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Re: I-26 Connector DEIS Comments

Mr. Joyner

As I am sure you are aware the Asheville Design Center (ADC) has been involved in 
the planning for the I-26 Connector for many years and we are credited with 
developing the initial design for Alternative 4b. Our organization has consistently 
tried to partner with NCDOT to help determine the most appropriate solution for 
the new road through our community. As we have often mentioned, we are not 
opposed to the construction of the I-26 Connector, we know the road needs 
improvement. However, we are concerned with the potential impacts the 
expanded highway will have on the livability of Asheville and the surrounding 
region. Many in our community share this concern and have committed countless 
hours of effort to help improve the alternative designs. The ADC is an all volunteer 
organization but many of our members are experienced design professionals with 
extensive expertise in Urban Planning, Highway Engineering, Cartography, 
Architecture and Landscape Architecture. The following comments are based on 
their review and examination of key aspects of the current 2015 DEIS. Asheville is 
our home... We trust you and others at NCDOT will give serious consideration to 
these comments. 

ADC SUPPORT OF THE CITY OF ASHEVILLE RESOLUTION:

The ADC strongly endorses the City of Asheville's call on NC DOT to use any and all 
tools at its disposal to reduce the overall size and impact of the project on 
Asheville’s neighborhoods, businesses and natural resources in an effort to 
adequately address, social justice, land use, economic development and 
community connectivity issues reflected in adopted City plans and policies. We 
agree that improvements to the I-240 and I-26 corridors should be have minimal 
impact on the local community and should enhance the quality of life for residents,
the quality of experience for visitors and economic viability of the City environs to 
the extent possible.

It is our understanding that the NEPA process requires a multidisciplinary impact 
analysis that compares land use, urban design, property tax, community 
connectivity and alternative transportation between all of the alternatives. The 
current DEIS has only a cursory discussion of these impacts. In our review we find 
the document does not:

• Address the potential re-use of current highway right-of-way along Patton 
Avenue in Alternatives 4 and 4b in comparison to 3 and 3c; 
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• Examine opportunities for re-connecting neighborhoods and the local street 
system particularly the Hill Street community;

• Analyze the long-term effects of property takings or property re-use on the 
city’s tax base; 

• Analyze the effect of reduced access to isolated properties such as Westgate 
or Emma Community businesses along the river;

• Address the cumulative impacts of this project combined with the proposed 
projects to widen I-26 north and south of this project;

• Quantify or compare the amounts of impervious surface for the alternatives;
• Identify impacts to recreational use along the riverfront;
• Adequately address or compare the integration of other modes of 

transportation that include: City transit, walking and cycling.

There are four alternatives for Section B and four alternatives for Section C, but 
effectively only one alternative for section A, other than an unrealistic "no build" 
option obviously included to fulfill procedural requirements . We believe the 
community should have more than one real option to consider for Section A, given 
this section has the largest number of residential relocations. NEPA requires that all 
reasonable alternatives be included. Just like the City, ADC urges NCDOT to analyze a
six-lane alternative in Section A (the West Asheville section) utilizing both the travel 
demand model and capacity analysis. Furthermore, this analysis should be coupled 
with a four lane Alternative for I-26 in Section B (the bridge section). This 
information should be included in a supplement to the current DEIS for Section A 
and B before preferred Alternatives are selected.

The ADC strongly endorses the City of Asheville's call for NCDOT to partner with the 
community in creating a collaborative working group of City appointees, NCDOT 
Staff and design professionals that will meet regularly starting in early 2016 and 
throughout the design phase to:

• minimize the project’s size and impact, in an effort to increase community 
benefits and reduce cost;

• ensure adequate consideration of the concerns listed in the City’s Resolution 
and accompanying comment letter; 

• analyze the travel demand model, capacity analysis, and the methodology of 
calculating Level of Service in an effort to gain consensus on these 
foundational elements of the project; and

• identify opportunities to return land around the project to productive, 
tax-generating use and to ensure land on the east side of the river under any
new bridges is put to use in a way that enhances the riverfront.

The ADC applauds the City of Asheville's efforts to address key urban design goals 
that are essential to the Asheville Community in balance with the accommodation of
out-of-town thru traffic. Further, the ADC commends the City of Asheville's 
endorsement of Alternatives 4 and 4B for Section B and agrees that NCDOT must 
look for ways to minimize the impacts of Alternative 4 on the Emma Community and
the impacts of Alternative 4B on the Montford Community. 
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The ADC supports the City of Asheville endorsement of Alternative F1 for Section C 
(I-40/I-26/I-240 interchange) and agrees that the Alternative will minimize the 
footprint and cost, while achieving the primary objective of creating full movement 
between interstate highways. The ADC also agrees that the increased expense 
associated with the proposed collector roads and widening of I-40 east of Brevard 
Road is excessive. 

ADC DEIS COMMENTS BY SECTION:

The following comments are based on the professional review of qualified 
Engineers, Urban Planners, Architects and Landscape Architects participating in the 
ADC review of the current DEIS:

SECTION A:

• Traffic forecasts are over-estimated, and capacities are under-estimated. 
With more realistic assumptions, six lanes would be sufficient for this 
section.

• The Amboy Road extension to Brevard Road is over-designed and has major 
residential impacts. There is no need for the new road to be four lanes. Page 
4-22 says four lanes are needed to match project U-4739; this is no longer 
correct, since new MTP does not call for four lanes. The new roadway could 
be closer to freeway with no need for a high-speed curve. DOT should 
consider the same ramp configuration for WB I-240 as for EB I-240 between 
Amboy and Brevard; this would eliminate the need for the new roadway.

• The Haywood Road bridge and other overpasses need to include Complete 
Streets design elements. There is no need for high-speed curves to and from 
the on/off ramps. Table 4-35 incorrectly says that Section A is consistent with
Asheville’s Complete Streets Policy.

• Page 4-23 states that the project is consistent with the Transit Master Plan. 
This is incorrect, since the plan disrupts ART routes W1 and W2. These routes
serve Pisgah View, one of the busiest locations in the ART system. The DEIS 
should quantify the impacts in terms of travel times, ridership, and operating
costs. NCDOT must work with the City of Asheville to identify alternative 
routing or design changes to mitigate this impact. 

SECTION B:

• One of the stated purposes of the project is to extend the life of the Bowen 
Bridges by reducing the traffic volume. The current volume is 102,000 daily 
vehicles. Projected 2033 volume for Alts. 3/3C is 87,800 (per 2010 Traffic 
Forecast report), a reduction of only 14%. Alternatives 4 &4B would have 
29,600 vehicles, a reduction of 71%. It is obvious which Alternatives will have
less impact on the bridges but it is not clearly stated in the DEIS.
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• Another stated purpose is to reduce delays and congestion on the bridges, 
which are caused largely by the high weaving volumes. Additionally, the 
crash rate on the Bowen Bridges is three times the Critical Crash rate 
(p. 1-33). However, Alternatives 3 & 3C would only reduce traffic levels by 
14%, and there would still be significant weaving problems between I-240 
and Patton traffic. Alternates 4 & 4B would separate I-240 and Patton traffic 
significantly reducing traffic congestion and and completely eliminating the 
weave with interstate traffic. It is obvious which Alternatives have the 
potential to achieve the stated goal of reduce delays and congestion but it is 
not clearly stated in the current DEIS. 

• Alternatives 3/3C do not provide direct access from I-26 southbound to 
Haywood Road. Drivers would have to exit at the new access road north of 
Patton and go through four traffic signals, across Patton avenue to an access 
road that exits on to Haywood Road. This design is inconvenient with 
complicated way-finding. 

• Alternatives 3 & 3C do not solve the problems that exist in the I-240/US 19-
23/Patton Avenue interchange on the east side of the river. This is reflected 
in the DEIS’s evaluation of roadway deficiencies that would still exist after the
project is built (p. 2-118 to 2-122). According to the Roadway Deficiencies 
Repor, Alternatives 3 & 3C would each have sixteen deficiencies while 
Alternative 4 has six; Alternative 4B has three. 

• As stated in the DEIS (p. 2-112) Alternatives 4 & 4B provide better traffic 
operations than Alternatives 3 & 3C at the I-26 interchanges with I-240 and 
US 19-23; Alternative 4B is best. 

• Alternative 4B has a much higher degree of consistency with local 
transportation and land use plans than Alternative 3C (see Table 4-35).

• Alternative 4B is the only alternative that provides direct access from I-26 
southbound to Haywood Road. Alternatives 3 & 3C require going through 
four traffic lights at the new access road and Patton. 

• There is very poor vehicular access to Westgate and the adjacent Murphy Hill
community in Alternatives 3/3C. Northbound traffic on I-26/I-240 would take 
a loop ramp (coming within 200 feet of Westgate) to westbound Patton, then 
travel almost ½ mile west on Patton, then travel back east on the new access 
road to Westgate, through four traffic lights and a roundabout. Returning 
traffic also must go through roundabout and four traffic lights to get back on 
I-26/I-240 southbound. Traffic from Westgate to eastbound I-240 also must 
travel west ½ mile on the access road and return east on Patton. The 
contorted “make do” access of alternatives 3 and 3c will likely discourage 
shopping at Westgate. Upon review of these plans, Earthfare Management 
said selection of 3 or 3c will force them to relocate their store from the 
Westgate location, currently their most visited store. In Alternatives 4 and 4B
access to Westgate will be more convenient than it is today as Patton Avenue
would be a city street rather than a freeway ramp in front of shopping 
center. 
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• Costs and impacts of all alternatives could be reduced by building four lanes 
vs. six lanes on new I-26 section (see Section A comment re: forecasts vs. 
capacity). Costs and impacts could be reduced by tightening up designs, with 
lower design speeds for I-240 and ramps, e.g. Hill Street area.

SECTION C:

• There was a huge increase in cost: from $105M in 2014 SPOT and 2015 MTP, 
to a range of $222-315M without clear explanation.

• The new collector-distributor roadways along I-40 from I-26 to Smokey Park 
Highway (Exit 44) have major residential impacts. Westbound C-D lanes 
impact Hominy Creek, Ragsdale Creek, and Clairmont Crest Mobile Homes. 
NCDOT should retain existing 8-lane section, as proposed in 2014 plans. 
Existing eight-lane section can handle projected volumes. Weaving problems 
will be reduced in the future, since volumes using Exit 44 will be lower after 
the addition of the Liberty Road interchange.

• Project costs and impacts are increased by the proposal to rebuild the 
Brevard Road/I-40 interchange and the I-40 bridges over Hominy Creek and 
French Broad River, and to widen I-40 to a point between Brevard Road and 
Hendersonville Road. The 2033 No-Build projection shows no capacity 
problems on I-40 east of I-26 (Figure 2-20), so there is no need for widening 
east of Brevard Road. 

GENERAL COMMENTS:

• No decisions on numbers of lanes should be made until the new 2015 
forecasting model is working satisfactorily. Early results show over-estimates 
of key locations along the I-26 corridor, similar to the 2010 model. In 
addition, the peak hour factors that are used to convert daily volumes to 
peak hour volumes (currently 8% or 9%) should be re-calibrated based on 
the most recent traffic counts.

• Section 4.1.2.2: This section should be changed to reflect the new 
Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP) adopted in Sept. 2015.

• NCDOT should determine what right-of-way could be re-used for urban 
development, especially along Patton Avenue, and include this information 
for comparison in the EIS as part of the design process rather than waiting 
until project completion.

RECOMENDATIONS:

NCDOT should select Alternative 4 or 4B for Section B, subject to design 
improvements requested by the City and implemented through a community 
working group, for the following reasons:
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•  Alternatives 4 & 4B would separate I-240 and Patton traffic, significantly 
reducing traffic congestion and and completely eliminating the weave with 
interstate traffic on the Bowen Bridge.

• Alternative 4B is the only alternative that provides direct access from I-26 
southbound to Haywood Road. 

• Alternatives 4 & 4B provide Westgate and Hillcrest with much better 
pedestrian access that includes direct access to sidewalks along the north 
side of Patton Ave.

• Alternative 4B creates opportunities for new development in the former 
interchange areas, possibly including new mixed-use business and 
replacement housing.

• Alternative 4B has smaller impacts on streams and floodplains even with the 
larger project scope .

• Alternatives 4B has a much higher degree of consistency with local 
transportation and land use plans.

• Alternatives 4B creates an important boulevard connection between 
downtown and West Asheville that will would accommodate mass transit, 
bicycle and pedestrian facilities. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this important highway project.

Respectfully,

Alan McGuinn, FAIA
Chair, I-26 Committee

12 Church Street, Suite 25
Asheville NC, 28801
alan.mcguinn@arca-design.com
828-712-6970

cc: Ken Putnam, PE - City of Asheville
      Chris Joyell - ADC
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