neatsus has even been reached. Why
has this controversy remained unresolved for oQeyeiars?

Operating from the understanding that actors o&sdp social classes possess
differing ideas over proper land usage and ownprgiulitical ecology, grounded

predominately in the Third World, has provided &tipalarly informative perspective on

2 The official name for this road is the “North Shore &o&lonetheless, most local people refer to it as the
“Road to Nowhere”. For the entirety of this paper, the @fiscame of this road, the “North Shore Road”
will be used. However, within the public discourse suinding this debate, these names are used
interchangeably and thus, will both appear in this paper.



environmental conflicts. Some of the environmentaiflict research has shown how
struggles can become “ecologized” by changes isewmation policy. Conflicts become
environmental due to these changes and groupsiaedfto defend their land rights
against a new set of actors, most notably environahgroups (Robbins 2004, 14).

In this paper, | will examine the North Shore Roathate using a political
ecology approach. The dominant narrative surrounthis debate is that this is a conflict
between locals who want the road to be built teeas®ld homesteads and
environmentalists who do not want a road built tigto the wilderness of the Great
Smoky Mountains National Park. An explanation ofm¢ surrounding the Fontana Dam
Project provides the necessary background for stateding this conflict. By placing
this present day conflict within a historical cotttea more complex and nuanced case
study emerges. This paper uses the political egdits to reexamine the history of the
area and shed a new and crucial light on this ogatsy. By examining issues of class
and perceptions of proper land use, the North SRoeal conflict can be better
understood, and perhaps more easily solved.

In this paper, | will demonstrate how numerous gty in the area have claimed
they would bring economic development to this “beakds” region. At first, this claim
was made by the extractive industry of logging.,hewas made by the Fontana Dam
project. Lastly, it was the creation of the GreatoBy Mountains National Park. These
projects, all aimed to bring economic developmerthis area (though in radically
different ways), have not done so and this hasdeshmense frustration on the part of
local residents. In fact, many local residents &s=if they have seen none of the benefits

of these economic development projects. | will @that the contemporary pro-road



movement (comprised exclusively of local residerds)ts root, is not anti-
environmental but rather a symbolic effort of sdowal residents of Swain county, a
marginalized rural Appalachian population, to real@aconomic and political power over
a landscape that, under the auspices of developthegtperceive as wrongfully taken
from them.

In order to meet the objective stated above thiepwiill consist of six
overarching sections. Firstly, | will briefly disesithe methodology employed for the
study of the North Shore road case study. Thes paper will provide an overview of
relevant literature particularly relating to thedy of environmental conflict employing
the methods of political ecology. Following a séke historical analysis of this region
of Western North Carolina from pre-industry to pbsntana Development project, the
paper will focus on the current day North ShoredRoanflict. An analysis section will
provide a discussion of my findings in the fieldh&ly, the paper will conclude with a
discussion of how the reframing of the North SHRoad conflict provides an important
example of the practical applications of politieablogy research surrounding

environmental conflicts in the First World.

Methodology
The study area of this project is the Southernadgghian region. Specifically,
this controversy has revolved around the buildihg mad in the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park. The residents displace&drytana Dam were residents of
Swain County. After displacement, most residemsaiaed in Swain County, many

moving to Bryson City, the largest town in the ctyun



Swain County and the Surrounding Area
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Figure 1: A map of Swain County, North Carolina

In order to fully understand the North Shore canflit is crucial to review the
case study within a historical context. First, &mined historical documents about the
communities displaced by Fontana dam including meswaritten by displaced
community members. | reanalyzed reports writtehayTVA to understand the
organization’s perspective of human displacemeastly, | analyzed the 1943
Agreement made between the Department of the ¢mfeSwvain County, North Carolina

and the residents of Swain County to understandthevweurrent conflict relates to this

document.



In order to achieve a better understanding otthreent conflict, | employed a
variety of methods. In 2006, the National Park #erheld a public hearing regarding
the North Shore Road in Bryson City, North Caroljpart of Swain County). The stated
purpose of the hearing was “to give the public ppastunity to provide comments on the
DEIS (Draft Environmental Impact Statement) prothe selection of the Preferred
Alternative” (National Park Service, URL). This ntieég was a part of the decision
process over the final outcome of the North Shoaelr | attended this meeting to better
understand the public discourse pertaining to tbgtiNShore Road conflict.

| conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 kdgrmants. Of these
informants, 7 were Swain County residents. Of theshad relatives who were
displaced by the Fontana dam. The other 3 keynmdots were National Pak Service
employees in the Great Smoky Mountains Nationak PHne two questions | asked all
these informants were, “What do you think aboutNlogth Shore Road? Should it be
built?” and “Why or why not?”

| analyzed the Environmental Impact Statementsadd by the National Park
Service in November 2005. The purpose of said dectiis to relieve the National Park
Service of any duty it still has regarding the 1848eement. Therefore, the document is

crucial to the outcome of the North Shore Road tieba

Literature Review
Dams and Human Displacement
Numerous scholars from a wide range of disciplimege studied human

displacement as a result of large scale infrasiraqtrojects, arguably one of the most



tragic consequences of large scale infrastructtoegts. Most of this research has a
Third World focus. The scholarship has come batmfrvithin the development
community (Westcoat & White 2003; Goodland 1997) &om scholars, including
political ecologists, whom take issue with how méarge development agencies have
handled this issue historically (Sneddon 2002; R@§9; Pileou 1998).

What makes this case study particularly uniqubasit is one of few case studies
of the long lasting effects of human displacemennfa dam within the United States. In
addition, the incorporation of the land aroundrégervoir behind the dam into the Great
Smoky Mountains National Park makes this case stedy distinct and complex. In the
United States, one of the only comparable caseestusl of the O'Shaughnessy dam in
the Hetch Hectchy valley of Yosemite National P&knstructed in the 1920s within the
Park boundary, the O’Shaughnessy dam met greataase at the time of its
construction. Due to the inimitability of this castedy, studying it within as an
environmental conflict adds more depth and allons @ draw from a larger body of

literature from which to examine this case study.

Environmental Conflict: Definitions and Practicapplications

The political ecology approach has proved venfulse shedding new light on
environmental conflicts. In his comprehensive idtretion to the subjecRolitical
Ecology,Paul Robbins identifies environmental conflict, afhattempts to explain who
has access to certain resources and why, as dhe kéy theses of political ecology
(Robbins, 2004). One particular type of conflictigéhpolitical ecology attempts to

address is the “ecologized” conflict. These argtarm conflicts which “highlight the



way pre-existing political differences become ‘@gital’- in the sense that longstanding
struggles over social and economic power are newyessed or reframed as fights over
the environment” (Robbins 2004, 176). Once thesdlicts are “ecologized”, local

actors find themselves in conflict with a new sedctors such as environmental groups,
new residents or governmental agencies (Emel é88R; Emel & Roberts 1995;
McCarthy 2002). The North Shore Road case studyl present demonstrates how a
conflict can become “ecologized” thus changingrthture of the conflict and making it

even more difficult to resolve.

“Wilderness” and “Nature”: Viewing Landscapes as &al Constructs

At the root of these “ecologized” conflicts lie fleimental differences in how
different actors view the landscape in questiorer€thas been a great deal of scholarship
in political ecology contributing to the understarglthat landscapes are socially
constructed, their importance determined by hunyatems of cultural knowledge .
Specifically, scholars have applied this conceptaime to a greater understanding of the
concepts of “wilderness” and “nature” as socialstancts (Cronon 1996; Fairhead and
Leach 1994, 1995; Neumann 1997).

Identifying how different actors in conflicts peree landscapes has proved to be
particularly important in shedding new light on @ommental conflicts that emerge
between local people and other actors (which aeuintly, but are certainly not limited
to, governmental agencies and environmental groupsh the creation of conservation
spaces in the Third World context (Neumann 1998;921992, 1993; Logan &

Moseley 2002). It has been suggested that casestsuch as these are effective because



they approach environmental conflicts as “clastieompeting knowledge systems and

constructs held among different social groups (Brk2006, 201).

Possibility in the First World: Emerging Applicatie of Political Ecology

More recently, this approach has been appliedrmsa World context. Political
ecologists have used these ideas to bring newtligsiruggles over public lands in the
western United States (McCarthy 2002; Walker 2088plication of these ideas in a
first world context is newly emerging and very imjamt because there is a need to
“discover a Third World within the First World” (8ooeder et al. 2006, 165). In her case
study of the Alleghany forest, Che demonstrates aaype of Third World has been
created within the U.S. where landscapes have éeangically transformed and
economically marginalized and the local people blearcost (Che 2006). The North
Shore Road case study will demonstrate that tligphaved to be true in the Southern
Appalachian region.

While this perspective has illuminated the nuarafesnvironmental conflicts, it
has been used less frequently to resolve envirotaheonflicts (Rikoon 2006).
Nonetheless, this is a very practical and integsal of such research. Therefore, this case
study will incorporate ideas concerning environraénbnflicts and landscapes as social

constructs to recommend important steps that caakkes to resolve this conflict.
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Historical Background
Subsistence in the Smoky Mountains
Deep in Southern Appalachia, the Little TennessgerRriginates in the Blue
Ridge Mountains of Northeast Georgia. It flows hartto North Carolina and winds
down into eastern Tennessee where it joins the 8ss@e River in Lenoir City,

Tennessee.

Figure 2: The Little Tennessee River Basin

The original inhabitants of the Little Tennesseleyavere the Cherokee people.
The Cherokee in this area avoided contact wittEilnpean settlers for an extended

period of time due to the situational advantag8mbky Mountains. However, in the late
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1830s, a majority of the Cherokee were driven gquie European settlers on the
infamous “Trail of Tears”.

When the Europeans began to settle in the Littlen€ssee valley area, they lived
in a very similar manner to the Cherokee beforenthaf the land. Due to the unique
physical geography of this region, characterizedtegp mountainous terrain and heavily
wooded lands, people developed a very distinct foirsubsistence living. Agriculture
was characterized by small plots of corn, and variather vegetables. They raised sheep
for wool clothing and grew small orchards. Peoplektadvantage of the abundant
resources surrounding them, particularly the fereBhey hunted game, gathered nuts
and roots and let their livestock graze in woode@ds. They fished in the mountain
creeks. To supplement their subsistence lifespdeple raised hogs, hunted, fished and
trapped for profit and also sold medicinal herbd eoots, which are plentiful in western

North Carolina (Sullivan 26).

Industrial Development in the Valley

Complex environmental and social changes sweptgirall of Appalachia
during industrialization primarily through the eattive industries of mining and timber.
Small scale industrialization in the region broutit first major change in the landscape
since the European settlers came to the regionLitthe Tennessee valley reflected this
change; small scale mining and timber operatioggbéo dot the landscape. Residents
welcomed the change that small scale industriatiadirought (Oliver 1989).
Nonetheless, small scale industrialization negstivepacted the “pre-industrial

mountaineer individualism”, but stimulated a newsseof community within Hazel
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Creek at the same time (Oliver 1989). Additionathg introduction of small scale
industrialization to the area had the importantactpof bringing outside money to the
area in the form of jobs on operations.

It was the involvement of the W.M. Ritter Lumbesr@pany in the 1920’s that
first introduced this region to large scale indadization. The Little Tennessee valley
was home to some of the largest and most impoldartter mills in western North
Carolina (Webb 2004). The timber industry had g vexgative effect on the area. While
the raw materials were extracted and taken outeftea to be further processed, the
local communities saw few benefits from the indastlevelopment. In fact, the

community only saw profits from the company throwgdge labor.

Figure 3: A mill in Proctor, North Carolina (Webb 2004)

This became devastating when after eight yearnsnisketr extraction, the area was
deemed worthless by W.M. Ritter Lumber. In 192@, ltkamber Company left and

resituated approximately 60 miles south to continnaber extraction. Residents in the
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area faced very difficult times as a result. Theas hardly any industry left in which one
could find wage employment.

After developing a partial dependency on the wafpeir system, residents began
to subsistence farm again (Sullivan 2000). Howether environmental effects associated
with the clear cutting of a majority of the landan¢he communities made all aspects of
living a subsistence lifestyle, from agriculturedaaising livestock to hunting and
fishing, very difficult. Needless to say, when tBeeat Depression began, the struggles of
these communities were exacerbated.

The involvement of industrial development throegitractive industry represents
the first economic development in the area thatsed to bring modernization and
economic prosperity to the Little Tennessee Riadley region. Yet, the local

communities saw very few benefits while the negagffects were overwhelming.

An Experiment in Regional Development: TVA andFin@ana Project

The federal government was ready and willing talgsh federal programs with
the potential to bring the nation out of economapmrssion in the New Deal era of the
1930s. Of the several programs created, the Tee@d&sley Authority was “the most
ambitious regional development project ever unéteridby the United States
government” (Higgins 1995, 36). Created by anodA€ongress in 1933, the TVA has
been called a “brainchild” of Franklin Delano Roesk himself. The creation of the
TVA reflected FDR’s commitment to regional planning

The Tennessee Valley encompasses the entire watko$lthe Tennessee River.

The innovative work of regional planning beganha Tennessee River basin because it
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was identified as one of the most economically utkeleeloped regions in the country.
“The United States has been blessed with the ‘etitetiect’: lagging regions become in
time leading regions; absolute decline over longopls is virtually unknown, Appalachia
being the partial exception” (Higgins 1995, 35).tA¢ time TVA was created, the rural
population was 76.8%, as opposed to the natiomal b 43.8%. In addition, the gross
value of farm products per capita of farm populaiiothe Tennessee Valley was $154 as
opposed to $362 nationally. The standard of natrith quality and quality was low. The
education systems were considered some of theinam#quate in the country (Finer
1972). Despite the perceived economic marginafityhe area, the government
considered this area to have great untapped ecorgotential.

Though the largest force in the creation of theATWas the push for more
governmental planning, other factors played an mam role. These included the local
interest in navigability and flood control of thefhessee and its major tributaries. There
was a strong national interest in electric poweretlpment. Additionally, the mentality
of necessity for human control of natural resoukgas pervasive at this time. Indeed in
The First Twenty Years- A Staff Repaieased by the TVA, this rhetoric is apparent:
“The story of the TVA begins with a river, a riianguid in one season but wild and
destructive in another” (Martin, 3). River contvehs a demonstration of man’s ability to
dominate nature.

Under the authority of the TVA there were manyj@cts including flood control,
navigation, power generation and distribution, @gtural development and industrial

development. In order for all these tasks to berished, the river had to be “tamed”.
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The first step of the TVA in “taming” the Tennesd®iger was to “control” all of the five
major tributaries of the Tennessee River includhmgLittle Tennessee River (others
were the Cinch and Powell River system, the Hol&uoer, the French Broad River and
the Hiwassee River). This was achieved througlttimstruction of a system of dams
along the Tennessee River and its major tributametuding the Little Tennessee River.
The feasibility of these dams depends predominatelftheir collective existence as
many dams in one system, synchronized, and in tartde most complete set in the
world in such a river system” (Creese 1990, 214).

The Fontana Dam was the first dam built on thédLifennessee River by the
TVA. It was the most ambitious dam project evenpked by the TVA. It was planned to
be 480 feet which made it, at the time, the lardast ever built. The estimated cost of
the dam was $48,000,000 (though the final price¢aghed $70,420,688.48). Yet, the
Fontana Project was quickly authorized and justibg Congress as part of the wartime
emergency program during World War Il. It is sdidttthe dam met no serious

opposition because it was part of the wartime éffor
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Figure 4: The Rhetoric of the TVA (Tennessee Valley Authority 2000)

Also, the Fontana Dam project was one of the @ifStVA'’s projects. It was built at the
height of the era when economic development thrdaigje infrastructure programs was
heralded and not questioned (Creese 1990). Airtiee the TVA represented “a symbol
of the positive, benevolent intervention of goveemtnfor the general welfare” (Sullivan

2000, 66). This was not the case for local resgldirectly affected by the dam.

The Story of Displacement

The reservoir behind the dam, Fontana Lake, wsigded to have a storage
capacity of 1,443,000 acre-feet. This meant thatiah0,000 acres of land within the
Little Tennessee River valley would be underwatareothe construction of the dam was

completed and the gates of the dam closed. Thes vizlley was home to many thriving
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communities; the creation of the reservoir displat820 families. Of these 1,320
families, 600 of these had been residents bef@aredhstruction of the Fontana Dam

commenced (Webb 2004).

Figure 5: Fontana Reservoir flooded 44,000 acres of land (National$taxkce 2006)

In addition, it flooded farm lands, railroad linesd the area’s primary east-west
roadway, NC 288. The communities affected by tleaton of Fontana Lake were not
only those whose land was under water. Once the ¢MApleted Fontana Dam, 44,000
acres of land on the north shore of Fontana Lakarbe inaccessible due to the flooding
of the majority of NC 288. This land was acquirgdiiee TVA and then added to the
Great Smoky Mountains National Park. The promiseaoinomic development to this
region had many costs associated with it. Displasernof local communities was one of

the most consequential.
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Figure & A Map of communities displaced by Fontana Dam

In order for the TVA to proceed with dam constrantithe issue of relocation had to be
addressed. The TVA recognized the gravity of tlablem of relocation, “This is a
serious problem, particularly to a population abk as is found in many pocketed
valleys in WNC. There are homes in Swain Countyretike same squirrel riffle has
hung over the same mantelpiece since before tlwdutesn” (Martin 1956, 44). The

TVA recognized the existence of an ingrained histord culture in the Little Tennessee
Valley. Nevertheless, the recognition of the emleeldculture also reflects the view the
TVA held of these people as “hardy, honest but ptsar backwards, unimaginative and
intensely opposed to change of any kind” (WheeldMé& onald 1986, 46). It was this

stereotypical viewpoint that enabled the TVA taifystamily relocation.
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In the report “The Fontana Dam Project”, releasgthle TVA as a
comprehensive document covering all facets of #ra donstruction process, the TVA
explains the process of displacement which thesr tef as “family relocation”. They
explain that of the 163 families displaced from Brector area, all “were on the ragged
edge of subsistence level, and some were on onedbrelief or another” (United States
Tennessee Valley Authority 1950, 486).

The TVA'’s appraisal of land in the communities ®rielocated rendered the land
to be “almost worthless” (Sullivan 2000). Thus TéA was able to pay the residents of
towns in the Little Tennessee Valley one of thedst\prices for land in any reservoir
ever acquired (United States Tennessee Valley Aiyht950). Families, who accepted
the price of $37.76 (on average) for their landrengaid that money and then were
helped in the relocation process by a single réilocafficer. In cases where families
refused to resettle, the TVA resorted to legal mess Those families had their land
condemned and received no institutional supportdsettlement.

Deeming the land of the communities in the Littenfiessee River valley “almost
worthless” was not accurate; however, the landatagion that extractive industry had
caused in the area could be blamed for this assigmel value. When deciding how
much to pay for the land, land quality was heataken into account. Indeed, the lands
that families were subsisting off of were degraded not very productive. However, the
TVA viewed this land degradation as a direct resfithismanagement of the land by the
“impoverished” Appalachian families. In actualitgitial degradation of these lands was
a direct result of the long involvement of extraetindustry in the area. Clear cutting by

the timber industry caused land degradation. Leghkistence systems exacerbated this
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degradation but did not cause it (Sullivan 200®)jsTocal phenomenon is consistent
with the broader degradation and marginalizati@sish “otherwise environmentally
innocuous local production systems undergo trawsith overexploitation of natural
resources on which they depend as a response toeasing integration in
regional...markets” (Robbins 2005, 14). The perceptibthese local communities as
made up of impoverished persons causing envirorahdagradation to their land
justified the low land prices paid to relocated fle@s. Furthermore, it reinforced the duty
of the TVA to bring development to this part ofabAppalachia.

Even if it meant moving people from their homes ey had lived for
centuries, relocation was viewed as “a chance pdaleze on the new opportunities
created by the Fontana Reservoir” (United Statem@ssee Valley Authority 1950, 497).
Relocated individuals did not see the economic dppdy that the TVA promised
(Sullivan 2000). Most families displaced by the teora project in the Little Tennessee
Valley felt poorly reimbursed for their land. No meiary amount could be placed on the
loss of one’s home. A former resident of Hazel Rréeclared, “My connection to the
land was lost. My heritage was gone” (Sullivan 2000).

Families of the Little Tennessee Valley dispersed surrounding areas. Most
families relocated to other areas within Swain @guklost of those who moved to
Swain County faced unbelievable hardship due tdatie of job opportunities. Other
families from the Little Tennessee Valley movediaywood County, about 30 miles
North of Swain County, because there was a papet phd a rubber plant providing

employment (Sullivan 2000).
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Yet again, the residents of the Little Tennessdéeyhad been promised that
economic development would be beneficial to thehre first time, extractive industry
caused severe degradation of their land. This tiheeFontana development project,
under the auspices of bringing development to tbesemunities, had displaced

numerous families from their land and left thenstart new lives.

The 1943 Agreement

When the flooding of NC 288 occurred and 44,00@s0f land on the north
shore of Fontana Lake became inaccessible, théergsiof these communities
mobilized. They came together and demanded thiagyf were displaced, they deserved
access to their old homesteads. The governmengssitt this request by drafting an
Agreement to appease the displaced residents.ckmewaledgement of these people and
their demands demonstrates how local residents al#esto mobilize to achieve some
amount of justice (Web 2004).

A Memorandum of Agreement was drafted on Octobd©83 between the
United States Department of the Interior, the T®Nain County and the state of North
Carolina to address the issue of access to th®@4gres of land on the north shore of

Fontana Lake rendered inaccessible by the cretit@reservoir itself.
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44,000 acres of land (between park border and the Littleébser
River) became inaccessible due to the creation of Fontana Lake.

Figure 7:Historic Map shows the Little Tennessee valley where many caitiesiexisted (Webb 2004)

As part of the Agreement, this acreage was traresfédrom the TVA, who had
seized the land for the construction of the danthéoDepartment of the Interior. The
Department of the Interior, the department whichreges the National Park Service,
dissolved the land into the Great Smoky Mountaiaidshal Park. Furthermore, Swain
County was relieved of the debt it had incurred assult of the originally construction
of Highway 288. The Agreement specified that, aglfubecame available, the National
Park Service would construct a new road to repNICe288. The proposed road would
run through the Great Smoky Mountains National Rdokg the north shore of Lake

Fontana from Bryson City to Fontana Dam (Memoranddivdigreement 1943).
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The purpose of the road would be to allow displa@sitients to access their old
homesteads. In this Agreement, all parties seemaddomplish their needs to some
extent. TVA quickly acquired and then was abledorgd of the land needed for this
development project. The government of Swain Cowrgy relieved of their debts and
the National Park Service obtained a large tratamd for the Great Smoky Mountain
National Park. The residents of the Little Tennesgalley, however, were removed
from their land. The promise of a road to accees thld home sites, at least those which
were not under water, was their only consolationeorAs the building of the road was

continuously delayed, tensions rose.

The Current Conflict
The “Road to Nowhere”

The Agreement stated that a road to replace Higl288 would be constructed
once the war time emergency had subsided and husme available. Construction
was therefore postponed until 1948. Between 19481870, the National Park Service
designed and constructed 7.2 miles of the Northé&SRoad. This included the
construction of a 1,200 foot tunnel. The NationatkPService halted the construction of
the road in 1972 citing environmental concerns stattion costs and construction
feasibility. By 1982, the National Park Service pial a policy that it would not resume
road construction due to environmental concerndacidof funds. A general
management plan called for the road not to be oactsid but instead, for an alternative

to be considered (NPS 2006). This remained thdiposif the National Park Service
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until 2000. What has resulted is a 7.2 mile road #bruptly terminates at the end of a

long, dark tunnel, hence adopting the name the Ro&owhere”.

Figure 8: The end of the North Shore Road (Webb 2004)

The Rebirth of the North Shore Road Debate

Perhaps if the National Park Service was not utitejurisdiction of the
Department of the Interior, the Road to Nowherdldatould have ended when the Park
Service decided that the continuation of constamctvas environmentally and
economically infeasible. Due to the Congressiontilience over the Department of the
Interior budget, this debate has continued. Thelirement of a key Congressional
politician and his “pork barrel politics” in thisethate has prolonged the battle over the
completion of this road.

The Road to Nowhere campaign experienced a relndier Representative
Charles Taylor (R-NC). Taylor is an advocate olding the North Shore Road. A

former resident of the area, Taylor is said to haagy friends in the area that support
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the building of the road. Additionally, due to timagnitude of the issue in this district, it
has been hypothesized that Taylor knew by runnmg tBuild the Road” platform, he
would be able to continually secure his seat intbase (Johnson 2006).

In the late 1990s, Taylor assumed a powerful posibn the Subcommittee on
Interior, Environment and Related Agencies in th8.UHouse Committee on
Appropriations. Membership on this committee alldwWieylor to budget $16 million of
Department of Transportation appropriations to mesgonstruction of the North Shore
Road in 2000. Since the North Shore Road is praptsee built on federal property
with federal money, an Environmental Impact Stughys) was required before

construction could continue.

The Environmental Impact Study

The National Park Service and Federal Highway Adstnation-Eastern
Federal Lands Highway Division completed the EISanuary of 2006. Environmental
Impact Studies are required to provide a detaifedrenmental statement for “any
proposed major action significantly affecting thality of the human environment” on
federal land (National Park Service 2006). Theycamesidered a highly effective
decision-making tool. The EIS for the North Shooericlor looks at the impacts of all the
alternatives for this area of the Great Smoky Main#t National Park. The stated
purpose of the study is to “discharge and satisfy@bligations on the part of the United
States that presently exist as the result of themdandum of Agreement of October 8,

1943” (National Park Service 2006).
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Figure 9: The study area of the Environmental Impact Study (Nation&l $arvice 2005)

The study investigated a full range of alternatifeeghe North Shore area,
decided on five alternatives and estimated thestscdn February 2006, the DEIS (Draft
Environmental Impact Study) was released for puakeving. In the document, the park
examined and assigned price tags to each of tlmvioly alternatives: No action ($0),
Monetary Settlement of $52 million to Swain Couf(ttye accumulated cost of the
flooded Highway 288), Laurel Branch Picnic AreartR&Build of Principle Park Road

and Full Build of Principle Park Road.
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Figure 10: The alternatives proposed by the Environmental Impact Siatjonal Park Service 2005)

The table below shows the estimated cost of eaitth hlternative.

Table 1 Cost of each alternative proposed by the EIS (Nation&l Setvice 2005)

In addition to providing estimates of the cost afle alternative, the EIS
investigates the potential environmental conseqgeen€ each of the stated alternatives.
In order to do so, the EIS examines the impactaoh alternative by giving rating on the

impact to the human environment (traffic, commun@gonomics, visitor experience, and
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land use), the physical environment (topographglaggy, soils, floodplains, air quality
and soundscapes) and the natural environment fvastléakes, rivers streams, aquatic
ecology, vegetation and wildlife). The monetarytlsetent is determined to be the least
environmentally destructive alternative from thestings. Both the partial build and full
build of the North Shore road are determined taehev average impact on the physical
and natural environment (average in the sensdtthabadway will negatively impact
both the physical and natural environment, but woenthan any roadway would)
(National Park Service 2006).

According to National Park protocol, the purpotéhe DEIS is to make a final
recommendation on a course of action to take ofMNtréh Shore. However, the National
Park Service failed to do so, stating that publuit was necessary before an alternative
could be recommended. The final EIS was due oQictober, complete with a
recommendation on the course of action to take, iYbas been delayed. The National
Park Service has stated that internal staffing gharmave caused the delay. Many people
postulate the National Park Service did not relélasdElS because they are worried that
a decision not to Charles Taylor’s liking would dengerous. This is because as the chair
of the Subcommittee of the Interior, Taylor hastoolrover the Great Smoky Mountain
National Park budget (Johnson 2006). As a resuhisfdelay in a final decision over the

North Shore Road, the controversy has remainedsete
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Analysis of the North Shore Road Conflict
The North Shore Road Conflict: The Normative Fraorw

Since $16 million was allocated by Congress ferNorth Shore road in 2000
and the EIS has commenced, the building of thelN®hore Road has become a highly
contested issue within the areas of western Noatlolha and eastern Tennessee
surrounding the Great Smoky Mountains National Pahough the debate is very
complex and there exist a wide range of viewpaatsounding the road, the debate has
been framed as a two-sided debate between envirgahsts and local residents. This
became apparent in media portrayals of the cora#Batell as at the public hearing about
the North Shore Road held by the National ParkiSenn 2006.

The environmentalists involved in the debate belithat the road should not be
built because it would cut through the largestttcdeoadless wilderness in the eastern
United States and thus “destroy the tranquility soktude of the large area of the
Smokies” (Snyder 2005). Additionally, environmergtd believe the road would disrupt
wildlife and plant habitat and pollute the watedair. The EIS determined that
construction of the North Shore Road would haveamimpacts on wetlands, aquatic
biodiversity, air quality and water quality. Howeythe EIS did determine that the road
would have major impacts on wildlife, general scenews, and trails in the area
(including the Appalachian Trail). These environtadists who are active in anti-road
movement are predominately residents of the larijies in the region, particularly
Asheville and Knoxville. There are several orgatiwes within these metropolitan areas

that are actively working on anti-road campaigrisede are Southern Appalachian Forest
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Coalition, Appalachian Trail Conservancy, SierralCof the Southern Appalachians,
Carolina Mountain Club, Southern Appalachian Biedsity Project and Wild South.

Though the platform of the environmentalists’ aotd campaign is dominated
by the effects that the road will have on the estvinent, there is additionally a
perception of the other side of the debate thiilly pervasive when discussing the road
with anti-road people. The perception of the praertocals as “backwards, anti-
environmental and rednecks” comes up fairly offérere is a perception that the local
pro-road residents do not care about the harmfettf that the road could have on the
environment and how important it is to preserve thilderness area (Thomas 2006;
Grossnickle 2003; Kennedy 2006).

The pro-road movement is compromised solely adlloesidents of Swain
County’. These residents are both people whose relatiees sisplaced by the dam and
people who have no direct ties to the North Shoea af Swain County. The pro-road
actors believe that the road should be built fatotss reasons. Firstly, they argue that the
1943 Agreement must be upheld; “A promise is a gein The government made us a
promise” (Grant 2006). Residents of the displaaadraunities and their descendants
argue the road must be built so they can visithalchesteads and cemeteries as was

agreed in 1943.

3 It is necessary to clarify that not all local residents aregfahe pro-road movement and there are local
residents who anti-road and advocate for a cash settlemenbtiéerdresidents have opinions divergent
from both these viewpoints.
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Figure 11: Old cemetery of the North Shore, now parh@fS3moky Mountains National Park (Webb 2004)

Additionally, they believe that a road will bring@omic development to Swain County
because it will make Bryson City a new gateway @lhwill bring in more tourists and
thus, economic revenue) into the Great Smoky ManstBlational Park. Currently, the
two primary gateways into the National Park areli@®atirg, Tennessee and Cherokee,
North Carolina. Both of these towns are signifitamore well off than Bryson City and
the surrounding areas of Swain County (United Sta@ensus 2000). The pro-road
residents mobilized and started an organizationiltBine Road!” in the late 1980s to

further their cause.

Figure 12:A Sign of Protest placed at the entrance of the North Sbhace(Webb 2004)
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Reframing the Debate: A “Ecologized” Conflict

This debate has been most frequently understoactasflict between outsider
environmentalists and the anti-environmental, madrlocals. By reframing this
narrative, a more complex and nuanced understamditigs conflict can be reached.
Placing this conflict within a historical contex@veals how this conflict has become
“ecologized”. The North Shore road conflict oridigavas a conflict over human
displacement from the North Shore of the Little iessee valley from the Fontana dam
project. The people displaced by the flooding ajlivay 288 demanded that a road be
built so they could access their old homesteads.cbmflict emerged immediately when
road construction was continually delayed. Howewace the land in conflict became a
part of the Great Smoky Mountains Park, the conflecame “ecologized”, it emerged as
an environmental issue. When conflicts become gocdd, “long time residents find
themselves at odds with environmental groups” (RebB006, 180). In this case,
residents of Swain County have found themselvesbaw fight for the North Shore
Road against large, powerful environmental grolipg. pro-road stance taken by many

long-time residents of Swain County is now framedati-environmental.

Differing Constructions of a Contested Landscape

What lies at the heart of this “ecologized” cortfiee radically different
perceptions of this contested landscape. The emwientalists, who oppose the building
of the North Shore Road, view the North Shore aftBoa Lake as a “wilderness”. These

are mostly outsiders who live in the cities. Whieeytcome to the Great Smoky
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Mountains National Park, they come to “get backature”. In a public hearing about the
North Shore Road, this sentiment was expressed nousiéimes, “Why anyone would
want to destroy this beautiful wilderness areaeigdmd me”, “I believe that the
construction of the road will change forever tha@tphere of the park. It will no longer
be a peaceful wildernedsThey see it as the largest tract of roadless ilatite eastern
United States as well as home to much ecologiwalrdity. Implied in the perception of
the land as wilderness is the view that the lamqusshould be free of humans and
remnants of humans particularly roads (Cronon 1986y impacts to the North Shore
corridor are considered harmful and detrimentah&landscape. Therefore, the EIS was
perceived as demonstrating how environmentally harthe North Shore road will be.

For the local residents of Swain County, the E8idnstrates that the road will
not have negative impacts worse than those asedamth the construction of any road
and therefore, the EIS supports their viewpoint tha road should be built. The local
residents of Swain County have radically differemstructions of the North Shore of
Fontana Lake that generally fall into two categmriehose who are decedents of people
displaced by Fontana Dam see this landscape asghamimense historical value. It is
where their ancestors were born, lived and diee@.|&hd is not a wilderness; it was their
home, or their relatives’ homes. “We need acce$wine places and cemeteries. | am
too old to hike to these places; does that meam hat allowed to see them?”

The “Build the Road Movement” in Swain County issowhelmingly dominated

by local residents who have no relatives who wéspldced by Fontana Dam. “The

* These quotes were comments made at the public hearing onrtheSkore Road held in Bryson City,
Swain County, North Carolina on March 13, 2006. Any mued to speak at these hearings was given the
opportunity. These comments can be accessed at http://wwhshoreroad.info/publicinvolvement.htm.

® Ibid.
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majority of the people insisting on a road todag/ tao far removed from the original,
personal involvement to be credibletowever, this landscape still holds a high value
for these local residents. The North Shore of Fuataake is a symbolic landscape for
the residents of Swain County. It represents thegmalization they have felt historically
and still feel today. It also is a physical maniéi®n of the extended frustrations felt by
the residents of Swain County towards the fedevaégiment. In order to understand the
value placed on this landscape by these residémsmperative to understand the
economic outlook of Swain County currently.

Since the mid-1800s, widespread poverty has exbuit Southern Appalachia
being considered one of the most economically matgireas in the United States. Over
time this has brought in “wide-sweeping programsesburce extraction...and ‘anti-
poverty’ efforts of state and federal governmeigfgiglin 2002, 565). This is
demonstrated by outsider involvement in Swain Cpu@ver time, economic
development has been promised by a variety of ackarstly, resource extraction
promised economic prosperity but brought “nothing fmore poverty and devastation to
us” (Oliver 1989, 10). Then, the promise of ecormdevelopment was made by the
federal government through a variety of methodiallty, the TVA’s Fontana Project
promised to bring widespread development to Swauan®/ (US Tennessee Valley
Authority 1950). Then, the creation of the Greato®nMountains National Park was
heralded as a great opportunity for Swain Counfyrasper through the creation of this
conservation space.

Nonetheless, to this day, Swain County is one ®itlost economically

disadvantage counties in North Carolina. This imalestrated by the high percentage of

® Ibid.
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persons and families living under the poverty lametomparison to the whole state and
national averages (US Census 2000). Still todayebm®sn has experienced very limited
population growth in comparison to North Carolisaaawhole. Swain County has only
grown 15% as compared to 21% population growttNfarth Carolina over the same
time period (US Census 2000). Local residentseftddeling like “participants in a
fractious history of. exploitation” (Anglin 2002, 565). Residents of Sw&ounty are

left wondering why all these projects promised @rnit development and failed. Left
feeling frustrated and disempowered, residentsa@is County look to place blame, and
have done so; “The government has wronged us. &wkepver. They make promises and
they don’t keep none” (Grant 2006). The federalegoment has become the institution
on which blame is placed for the widespread poverthe region.

In addition to the fact that most failed developinamjects in the region were
related to the federal government, federal landesglmp in the area has been another
factor in the placing of blame on the governmemerB0% of land in Swain County is
federally owned. This includes the Great Smoky Mainms National Park, the Nantahala
National Forest and the Cherokee Indian Reservatiamy residents of Swain County
believe that most of this land has been unfaitkgtafrom them. “Swain County has lost
over half our land. We've lost over half our jolsde, our tax base, because of this
National Park. It's time that the National Parkfifld the agreement and builds a road”
This land loss has been blamed for increasing ppwethe county because it has taken
away taxable land from Swain County (Grant 2008)aXesult of these factors, a

general distrust of the federal government has getkin Swain County.

" bid
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The Symbolic Nature of the North Shore Road

The North Shore Road is a physical object ovectviine local residents’
frustrations with the federal government can beifeated. The road has become a
symbol of the governments’ misdoings and a symbepbtitical and economic power to
the people of Swain County. The federal governmeninised the displaced families of
the North Shore a road and similarly, the governmpeomised economic development to
the people of Swain County. Yet, the governmentrimasuccessfully followed through
on either of these promises in the opinion of lgealdents. The “Build the Road!”
movement is an effort by some residents to addhes$®y actively fighting against this
marginalization and attempting to reclaim politipalwer through mobilization over the
North Shore road. This sentiment is reflected eadbmments made by members of the
movement at the public hearing on the North ShaadRn March, 2006; “It's time the
government lived up to its word and stopped tregtis like second-class citizefls”

Many residents want to see the road built becaus#l be a physical symbol
which represents the government repaying the lpeaple for the injustice they have
felt. “You’ve heard the expressionmountains are forever. That's true. Roads are farev
too...The road will be here forever. We need thatir&wain County needs that road”
This demonstrates how the pro-road movement ignherently anti-environmental.
While residents do oppose the environmentalisgsidypoint, it is not because they are
not concerned about the environment but ratheruseca blocks the “Build the Road!”

movement from striving for economic developmentiogir own terms.

® Ibid.
® Ibid.
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Conclusion: A Road to Resolution?

In the November 2006 elections, Charles Taylarhesseat in Congress to Heath
Schuler (D-NC). Unlike Taylor, who supported thadpSchuler is an advocate of the
monetary settlement in lieu of building the roa@iven the current economic challenges
facing the completion of the road, | feel a cagtiesment with Swain County is the most
realistic and best solution” (Johnson 2006). Witheoru advocate for the pro-road
movement in Congress, the road will presumably nbeébuilt.

The North Shore road will, in all probability, noé constructed due to the
estimated cost of building such a road and thedbsspowerful advocate in Congress.
Nevertheless, revealing the motivations behindotioeroad movement still has vast
implications in the resolution of this conflict. Eronmental conflict research “among the
wide range of approaches in political ecology, imasle the greatest practical impact”
because by illuminating the “distributive justicetcomes of environmental and
economic change” it becomes increasingly diffiéaitdecision-makers to ignore the
effects of resolution policies (Robbins 2004, 1&8).shedding a new light on the North
Shore road controversy, it becomes clear thatdission to build (or not to build) a
road is not simply a question of what is best f@r natural environment.

The North Shore road holds great significance ¢opople of Swain County. The
motivations behind the “Build the Road!” movemeeneal that, at its root, this conflict
is, for local residents, a power struggle. Locagehmobilized in an attempt to gain
political and economic power over this landscap&ctvthey have not historically
possessed. Employing a political ecology perspeaivd understanding the pro-road

movement as a manifestation of the marginalizatiamn local residents have experienced
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historically, and continue to experience todaymperative. By employing this
perspective, it becomes difficult for Congress #r@National Park Service to
completely discount the pro-road movement when ngatheir decision about the fate of
the North Shore area. In the future, even if ttegns not built, this discussion shows the
importance of guaranteeing monetary settlemenisetpeople of Swain County; cash
settlements which the residents of the county ceatrol and as a county decide how to
best use, as opposed to being tadav it should be spent.

The lessons learned from this case study have bngalctations to the study of
political ecology, specifically environmental canflresearch in the first world. This case
study shows how employing the ideas from polite@dlogy, while in the past have been
limited to study of solely the Third Worldre imperative in a First World context. The
political ecology lens can be used to shed newt bghenvironmental conflict in the First
World and, perhaps more importantly, aid in findjagt solutions to environmental

conflicts.
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