Buncombe passes zoning ordinance
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A majority of Buncombe County commissioners withstood a wave of opposition Tuesday in passing a countywide zoning ordinance.

The 3-2 vote moves the county toward erasing its distinction as being the largest in North Carolina without countywide zoning and follows years of debate on the issue.

Fifty-five percent of voters in a 1999 nonbinding referendum rejected the idea of countywide zoning, a fact opponents since have relied on as a rallying point. Speaker after speaker urged the board Tuesday to allow another vote. 

“We’ve got to stop. We’ve got to step back,” Daniel Derreberry of Swannanoa told commissioners. “You’ve heard it from the people for so many years: N-O, N-O, N-O.”

The vote followed a hearing that included more than three-and-a-half hours of public comments, with most people opposing the idea. 

The crowd more than filled the 400-seat auditorium at Asheville-Buncombe Technical Community College, forcing some people to watch proceedings on TV outside the room.

A second vote will be required and is scheduled for Tuesday. Commissioners said they also support amending the ordinance later to make it easier to locate manufactured housing in some zoning designations.

As expected, Commissioners David Young, David Gantt and Carol Peterson voted in favor of the measure. Chairman Nathan Ramsey and Commissioner Bill Stanley voted against it.

“It gives us another tool in the toolbox to try to maintain the beauty of our mountains,” Young said. “I think it allows people assurances about what’s going beside them.”

But Ramsey said that to “think zoning is going to preserve these mountains is folly. I think the board is making a mistake.”

Most speakers told commissioners that zoning would infringe on private property rights and that residents should be able to vote on whether to have the restrictions.

“I don’t want your protection,” landowner Mike Summey told commissioners. “Zoning’s like a cancer. When it starts out it’s hardly noticeable, but it eats you up from the inside.”

Proponents said zoning is needed to provide property owners with some assurance about what can and can’t be built in their neighborhoods. All but 24 of North Carolina’s 100 counties have zoning.

“I live in a nice house. I worked for my entire life to save for this house,” Candler resident Bob Crawford said. “I have an open area next to me, and I don’t want anything to locate next to me that would lower my property value.”

The proposed ordinance is based on a zoning plan that’s been in place in the Limestone Township since 1982. It calls for the establishment of nine zoning districts encompassing residential, commercial, industrial and public service uses on the 19 percent of land within the county’s jurisdiction that is served by the Metropolitan Sewerage District. 

That’s where the heaviest development is located and where it’s likely to occur. County planners said the primary areas affected would be the Swannanoa Valley, the Avery’s Creek area, parts of Candler along U.S. 19-23 and portions of the Deaverview and Erwin Hills areas.

Each designation has rules governing what type of development is allowed. Some uses are considered conditional, meaning they are allowed only after review and approval by the county Board of Adjustment.

Nonconforming uses are allowed to continue, with some restrictions.

The remaining 81 percent of the land within the county’s jurisdiction would fall under an Open Use District, where only uses such as asphalt plants, mining operations and chip mills would be regulated. The ordinance also would place restrictions on multifamily housing developments above certain elevations.

