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CENTER FINDS MOUNTAIN COUNTIES LACK PLANNING,
OUTLINES FOUR OPTIONS TO PREPARE FOR GROWTH

Mountain counties engage in far less land-use planning than other parts of the
state despite a clear interest in preserving the scenic beauty of the mountain
region, new research by the North Carolina Center for Public Policy Research shows.
For example, fewer than one in three mountain counties has a subdivision ordinance,
while 75 percent of the Piedmont and eastern ccunties have these ordinances. And
only three of the 24 mountain counties have land-use plans to guide growth, compared
to more than 50 percent of the rest of the counties across North Carolina, the Center
says in the latest issue of North Carolina Insight.

"The mountains are facing a flood of newcomers, but the region trails the rest of
the state by a wide margin in planning for growth, and it's already starting to
show," says Mike McLaughlin, Insight associate editor and author of the article
which appears in the December issue of the quarterly magazine. 'Unless somebody
takes the initiative to provide more planning, the mountain region can plan on more
growth-related problems in the future."

The General Assembly first considered mandatory planning for the mountains in the
early 1970s when it adopted the Coastal Area Management Act to regulate development
along the coast. But the legislature was unwilling to tackle widespread opposition
in the mountains, and the issue has since lain dormant. More than 15 years later,
with continued growth in the mountains and heightened environmental awareness, the
Center decided the issue of land use planning for the region deserved another look.

"We wanted to find out how much planning is going on at the county level in the
mountains and whether the state needs to step in and require more of it," says
McLaughlin. "The answer to the first part of the question is 'not much.' But opin-
ions are split on the appropriate role of the state."

Georgia, Florida, and Virginia are among a number of states now mandating a mini-
mum level of planning at the local level. But what course should North Carolina
take? The Center identifies four clear options. The state could: (1) require
regional land-use planning for the mountains, as it has done for the coast; (2) man-
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date local land-use planning statewide; (3) avoid comprehensive strategies but attack
specific environmental problems that would require some land-use controls; or (4)
leave planning entirely up to local elected officials, who could adopt growth manage-
ment strategies or leave it up to market forces to dictate where and how growth will
occur. In the article, the Center lays out the pros and cons of each of these
approaches as it explores the appropriate role of the state in local land-use
planning.

To find out about the extent of land-use planning in the mountains, the Center
surveyed county officials in all 100 counties in June 1990. Every North Carolina
county participated, for a response rate of 100 percent. County officials were asked
whether they have land-use plans, subdivision ordinances, zoning ordinances, and
other planning tools. They also were asked about the attitudes of their citizens
toward planning and growth management issues. To compare responses, the counties
were divided into three groups: the 24 mountain counties listed in the proposed 1974
Mountain Area Management Act; the 20 coastal counties covered under the existing
Coastal Area Management Act; and the remaining 54 Piedmont and eastern counties. On
virtually every measure, the mountain counties trailed the rest of the state.

Among the Center's findings are these:

--Mountain counties are far less likely to have subdivision ordinances —-- con-
sidered by planning professionals to be a minimal land use control -- than are coun-
ties across the rest of the state. Three out of every four coastal and Piedmont and
eastern counties have subdivision ordinances, while such ordinances are in place in
only 29 percent of the mountain counties —-- seven of the 24. Subdivision ordinances
generally require a developer who wants to subdivide to meet criteria for lot size,
road width, drainage, erosion control, and other standards.

——Zoning, which legally restricts property to specific uses and development den-
sities, is less pervasive in the mountains. Of the 30 counties across North Carolina
with countywide zoning, only two, Madison and Caldwell, are in the mountains.

—~Mountain counties have fewer billboard or sign ordinances than counties in
other regions of the state. Only 29 percent of the mountain counties have such ordi-
nances in place, compared to 40 percent of the coastal counties and 57 percent of the
Piedmont and eastern counties.

——Besides imposing fewer restrictions, the mountain counties on the whole are
doing less planning. Only three mountain counties, for example, have adopted land-
use plans to guide growth, compared to more than half of the Piedmont and eastern
counties and all of the coastal counties, which are required under the Coastal Area
Management Act to prepare such plans.

—-Only one-fourth of the mountain counties require a site review for large devel-
opments such as shopping centers, while 39 percent of the Piedmont and eastern coun-
ties and 45 percent of the coastal counties have such a requirement. Mountain
counties also trail the rest of the state in incorporating planning boards and agen-
cies into the workings of local government.

Leaders in the mountain region point to a number of examples they view as monu-
ments to poor planning, including: residential and commercial development that has
gobbled up most of the land suitable for industrial development in some mountain
counties, fostering dependency on the low-wage and seasonal tourist industry;
unsightly commercial strip development along spectacularly scenic routes, a problem
which likely will become worse as intrastate highways financed through the state's $9
billion highway improvement package are built; a proliferation of billboards that
block views and clutter the landscape; extensive cutting of forests, which mars moun-
tain scenery and threatens the environment; residential development in watersheds and
along pristine mountain trout streams, which threatens water quality; and slap-dash
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second-home developments with poorly designed gravel roads that erode to the point of

impassability and with rocky soil that will not accommodate a septic tank for sewage
treatment.

This dearth of development controls may be explained in part by the fact that the
mountains are more sparsely populated than other regions of the state. But Center
research also turned up a difference in attitudes toward growth management in the
mountains compared to the rest of the state. Only 29 percent of the mountain county
officials surveyed said their citizens would support or strongly support land-use
planning, compared to 50 percent of respondents in Piedmont and eastern counties and
60 percent of respondents in coastal counties. And mountain county officials also
were much more likely to describe their citizens as opposed or strongly opposed to
zoning. A majority of respondents in other regions of the state favor the state's
requiring county land-use plans, while only 42 percent of the mountain county offi-
cials surveyed favor such a requirement.

County officials and private citizens say the region's reluctance to plan is
rooted in its Scotch-Irish heritage and a mistrust of government motives. ''Leave me
alone and I'll leave you alone and don't tell me what to do," is how Asheville real
estate developer Bill Johnson describes the attitude. 'They've got brains enough to
know that if you tie a noose around that guy's neck, you tie a noose around your
own."

Other mountain citizens interviewed believe more must be done to protect the
region's resources. 'The number of people moving in here is just beyond the scope of
belief," says Jerry Sutton, chairman of the Macon County Board of Commissioners. ''We
need some type of land development controls."

These citizens say the lack of planning already has taken its toll. '"You talk to
folks privately who are county managers or commissioners and you will get general
agreement that we are already behind the eight-ball and need to get into growth man-
agement in a more functional way than we are now,'" says Bill Gibson, director of the
Southwestern North Carolina Planning and E~onomic Development Commission.

The Center's research points to four options for growth management:

(1) The legislature could enact a Mountain Area Management Act, revising the
original proposal to assure adequate local input, perhaps even adding a local govern-
ment opt—out provision like that included in a 1983 law governing ridge top construc—
tion. This would bring a minimum level of planning to the least-regulated region of
the state. Through the designation of areas of environmental concern, precious
resources could be protected, and mountain residents would have some assurance that
their quality of life would be protected for future generations.

But there are also pitfalls. The politics of imposing planning on a single
region of the state could make this a difficult campaign from the start. Including
an opt-out provision through which local officials could conduct referendums on
whether to participate would weaken the law. The process for getting projects
approved under the act would add a new set of administrative hoops for developers to
jump through, and there would be added expense for taxpayers.

(2) The governor or the legislature could appoint a blue-ribbon task force to
set about formulating a mandatory and comprehensive land-use planning program for
the entire state of North Carolina. Georgia did this with an umbrella panel known as
the Governor's Growth Strategies Commission. Representatives of all interest groups
—— business, developers, environmentalists, government officials, and private con-
cerned citizens -- were brought into the deliberations, and the result was a growth
management package that everyone could support. The package included carrots for
local government, such as funds for water, sewer, and highways, but it also carried
two big sticks -- withholding of state funds for local governments that did not par-
ticipate and the promise that if appropriate local land-use plans were not prepared,
the state would step in and do the job.




Such an approach in North Carolina would bring some uniformity to planning
efforts across North Carolina. And there is a clear need for more regional planning
and cooperation in such areas as land use, transportation, and waste management. The
drawbacks are cost and the creation of another state program. Georgia is spending
$3-4 million on just the regional planning elements of its growth management program.
Florida has spent more than $22 million to finance local comprehensive plans. But
proponents argue there is greater cost in continued neglect of planning.

(3) The state could attack specific environmental problems with problem-specific
laws by setting minimum standards for county land-use planning and regulation and
forcing all 100 counties to comply. Every county could be required to have a
planning department; each county could be asked to enact a land-use plan and adopt
subdivision regulations. The state could appropriate money to finance these new
planning efforts, or it could use existing aid to local governments as leverage. The
1990 Watershed Protection Act, which controls density of development in watersheds,
is an example of a problem-specific law. Under this option, local government offi-
cials might complain about more regulations from Raleigh without the money to imple-
ment them.

(4) The state could leave land-use planning up to county officials, who could
decide to invoke local controls or let the market dictate where growth will occur.
Supporters of this kind of approach argue that the state might be able to use incen-
tives to encourage more local planning without violating the concept of local
control. Or local officials could choose the status quo, leaving property owners
free to develop their land as they see fit. A number of land-use plans were prepared
for mountain counties during the 1970s, using mostly federal dollars, only to be
rejected by county commissioners or to be adopted and ignored. To protect against
this happening in the 1990s, the state could set out a process for preparing land-use
plans that assures adequate public input and makes funds available, but requires the
counties to reimburse the state if they fail to adopt a plan within a given time
frame. Additional incentives could be offered to counties that participate in
regional planning. The state could revisit the issue five years down the road to
determine if intervention were needed.

"Each of these approaches has its pluses and minuses,'" says McLaughlin. '"There

is also the option of doing absolutely nothing, the so-called market approach that
gave us gaudy Gatlinburg in Tennessee but also gave us the well-designed Grandfather
Golf and Country Club in Avery County. Whatever the approach, we think it's time to
address the question of the appropriate level of planning for the North Carolina
mountains, and how best to reach that level."

The N.C. Center for Public Policy Research is an independent, nonpartisan,
nonprofit corporation created to study state and local government policies and prac-
tices. The Center is supported in part by grants from the Z. Smith Reynolds and Mary
Reynolds Babcock Foundations, both in Winston-Salem. Other funding comes from 114
corporate contributors and more than 600 individual and organizational members. In
addition to publishing North Carolina Insight, the Center has conducted studies on
campaign finance, problems with local landfills running out of space, disparities in
funding among rich or poor school districts in North Carolina, and a comparison of
the formal powers of all 50 state governors. The Center also publishes a biennial
guide to the N.C. General Assembly and rankings of the effectiveness of all legisla-
tors.

* % % %

Copies of the issue of North Carolina Insight containing the research on
land-use planning in the North Carolina mountains are available for $6.30 (plus
$1.00 postage and handling) from the N.C. Center for Public Policy Research,
P.0. Box 430, Raleigh, N.C., 27602, or call (919) 832-2839.

For more information, call Mike McLaughlin at the N.C. Center for Public
Policy Research at (919) 832-2839.



24 Mountain Counties

20 Counties covered by the Coastal Area Management Act

Table 1. Summary of Land-Use Ordinances
in North Carolina Counties — June 1990

Piedmont State-
Category Coast | Mountains & East wide

1. Counties with a flood damage preven- 18 16 41 75
tion (floodway or floodplain) ordinance 90.0% 66.7% 73.2% 75.0%

2. Counties with a sedimentation and *1 5] 15 21
erosion control ordinance 5.0% 20.8% 26.8% 21.0%

3. Counties with a watershed protection 2 1 14 17
ordinance 10.0% 4.2% 25.0% 17.0%

4. Counties with a subdivision ordinance 15 7 42 64
75.0% 29.2% 75.0% 64.0%

5.  Counties with a zoning ordinance 13 8 43 64
65.0% 333% 76.8% 64.0%

6. Counties which have zoning in all of 6 2 23 31
the county 30.0% 8.3% 41.1% 31.0%

7. Counties which have zoning in only a i 6 21 34
portion of the county 35.0% 25.0% 37.5% 34.0%

8.  Counties which have either a billboard or 8 7 32 47
sign ordinance 40.0% 29.2% 57.1% 47.0%

*The state administers the sedimentation and erosion Note: As defined for these tabulations, there are 20
control program in counties that do not have a locally coastal counties, 24 mountain counties, and 56 Pied-
administered program. mont or eastern counties.

—Dale McKeel
e e e e e e e e e e e |
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Table 3. The Status of Land-Use Planning in North Carolina Counties, June 1990

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Alamance Y Y ¥ Y 4 7 7
Alexander p ¢ Y Y Y 1 1 1
Alleghany 1 1
ADNSOMcuece e, o il fressy spereFoficrass o ansfe oie D IR~ SRR [ R | SIR AR MO (it (AN N . (PN
Ashe ¢ 3 0
Avery Y Y 1i* 4 1
Beaufort Y 7 4
Bertie ........|.. D G| [N (TR INSCREY || [RP— | T Y. oolbes X tmil ol amde o o 3
Bladen Y Y 1 7 1
Brunswick Y Y 4 W 4 18 6
Buncombe Y Y Y 9 6 2
100 < P O A Y...l..Y.. ]...3..]..10..]...4
Cabarrus Y Y Y iY: Y D § 8 4 4
Caldwell Y Y Y D Y Y 8 8 3
Camden Y Y D p( 1 1
Carteret.......|.. Yoo olf crn orenene o s a3 s e Ehve Yoodia: Yeuibe: ¥ seneon @ ceas on? @ s4ema O
Caswell Y Y Y Y 2! 0
Catawba Y D¢ Y Y b b4 5) 8 6
Chatham Y Y Y Y b4 2 3 2
Cherokee. . . o o« oo oo cismiimmmga e s s st s e s s asie s 2o o e oo fase e e )
Chowan X Y Y X 1 1
Clay Y 1 |
Cleveland Y Y Y D Y 2 15 3
Columbus: i« axilk e o o0 sl mre 510 < 6l w8 - wb - mrs o g oo % W gl . . g - oxe o @fben & g el 8..4... 6
Craven p 4 > Y Y G D § 3 8 6
Cumberland ¢ Y Y P g Y 281 8 0
Currituck N Y Y 4 Y 4.5 0 0
Dare ............ [ NN [— | A Yoclic cmrofors Yoouule o Woione dlbaoe W cilbas B sz o8 L rigfhs . 2
Davidson Y4 Y Y Y D 5 3 2
Davie b Y e ¥ Y 1 2 1
Duplin pd Y b 4 2 10 2
Durham.......|.. [ (e | Ty | Yeos mp oo X melps moscedl s Yoo dlooe ¥ <8 -43%% N, 1, )00
Edgecombe Y Y Y Y 2 9 2
Forsyth Y Yi Y Y Y Y 6> 5 1
Franklin D' ¥ W Y Y 1 5 5
Gaston .......|.. [ (A S N | [, Q. RSm— S —— [ YooilrmY wadoss 4o Joe 150,211,113
Gates Xz N X 1 0
Graham 2 0
Granville Y Y N Y Y 3 4 2
GIEENE uiv vias o o[ lbis o o016 6 R oria i 053 0 5 BB N R N S 5 4 M A 58 & e & 575 e @ 3 aefiwas 1
Guilford Y pd Y Y Y Y 11 5 3
Halifax Y X Y 1 7 6
Harmnett Y 4 Y Y X N 5 5 5
Haywood p... gillc. e ailicm - o & e oo 2 exet gt aproiror Al s et axn o i ¥ Y it b ok B D sadha, S
LEGEND FOR TABLE: 6. County has an active planning board/commis-
1. County has adopted a land use plan sion or a joint planning board/commission
2. County has adopted a capital facilities or capital 7. County has a planning agency
improvements pian (CIP) 8. Number of persons on agency staff
3. County has a subdivision ordinance 9. Number of active incorporated municipalities in
4. Zoning in all of county the county
S. Zoning in a portion of the county 10. Number of municipalities that exercise extrater-
ritorial planning/zoning
|
* A consultant from the state Division of Community Assistance is working full-time for two years on planning projects.
** Joint city-county planning deparwnent —Dale McKeel
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