Flood Woes Blamed On Knox (Knoxville News-Sentinel – TN)

County officials not doing enough to enforce standards, report says
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A new report commissioned by Knox County Mayor Mike Ragsdale blames increasing area flooding on the county's failure to enforce local, state and federal standards for stormwater management. 

Engineer Steve Maynard found violations among all of the eight recently built residential developments in the Whites Creek and Murphy's Creek watersheds that he visited between November 2004 and January 2005. 

Maynard's report cites deficiencies that include the lack of proper design and construction of detention and retention basins, building and backfilling over sinkholes; homes built inside flood zones and a lack of post-construction follow-up by county inspectors.

"The Engineering and Public Works Department employees have the responsibility but do not act as the 'watchdog' for the public to ensure proper enforcement of Knox County's existing drainage standards," the Maynard report says. "Recommend reinforcing with all department employees the responsibility and then holding the department employees, including the director, accountable for full enforcement of all regulations." 

Knox County farmer James McMillan - one of three farmers, four homeowners and five government officials interviewed by Maynard - had one word for the consultant's recommendations. 

"Amen," McMillan said as he reviewed the report. "That is wonderful. I agree with every one of these things." 

McMillan's 179 acres sit immediately downstream from many of the developments visited by Maynard during both dry and wet conditions, which included Turnbury Square, Treybrooke Village, Beverly Square, Casa Bella, Wyngate, Murphy Road subdivision, Mont Richer and Summer Rose. 

The sixth-generation farmer had lobbied Ragsdale and other county officials long before the report was released Thursday, urging many of the same reforms now echoed by Maynard. McMillan also was one of the first people earlier this year to publicly call on the county to adopt drainage standards "at least as strict as" the city of Knoxville's, as required by the 2001 Urban Growth Boundary agreement - another recommendation now included in the report. 

And while McMillan welcomed the findings as "huge," he expressed a guarded optimism as to how quickly any of the advice would be pursued. 

"This is a win-win for everybody," he said. "If this egg ever hatches." 

Maynard's report specifies that his recommendations "should not be significant in cost or cause major disruption." 

Knox County spokesman Dwight Van de Vate said most of the report's specifics already are being addressed. County commissioners last week voted on first reading to adopt the city's storm water regulations in their entirety. 

Additionally, the report's recommendation to hire additional inspectors will be addressed in Ragsdale's proposed budget for the coming fiscal year, the mayor has said. 

Beyond that, however, Van de Vate said the public should have "realistic expectations" of how the county would proceed with reforms. 

"This is a consequence of decisions made over the past 20 or 30 years," he said. "We didn't get to this point overnight, and we won't get out of it overnight." 

Meanwhile, the county may not have the authority or inclination to follow through on other specifics, such as the call for all newly appointed Metropolitan Planning Commission board members to complete an "Executive Education Seminar" at the University of Tennessee.

"We've got no authority to mandate that, but we think it's a reasonable idea," Van de Vate said.

Similarly, Maynard's recommendation that city and county engineers create a formal committee for better oversight and enforcement of standards ought to be left to the discretion of those staffs, Van de Vate said. 

Whether county officials accept all of the report's points, McMillan, now well versed in such regulations, began asking that still more be done before Maynard released his findings.

Knoxville City Council members debated last week whether to approve a resolution urging county commissioners to adopt the city's storm water standards as required under the 2001 city-county agreement. 

During the Tuesday meeting, McMillan told the council members that Knox County also should include the city's land management and best practices manual - a how-to for adhering to the storm water standards. 

"I actually was of the opinion, until tonight, that what the county adopted on first reading were all of the city's regulations," said Knoxville Mayor Bill Haslam after McMillan spoke. 

City Council members then unanimously postponed the resolution for the second time, pending county commissioners' final vote next month. 

Van de Vate said Ragsdale plans to discuss the report "as soon as possible" with members of the Homebuilders' Association of Greater Knoxville, as well as Knoxville Area Chamber Partnership, to foster a cooperative relationship rather than an adversarial one. 

An earlier "draft version" of the report, submitted several weeks before and not made public, was revised after Van de Vate asked that references to individual county employees be removed, he said. 

McMillan said the original report, as told to him by Maynard, called for the removal of certain employees in the county's engineering department on the grounds of incompetence. 

Van de Vate, however, said he asked Maynard "to remove elements that we thought had no direct relevance to storm water management a whole host of things that I would characterize as personality-based elements comments and observations about members of the engineering staff and their personalities." 

Ragsdale previously described those retracted comments as "so-and-so is a jerk." He also explained that Maynard is a personal friend and a professional engineer who manages the Sand Destin private resort in Florida, which includes several detention and retention basins. 

Ragsdale said he asked Maynard to draft the report on a voluntary, unpaid basis. 

Maynard could not be reached for comment about his report. 

Although the report is dated Feb. 23, Van de Vate said Ragsdale's office did not receive a copy until Thursday, March 3, the same day a copy was provided to the New Sentinel.

