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Nashville could flood if far-off dam fails
Seepage could signal disaster in waiting
By ANNE PAINE
Staff Writer


The potential for a catastrophic failure of the aging Wolf Creek Dam in Kentucky has many Middle Tennessee emergency planners mulling a Katrina-like scenario and preparing evacuation plans.

A break at the dam, where damp spots indicate growing seepage, could send the contents of the largest reservoir east of the Mississippi River roaring down the Cumberland River.

In a worst-case scenario, major flooding would occur in Celina, Hartsville, Gallatin, Hendersonville, Mt. Juliet, Goodlettsville, Lakewood and Nashville, according to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

Corps officials say that while a large-scale disaster is possible, it's not likely, and they're monitoring the situation closely.

"We are in the process of making risk assessment studies to determine how we can lower the risk to public safety downstream of the dam," said Timothy McCleskey, Nashville District Corps soils design and dam safety section chief.

A $300 million, seven-year project to shore up the dam, which was built above caves and an eroding limestone base, is about to begin.

The limestone formations, called karst, are an issue with any structure in this area that holds back water, said Larry Weber, a geologist with Geosciences Design Group and national president of the American Institute of Professional Geologists.

"We're talking about conduits and holes in the bedrocks," he said. "That's a natural channel for water to bypass whatever structure you're trying to design."

If the Wolf Creek Dam were to give way while water levels are high in Lake Cumberland, the flood could sweep trailers, bridges, propane tanks and a host of other items downstream, adding to the damage.

Nashville could suffer $2.4 billion in damage, and 10,000 buildings could be flooded, a Corps document says.

Don Chambliss of Davidson County is upset that no public meeting has been held in Nashville to tell residents what might happen. "I think people ought to know," he said. "They ought to be able to look at these maps and get flood insurance if they want.

"Look at all the people in Katrina who had none and have lost everything."

Chambliss doesn't live in a flood plain, but his home is high on a bank beside the Cumberland River and his dwelling could be inundated if the dam breaks, according to information he has gleaned.

He bought flood insurance.

Chambliss has attended meetings that Corps officials have held elsewhere, including one last week in Goodlettsville, which straddles the county line between Davidson and Sumner and which could be flooded by water backing up Mansker Creek. About five residents showed up.

Lakewood City Manager Ronnie Pugh said he was concerned. "I want everyone in Lakewood to be aware of the problem the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is having," he said.

"Not that it's gonna' happen. The way these disasters are happening now, you say it won't, but dagburn it, it happens every day."

Lakewood, wedged between the Cumberland River and Old Hickory Lake, would be taking water from both sides, Corps maps show.

Corps officials began public meetings last August beside the Wolf Creek Dam, drawing large crowds, and they say they will hold sessions wherever they are requested.

Nashville is not on the schedule, but Kevin Penney, acting director of the Metro Office of Emergency Management, said a meeting would be arranged this month.

Metro is prepared with an "umbrella, multi-hazard plan" for disasters, he said, but intends to do an update focusing on the possibility of the dam's giving way.

"This is a recent hazard that has come to our attention. We've always known there was flooding, but nothing like this. There's a lot of things to consider, and it's not something that can happen overnight."

A Corps map with a margin of error of plus or minus 15 feet shows that Opry Mills and MetroCenter business park would be flooded, along with parts of downtown and east Nashville, most of Pennington Bend and land along the many creeks that flow into the Cumberland River.

The debris-strewn waters would peak about 45 feet above the Riverfront Park deck, rising and falling within about two weeks time.

There would be plenty of time for evacuation. The water would be expected to move slowly, overtopping or spreading around Old Hickory and Cordell Hull dams, if they hold.

The water could reach downtown Nashville in about 27 hours, with the level peaking a week later.

Planning under way
A meeting scheduled Monday night in Sumner County, where Old Hickory Lake is edged with costly homes, was canceled that morning.

"We want to have some plans in place so we can 
provide information and 
answer questions," Sumner County Emergency Management Director Ken Weidner said. He said the gathering would be rescheduled.

"We've got inundation maps, but we want to go in and identify each house and each road."

In Wilson County, Melissa Riley, research and planning officer with that county's emergency management agency, called the Wolf Creek issue "a sleeper."

"People aren't aware of it, but it could have a dramatic impact. If it flooded, they wouldn't be able to get across some interstates and roads."

Highway 70 would be cut off in Mt. Juliet. About 1,200 homes could be flooded and several water plants could be knocked out, but the county has a plan, she said. It includes evacuating residents, securing homes, providing bottled water and encouraging people to have food and water to last two weeks, she said.

The Corps at work
Water levels are being kept lower in Lake Cumberland to relieve pressure on the 54-year-old dam as rehabilitation work begins. Concrete will be pumped into the dam and a reinforcing wall built, officials said.

Some say the lake should be lower still, but that's not a popular idea on the Kentucky reservoir that gets 5 million visitors a year, has a $159 million impact on the local economy and provides drinking water and hydroelectric power.

Still, lowering the water further is under consideration.

"We're looking at impacts upstream and downstream," said Linda Adcock, Nashville District Corps dam safety program manager.

The Corps also is watching for sinkholes, settlement and muddy flow in the dam's tail waters, which could indicate damage to the dam. That would trigger water releases there and at dams downstream to lessen any impact if the dam would fail, Adcock said.

In the 1960s and 1970s, wet spots and sinkholes at Wolf Creek prompted remedial work, including a wall built along part of the dam. The water has found a new path under and maybe through the wall, according to the Corps.

Another Corps dam, at Center Hill Lake on the Caney Fork River in Middle Tennessee, is experiencing similar problems. At that site, water is gushing out beside the dam. A $240 million repair is planned.

Mack Prichard, who lives beside the Cumberland River in Nashville and who attended a Wolf Creek information meeting in Wilson County this summer, said the water could rise over his house.

"This would be a mega-disaster," said Prichard, the state naturalist. "That's like the sword of Damocles hanging over us. You're talking about a lot of water." •

