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Officials with the Town of Chilhowie, Smyth County’s chamber of commerce, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Upper Tennessee River
Roundtable gathered Tuesday to celebrate the completion of a conservation project in the town park.

Cooperative project in Chilhowie Town Park is producing results

STEPHANIE PORTER-NICHOLS
Smyth County News & Messenger

The long stretch of greens-
pace lies just off Interstate 81
at Chilhowie’s Exit 35. Sand-
wiched between I-81 and the
railroad tracks, the town park
is a haven for species of all
kinds. Today, thanks to a coop-
erative project that’s extended
over the course of years, it’s a
far better sanctuary for birds,
fish, hellbenders and mussels
and the array of critters that
like to frequent streambanks
or meadows.

Tuesday, Upper Tennessee
River Roundtable (UTRR) and
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
officials gathered with Chil-
howie officials and Smyth’s
chamber of commerce to cele-
brate the completion of a con-
servation project that stretched
over five years and is now pro-
ducing visible results.

Noting all those present
Tuesday and others involved,
including the Virginia Depart-
ment of Wildlife Resources that
helped fund the work, Carol
Doss, UTRR’s executive direc-
tor, said, “Partnerships are the
only way to get things done”

in the park.

She lauded Chilhowie offi-
cials, saying the work couldn’t
have been accomplished with
them. That work focused on
improving the water quality of
the Holston River, which runs
parallel to the park, educating
citizens, and creating habitat
for wildlife and pollinators.

Town Manager John Clark
expressed his gratitude that
UTRR and the other agencies
chose to work with Chilhowie.
“It’s a beautiful park and won-
derful river,” he declared and
well worth the hundreds of
thousands of dollars that have
been directed into these im-
provements.

During the project, Clark
noted that large flat rocks were
added to the stretch of river
to create potential homes for
hellbenders, Americas’ largest
salamander, and boulders were
placed in the water to help the
fish population.

That effort seems to be al-
ready working.

Councilman Brent Foster
noted that he’s hearing com-
ments about improved fishing.

Corey Kanuckel of U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service Partners
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Program said much of the work
was to improve fishing, includ-
ing stabilizing the banks, which
were eroding. As part of the ef-
fort, a riparian buffer was es-
tablished along the river. Such
a buffer can contain a combi-
nation of trees, shrubs, and/or
other perennial plants that help
filter pollutants from the water,
stabilize the banks, provide nu-
trients, create habitat and give
shade, which keeps the water
appropriately cool for life.

Along the bank, some areas
are left open for easy access to
the river.

Kanuckel said he knows
such buffers are hard sells be-
cause to many people it can
look overgrown, but along a
stretch of the river, he pointed
totall trees, mid-size trees and
shrubs, and lower vegetation
in one section - exactly what
is wanted in a riparian buffer.

Sarah Gillespie, the cham-
ber’s executive director and a
naturalist, reflected the process
of waiting on it to look beau-
tiful can be challenging but is
worthwhile.
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Chilhowie Town Manager John Clark, Chamber Executive Director Sarah Gillespie, and U.S. Fish and
Wildlife’s Corey Kanuckel examine the variety of native plants in a pollinator friendly section of a meadow

Local
lawmakers
hope budget
resolution
is closer

DAVID MCGEE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

Area lawmakers agree the
ongoing budget impasse is
holding up funding for mul-
tiple projects in Southwest
Virginia.

Democrat-led Senate nego-
tiators submitted a proposal
while a top House negotiator is
calling on both sides to return
to Richmond to work through
their differences face to face.

State lawmakers typically
revise and update the budget
prior to the July 1 start of a
new fiscal year but that hasn’t
been the case this year.

Leaders of the Southwest
delegation say
it’s time to
reach an agree-
ment and move
forward.

“There is a
strong desire
on our dele- K& ;
gation’s part .
- and all of the 0’Quinn
House—is saying let’s go back
and get this done. It’s a bad
precedent to set not to have
a budget. Frankly it’s an em-
barrassment,” Deputy Major-
ity Leader Del. Israel O’Quinn,
R-Bristol, said last week.

Currently uncertain because
of the budget stalemate are
teacher pay raises for school
divisions statewide. Closer to
home, lawmakers are request -
ing millions to assist with
work at the Bristol Virginia
landfill and more uncertainty
surrounds a proposed inland
port that - if funded - could
bring hundreds of new jobs to
Southwest Virginia.

“There are some really
good things in the budget for
Southwest Virginia and we’re
excited to go back and vote
on them. You have things
like the inland
port that we
had to hit the
pause button
on,” O’Quinn
said. “The
state’s reve-
nue position
is very strong.
The governor
believes some of that should
go back to taxpayers, which
is not unreasonable. There is
still plenty of money to fund
other priorities like trans-
portation infrastructure and
school modernization.”

House Majority Leader Del.
Terry Kilgore, R-Gate City,
said deciding on how to ap-
portion the current surplus is
at the center of the debate.

“We [Republicans] want
to give some money back.
We've got a $5.5 billion sur-
plus so we want to give some
money back to the taxpayers
but there is still enough to in-
vest,” Kilgore said. “We’ve got
$1 billion more than when we
left [spring]. There is plenty
of money to invest, whether
that’s putting more money
into UVA Wise, or Mountain
Empire [community college]
or K-12 education, we’ve got
the money to do it

0O’Quinn hopes everyone is
negotiating with a “good faith
effort” toreach an agreement.

“We're asking everybody
right now for their available
dates after Sept. 1 so there is
a possibility we’re close, that
we’ll be going back into ses-
sion,” Kilgore said.

Kilgore

dmcgee@bristolnews.com —
Twitter: @DMcGeeBHC
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