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Imagine a town—call it Millville—
where the only large employer re-
cently closed its plant and laid off

the workers. The effects of the layoffs
are rippling throughout the com-

munity in the form of lowered
income, increased stress, and
reduced property values. Every-
one fears the future. Job pros-
pects are limited. The town

faces stagnation. Its leaders and
its citizens crave growth, which

they see as necessary for a return to
economic vitality and as motivation for
the town’s youth to stay and work where
they were born.

Imagine a second city—call it Mall-
ville—just an hour’s drive away. At the
edge of Mallville, an interstate inter-
change has attracted a sprawling host of
retailers. Property values in the area are
rising rapidly. Houses and condomin-
iums are springing up around the retail
strip. Jobs are available in new office
buildings rising amid the retail stores.
But traffic, noise, polluted stormwater
runoff, and air pollution all seem to be
rising along with the office towers. Res-
idents of Mallville miss the forests and
the farmland that used to lie at their
city’s edge. The influx of people is creat-
ing new demands for expenditures on ed-
ucation and public safety. Rapid changes
are dooming businesses elsewhere in the
city, especially in the old urban core.
Many people in Mallville believe that
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the growth on the edge of town has out-
paced the city’s ability to maintain its
quality of life, and they demand smarter
growth management.

Meanwhile, on a farm between Mill-
ville and Mallville, the owners see prof-
its shrinking and land prices rising. If
they subdivide and sell, they can afford
many things they want—good schools
for their children, perhaps a second
home at the coast. If they continue to
farm as they always have, they see only
harder times ahead. As much as they
love the land in its present state, devel-
opment and the money that it will bring
look like the easiest route to a better life
for themselves and their children.

Millville, Mallville, and the farm in be-
tween represent three of the most common
viewpoints on growth in North Carolina
(and elsewhere in the United States) at
the turn of the century. The differences
in these viewpoints raise difficult chal-
lenges for policy makers in a state that
has long sought an elusive geographic
balance in growth and development. The
historical approach to growth in North
Carolina has had two disconnected fa-
cets. Uniform statewide policies were
mostly concerned with geographic disper-
sion of public investments and mitiga-
tion of environmental impacts. Most local
decision makers tried to achieve whatever
growth they could. Are these approaches
useful in solving the current problems of
Millville, Mallville, and the farm in be-
tween? This article examines growth
policies and trends in the state and dis-
cusses some impacts that growth is hav-
ing on communities in North Carolina.
The purpose of the article is to provide
a context for the growth management
debate now under way in the political
realm and in the pages of this issue of
Popular Government.

The author is an Institute of Government
faculty member working primarily in en-
vironmental law. He thanks Ben Hitchings,
senior planner, Triangle J Council of
Governments, for contributing data and
text on recent patterns of growth in North
Carolina. Contact the author at richard_
whisnant@unc.edu.

A Tale of Two Cities and 
a Farm in Between
Richard Whisnant
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How North Carolina Has Grown

Population
Thomas Wolfe was not the only one who
felt about North Carolina that “you can’t
go home again.” For most of the twenti-
eth century, up until the 1970s, North
Carolina experienced net out-migration.1

The state’s citizens left its farms and
small towns for the manufacturing cen-
ters of the Northeast and the Midwest,
where the assembly lines of the new
industrial order brought relatively high
wages. As out-migration slowed with the

rise of North Carolina’s own mills and
factories, the population began to grow
faster but also to spread just outside city
limits. There was a shift from “a rural
farm to a rural non-farm way of life, and
on to an urban non-city way of life.”2

After midcentury, the population of the
state was moving, not to the city-level
densities typical of large metropolises
elsewhere but to a suburban-level density
that sprawled across the landscape. The
dispersion of textile mills throughout the
small towns of the Piedmont and the
decentralized production of the state’s

defining cash crop, tobacco, both encour-
aged this semiurban, semirural form of
development.3

Beginning in the 1970s, the state for-
mally attempted to encourage this trend
through a policy of “dispersed urbani-
zation.”4 The state policy goals were
aligned with the direction that demo-
graphics supposedly indicated was most
people’s desire: urban living in a rural
setting.5

Whatever differences this state policy
of “balanced growth” made, it did not
change the fundamental trend of faster
population growth in and around larger
urban areas.6 As early as the 1830 cen-
sus, it was apparent that the state’s cities
were growing at a faster rate than its
rural areas. By the 1930 census, although
the state remained only 25 percent ur-
ban, its cities showed a larger gain in ab-
solute numbers of people than its rural
areas did. By 1950 the proportion of the
state’s population that was urban had
increased to 34 percent; by 1980, to 48
percent; and by 1990, to 50 percent.7

Projections for the 2000 census and be-
yond show this trend continuing. The
Mallvilles are picking up steam; the
Millvilles are lagging in growth.8 As for
the farms, North Carolina has been at or
near the top of the nation in the decrease
in farm employment for the last twenty
years.9 (For a graphic representation of
the rate of population growth from
1990 to 1998, see Figure 1.)10

The state as a whole now is growing
at a historically fast pace. North Caro-
lina’s population growth from 1990 to
1999, an increase of 1.02 million people,
ranked sixth nationally. Its 15 percent
annual growth rate during the same
period ranked eleventh nationally.11 The
state is one of fifteen projected to have
population increases of more than one
million people from 1998 to 2025. Of
these fifteen, only five (Florida, Georgia,
New York, Texas, and Washington) are
projected to have higher growth rates
than North Carolina.12 Sometime in the
1970s, North Carolina’s annual growth
rate surpassed the nation’s average an-
nual growth rate, and it has stayed
ahead of the national average since then
(see Figure 2). North Carolina’s net
domestic in-migration was estimated to
rank fourth highest in the United States
between 1998 and 1999.13

  
8.4–20.0%

20.0–34.8%

Bold outline = counties with metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) in them

– 6.4–8.4%

Source: North Carolina Dep’t of Env’t and Natural Resources, Div. of Envtl. Ed., Geographic Information
System (GIS) database summarizing U.S. Census Bureau data from various data sets (database in author’s
possession) (1998).

Figure 1. Population Growth, North Carolina Counties, 1990–98

Source: Rates to 1970 from C. HORACE HAMILTON, 1 NORTH CAROLINA POPULATION TRENDS: A DEMOGRAPHIC

SOURCEBOOK (Chapel Hill, N.C: Carolina Population Center, 1975). Rates from 1970 to 1999 calculated from
U.S. CENSUS BUREAU, STATE POPULATION ESTIMATES AND DEMOGRAPHIC COMPONENTS OF POPULATION CHANGE:
APRIL 1, 1990, TO JULY 1, 1999, available at http://www.census.gov/population/estimates/state/st-99-2.txt 
(as of July 13, 2000); and from historical census figures for 1970, 1980, and 1990.

Figure 2. Average Annual Population Growth, United States 
and North Carolina, 1790–1999
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Economy
Despite a favorable climate, good water
supplies, a strategic position between
major markets, and generally abundant
natural resources, North Carolina was
among the poorest states through the
middle of the twentieth century. As late
as 1959, the per capita income of North
Carolinians ranked in the bottom five
among the fifty states.14 Political rhetoric
has been shaped through the years to
explain, if not to address, this problem
of relative poverty.15 A typical form of
labor emerged, in which families operat-
ed small farms that provided some in-
come and some food, and also worked
in nearby mills for low wages. This sec-
ond income let families purchase goods
and boosted the state’s percentage of
workers drawing a check from the man-
ufacturing sector, but it also kept wages
low.16 Such a system of labor fit the de-
velopment pattern of dispersed urbani-
zation by allowing factory workers to
have small plots of land for farming (un-
like their counterparts in larger cities).

North Carolina has rarely touted
—indeed, it has officially sought to
avoid—the concentration of economic
resources represented by the major
metropolis and the large, industrialized

farm. Only recently, with the rise of
Charlotte as a banking center, the rise of
the Research Triangle as a center for
research and development, and the rise
of intensive livestock operations in the
east, has the state seen the concentrated
forms of production that elsewhere have
been major engines for economic
growth. The state has some prominent
assets in its higher education institu-
tions, highway system, and metropoli-
tan areas that might have been central to
an economic development policy, but
state leaders in the twentieth century
have tried to focus state resources on
areas that lacked these assets. The policy
has been to leave the metropolitan areas
and established institutions to use their
own relatively ample means to market
themselves and grow.

Just as North Carolina has reversed
its population loss, leaving the twentieth
century on a strong upturn in growth, it
also has moved onto a faster track in
economic growth. Per capita annual
income from 1970 to 1997 almost tripled
in real terms, with an average annual real
increase of 11 percent.17 This economic
growth is another new feature of a state
with a long history of low wages and
poverty. But the engines for this growth

statewide are more the metropolises and
the private decisions to locate in and
around them, than the successes of dis-
persed urbanization. Growth is follow-
ing the course predicted by some urban
economists, who saw in the Piedmont
Crescent the intermediate-sized cities,
linked by transportation corridors, that
could give all the advantages of urban
business concentration (“agglomera-
tion”) while avoiding the problems of
cities larger than a million people.18

North Carolina is projected to have none
of the nation’s top thirty metropolitan
economies in 2025, as measured by em-
ployment numbers, but Raleigh-Durham
and Charlotte are projected to make the
top thirty metropolitan areas in em-
ployment increases. The Piedmont Triad
is projected to rank 45th of the 315 areas
studied nationally.19

There are other important ways to
look at growth. Like the rest of the
United States, North Carolina has seen
strong economic growth as its baby
boomers have worked through their
prime productive years. The graying of
this population will be a huge challenge
for policy makers, including those con-
cerned with growth management.20 This
age shift is somewhat softened by another
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important current in growth, the rise in
immigration of Latino, African-American,
and other populations that are younger
than the majority white population.21

On the economic front, although in-
come has grown, the nonmanufacturing
sectors, not the sought-after manufac-
turing jobs, have driven growth.22 The
income of farmers, however, has not kept
pace with the overall rising income of
North Carolinians,23 except for some
who have opted for industrialized forms
of agriculture.

Growth Strategies
At the start of a new century, and given
the manner and the pace of growth in
North Carolina today, it seems particu-
larly timely to ask whether the state’s
historical growth strategies adequately
address the problems faced by Millville,
Mallville, and the farm in between.24

The policy of dispersed urbanization
was explicitly touted in the 1970s as “a
way to prevent the urban sprawl that
has attended rapid economic expansion
elsewhere in the country. North Caro-
lina’s larger cities, which are attractive,
prosperous and safe by national stan-
dards, remain manageable in size and in
touch with their citizenry.”25

But as the data in this article show,
urban sprawl has become a normal fea-
ture of growth and development in the
state. In some ways the dispersed urban-
ization makes the sprawl worse. In
much of the state, finding where city and
suburb end and country begins is hard:
development and population have
spread for half a century in semiurban,
semirural forms.26 For some people con-
cerned about sprawl, it is exactly this
lack of defined urban edges that is most
disturbing. Beyond the aesthetic issue—
the desire of city residents to be within a
five-minute drive of bucolic vistas—
there is doubt about the ability of semi-
urban, semirural dispersed development
to create distinctive and livable places.27

Recent Patterns of Growth 

North Carolina has long been a state of
small cities and towns separated from
one another by unincorporated rural
land. However, in the years following
World War II, urban regions across the

0%

200%

400%

600%

800%

1,000%

1,200%

Urban Population

Urbanized Land

TriangleTriadCharlotteAsheville

Source: UNITED STATES CENSUS BUREAU, 1990 CENSUS OF POPULATION AND HOUSING: GUIDE PART B, glossary
17 (Washington, D.C.: Census Bureau, 1996).

Figure 3. Growth of Urban Population and Urbanized Land in Four
North Carolina Regions, 1950–90

Source: Triangle J Council of Governments, Geographic Information System database 
(in council’s possession) (printed Mar. 2000).

Figure 4. The Urbanized Area in the Research Triangle, 
1950, 1970, and 1990
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state have been spreading faster than they
have been growing in population, bring-
ing municipalities closer to one another.
As Mallville sprawls out to Millville, it is
consuming the farm in between.

Statistics on urbanized areas kept by
the U.S. Census Bureau since 1950 pro-
vide one means of tracking these
changes. An “urbanized area” is de-
fined as a central place and its adjacent
densely settled area with a population
of 50,000 or more. In general, land is
included as adjacent settled area if it has
a density of 1,000 people or more per
square mile. From 1950 to 1990, urban-

ized land in the Asheville, Charlotte,
Triad, and Triangle regions combined
grew more than three times faster than
the urban population in those regions
(see Figure 3).28 More recent data avail-
able for the Fayetteville and Wilming-
ton regions show similar trends.29 This
dispersed pattern of development has
caused the density of the state’s urban
areas to drop significantly. For example,
in 1950 the urbanized area in the Trian-
gle had a density of more than 5,000
people per square mile. By 1990 the
density had dropped to less than 2,000
people per square mile. In 1950 the

urbanized area in the Triangle included
27 square miles of land. By 1970 it had
grown to 114 square miles, and by
1990, to 282 square miles of land (see
Figure 4). The result is a continuation of
the state’s historical pattern of creating
places that are neither city nor country
but something between that often is too
dense to farm but too dispersed to serve
efficiently with public transportation
and other urban amenities.

Data from the National Resources
Inventory document the conversion of
rural land to developed uses statewide.
From 1982 to 1997 in North Carolina,
1.72 million acres of rural land were
developed, an increase of 70 percent in
developed land. The rate of conversion
increased over this period from 10.1
acres per hour from 1982 to 1987, to
17.8 acres per hour from 1992 to 1997.30

During the latter period, North Carolina
ranked fifth nationally in the number of
acres developed.

As more land is urbanized, the total
farmland statewide is declining. In the
twenty years from 1978 to 1997, it dropped
by 17 percent.31 Over the same period,
the number of farms dropped by 40 per-
cent. Suburbanization is adding to the
pressures that changing global econ-
omics are exerting on North Carolina
farmers. Rising land values make the
prospect of working the farm less attrac-
tive. Global competition and marketing
make the business of working the farm
more complex.

As communities across the state spread
out, people also are driving more. From
1951 to 1990, North Carolina’s popula-
tion increased by 63 percent while the
number of vehicle miles traveled in-
creased by 430 percent, a rate almost
seven times faster.32 From 1995 to 2007,
the population is projected to grow by
17 percent, while the number of vehicle
miles traveled will increase by 43 per-
cent, a rate about two and a half times
as fast.33

These are just a few examples of
some of the impacts of the state’s low-
density pattern of development. As North
Carolina communities begin to grow
into one another, Millville may be in-
creasingly hard to distinguish from Mall-
ville, and many of the farms in between
will begin sprouting houses and shop-
ping centers instead of crops.

In the western part 
of Wake County, new
houses are springing
up—some, like these,
next to a farm.
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Growth and Quality of 
Life in North Carolina

Another way of looking at growth in the
state focuses on how population and
growth in North Carolina counties over
various periods of the twentieth century
are “associated” (statistically linked in
some way) with important quality-of-
life indicators—fiscal and economic sta-
tus, education, environment, health, and
crime.34 The inquiry reveals several in-
teresting “correlations,” or relationships.
A correlation does not prove a causal re-
lationship—in this case, between growth
or size and any of the quality-of-life vari-
ables. It merely suggests that one variable
relates in some way to certain other vari-
ables (but not to all). So this is a screen-
ing analysis that begs for further re-
search to determine whether population
growth, size, or other variables are causal
factors for quality of life in North
Carolina and, if so, how strong the rela-
tionships are.35

Population Growth and Density
In the recent past, growth led to more
growth. The counties with the highest
growth from 1950 to 1990 largely con-
tinued to grow fastest from 1990 to
1998. Interestingly, however, the coun-
ties that grew the fastest from 1900 to
1950 were not as likely to be the fastest-
growing counties from 1950 to 1990 and
were even less likely to be growth lead-
ers from 1990 to 1998.

Also in the recent past, big counties
did not grow faster than small ones.
From 1990 to 1998, the bigger counties
had only a weak likelihood of being the
faster-growing counties. From 1950 to
1990, there was a stronger likelihood of
the bigger counties growing faster. The
counties with metropolitan statistical
areas (MSAs)36 in them have grown
more quickly in all the periods studied.

Fiscal and Economic Status
In general, bigger, more urban, and
faster-growing counties have higher per
capita income, higher wages, and lower
unemployment. An important goal of
state policy, expressed in the 1997 report
of the North Carolina Progress Board,37

is to raise per capita income beyond the
national average by 2010. The county
data show a strong association between

growth and per capita income, and be-
tween MSA status and per capita income.
They show an even stronger association
between population and per capita in-
come. Interestingly this relationship with
per capita income did not hold for the
top ten fastest-growing counties in the
last decade.38 The very fastest-growing
counties (in percentage terms) do not
necessarily have the highest per capita
incomes. The same patterns hold for av-
erage working wages. Similarly, higher-
growth counties had lower average
unemployment rates in the 1990s, but
this association nearly disappeared for
the ten fastest-growing counties.

Some evidence indicates that growth
also brings higher costs of living, so in-
creased income may not equate to high-
er purchasing power. For example, from
1990 to 1998, median income in Wake
County increased by 34 percent, while
housing prices increased by 52 percent
and apartment rents by 57 percent.39

Growth’s association with overall
county tax rates, spending, and debt is
ambiguous. For certain periods, growth
counties are weakly associated with
lower effective tax rates. But there is no
association between the change in tax
rates from 1990 to 2000 and the growth
rates of counties. There are weak associ-
ations between county growth and total
county government expenditures per
capita, as well as between county
growth and debt service per capita (debt
service being the amount of money spent
to repay past borrowing). These correla-
tions are strongest for the counties that
grew the fastest between 1950 and 1998.

Education
More growth is associated with better
educational outcomes. Average scores
on the SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test—a
standardized test widely required for
admission to college) are positively asso-
ciated with county growth, size, and
MSA status for all the periods studied.
So are total public school resources
spent per capita. As with income per
capita, however, this relationship does
not hold as strongly for the ten fastest-
growing counties of the last decade.

Environment
Of interest in environmental terms is the
association between county growth and
three outcomes: water quality, in the
form of benthic testing of surface
water;40 air quality, in the form of air
emissions; and solid waste generation.
The data show no association between
growth counties and water quality, as
measured by benthic testing results.
However, there is a weak association
between counties with higher wages and
counties with poorer water quality.

The state’s air quality problems have
been much in the news with press re-
ports that North Carolina ranked as the
third smoggiest state in the United States
in 1999. Air experts attribute the smog
to a combination of “point sources,”
which are fixed locations such as indus-
trial smokestacks, and mobile sources,
such as cars. For most of the air pollu-
tant types of point source emissions
examined (particulates, sulfur dioxide,
oxides of nitrogen, and carbon monox-
ide), there are no associations with

          0–345 tons per year
346–1,010 tons per year

1,011–1,986 tons per year
1,987–3,909 tons per year
3,910–9,008 tons per year

Source: North Carolina Dep’t of Env’t and Natural Resources, Div. of Envtl. Ed., Geographic 
Information System (GIS) database summarizing U.S. Census Bureau data from various data sets 
(database in author’s possession) (1998).

Figure 5. Volatile Organic Emissions from Point Sources, 
North Carolina Counties, 1995
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growth. However, the point source emis-
sions of volatile organic compounds,
such as gasoline, paints, and solvents, do
show a substantial correlation with
growth counties in the 1900–1998 peri-
od, much of the correlation apparently
occurring in the counties that grew
fastest from 1900 to 1950. This may
reflect the manufacturing that grew in
the western Piedmont (the furniture belt)
in the first half of the twentieth century,
particularly when one examines the
counties with the highest level of volatile
organic emissions (see Figure 5). 

In 1991 the state set a statutory goal
of reducing disposal of municipal solid
waste by 40 percent on a per capita basis
by June 2001.41 The state will not meet
this goal. In fact, it is disposing of at
least 6 percent more waste per capita as
the deadline approaches.42 As counties
grow faster, they generate more solid
waste per capita. This association is weak
when one looks at all the counties for
the 1990–98 period but is stronger for
the ten fastest-growing counties and very
strong for the longer periods. For more

discussion of the environmental conse-
quences of growth, see the article on
page 46.

Health
Mortality and childhood poverty are
lower in faster-growing counties than in
their slower-growing counterparts. Other
public health indicators are ambiguous
with respect to growth. Growth is asso-
ciated with lower overall mortality.
However, this association, like those
with per capita income and SAT scores,
is barely discernible for the ten fastest-
growing counties of the 1990s. Faster
growth is strongly associated with lower
childhood poverty. There is some evi-
dence that higher-growth counties have
lower pregnancy rates for women less
than nineteen years old, and lower in-
fant mortality. Counties that grew faster
in the first half of the twentieth century
had higher incidences of total cancer as
of the mid-1990s. In general, more pop-
ulous counties reported higher total can-
cer rates. This effect could be the result
of better cancer screening in the larger
metropolises. There is a slight negative
correlation between total cancer inci-
dence and growth for all the counties in
the 1990–98 period.

Crime
Crime rises with faster growth and  larg-
er populations. Faster-growing counties
for the 1950–98 period saw growth (in
both absolute numbers and the crime
rate) in “index crimes” (the most serious
crimes, including arson) along with
growth in population. There is a high
correlation between 1997 index crime
rates and population, and a moderate
correlation between high-growth coun-
ties and 1997 index crime rates, especial-
ly for the longer periods, 1950–98 and
1900–1998. There also is a high cor-
relation between 1997 index crime rates
and measures of economic well-being:
counties with higher income per capita
and higher average wages also had high-
er crime rates.

Summary

As North Carolina awakened from
slumber and grew in the last half of the
twentieth century, the “Rip Van Winkle
state” spread its large population around
in numerous small towns and semirural
areas. State government explicitly tried
to maintain the state’s characteristically
decentralized agriculture and dispersed

At times, subdivisions have replaced
much or all of a family farm. Above,
only the farmhouse and a shed remain.
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urban areas by attempting to funnel jobs
and public investment to poorer areas. 

At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, however, farms have grown in-
creasingly concentrated, and the state’s
more densely populated urban areas—
its Mallvilles—have continued to be the
major engines for economic growth. The
small towns—Millvilles—and the rural
areas still suffer from poor economic
conditions and the attendant problems
for quality of life. The problems of the
major urban areas look very different
from the problems of the lagging semi-
urban and rural areas. It is increasingly
difficult to imagine a development-and-
growth policy that could treat Millville,
Mallville, and the farm in between the
same way, or that could treat them dif-
ferently just as a function of their geo-
graphic location.

In North Carolina of the twentieth
century, growth, size, and urbanization
(as reflected in MSA status) were posi-
tively associated with higher personal
income, better educational outcomes,
and lower mortality. These are impor-
tant facts for a state that until recently
was near the bottom nationally in per
capita income, educational attainment,
and many public health measures. The
data suggest that growth has significant
benefits, although the extent to which it
causes the improvement in quality-of-
life indicators reported in this article is
not clear and requires further study.

At the same time, growth in the met-
ropolitan areas of the state has taken on
a character that may deserve special pol-
icy treatment. The growth policies of the
past, that largely left the metropolitan
areas to fend for themselves, were not
made with a view to solving urban prob-
lems. As North Carolina continues its
position among the nation’s leaders in
urban growth, policy makers and public
administrators face difficult management
challenges, with little history of con-
certed statewide efforts to solve them.
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