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General Law – Chapter 160A

“General law” means an act of the General 
Assembly applying to all units of local 
government, to all cities, or to all cities 
within a class defined by population or 
other criteria, including a law that meets 
the foregoing standards but contains a 
clause or section exempting from its effect 
one or more cities or all cities in one or 
more counties.  - G.S. 160A-1(4)

Local Act – Chapter 160A

“Local Act” means an act of the General 
Assembly applying to one or more 
specific cities by name, or to all cities 
within one or more specifically named 
counties.  The term is interchangeable 
with the terms “special act,” “public-local 
act,” and “private act.”  - G.S. 160A – 1(5)
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Charter

“Charter” means the entire body of local 
acts currently in force applicable to a 
particular city, including articles of 
incorporation issued to a city by an 
administrative agency of the State, and 
any amendments thereto adopted 
pursuant to 1917 Public Laws . . . , or 
Article 5, Part 4 of this Chapter .

- G.S. 160A-1(1)
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How are charters amended?

Generally, by legislative action

For certain types of changes, by ordinance

Charter Amendment by Ordinance

Options:

Name of the Municipality

Style of the corporation (city/town/village)

Style of the governing body (board/council)

Term of office of governing body members
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Charter Amendment by Ordinance

Options continued:

Number of governing body members

Mode of election (at-large, districts, etc.)

Type of election (partisan, non-partisan 
plurality,  nonpartisan election and 
runoff, nonpartisan primary and election)

Charter Amendment by Ordinance

Options continued:

Selection of the mayor

Form of government (mayor-
council/council-manager)
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Charter Amendments by Ordinance

May be initiated by Council

Effective if approved by a vote of the people

Effective without a vote of the people

(but subject to a referendum petition)

May be initiated by Citizen Petition

Council Initiated Change – 160A-102

Adopt a resolution of intent to consider 
ordinance amending the charter

At the same time, call a public hearing, the 
date to be not more than 45 days after 
adoption of the resolution

Notice of public hearing published at least 
once not less than 10 days prior to 
hearing
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Council Initiated Change - Continued

The hearing is held and interested persons 
are afforded the opportunity to be heard

After the hearing, but not earlier than the 
next regular meeting and not later than 60 
days from the date of the hearing, Council 
may adopt the ordinance

Procedural Options for Council

Option One:

Council may make the ordinance effective 
only if approved by a vote of the people

If so, must by resolution adopted at the 
same time, call a special election

The election shall be held on the next date 
permitted under G.S. 163-287(a) that is 
more than 70 days after adoption of the 
ordinance 
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Footnote on G.S. 163-287(a)
Special elections may be held:

At the same time as any other State or county 
general election

At the same time as the primary election in any 
even-numbered year

At the same time as any other election requiring 
all precincts in the county to be open

At the same time as a municipal general election, 
if the special election is within the jurisdiction 
of the municipality only

Procedural Options for the Council

Option One Continued

A copy of the resolution calling the election 
is forwarded to Board of Elections

A notice of the special election is published 
by both the Council and the Board of 
Elections

If the ordinance is approved in the election, 
begin the Implementation Process
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Procedural Options for Council

Option Two:

Council chooses not to make the ordinance 
subject to an approving vote of the people

Within 10 days after ordinance adoption, 
Council publishes a notice stating that the 
ordinance has been adopted and 
summarizing its content and effect

Procedural Options for Council

Option Two Continued

Ordinance is subject to a referendum 
petition that must be filed with the clerk 
not later than 30 days after publication of 
the notice

If no petition is filed within 30 days, the 
ordinance becomes effective and the 
Implementation Process begins
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Referendum Petition - Under Option 2

If a petition is filed, it must contain the 
signatures and residence addresses of 
10% of the total number of registered 
municipal voters or 5,000 voters, 
whichever is less

Upon receipt of the petition, the Council 
calls for a special election to be fixed on a 
date permitted by G.S. 163-287

Referendum Petition – Under Option 2

A copy of the resolution calling the election 
is forwarded to Board of Elections

A notice of the special election is published 
by the Board of Elections

If the ordinance is approved in the election, 
begin the Implementation Process
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Citizen Petition Initiated Change
-160A-104

Citizens may bring forth proposed charter 
amendments by initiating a referendum 
on the proposals by petition

The petition must contain the signatures 
and residence addresses of 10% of the 
total number of registered municipal  
voters or 5,000 voters , whichever is less

Citizen Petition Initiated Change

The petition must describe the proposed 
amendments and refer to the pertinent 
provisions of G.S. 160A-101

The petition may not propose changes in 
the alternative or more than one 
integrated set of charter amendments
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Citizen Petition Initiated Change

Upon receipt of a valid petition, the Council 
calls for a special election to be fixed on a 
date permitted by G.S. 163-287

A copy of the resolution calling the election 
is forwarded to Board of Elections

A notice of the special election is published 
by both the Council and the Board of 
Elections

Citizen Petition Initiated Change

If the proposed amendments are approved 
in the election, the Council must adopt an 
ordinance amending the Charter to put 
them into effect

Begin the Implementation Process
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Implementation – Document Results
Council Initiated Change

If ordinance was effective upon approval 
by a vote of the people, report outcome of 
election

If ordinance was effective without a vote 
of the people, report on whether a 
referendum petition was filed

If referendum petition was filed, report 
on the outcome of the election

Implementation – Document Results

Citizen Initiated Change

Report the outcome of the election.
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Implementation – Filing 

File certified copy with

I. Land Records Management Section

Department of Secretary of State

II. Legislative Library

North Carolina General Assembly

Implementation Note

Charter changes were previously subject to 
the preclearance requirements of Section 5 
of the federal Voting Rights Act

US Supreme Court held a part of the Voting 
Rights Act unconstitutional making 
Section 5 unenforceable
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