Gated areas split Asheville, council says
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ASHEVILLE — In a move intended to keep Asheville from splintering along lines of rich, poor and middle-class, City Council wants to block any new gated communities.

Council members have directed planning staff to look into banning private developments that bar the general public from entering. A date was not given for when the planning and zoning commission would take up the matter.

“The more (gates) we have in our community, the more we divide our community,” Mayor Terry Bellamy said. Voting with her at the Feb. 27 meeting were council members Brownie Newman, Bryan Freeborn, Jan Davis and Robin Cape. 

Councilman Carl Mumpower voted no. Vice Mayor Holly Jones was ill and left before the vote.

Such a ban could also affect housing on the other end of the spectrum, stopping plans to secure entrances of some public housing complexes to combat drug dealing.

Cape first proposed that gates be a conditional use, subject to case-by-case approval. She said gates might be justified for developments next to busy streets that otherwise might become shortcuts for traffic.

But that motion failed after a 3-3 tie. Mumpower, Bellamy and Freeborn voted against it.

Mumpower said he did “not like gated communities,” but thinks people have a right to live in them if they choose.

Elk Mountain spurs debate

The gates issues came to a head last month when developer Kent Smith sought a conditional use permit to build a 162-home gated subdivision on Elk Mountain Scenic Highway. The planning commission voted to approve the proposed Thom’s Estate despite concerns of staff and neighbors over gates and traffic issues. Currently, the city has rules discouraging gated communities, but not an outright ban. The council voted to put off a final decision until the developer and staff could work out possible changes.

City Attorney Bob Oast said he could not answer whether such a ban would affect Thom’s Estate. Much could depend on how far along a subdivision is in the approval process, Oast said. The council has the right to deny subdivisions seeking special conditions, called conditional uses, inside Asheville and in its extra-territorial jurisdiction just beyond city borders. A rule proposed Tuesday, though, could mean that all subdivisions in excess of 50 homes would be subject to approval by the council. Denial would be limited to mostly technical issues.

Smith could not be reached for comment, his public relations agent Kathi Petersen said Friday. Smith, CEO of Global Development Resources, has helped build other gated communities including the Cliffs at Walnut Cove, an Avery’s Creek development where home sites alone reach $2.8 million.

Transplants expect gates

Newcomers, many of whom come from California and Florida, expect gates to protect amenities for which they pay extra, including clubhouses, golf courses and swimming pools, said Cathey Bailey, owner of Biltmore Realty.

“We might lose good people who want to come and live in this community, and they choose not to because they can’t find what they want,” Bailey said of the ban.

Realtor Brad Brock said people come to Asheville to escape “hyper-developed” places found in states like Florida and California. Gated developments are about fear and exclusivity, said Brock, a neighbor of the planned Thoms Estate, and they go against the character of the city.

“If we lose a few transplants who can’t find a $2 million house in a gated community in the city limits of Asheville, I’m sure we can still find people who will move here and want to assimilate into this culture instead of wanting to change this culture,” he said.

On the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum, a program to check visitors to Hillcrest — one of the public housing complexes most riddled with drug dealing — has begun and a gate is being arranged. It is unclear what a ban could do to the new security program, but Bellamy said it’s worth the possible loss.

Jonathan Glover, chairman of the board of commissioners for the Asheville Area Housing Authority, was ambivalent about the possible change. “There is a broader picture in this, and the broader picture is not in just Hillcrest, but in the greater community of Asheville.”

Other public housing officials, including Director Gene Bell, could not be reached for comment.

