Growth rates vary throughout WNC
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Clay County Superintendent of Schools Scott Penland may soon be kicking the tires on a new classroom or two.

After several years of relatively steady enrollment, an influx of families with children in the county has resulted in a sudden increase in students in the small system in far Western North Carolina.

“We’re out of space. We have not had a mobile unit on campus for 15 years now, but it looks like we’re going to be in the mobile unit business again” for the start of the 2007-08 school year this fall.

Recent estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau say several WNC counties like Clay have seen fairly rapid growth since 2000 while others have trailed state and national rates.

Numbers for the region as a whole for the period from April 2000 to July 2006 don’t exactly confirm the image some have of out-of-control growth. The growth rate for 18 WNC counties was 5.8 percent, less than the 6.4 percent rate the United States saw and North Carolina’s 10.1 percent growth rate.

Each county has its own story, however, and the figures may not capture increases in seasonal residents. Counties along the Georgia line like Clay generally have seen strong growth, possibly influenced by their proximity to Atlanta.

Buncombe and Henderson counties continue to be attractive to people looking to move for quality-of-life reasons. Many other WNC counties, especially those hit hard in the wave of manufacturing plant closings the region has seen this decade, have seen relatively slow population growth.

Biggest gets bigger

In Buncombe County at least, “I think people think it’s growing faster than it is,” said Tom Tveidt, head of the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce’s Asheville Metro Business Research Center.

The 15,875-person increase in Buncombe’s population from 2000 to 2006 was the largest in absolute terms in the region, but the county’s 7.7 percent growth rate was between the national and state rates.

The number of larger residential developments under discussion may give people a misleading impression of population growth, Tveidt said.

“A lot of what makes the news is things planned in the future, and they may not even have a permit yet,” he said. “Many of them never happen. The article in the paper might be the last you ever hear about it.”

And second-home development might make a large impact on the landscape but not so much on population figures.

The number of building permits for single-family homes issued for the portion of the county outside Asheville actually fell in 2006 but had risen dramatically earlier in the decade. Tveidt says he sees a lot of evidence of developer interest in the county.

Counties along the Tennessee line and those that have experienced mass job losses saw much slower growth. Population figures for Graham, Mitchell and Watauga counties were almost unchanged, and McDowell, Transylvania and Yancey counties saw less growth.

“If they don’t have the jobs for kids when they graduate from high school, they’re going to go somewhere else,” said Garry Cooper, a professor of community and regional planning at Appalachian State University.

Not all gray

It is no surprise to people who follow the numbers that Clay and Henderson counties lead the region in rates of population growth.

The change now may be in the mix of people moving to higher-growth counties. There is evidence that a fair number of families with children have joined retirees among new WNC residents.

In Clay County, Penland says the pattern seems to be that a couple retires to the county “and their families visit them. They say, ‘This is a pretty nice place to live.’”

Many essentially bring their jobs with them, said Brandon Arrowood, an agent at Carolina Country Real Estate on the outskirts of Hayesville.

“They’re doing more working from home and using the Internet,” he said. “If they have to go down to Atlanta (to work), they can go down there for two or three days and be here for four or five.”

Many of those moving to Henderson County are still retirees looking for something “just right” between the cold of the North and the heat of Florida, said Melody Heltman, executive director of travel and tourism in the county.

But, she also remembered a family with school-age children that came to the visitors center awhile back.

“They said, ‘We’re going to take our children out of the battle zone,’ ” Heltman said. “A lot of young families are looking for safe places. They’re looking for places like Mayberry.”

