
August 14, 2017 

 

James Bolton 
312 Perry Lane 
Lovingston, VA 22949 
jrbolton035@gmail.com 
  

Department of Environmental Quality 
Office of Wetlands & Stream Protection 
P.O. Box 1105 
Richmond, VA 23218 
comment-acp@deq.virginia.gov 
 

 

Dear Sirs; 

 

Thank you for providing the opportunity to submit comments on the proposed 401 Water Quality Certifications 

for the Atlantic Coast Pipeline, specifically those related to activity on steep slopes and in slide-prone areas such 

as found in Nelson County, Virginia that is bisected by the current route.  It is the intended purpose of this 

comment to submit additional information relevant to the construction of the project through this area. 

 

While FERC’s Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the project stated that “Atlantic and DTI attempted to 

avoid slip prone area during the routing of the ACP”
1, its current route nonetheless cuts through areas of Nelson 

County characterized by steep terrain that have historically been associated with landslides and debris flows. 

 

 
Figure 1: Roberts Mountain. Double red line is proposed ACP Corridor; single red line is proposed access road. The route 
crosses Davis Creek at bottom center.  (Map courtesy of the Dominion Pipeline Monitoring Coalition). 



 

The Davis Creek watershed, which includes the southern slope of Roberts Mountain and its associated ridgeline 

in central Nelson County, was severely affected by the unprecedented rainfall resulting from the remnants of 

Hurricane Camille that passed over the area in August of 1969, causing devastating flooding accompanied and 

compounded by debris flows that swept away entire families in the area, as well as 120 miles of roads and 150 

bridges, hampering relief efforts for months.  The result was the loss of some 125 lives in Nelson.  In the Davis 

Creek watershed alone, 53 people were swept away and killed, 28 of which were never found. 

 

Subsequent to the event, the US Geological Survey conducted a study of the resulting slides, debris flows, and 

floods in Nelson County and created the following map charting their extent.  The resulting map (figure 2)
2
 is 

shown below in its entirety (the extent of the flow activity is shown in red).  

 

 

 
Figure 2: USGS Debris Flows in Nelson County, VA due to Hurricane Camille 

 

 



For clarity, the ACP route has been imposed (in blue) on the following enlarged portion of the above image 

including the lower portion of the Davis Creek watershed as well as Roberts Mountain (figure 3). 

 

 
Figure 3: Debris Flows associated with Roberts Mountain and immediate vicinity 

 

(By way of additional reference, the full USGS report 
3 

that further analyzes and documents several 

representative debris flows that occurred in the area, has been attached and a link has also been provided in the 

References.   Also attached and linked is the section of the Commonwealth of Virginia Hazard Mitigation Plan4 

having to do with risks associated with the occurrence of landslides, including the risk to Energy Pipelines (p.10).  

Finally, please also find the included representative photos taken in the Davis Creek watershed in 1969 once 

people were able to access the area, that provide additional “on-the-ground” documentation of some of the 

destructive landslides and resulting debris flows and fans. )  

 

Among its findings, the above-mentioned USGS report indicates that “Steep hillslopes provided excellent 

conditions for mass wasting.” 5, and also notes that, “…the hillside depressions where avalanches tend to occur 

are themselves the scars of former avalanches or of similar rapid erosional processes.” 6, as well as that “…all the 

fresh fan deposits here were formed on old alluvial fans; so the 1969 storm was only one in a chain of similar 

major events in the geographic history of the area.” 7 It would seem apparent from these conclusions that not 

only have these events been recurrent in nature, but that their recurrence is in fact made more likely due to the 

history of past occurrence.   Recognition of this factor must function to amplify concern regarding the effects of 



a construction project in terrain that has been shown to be already conducive to debris-flow events.  The recent 

history of Nelson County and the area draining the slopes of Roberts Mountain (as well as other steep terrain in 

the area) can thus only bring these concerns into sharper focus, i.e., that the construction of a 42 inch diameter 

pipeline through an area such as this will only compound the existing propensity for soil slippage due to the 

additional deforestation, land disturbance, and potential difficulties regarding the re-establishment of 

vegetative cover involved. 

 

The project developer, of course, maintains that such concerns are basically groundless and that so-called “best-

in-class” mitigation measures will suffice to prevent the recurrence of an event similar to what happened in 

1969, but as of this writing we have yet to learn exactly what these best-in-class measures consist of, or even 

specifically where they are to be applied.  Furthermore, as FERC, in its EIS, has now apparently lent its 

agreement to the opinion that these measures will be sufficient, it may well turn out that it will ultimately be up 

to your agency to do the analysis and permitting required to ensure that the construction in these areas will not 

result in further serious water quality issues, as well as the potential for additional destruction of both public 

and private property and loss of life.   Fortunately, a study has recently been undertaken that specifically focuses 

on Nelson County’s steep terrain, including the previously-mentioned Roberts Mountain area as well as the HDD 

exit near the entrance to the Wintergreen Resort and the pipeline’s subsequent ascent up adjacent Piney 

Mountain, and provides an independently-derived summary of the relevant issues specific to the construction 

the project through the area.  The study, the  Nelson County Report8 by nationally-recognized geotechnical 

consulting firm, Blackburn Consulting Services, LLC also includes among its conclusions specific 

recommendations and measures that may be required to provide the aforementioned ensurance, and has been 

attached and linked in the hope that it may prove useful  as the Department considers these issues. 

 

I trust this information will function to lend a broader perspective to issues stemming from the potential 

construction of the ACP in the steep terrain of Nelson County, as well as, by extension, through other areas of 

similar terrain in the Commonwealth, and hope that they will contribute to both the evaluation of these issues 

and the development of permitting requirements that will ensure the future protection of our Commonwealth’s 

water quality, infrastructure, private property, and public safety. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted by, 

 

James Bolton 

 

 

 

  



Links and References: 

1 Atlantic Coast Pipeline and Supply Header Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement, Volume I, 
Section 4.1.4.2 (Environmental Analysis, Slope Stability), p.4-26. Published by FERC, December 30, 2016. 

2 https://pubs.usgs.gov/of/1999/ofr-99-0518/map/nel_map.pdf 
3 Williams, Garnett P. and Guy. Harold P., Erosional and Depositional Aspects of Hurricane Camille in 

Virginia, 1969,Geological Survey professional Paper 804, https://pubs.usgs.gov/pp/0804/report.pdf 
4 Commonwealth of Virginia Hazard Mitigation Plan, Chapter 3, Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 

(HIRA), Section 3.12 Landslides, http://www.vaemergency.gov/wp-content/uploads/drupal/Section3-12-
Landslide.pdf 

5 https://pubs.usgs.gov/pp/0804/report.pdf , p.7. 
6 Ibid., p. 28. 
7 Ibid., pp.48-49. 
8 Blackburn Consulting Services, Nelson County Report, Report Analysis and Field Verification of Soil and 

Geologic Concerns with the Atlantic Coast Pipeline in Nelson County, VA, 2017,
 

http://friendsofnelson.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Final-Steep-Slope-Report-March-2017.pdf 
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Photos taken in 1969 in the Davis Creek watershed (bordered to the north by Roberts Mountain): 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 
 

 


