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ROOTED IN LAND 
Firefly Gathering connects humans back to Earth, ancestral skills. 1D

ROSMAN - Hikers trekking deep in the Pisgah National
Forest are usually on the lookout for copperheads and
black bears.

But sometimes they are startled by a Big Bang of sorts,
stumbling out of the woods and into a science fiction-like
world of giant telescopes.

But it’s no illusion.
The Pisgah Astronomical Research Institute is a non-

profit science education and research center hidden in the
lush and leafy forest of Transylvania County, about 30
miles southwest of Asheville.

The storied significance of the NASA-built site has been
known to scientists around the world for decades but has
flown relatively under the radar in Western North Caroli-
na.

Locals, not to mention the whole of Earth, will be learn-
ing more about PARI in the coming weeks as the institute
plays a front-and-center role in the total solar eclipse Aug.
21.

Don Cline, a philanthropist and astronomically ob-
sessed retired engineer from Greensboro, founded PARI
with his wife, Jo, in 1998. Don Cline expects the cosmic
event to have a quantum effect of science love.

Twenty years ago Cline saw a dire need to make hands-
on science, technology, engineering and math education
(STEM) and scientific research available to the masses.

“I started my pursuit after I retired,” said Cline, 79. “I
needed something to do. I thought it would be nice to give
back, to bring more people into the sciences, since the gov-
ernment is not doing a particularly good job at it, especially
with women and children.”

Those living near the institute have for years been tak-
ing advantage of PARI’s many offerings, from the exper-
tise of instructors, to the science experiments to the Ad-
ventureDome Portable Planetarium that inflates to 22 feet 

PHOTOS BY ANGELA WILHELM/AWILHELM@CITIZEN-TIMES.COM

The Pisgah Astronomical Research Institute (PARI) is a nonprofit science education and research facility sitting on 200 acres, completely
surrounded — and pretty much hidden — by the Pisgah National Forest of Transylvania County. 

A FRONT SEAT
FOR THE ECLIPSE 

Pisgah Astronomical Research Institute in WNC will be
hosting a viewing party, conducting experiments on Aug. 21 

Students conduct research at PARI June 21. 

Don Cline discusses a satellite at PARI June 21. See PARI, Page 4A
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ASHEVILLE – An appellate court up-
held Wednesday the dismissal of a law-
suit challenging a 2015 state law that al-
lows magistrates to opt out of perform-
ing marriages on religious grounds.

Plaintiffs suing to have the law
struck down don’t have standing to
bring the lawsuit, the 4th Circuit U.S.
Court of Appeals ruled.

The state General Assembly passed
the law over the veto of then-Gov. Pat
McCrory after the courts legalized

same-sex marriage in North Carolina. It
says magistrates who object to per-
forming marriages, whether opposite-
sex or same-sex, can be excused from
that duty with no negative conse-
quences to their pay or benefits.

At the time of the lawsuit brought in
U.S. District Court here, all magistrates
in McDowell County were excused
from performing marriages. Plaintiffs’
lawsuit said the expenditure of state
funds to bring in magistrates from
Rutherford County to marry people
amounts to an unconstitutional estab-
lishment of religion.

Anyone suing to have spending
blocked on those grounds has to show
they have suffered a specific injury or
that a legislative body has made a spe-
cific appropriation for an unconstitu-
tional purpose, Judge J. Harvie Wilkin-
son III wrote for a unanimous three-
member panel of the 4th Circuit.

That’s not true of the two same-sex
couples and one interracial couple who
brought the suit with the help of Ashe-
ville-based LGBT rights group Cam-
paign for Southern Equality, Wilkinson 

Court denies lawsuit challenging NC law
excusing magistrates from marriage duties
MARK BARRETT
MBARRETT@CITIZEN-TIMES.COM

See LAWSUIT, Page 10A

ASHEVILLE - A scaled-back over-
haul to transportation, parks, storm-
water and other features meant to
transform the River Arts District will
move ahead despite dramatic cost
overruns.

Even in its smaller version, the $54
million plan represents the biggest
capital improvement project in Ashe-
ville’s history.

The City Council voted unanimous-
ly Tuesday to adjust plans for the Riv-
er Arts District, or RAD, following
news last week of construction bids
and other costs that came in $26 mil-
lion higherthan a $50 million estimate
in 2015 for a total of $76 million.

After cuts, the new price tag is ex-
pected to exceed $54 million, city
staff said Tuesday.

The council had to move quickly to
adjust the plans in order to keep a
nearly $15 million federal highway
grant as well as $2.5 million in hotel
tax funding.

The portion of the project covered
by city taxpayers and other munici-
pally-controlled funds will total more
than $30 million.

Some council members questioned
staff about how the bid amounts came
in so much higher than expected and
why the council only learned about
the overruns weeks after the bids
came back.

“How could we be this surprised
by the bids?” said Councilman Cecil
Bothwell.

Staff members responded that a
major problem was lack of interest by
construction companies, with none of
the pieces of the project receiving
more than two bids. One piece — a pe-
destrian and bike improvement pro-
ject for Livingston Street — got no
bids, staff said.

The overruns sent the staff scram-
bling to retool the project so as not to
lose the grants and gave them little
time to inform the council about what
was happening, they said.

What’s cut
The high costs will mean that three

greenways are cut from initial over-
haul plans. They are:

$54M RAD
overhaul
biggest in
Asheville
history

See RAD, Page 5A

Plan to transform River
Arts District scaled back
from original $76 million 

JOEL BURGESS
JBURGESS@CITIZEN-TIMES.COM

In a new USA TODAY/Suffolk
University Poll, a 53 percent ma-
jority say Congress should either
leave the law known as “Obama-
care” alone or work to fix its prob-
lems while keeping its framework
intact. Even among Republicans,
only 26 percent support the Sen-
ate bill; 17 percent oppose it.

Poll: Most want
Obamacare fixed

Nation & World, 1B
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» French Broad River
Greenway West Bank, meant to
run from a completed half-mile
in front of New Belgium Brew-
ing in the north to the French
Broad River Park, which in-
cludes the dog park, in the
south. 

» Town Branch Greenway,
intended to run from Phifer
Street in the northeast through
and near the South French
Broad neighborhood to the
Grant Center in the south. 

» Bacoate Greenway (for-
merly the Clingman Forest
Greenway), which would
roughly parallel Clingman Ave-
nue to the east, running from
Hilliard Avenue in the north to
Clingman Avenue Extension in
the southwest.

Also eliminated or changed
were:

» The Livingston Street
“complete streets” project
from McDowell Street to Depot
Street. 

» Protected bike lanes and a
sidewalk paralleling Lyman
Street from the former 12 Bones
Restaurant in the north to Am-
boy Road in the south. 

» A “AAA” sidewalk im-
provement near Hill Street,
which will now get a downgrad-
ed pedestrian connection. 

» A bicycle crossing of Riv-
erside Drive railroad tracks
north of the Bowen Bridge will
still happen, but with less costly
changes.

While the projects have been
cut from this round of funding,
city officials say the greenways
and Livingston and the Lyman
sidewalks remain a priority for
future spending.

What’s still happening
Several “core” features will

move ahead under the scaled-
back overhaul. They include:

» French Broad River
Greenway East Bank, which
will run 2.2 miles from an area
north of Bowen Bridge to the in-
tersection of Lyman Street and
Amboy Road in the south. The
city is looking to widen the
greenway from 10-12 feet to up
to 16 feet in places to make up
for the loss of protected bike
lanes. 

» 1.5 acres of botanical gar-
dens with an experimental wa-
ter quality demonstration gar-
den. 

» Asheville’s first boat ramp. 
» 1,648 new trees (A net gain

of 1,100 after the cutting of 548). 
» A 1-acre community plaza

with a children’s play sculpture. 
» Road realignments, mostly

with Riverside. 
» More parking. 
» 1.5 miles of sidewalks in the

area north of Lyman.
» Pedestrian lighting.
» Two roundabouts, one at

Riverside and Lyman and one at
the five-way intersection with
Clingman, Lyman, Roberts and
Depot.

Bid problems
Bothwell said residents had

asked him why the staff had un-
derestimated the bids by such a
large amount.

“I’ve assured them that in
my experience on council that
staff is usually fairly conserva-
tive on costs ... to allow for what
could happen,” the councilman
said.

Speaking during a public
comment period, mayoral can-
didate Jonathan Wainscott said

he had “no faith” in staff esti-
mates going forward.

“Construction costs going up
in the middle of a construction
boom, who would have
thought?” Wainscott said.

Assistant City Manager
Cathy Ball said they had “asked
themselves the same question”
about the large gap between the
estimate and the bids. 

Prior to going out to bid, staff
raised the $50 million estimate
by $6 million for a total of $56
million. Ball said they were
“very surprised” when the con-
struction offers came back
much higher at $76 million in
May.

Because none of the project
parts got more than two bids,
state law mandated the city re-
turn the construction company
offers unopened and rebid the
projects, she said.

Dustin Clemmons, city capi-
tal projects program manager
said the size of the various
pieces meant builders would
have to put out large bonds,
something that may have re-
duced those who could partici-
pate. A booming construction
economy also probably upped
prices, Clemmons said.

With Livingston, the com-
plete streets project is two
years out because a large water-
line relocation is required.

“I think contractors were a
little reluctant to give a price
that far out,” he said.

Funding rules mean the fed-
erally backed projects still in
the plan would have to be start-
ed by Aug. 1 and finished by
2020.

‘Transparency,’ ‘equity’
concerns

Vice Mayor Gwen Wisler
raised questions about how long
it took for word to get out about
the bids.

Wisler said she was frustrat-
ed about the overruns but excit-
ed the project was moving for-
ward and the grants would be
retained. She also said the trans-
parency and public input had
been “stellar, up to a point.” 

“But then when the bids
came in it felt like radio si-
lence,” she said.

The vice mayor said the
council and the public should
have been told early about the
problems so they could have
given input about which parts to
keep and which to cut.

She raised questions about
dropping projects that would
connect low-income communi-
ties. Those include Livingston
and Town Branch.

Councilwoman Julie May-
field asked if absent the Living-
ston work, a crosswalk would at
least be built across Depot to
connect residents of Erskine-
Walton subsidized housing to
Greens Mini Mart and other
amenities.

Regarding the cut green-
ways, Mayfield said some resi-
dents thought they should be
kept and other parts cut.

“One of the things I’ve heard
from some people is from all the
parts of the RAD Transporta-
tion Improvement Project
we’ve chosen the wrong
things,” Mayfield said.

With the Hill Street side-
walk, she asked if the staff was
taking into consideration that
the state would be tearing out
whatever was built there when
the new Interstate 26 connector
was constructed.

Ball responded the staff
didn’t concentrate on public in-
formation because “our pri-
mary concern was how to ma-
neuver through and work with

the federal highway admini-
stration to be able to maintain
the $14.6 million.”

The bids were good for 60
days, the assistant city manager
said.

A main reason the area at the
core of the RAD overhaul re-
ceived the original federal
grant was because at the time in
2010 “it was an under-served
and the lowest socio-economic
area in the whole city,” she said.

If the revamped plan includ-
ed only greenways it may not
have qualified for the grant
anymore, she said.

A crosswalk with a lighted
sign for drivers would be built
on Depot, Asheville Transporta-
tion Director Ken Putnam said.

As for Hill Street, the side-
walk in fact might instead be
built as an asphalt path, know-
ing the state could replace it
with a sidewalk during I-26
work.

Bicycle concerns
When news broke last week

of the overruns, some of the
first to speak out were bicycling
advocates saying the Riverside
railroad crossing should be a
priority as well as the widening
of the east bank greenway to
make up for lost bike lines.

Reiterating those concerns
Tuesday were Asheville on
Bikes board member Matt Fus-
co and former Vice Mayor Marc
Hunt, who was involved, he
said, with much of the original
overhaul planning.

Hunt said widening the
greenway to 16 feet might in-
crease immediate costs even
more but it would save the path
from being overwhelmed by
traffic and eliminate the need to
ever pay for bike lanes.

“Laying down just the 10-foot
greenway for now puts us at
risk for living with a very un-
der-sized piece of infrastruc-
ture,” Hunt said.

Fusco said how Asheville
proceeds could start a trend
with bicycle and pedestrian in-
frastructure.

“We we do here really could
set the tone for what happens
not just in our area, but also in
the rest of the state,” he said.

City officials agreed saying
they would address safety is-
sues at Riverside. Council mem-
bers said they liked the widen-
ing idea but would first get cost
estimates and seek public input.

RAD
Continued from Page 1A
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An adjusted aerial photo shows a few features of the River Arts District
overhaul, including the French Broad River Greenway East Bank and the
roundabout on Lyman Street. The greenway on the west bank of the French
Broad is no longer funded. 


