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The long arm of the law of unintended consequences appears to have reached out and snagged City Council.

At issue is an agreement Elizabeth City officials made with the state of North Carolina five years ago to create a “conservation easement” on two acres of city-owned property bordering Charles Creek. Under the agreement, which was signed by former Mayor John Bell in September 2005, the state’s Ecosystem Enhancement Program would take over management of the property and restore it to its pristine state as a wetlands area. Presumably this meant the property would look much like it did — wild and natural — before the city obtained it and residential development took hold nearby. The Ecosystem Enhancement Program Charles Creek Project, as the project is known, includes the planting of cypress trees and other plants which were native to the area before they presumably were removed to facilitate development of a city park which abuts the property.

At the time, allowing the state to turn the vacant lot into a wetlands restoration area seemed like a good idea. Besides returning the property to its natural state, the wetlands restoration project was designed to protect Charles Creek by controlling the flow of runoff. An additional benefit would be flood control. This is especially important in a low-lying part of the city where sometimes even a moderate rain can leave large pools of water.

According to those monitoring the project, the wetlands restoration project — now in its fourth year — is doing what it was designed to. The trouble is, successful wetlands restoration doesn’t appear to be a priority for the property’s neighbors. Numerous city councilors raised concerns about the project during a recent council meeting, apparently after hearing from community residents upset about the city-owned lot’s appearance. What had been a neatly mowed lot used for recreation is now overgrown with trees and bushes. Apparently most perplexing to residents is the fact that city officials aren’t able to correct what they see as an eyesore. Under the terms of the state’s easement, the public has the right to access the property for recreational uses like hiking, fishing, hunting and bird watching. But the property cannot be mowed or cleared for other purposes. That means the city can’t put a ball field or basketball court there.

Michael Brooks, who represents the 3rd Ward, seemed to sum up the public’s unhappiness. He noted that what had been a field used as a playground for kids is now a mix of “trees, bushes and critters.” He claimed the lot has become a haven for snakes, muskrats and raccoons.

City Manager Rich Olson speculated that more people may be complaining about the lot’s appearance now because the detour around the Charles Creek Bridge construction project has more people actually seeing it on a daily basis. But councilors said residents of the Dawson Street community have been complaining about the lot’s appearance for a while. Monitors of the wetlands project say the lot will look much better once the cypress trees grow and shade out the bushes and tall grasses on the property.

But that didn’t seem to appease Brooks or other councilors, some of whom appear to view the project as akin to the surrender of civilization to the wild. Brooks said he believes continuation of the project will in fact show that the city is more concerned about the ecosystem than it is quality of life for people. Nevermind that caring for the ecosystem is showing concern for the quality of life for people. So what can be done about this worthwhile project that so many now say they find offensive? Not much, apparently.

The Ecosystem Enhancement Program’s easement for the property is perpetual. That means it has no end date and will continue indefinitely. Plus, the state has already sunk approximately $400,000 into restoring the site as a wetlands area. It’s not likely going to give up the easement without wanting its money back. It’s hard to see how city officials could justify spending nearly half-a-million dollars just for the right to mow the property again.

Nor should they try to. We believe this wetlands restoration project is a good thing for Charles Creek and the public in general, and therefore it should continue to receive city support. If there is a lesson here, it’s one that developed from a question asked by Councilwoman Lena Hill-Lawrence. She asked how much public notice was given to residents of Dawson Street about the wetlands project prior to the city signing the conservation easement agreement. It’s a good question. We don’t recall there being a lot of public discussion at the time about the impacts a conservation easement on the city-owned lot would have for the property’s Dawson Street neighbors. Monitors of the project have said putting up signs might help explain better what the wetlands project is all about. That is a good idea, and one we hope they will follow up with action. But it doesn’t do anything to address the concerns raised in Hill-Lawrence’s question. City officials need to ensure that all decisions affecting the public, even those that seem to be in the public’s best interest, are fully examined for their potential consequences and that citizens are fully informed before action is taken.

That way there won’t be any surprises once the bushes start growing up.

