Ramsey: Zoning is not the answer
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ASHEVILLE- Buncombe County does not need additional land-use rules to protect scenic mountainsides and ridge tops, board of commissioners Chairman Nathan Ramsey said during a talk Thursday, touching on the controversial topic that has riled residents opposed to housing developments on steep slopes.

Ramsey used the lunchtime meeting of the Council of Independent Business Owners at Asheville Country Club to voice his opposition to new regulations, such as proposed countywide zoning.

"We have some board members that are constantly pushing for more rules, more regulations. And as soon as we enact countywide zoning, they will be pushing for more rules and regulations. That is not going to address all the problems these folks are talking about."

Ramsey is in the minority of commissioners opposing a move to zone Buncombe, the largest county in the state not covered by such regulations that segregate land uses.

The county does have standalone ordinances for land uses from junkyards to mobile homes that some argue equate to zoning.

The issue has polarized residents and commissioners, who on June 20 voted 3-2 to have planning staff flesh out a zoning proposal. Voting with Ramsey was Commissioner Bill Stanley.

Commissioners David Gantt, Carol Weir Peterson and David Young, however, said the county's booming development and population necessitate the change.

"What concerns me most is there are a lot of developers moving in here from other areas and developing our mountaintops," Young said after the vote. "If we don't do something and do something quickly, we're going to lose the greatest asset we have here - our mountains."

On Thursday, Ramsey said he approved of some methods to preserve mountainsides, such as a recently passed steep slope ordinance. The chairman said he voted against the ordinance only because he disagreed with the rules that made it apply to low-lying slopes, not just high-altitude mountainsides.

The ordinance mandates less density and less land disturbance for developments of 10 homes or more on slopes with an average grade of at least 25 percent. Twenty-three developments, rushed in proposals to beat the July 1 effective date of the new rule, a move that angered steep-slope construction opponents.

Ramsey said he also supported a recommendation to use $1 million for land conservation easements "on potentially hundreds and hundreds of acres out in the county."

"At the end of the day, the only way we can preserve a mountaintop area is to place it in a park where the government purchases it outright or purchases the development rights. And the county is trying to do that."

Ramsey said he does not know what the majority has planned for zoning, but that if it passes, he will propose that modular homes be allowed throughout the county to ensure affordable housing.

