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ASHEVILLE- There are a number of tools available for state and local governments to mitigate the effects of mountainside development or discourage building in environmentally sensitive places, two experts said at a forum Thursday.

Tax policy changes would make it easier for landowners to keep their property undeveloped, Will McDow of the Raleigh office of Environmental Defense told the more than 100 people attending a meeting organized at UNC Asheville by Mountain Voices Alliance.

The citizens group is seeking curbs on development,

Governments around the country have found a variety of ways to direct growth away from sensitive areas, said Gary Davis, an environmental attorney based in Hot Springs.

McDow said there is a need to act soon.

North Carolina lost 1 million acres of forestland over a recent 10-year period and is projected to gain 4 million in population over the next 30 years, creating more pressure on undeveloped areas, he said.

Davis represents a group seeking to rein in rapid growth in northeastern Madison County.

"I grew up in West Virginia. I know what strip mining is ... When Laurel Valley Watch started using the term 'strip mine development,' I was a little dubious until I saw this," he said, flashing a photograph on a screen of an airstrip being carved into a ridge.

Tax law could be changed to reduce taxes for landowners who simply want to keep forested land as it is, McDow said.

Some jurisdictions elsewhere allow the sale of development rights, Davis said.

The system allows landowners in more rural areas to sell the rights to those wanting to build in areas where services already exist, creating more urban density but reducing development pressure on outlying areas.

State laws on ridge-top development and sediment control could be strengthened, Davis said.

"We've got a tool, but the tool could be made better," he said, referring to the state's ridge law.

