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Eyes Right

Falls Lake, NC   -  Sometimes government does get it right.  Back in 1965, our Congress passed the Flood Control Act of 1965, which, among other things, authorized the creation of Falls Lake here in north-central North Carolina.  It was a significant undertaking, involving the construction of a 100 ft. high damn on the Neuse River under the supervision of the Army Corps of Engineers.  The dam is nearly 200 ft. in length and was built with rock, dirt, and reinforced concrete.  It took 13 years of preparation, permits, environmental studies, etc. for the project to begin and nearly 3 years of construction.  By late 1983, almost 20 years after authorization, the lake had reached “full impoundment,” i.e., it was full of water.
“Full of water” is something of an understatement.  The lake now covers 12, 410 acres of land and holds 42.8 billion gallons of water.  The units typically used by professionals to describe lake content are “acre-feet,” meaning one full acre of water one foot deep, but it is tough for most of us to relate to that measure in terms of liquid quantities.  By any measure, it is a huge lake.
In addition to being the primary water supply for Raleigh, just to the south, Falls Lake is also a boating and wildlife paradise.  It is surrounded by over 25,000 acres of public land, mostly state parks.  Hunting is permitted in designated areas and fishing is encouraged everywhere on the lake, except for a prohibited area near the dam.  There are active programs to enhance wildlife in the area, including efforts to provide habitat for bald eagles and other former inhabitants of the region, such as the red-cockaded woodpecker.   Boating, camping, swimming and picnicking opportunities are also available on multiple locations around the lake.
On my visit here recently, we paid a $5.00 per vehicle entrance fee at the Sandling Beach public use area.  The grounds were well-maintained, and we selected a picnic area overlooking the east bank of the Ledger Creek inlet.  There was a large covered pavilion with restrooms in addition to multiple picnic tables in the surrounding woods.  Although it was a Saturday in late June, there were few others at this location.  We basically had our own private picnic area on the lake.

After a picnic lunch, we put in with our kayaks directly in front of our table and headed north along the shore.  There were numerous power boats on the lake, including several of the ubiquitous jet skis (which I have previously ranted about).  Several boats had anchored just off shore with families swimming or wading alongside.   Quite a few of the adults had floating beer holders in one hand and a cigarette in the other.  Ah, the great outdoors!

Proceeding further north we soon left civilization and found ourselves in shallow water inaccessible to power boats, but teeming with wildlife.  We were able to quietly observe several families of osprey in huge intricately woven nests perched high above the water.  They initially eyed us warily, but soon resumed normal activity.  The beauty of kayaking is the ability to quietly join nature and to observe its wonder.
On our paddle back to Sandling Beach, we were saddened to see numerous examples of litter along the beach and in the surrounding woods.  It is difficult to understand how or why citizens choose to leave their trash in such pristine areas.  We picked up considerable quantities along the way, including a large Styrofoam cooler which would probably bio-degrade in a few hundred years.

I doubt that many more Falls Lakes will be created in our lifetimes.  The bureaucracy to develop such a project would be overwhelming.   It is ironic that environmental concerns about flooding remote regions might preclude the creation of other wildlife wonders such as Falls Lake.

I thought you might like to know.
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