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What factors influence housing?
The map below shows the total number of housing units, and resembles
the total population for the region; the more people you have, the more
houses you need. However, the map only begins to tell the story.
Graham and Clay Counties, for example, show
to have the fewest housing units available
in the whole of the MRC region while
Haywood and Buncombe show to
have among some of the region’s
highest.
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Factors that Influence Housing
Western North Carolina has many defining features,
but none are more iconic than the ancient Appalachian
Mountains. These mountains provide a bounty of natural
resources, such as fine hardwood timber and headwater
sources of drinking water. It is no surprise that the
mountains continue to draw more people to this region to
live, work, and tour.
The MRC counties lie in two distinct physiographic
provinces – the Blue Ridge and the Piedmont. Separating
these two is the Blue Ridge Escarpment, a steep, highly
dissected mountain front that marks the change from the
mountainous Blue Ridge province to the lower, rolling
topography of the foothills zone of the Piedmont
province. Southeast of the Escarpment, in the
foothills zone of the Piedmont, the terrain is
generally less rugged, and the depth of weathering
of bedrock is generally greater than in the Blue
Ridge.

In general, the depth of bedrock and less rugged terrain
of the Piedmont allows for transportation routes and other
developments to be more easily constructed.
Consider the number of housing
units on the previous page, and
how it might relate with the
physical characteristics
of the MRC
region.

Geomorphology

In the map above, the white areas indicate the highest elevation, while the light
green indicates areas of the lowest elevation.

www.wncvitalityindex.org/topography/mountaintopography-and-geomorphology

Slope
While many steep slope areas are stable and
safe to build upon and, conversely, some lower
slope areas are problematic because of highly
erodible soils, ground-disturbing activity on
the steepest slopes (those in excess of forty
percent) warrants extra caution.

Slope (Percent, 3 Class)
www.wncvitalityindex.org/geology/mountainside-slope

Population

Because building construction was easier and
less costly and crop cultivation better in the
fertile valleys, human development historically
was limited to broad basins, terraces, and
floodplains. However, as land became scarcer
in the valleys and the demand for uninterrupted
mountain views increased, residents slowly
began building uphill on the mountainside.

In 2010, 1,357,675 people lived in the MRC counties – 14.2 percent of the state’s
total. Nearly half (45.5 percent) of the region’s population lived in just five counties
in 2010: Buncombe, 17.6 percent; Henderson, 7.9 percent; Cleveland, 7.2
percent; Burke, 6.7 percent; and Caldwell, 6.1 percent. Although about
30 percent of the region’s population is located in the Asheville
Metropolitan Statistical Area, the region is predominantly
rural, with a region-wide population density of about 121
people per square mile – only 61.7 percent of
the state’s average population density of
about 196 people per square mile.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/
population/current-population

Housing in the MRC Region

The first graph shows the difference in single, multiple-unit (townhomes and apartments), and mobile homes. In each of
the regions, there is not much variance in the percentage of single-unit structures, at about 70 percent of the total. This
reflects the rural nature of each region.
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Note that Land-of-Sky Regional Council and the High Country Council have
percentages of apartments and townhomes closer the state estimates,
possibly due to higher density metropolitan areas versus the less-dense
rural areas.
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Many of the counties in the MRC region are made up of over 30%
vacant housing, three times more than the national or state estimates.
Southwestern

Type of Vacant Structure (2011)

High Country

Taking a look further into the type of vacant homes in
WNC, we can see the regions that contain the most
homes used seasonally or recreationally.
Looking at the chart at right, the MRC Region contains
more than twice the state and national estimates for
seasonal homes. The Southwestern and High Country
Councils of Government contain the majority of the
region’s seasonal homes, possibly due to the natural
viewscapes and outdoor recreational opportunities
available in those regions.
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Rural and Urban Areas in WNC
The rural nature of the region can be seen here, with heavier
development in red concentrated primarily along transportation
corridors.
Housing development, like all development in the
area, has been limited by the terrain. Where
flat land is available roads have been built
and housing has developed along
these connections.

www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/land-cover
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Housing in the Southwestern Commission
Seasonal Homes
The completion of Interstate 40, a strong
domestic economy, and a desire to travel
reopened Western North Carolina to tourism
and to seasonal home markets, leading to
significant growth in WNC over the past
several decades. Low energy costs allowed
residents to commute long distances to work,
making it easier to live in a rural area and
work in an urban center. Furthermore, land
values in most of Western North Carolina
were relatively inexpensive compared to the
rest of the U.S. These factors, coupled with
an ideal mountain climate compared to the
surrounding southeastern U.S., gained the
attention of a national audience.
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www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/land-use-capita-and-change

Development Patterns and Seasonal Homes
With developed land at different intensities
displayed in red, it can be seen that
development patterns occur along or nearby
major transportation corridors. Protected
lands shown in dark green surround these
development patterns. Given this region’s high
number of seasonal or vacation homes, this
may indicate a preference to select housing
developments near natural viewsheds, while
also providing transportation access to
some of the region’s other valuable tourist
destinations.

www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/parcel-density
www.wncvitalityindex.org/ecosystems/landsmanaged-conservation

The natural beauty of North Carolina’s mountain region has
proven to be one of the area’s greatest economic assets,
drawing tourists to enjoy its many state and national recreation
areas, including the Nantahala National Forest, the Pisgah
National Forest, the Blue Ridge Parkway, the Appalachian
National Scenic Trail, the Great Smoky Mountains National
Park, ten state parks, and more than 264,000 acres of oldgrowth forest. The abundance of seasonal homes contribute
to this tourism sector of the economy, placing residents and
tourists in heart of these many natural attractions. Typically
designed to be isolated and private, they are positioned to best
enjoy the natural beauty of the region, but they often lose their
connectivity to a greater community and its infrastructure.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/employment-sectors/tourism

Photo: Nathan Bauer

Housing in the Land-of-Sky Regional Council
Rural Housing and
Seasonal Homes

Type of Vacant Structure (2011)
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Seasonal homes are abundant in WNC, and are
particularly prominent in rural areas. Typically
designed to be isolated and private, they are
positioned to best enjoy the natural beauty of
the region, but they often lose their connectivity
to a greater community and its infrastructure.
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Parcel Density
The density of developed parcels provides
an excellent view of development patterns
across the region, showing where development
has or is likely occurring. Once a parcel has
been subdivided, it is more likely to become
developed, as existing infrastructure may
already be in place to accommodate future
growth.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/parcel-density
Right: Parcel density
from 2004 to 2006. Red
indicates areas of highest
parcel density, while green
indicates areas containing
the lowest.
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The first map shows the fair market rent for a
two-bedroom apartment. There is not a lot of
variability in this metric across the region, but
the average cost is over $600 per month. When
compared to the data in the following map, the
problem becomes clear. The second map shows
the rent affordable with full-time job paying mean
renter wage. With this metric, there is greater
variability across the region, which explains
why many people with low-paying jobs live far
from where they work. The average renter in the
region needs an additional $191 in income each
month to afford a two-bedroom fair market rent
apartment. This is not sustainable, and with rising
energy costs linked to utilities and transportation,
the situation is becoming more untenable.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/housing/
sustainable-affordable-housing

Housing in the Western Piedmont
Despite a decrease in the total number of jobs available in
the region (-25%, including Catawba) from 2000 to 2010,
population increased for each county (+7% regionally,
including Catawba). This, in conjunction with an increase
in housing units (see table below) raises many questions:
Where are people working? Which housing types are being
occupied?

Change in population and available employment
(est. 2000 to 2010) in the Western Piedmont Region

What is next for housing and employment in the Western
Piedmont?
County

Additional housing
units from 2000 - 2010

% Change in Housing
Units 2000-2010

Alexander

2,091

14.8%

Burke

3,452

9.2%

Caldwell

4,229

12.7%

Catawba

7,967

13.3%

Region
Total

17,739

12.2%

Source: NC Dept of Commerce, Labor and Economic Analysis Division

Source: NC Dept of Commerce, Labor and Economic Analysis Division,
2000 and 2010 US Census

Parcel Density

The density of developed parcels
provides an excellent view of
development patterns across the
region, showing where development
has or is likely occurring. Once a parcel
has been subdivided, it is more likely
to become developed, as existing
infrastructure may already be in place to
accommodate future growth.

Right: Parcel density from 2004 to
2006. Red indicates areas of highest
parcel density, while green indicates
areas containing the lowest.

www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/parcel-density
Land Use: the conversion of agricultural or forested land

1985
www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/land-use-capita-and-change

2010

Over the past several decades, agricultural
and forested land has been subdivided
and sold, thus increasing the density of
developed parcels. This land includes
family-owned farms and undeveloped
forested plots that might otherwise have
been kept in the family, but were sold for
additional income. Possible contributors
to these land sales resulting in increased
parcel density include widespread
economic distress and a young labor force
following employment patterns to jobs
outside the region.

Housing in the High Country Council
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As would be expected in a region that is dependent on tourism, a
significant amount of the housing stock in the High Country is used for
seasonal or recreational activities. Watauga County’s high percentage of
seasonal homes (67%) can be attributed to its location near both outdoor
recreational opportunities and vibrant town centers, making it an attractive
destination for tourists and second-home
buyers. Similarly, while Mitchell County
has fewer vacant homes altogether,
Single-Family Homes
a high proportion of those homes
(55%) are for seasonal use.

Proving to be one of its greatest economic
assets, the natural landscape of the High
Country contributes to the growth of both
the housing and employment sectors of
its economy, with attractions that draw
tourists to destinations such as Grandfather
Mountain, Mount Mitchell, popular ski
resorts, various mining attractions, and
the Blue Ridge Parkway. The rapid growth
of tourism as an industry has become as
significant as manufacturing to the local
economies of the High Country, while
providing employment opportunities and
promoting the seasonal housing market,
which places residents and tourists in the
heart of these valuable natural attractions.
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Housing Structure Type in the High Country (2011)

Photo: Amber Wallace

The view from Grandfather Mountain in Watauga
County.

Second Home Values and Housing Choices
The area’s popularity as a second home market drives home prices
ASHE
upward. While single-family detached homes comprise the majority of
housing stock in the region, mobile homes in the region are notably
prevalent relative to national estimates (more than three times
WATAUGA
the amount). The map on the right shows a higher
percentage of renters unable to afford a two-bedroom
AVERY
MITCHELL
apartment in the High Country compared to the
rest of the MRC region, suggesting that many jobs
YANCEY
cannot support basic rent. This limitation on housing
preference may be inflated by the prominence of
higher-valued seasonal homes and the increasing
property values that follow, driving the popularity of
more affordable housing options, such as mobile homes.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/housing/sustainable-affordable-housing
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Housing in the Isothermal Planning and
Development Commission
Median Home Values

Surrounded by metropolitan centers such as Asheville, Charlotte, and Greenville, the Isothermal
region contains the second-highest population in MRC region. Despite this, the overall population
growth in the area from 2010 to 2020 was only 5%, a slower pace compared to the rest of
WNC and the state. The Isothermal region also has the lowest median home values in the
entire MRC region. However, the region is beginning to see new opportunities emerge. The
low home values, coupled with proximity to nearby tourist destinations and cities, has attracted
a growing demographic of retirement-age home-buyers (the 65+ year
population is expected to grow by 35% by 2020). As younger
citizens migrate from the region—likely following
employment opportunities elsewhere—and as the
region becomes more attractive as a major
retirement destination, the housing
market is poised to adapt to these
prominent demographic
shifts.

www.wncvitalityindex.org/housing/housing-overview
Planning for Future Growth
With planned improvements to US-74 and the
continued expansion of the Charlotte-GastoniaRock Hill metro area, development pressures
are expected to increase along the corridor.
Likewise, Polk has seen development pressures
from Spartanburg to the south and Asheville to
the north, especially from retirees moving into
the area. Other parts of the region have seen
significant development of resort, second home,
and retirement communities.
Description

2000 to 2010
Projected % Growth

Real Estate Sales Agents

28%

Personal Financial Advisors

51%

Financial Services Agents

52%

Registered Nurses

12%

Property and Real Estate
Managers

32%

Median Home Values

Prominence of Mobile Homes
While having the lowest home values of owner-occupied housing
units in the MRC region, the Isothermal Commission area also has
the third highest percentage of mobile homes. This abundance is
probably related to the lower cost of owning or renting a mobile
home versus that of other housing types. The map below shows
the percentage of mobile homes versus other housing types across
the MRC region broken down by census tract within the Isothermal
region.
www.wncvitalityindex.org/housing/
housing-overview
The map at left shows the percent of
housing units that are mobile homes for
each census tract in the region, allowing
the distribution to be seen at a finer
scale.

Percent

This table identifies the most in-demand
occupations requiring at least a two-year degree
that are projected to add significant employment
in the next five years, representing approximately
20% of all the new jobs added. The growth in
the financial and real estate sectors highlights
the region’s second home market and retiree
population’s housing demands.
Source: 2012 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy for the
Isothermal Region

Percentage of Mobile Homes by Census Tract

