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Introduction

In the process of comprehensive planning, the community: 

1.	 establishes goals and visions

2.	 identifies strategies to realize the goals

3.	 proposes actions to implement the strategies

In order to start this process, though, there must be a baseline understanding 

of the current conditions in the city and how issues have been identified and 

addressed by past planning studies. This is especially important in the city of 

Burlington because one of our key objectives is to tie together existing plans into 

one cohesive document. The intent of this report is to express several months 

of community engagement, document review, analysis, and research into a 

document that can be cited as the planning process continues. The report is a 

reflection of the most important issues and needs as expressed by the community 

through the interpretation of City staff and the consultant team guiding the 

planning process.

This report covers thirteen topic areas that are most important to Burlington 

today. Each topic area chapter is accompanied by photographs, graphs, tables, 

and summary maps that illustrate the important points discussed in the text. The 

conclusion of most chapters is a list of identified issues and needs—the handful 

of items that have risen to the forefront as most significant to address through the 

planning process. These issues and needs will become the focus as Destination 

Burlington continues into 2015.
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01 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Overview

Community engagement is one of the hallmarks of successful comprehensive planning. With a well-designed strategy of reaching 

out to the public, the plan is better informed throughout the process and better received when drafted as a guiding document. The 

community engagement strategy developed for Destination Burlington is diverse and multi-faceted—relying on both traditional and 

Internet-based methods and suited to a number of different personal approaches to interaction. The intent with this strategy is to 

rise above the limited models of merely informing, consulting, and placating the public and actively engage them as partners in the 

process.

Community engagement is not an end unto itself, but rather a crucial means of obtaining, deciphering, and prioritizing information 

that statistics and studies alone cannot reveal. Through the input and feedback of the community, the planning process is focused 

onto those issues that are most in need of attention—those that are summarized throughout this assessment report. Each section 

of the report will briefly summarize the significant public input derived from the processes described below.

The City of Burlington staff has worked with the RATIO team to develop an integrated strategy which included the following 

methods of engagement: 

•	 City-led Preliminary Outreach: Kickoff and promotion efforts before consultant selection.

•	 Staff-Consultant Partnership: City staff and consultants share planning responsibilities.

•	 Steering Committee: A group of Burlington citizens guides the efforts of the process.

•	 Promotional Materials & Branding: The planning process is given a public identity.

•	 Community Surveys: All citizens are invited to give their feedback and share their ideas.

•	 Stakeholder Interviews: Focused groups provide insight into Burlington’s many facets.

•	 Community Visioning Workshop: Citizens have a venue for prioritizing issues and ideas.

•	 Community Planning Kits: Community groups can assemble at their convenience to participate.

•	 MindMixer: Tech-savvy citizens can interact with the process on an ongoing basis through this online platform. 

Each portion of the engagement strategy is described in the sections below.

City-led Preliminary Outreach

Before the consultant team was commissioned to support the planning process, the City’s Planning and Community Development 

Department was already actively engaged in outreach efforts for the Comprehensive Plan. This included activities with local high 

school classes to brainstorm names for the effort, which led to a community-wide vote that put forth “Destination Burlington” as 

the plan’s name. City staff also conducted surveys and informal group sessions in the months leading up to the formal planning 

process.

Staff-Consultant Partnership

The Planning and Community Development Department always had the intent of the City’s staff being integrally involved in the 

Comprehensive Plan, even describing those opportunities for staff involvement while selecting a consultant team. As the City’s staff 

are perhaps most familiar with the planning issues at play in the community, they are an important part of the initial and ongoing 

public input in the process. Recognizing that, the kickoff event for the formal planning process was a workshop meeting for the City 

staff and RATIO team during which the staff discussed priority planning issues and mapped successes and challenges throughout 



7BURLINGTON, North carolina, COMPREHENSIVE PL AN

the City. The partnership of City staff and RATIO team personnel will continue 

throughout the process and result in a carefully-tailored plan owned by the City of 

Burlington.

Steering Committee

A Steering Committee composed of City residents, leaders of community 

institutions, representatives of Burlington and Alamance County commissions, 

and members of the business community was assembled by the City early in the 

planning process. Committee members were selected to represent a diversity of 

interests and backgrounds, and to bring energy to the behind-the-scenes work 

of crafting the Plan. The charge of the Steering Committee was to assemble on 

a periodic basis to inform the RATIO team and City staff of significant issues, 

concerns, and priorities of the community, to provide feedback on the products of 

the planning process, and to guide and refocus the efforts of the RATIO team as 

the process continued. To date, the Steering Committee has met three times, and 

they are slated to convene another four times before the plan is adopted in 2015.

Promotional Materials & Branding

Having a clear and consistent public identity is crucial to the success of every 

plan, even back to Daniel Burnham’s 1909 Plan of Chicago, one of the earliest 

comprehensive planning efforts. Promotion and branding is not just about 

giving the planning effort a pretty face, however. It is a means to increasing the 

involvement of citizens and continually informing the community of the plan’s 

progress and significant milestones. The RATIO team worked with the City to 

develop a logo and graphic vocabulary that embraced the Destination Burlington 

title while also tying back to the City’s own logo and branding. Promotional 

materials including postcards, flyers, and posters were distributed to increase 

awareness and encourage participation in the Community Visioning Workshop. 

Radio segments and press coverage were an important part of media outreach. 

Community Surveys

In addition to the surveys produced and distributed by the City early in the planning process, the RATIO team developed a survey 

for the community that was accessible both online and in a traditional paper format. The survey was designed to establish 

community priorities on a number of significant planning issues—areas for development, environmental protection, development 

regulations, city services, and community health. The paper survey responses were consolidated with the online responses at        

Surveymonkey.com, and the resulting data as of September 1, 2014, is summarized in the sidebar on page 9. Notable conclusions of 

the survey inform every section of this Assessment Report, but include the following:

•	 The public is strongly in favor of development in Downtown and the east side of the City in comparison to other areas

•	 Strong development regulations are favored by the majority of respondents

•	 Survey participants lean only slightly toward redevelopment of former industrial sites over development that strengthens 

City Staff Kickoff, 3/13/2014

Steering Committee Kickoff, 4/4/2014

NC

Destination Burlington logo
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neighborhoods

•	 There is overwhelming belief that development regulations should include 
strong environmental protection

•	 Of the natural features that could be protected by such regulation, the 
public believes that creeks and waterways are most important, followed by 
wooded areas

•	 Participants see the community’s education system as the most significant 
public service, followed by parks and recreation

•	 Four aspects of the City are considered most important: entertainment 
activities; provision of quality streets, sidewalks, and utilities; 
redevelopment of vacant sites; and services and activities that serve the 
daily needs of residents

•	 The public sees obesity as the most significant health issue in the City, 
followed by the lack of facilities encouraging fit lifestyles, including 
sidewalks, bicycle paths, and parks

Stakeholder Interviews

With the assistance of the consultant team, City staff assembled six stakeholder 

groups representing focused interests important to the future of Burlington. The 

six stakeholder groups represented the following interests:

•	 Economy: representation of large employers, real estate interests, the 
Chamber of Commerce, and the Convention & Visitor’s Bureau.

•	 Education: representation of the public school system, Elon University, The 
Burlington School, the home schooling community, and Alamance County 
Public Libraries.

•	 Community: representation of local faith-based groups, the elderly and 
youth communities, the ethnic and racial communities, and the Burlington 
Community Work Group.

•	 Health & Wellness: representation of the Parks & Recreation Department, 
Healthy Alamance, services for the homeless, public housing, police and 
emergency management, and Alamance County Department of Social 
Services. 

•	 City Design: representation of Downtown interests, transportation 
planning, the City’s Public Works Department, the local design community, 
historic preservationists, and the New Leaf Society.

•	 Infrastructure: representation of utility companies and several City 
Departments that deal with the infrastructure and services of the City.

Stakeholders were encouraged to be candid during their hour-long interviews 

with the City and RATIO team, as the transcripts of the interviews were intended 

to inform the planning process and not be part of the public record of the planning 

process. In this way, the stakeholders were afforded the chance to give the 

consultants the “inside scoop” on the issues most important to them.

Economy Stakeholder Session
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There were 564 respondents to the Community Visioning Survey with the following statistics:
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Community Visioning Workshop

On the evening of May 8th, 2014, the City of Burlington hosted a Community 

Visioning Workshop at the Kernodle Senior Center near Downtown. The purpose 

of the event was multi-faceted—it served to educate the community about the 

planning process underway, to elicit participant feedback on issues identified 

with help from City staff and the plan’s Steering Committee, and publicly promote 

the effort to encourage sustained interest, feedback, and ownership for the 

resultant comprehensive plan. The entire community—those that live, work, and 

visit the City—was invited to attend, and the Workshop was an open and casual 

venue for participants to express their feelings. The bulk of the Workshop event 

was reserved for four “Planning Activities” that were designed to engage the 

participants in a number of ways—as “voters” milling around and interacting 

with a crowd, as quiet judges of scenes of their City, as groups engaged in debate 

on health issues, and as introspective thinkers of a better future. With a diversity 

of activities, the belief was that everyone in the room could find a way to connect 

with the issues on their preferred terms, resulting in thorough and accurate 

feedback from the event overall. A summary of the event is available on the City’s 

website and Mindmixer online platform.

Five main issues or topic areas rose to the surface as most significant to the 

community:

•	 Geographic Equity: whether or not some areas of the City are historically 
underserved in fact or in perception, it is clear that the community wants 
there to be equitable treatment of all areas of Burlington.

•	 Connectivity of Transportation Options: The community sees the City as not 
offering enough fully-connected alternatives to automobile transportation.

•	 Downtown as a Community Focus: Downtown is seen as the true heart of 
the City, filled with potential and opportunity that must be realized.

•	 Economic Improvement: Redevelopment is seen as the principle path 
forward for economic improvement, especially redevelopment of older 
industrial areas near the City’s core.

•	 Environmental Stewardship: the community recognizes the many unique 
environmental features of the City and wants to see those protected and 
celebrated as amenities.

There were thirty-seven participating attendees at the Workshop, ranging from 

children accompanying their parents to representatives of the elderly community, 

with individuals from the whole spectrum of this diverse community. The event 

was broadcast on community radio and a member of the local press media 

attended to cover the details of the Workshop. 

Downtown: Company Shops Market

Visual Preference Survey: 
Favorite Images

Open Space: Community Activity

Transportation: Complete Streets

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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Community Planning Kits

The RATIO team has developed a “Community Planning Kit” for Destination 

Burlington that allows groups of citizens to engage in the activities of the 

Community Visioning Workshop if they were unable to attend the May 8th event. 

The kit is designed to take a group of 12-15 participants through the four planning 

activities, with instructions and all the stickers, photographs, scorecards, and 

maps from the Workshop included. The Community Planning Kits were also 

translated into Spanish to facilitate input from local Hispanic community groups.

MindMixer

Mindmixer.com is an online 

“platform” for community 

engagement that is growing in 

popularity amongst planners, civic 

leaders, and community members. 

It has been designed to be user-

friendly, accessible, fun, interactive, 

and democratic. Participants 

can respond to questions, post 

ideas, answer surveys, map the 

City’s issues and successes, post 

photographs, and trumpet the good 

ideas of their neighbors. Although generally considered attractive to younger, 

more web-savvy participants, Burlington’s MindMixer site is most actively used 

by a 35-44 age group and predominantly by citizens of the 27215 ZIP code area. 

There are 85 active participants in Burlington’s MindMixer site, but there have 

been over 750 unique visitors to the site since it launched in mid-April 2014.

Community INPUT Summary Map

As explained above, the issues and needs expressed by the community through 

the Destination Burlington community engagement strategy are described in the 

topics throughout this report. The following map, however, coalesces some of the 

most important—and most repeated—issues outlined by community participants 

in the process along with other significant elements of the City’s character.

Community Planning Kit used at follow-up 
community workshop 

 
REPORT - 7/10/2014
Destination Burlington | Burlington, North Carolina, Comprehensive Plan

NC

MINDMIXER PARTICIPANT

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS

Population Trends and Projections

Information from the U.S. Census indicates that Burlington’s population has steadily increased since 1990, but at a slower rate 

than Alamance County (the Burlington MSA) and the State of North Carolina. From 1990 to 2000, Burlington’s population grew from 

approximately 39,500 to 46,000, an increase of 6,500 or 16.5%. During the same period of time, the Burlington MSA’s population 

grew 19%, compared to 21% for the state. The slower rate of growth in the city may be attributed to diminishing development sites 

compared to the outlying areas in the county. Between 2000 and 2013, Burlington’s annual population growth rate halved to 0.8% 

with the addition of 4,640 new residents. In the three years from 2000 to 2013, however, the rate of population growth picked up 

for Burlington, increasing to an annual rate of 10.1%. Burlington’s population is projected to increase at a rate of 1% annually.

Like many southern and Sunbelt states, North Carolina 

has experienced strong population growth in recent 

decades. The Triangle, Charlotte, Asheville, and 

counties along the coast near Fort Bragg currently lead 

the state in population growth. The fastest growing 

counties are near major metropolitan areas such as 

Charlotte (Mecklenburg County) and Raleigh-Durham 

(Wake, Durham, and Harnett Counties), the coastal area 

(Brunswick County), and the Southern Pines/Pinehurst 

area (Hoke County). Nevertheless, of the state’s 100 

counties, 49 have lost population since 2010. It can be 

concluded, therefore, that both the county and city have 

experienced moderate growth in the past thirteen years.

20 DESTINATION burlington
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Figure 2-1

Source:  ESRI and RKG Associates, Inc., 2014

Table 2-1



Household Trends

Household growth trends typically parallel population trends. 

In 2000, Burlington had approximately 18,840 total households, 

growing to 21,054 in 2013, an increase of 12%. During the 

same period, The Burlington MSA’s population increased 

by 20%, from 51,590 in 2000 to 61,730 in 2013. The rate of 

household growth in the state was 20% from 2000 to 2013 

(Figure 2-2). 

A general decline in average household size has been observed 

nationally, as there are increasing numbers of single-adult 

households, one-parent households, and generally lower 

fertility rates than in the past. Household sizes in both 

Burlington and the Burlington MSA have remained surprisingly 

consistent, however. Burlington’s average household size has 

held steady at 2.37 and the county’s has remained at 2.45 since 

2000.

Population by Age

Burlington’s age distribution has shifted somewhat since 2000. The younger, working age 25-44 cohort actually decreased by 230 

persons, from 13,355 in 2000 to 13,125 in 2013, and their overall proportion decreased from approximately 29% in 2000 to 26% in 

2013. The older, working age 45-64 cohort increased in population by approximately 31%, from 9,850 in 2000 to 12,850 in 2013. The 

over-65 age group increased from 7,710 to 8,035, accounting for nearly 16% of the population in 2013.

The population loss in the 25-44 age cohort is most likely related to the net decline in employment in the city and county in the past 

ten years. Between 2004 and 2013, The Burlington MSA lost a net 2,135 jobs. The manufacturing sector was hardest hit, losing 

over 5,200 jobs. Losses in this and other sectors were somewhat offset by employment increases in health care, retail, restaurants 

and hotels. 
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Figure 2-2

Source:  ESRI and RKG Associates, Inc., 2014

Figure 2-3

Source:  ESRI and RKG Associates, Inc., 2014
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Household Income

In 2013, median household income in Burlington was 

$40,263 compared to $42,153 in Alamance County and 

$45,442 in the State of North Carolina. Burlington’s 

median household income increased from $35,222 

in 2000 to $42,671 in 2010, then fell to $40,263 in 

2013. Likewise, household income in the Burlington 

MSA increased from $39,192 in 2000 to $44,812 in 

2010, then fell to $42,153 in 2013. Median household 

income has increased steadily in the state, from 

$39,249 in 2000 to $44,812 in 2010, to $45,442 in 

2013 (Figure 2-4). 

The decline in median household incomes is most 

likely related to the losses of relatively high paying 

jobs in the manufacturing, management of companies 

& enterprises, and construction industry sectors since 

2000.

Education Attainment 

The education attainment of the local and regional labor force is a significant factor in supporting efforts to expand economic 

development and attract new employers.  Figure 2-5 illustrates the educational attainment levels of the population 25 years and 

older for Burlington, North Carolina and the nation as of 2013. Burlington has lower proportions of bachelor and graduate degree 

holders than the state and nation.  The proportion of high school graduates is also lower in Burlington at 25.8%, compared to 

27.7% in the state and 28.6% in the nation.

DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMICS

Figure 2-4

Source:  ESRI and RKG Associates, Inc., 2014

Source:  ESRI and RKG Associates, Inc., 2014

Figure 2-5
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DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMICS

ECONOMIC BASE ANALYSIS

The economic base analysis examines changes in the labor force and business characteristics of the greater study area.  This 

analysis includes data on employment, major employers, labor force and unemployment trends, occupational skills and commuting 

patterns, which will help to establish a context for economic development planning.

Employment Trends

At-place employment measures the number of workers within a specific geography, without regard to place of residence. For 

example, in 2011 Burlington had approximately 33,000 people who worked in the city, which included 26,000 in-commuters and 

7,000 residents. At-place employment does not include working residents who commute to jobs outside of their county or city of 

residence.

Employment by major industry sectors is shown for the Burlington MSA in 2013 (Figure 2-6), for which the most recent employment 

data is available. The top five industries include health care and social assistance (10,470), manufacturing (8,376), retail (8,333), 

hotels and restaurants (6,504) and educational services (5,607). 

Industry trend data from the North Carolina Department of Commerce show fairly substantial gains in employment from 2004 to 

2013 in the following industry sectors:  health care and social assistance (4,031), hotels and restaurants (1,654), retail (1,528) and 

educational services (733). Substantial declines in employment occurred in the following industry sectors: manufacturing (5,214), 

management of companies & enterprises (2,264), construction (1,174), and administration and support (787). The net loss of jobs in 

the county during this period was 2,135.

Figure 2-6
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What is significant for the local economy is that declines occurred in higher paying industry sectors and gains occurred in lower 

paying industry sectors. The top five high paying sectors ($866 to $1,744 average weekly wage) lost a net 3,906 jobs, while the five 

lowest paying industry sectors ($263 to $485 average weekly wage) added a net 2,550 jobs (Table 2-2).

Labor Force and Unemployment Trends

The labor force and unemployment rate are measures of the 

size of an area’s active, resident worker base, as well as their 

current employment status.  The labor force includes workers 

who are currently employed, unemployed, or actively looking 

for work.  The labor force of the Burlington MSA stood at 

69,458 in 2004, peaked at 73,702 in 2012, and declined to 

72,806 in 2013.

Unemployment rates in the Burlington MSA have trended 

higher than the state since 2004, when the county’s 

unemployment rate stood at 6.3% compared to 5.5% 

statewide. The MSA’s lowest unemployment rate during this 

period was 4.8% in 2006 and 2007. The rate peaked at 10.8% 

in 2010 and dropped over two percentages point to 8.0% in 

2013. Of course, the county lost just over 1% of its labor force 

in 2013 (Figure 2-7).

DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMICS

Table 2-2

Figure 2-7

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; RKG Associates, 2014
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Industry Clusters

A relative measure of how a local economy is performing can be estimated by quantifying employment in specific industry sectors 

and their growth over time (Table 2-2), and comparing current employment for specific industry sectors to that of a larger economy.  

This last measurement, which is represented as a ratio, is referred to as a Location Quotient (LQ).  If the LQ is near 1.0, it indicates 

that the MSA has a comparable proportion of its employment base in a given sector to that of the larger area, which in this case, is 

the United States as a whole.  If the ratio is less than 1.0, then the MSA is under-performing in that industry sector relative to the 

country. An LQ greater than 1.0 indicates a stronger performance by the MSA overall.  In this analysis, the LQ’s and their respective 

growth rates were developed based on employment changes between 2004 and 2013.

The relative size of the industry sector “bubble” in the diagram is indicative of the employment in that sector. In the case of 

the Burlington MSA, the highest numbers of persons are employed in the health care and social services sector (10,470), so 

its representative bubble is the largest of the group. The mining sector has the smallest number of employees (45), so its 

representative bubble is the smallest of the group. The relative position of a bubble above or below the horizontal axis indicates 

that industry sector’s growth rate, positive or negative. The relative position of a bubble to the right or left of the vertical axis 

indicates its location quotient as described above. For example, the relatively high number of employees in the manufacturing 

sector (8,376) are represented by a bubble of comparable size, while declines in employment place it well below the horizontal axis, 

and its relative proportion of its employment base is equivalent to the U.S. as a whole (Figure 2-8).

DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMICS

Figure 2-8

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; RKG Associates, 2014
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Commuting Patterns

Understanding commuting patterns can provide useful insight into evaluating potential actions with regard to creating and retaining 

jobs. Commuting patterns highlight the flow of workers into and out of a given labor market area and as such, can help to indicate 

where there may be potential to capture additional jobs that are “leaking” from the local economic base.

Figures 2-9 illustrates the 2011 commuting pattern for at-place workers and residents of Burlington. Of the 33,176 persons 

employed in Burlington in that year, 6,973 (21%) were city residents, and 26,203 (79%) lived outside the city. Commuters who 

left the city to work elsewhere numbered 12,739. Of this number, 13% commuted to Graham, 12% commuted to Greensboro, 7% 

commuted to Elon, and 6% commuted to Mebane.

DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMICS

Figure 2-9: Burlington Commuting Pattern

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; RKG Associates, 2014
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Housing Inventory

An estimate of Burlington’s housing 

inventory is derived from the U.S. Census 

Bureau 2008-2012 American Community 

Survey 5-Year Estimates. In 2012, 

Burlington’s housing inventory comprised 

approximately 24,250 total dwelling units, 

21,654 (89%) of which were occupied, and 

2,605 (11%) of which were vacant. The 

breakdown of housing typologies is as 

follows, by order of magnitude: single family 

detached, 65%; apartments/condos, 18%; 

triplexes/quads, 6%; duplexes, 5%; mobile 

homes, 4%; townhouses, 2% (Figure 2-10).

Housing by Year Built

Burlington’s housing inventory has developed at a remarkably steady rate since 1960, some of which was a result of annexation. 

With the exception of the decade of the 1980s, the city has added between 3,000 and 3,700 new units each decade. From 2000 to 

2009, 3,669 new housing units were added to the inventory. The most prolific decade for residential construction was the 1950s, 

when 4,751 new units were added, followed by the 2000s (Figure 2-11). 

Housing Value

In terms of the value of owner occupied housing, the single largest proportion of Burlington’s housing values fall into the $100,000 

to $150,000 range at 29.7%, followed by the $50,000 to $99,000 range at 23.5%, the $150,000 to $199,999 range at 18.6%, the 

$200,000 to $299,000 range at 10.2%, the $300,000 to $499,999 range at 6.6%, and over $500,000 at 1.6% (Figure 2-12). Over 60% 

of Burlington’s owner occupied housing units are valued below $150,000 as of 2012.
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Figure 2-10

Source: US Census 2008-2012 ACS 5-Year Estimates; RKG Associates, 2014

Figure 2-11

Source: US Census 2008-2012 ACS 5-Year Estimates; 
RKG Associates, 2014

Figure 2-12

Source: US Census 2008-2012 ACS 5-Year Estimates; 
RKG Associates, 2014
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Housing Turnover

The decade from 2000 through 2009 was not only notable for the 

3,669 new residential units added to Burlington’s inventory, but the 

number of units in the marketplace that turned over as well. In the 

three decades preceding the 1990s, there were between 1,300 and 

1,600 move-ins per decade. In the 1990s, there were nearly 3,400 

move-ins, and in the 2000s, there were just over 10,900 move-ins. 

This activity was concurrent with the major shifts in employment 

from the manufacturing, company management and construction 

sectors into the health care and service sectors that now dominate 

the local economy. It can be reasonably assumed that a great many 

workers followed jobs both out of and into the Burlington MSA during 

this period. (Figure 2-13)

Residential Building Permit Activity

The number of residential building permits issued is a fairly reliable 

indicator of residential construction activity over a period of years. 

During the ten year period from 2004 through 2013, Burlington saw 

the highest number of residential building permits in 2006 with 723, 

declining to 57 annual permits in 2012, after which more than twice 

the number of residential building permits were issued in 2013 at 128 

(Figure 2-14). 
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Figure 2-13

Source: US Census 2008-2012 ACS 5-Year Estimates; 
RKG Associates, 2014

Figure 2-14

Source: US Census; RKG Associates, 2014
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Housing Characteristics by Census Block Groups

Burlington’s proportion of renter occupied housing is 39%, compared to 33% in the state overall. In and of itself, Burlington’s rental 

rate is not alarmingly high, particularly for an urban/suburban environment. Approximately 29% of its housing inventory could be 

generally classified as purpose-built for rental (apartments, quads, triplexes and duplexes), leaving approximately 2,480 single 

family detached dwellings as rentals. However, as single family neighborhoods transition from predominantly homeownership 

to higher proportions of renter occupied units, changes can occur that affect the character of the neighborhood.  Renters may 

only perform the minimal amount of maintenance to keep the house livable, and absentee owners may not feel compelled to 

maintain the property to homeownership standards.  If too many properties fall into disrepair on one block or within a concentrated 

area, blight could take hold and impact property values, creating a less stable neighborhood environment. These issues can be 

exacerbated when combined with low housing values and high concentrations of vacant housing.

Looking to the future, Burlington may 

have need to confront the declining 

conditions of some of its older housing 

stock, particularly in neighborhoods with 

low housing values, high proportions of 

rentals of detached dwellings, and high 

vacancy rates. The city should monitor 

at-risk neighborhoods to determine 

whether any public intervention may be 

called for in the future. By monitoring this 

situation, at risk neighborhoods can be 

identified and intervention strategies can 

be formulated that mitigate the impact of 

high concentrations of absentee ownership, 

vacancies, and lower valued properties.

The following table and map were prepared 

in order to delineate census block groups 

that exhibit the following conditions: 

median house values under $110,000, more 

than 40% renter occupied, and/or a 15% or 

higher vacant housing rate. These criteria 

were selected to identify sections of the 

city that may be most subject to the risk 

of decline and warrant monitoring in the 

future. The census block groups analyzed 

correspond to those of which are largely 

contained in the city limits. The tabular 

data includes population, the number of 

housing units, population density per square 

mile, median household income, median 

house price, percentage of owner occupied, 

percentage of renter occupied, and 

percentage of vacant. Census block groups 

that fall under the selection criteria

RESIDENTIAL CONDITIONS

Table 2-3
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(continued from previous page) 

described above are shaded in red in the Table 2-3 and 

shaded in dark red in Figure 2-15.

Under this analysis, two contiguous geographic areas are 

clearly identified as challenged. The largest is located on 

the east side of the city, generally occupying the northeast, 

southeast, and southwest quadrants of North Church Street 

and East Webb Avenue. The other, smaller area is situated 

south of South Church Street, and north of Huffman Mill 

Road to the west and South Mebane Street to the east.

Figure 2-15
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Burlington’s non-residential (retail, office, industrial) markets do not operate within the trade area of a larger metropolitan area such 

as Raleigh-Durham or Charlotte.  As such, large national brokerage firms such as Cassidy-Turley or CB Richard Ellis do not collect 

and report real estate market data and trends in Burlington. Therefore, the data informing the following sector-based analyses was 

obtained through other means, such as the ESRI retail leakage analysis and office and industrial property listings on LoopNet, an 

internet-based real estate listing service.

Retail

A widely accepted measure of retail characteristics is the Retail Market Potential, a comparison of supply and demand to determine 

retail growth potential at any standard or user defined geographic level. An opportunity gap, otherwise referred to as leakage, 

appears when household expenditure levels for a specific geography are higher than the corresponding retail sales estimates. This 

difference signifies that resident households are meeting the available supply and supplementing their additional demand potential 

by going outside of their own geography. The opposite is true in the event of an opportunity surplus. That is, when the levels of 

household expenditures are lower than the retail sales estimates. In this case, local retailers are attracting residents of other areas 

into their stores. 

Burlington is home to various destination retailers, regional malls, community and neighborhood shopping centers, and free 

standing stores, but is also located in a very competitive retail environment with nearby destination centers competing for 

consumers. The data in Table 2-4 reflect the capacity of Burlington’s retail enterprises to serve the residents within the subject 

trade area, the Burlington city limits. The surpluses in most retail categories show that Burlington’s retail inventory serves a much 

larger trade area than that within the city limits. Although opportunity surpluses do not preclude the development of new retail, 

particularly in growth areas, it is usually at the expense of older, less desirable shopping centers, which must either reposition 

in the marketplace or redevelop to other uses. Of course, the competitive retail inventory outside of the city limits also heavily 

influences consumers’ shopping patterns as well as retailer’s location decisions. 
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Table 2-4
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Industrial/Office

The impact of the closing of textile mills in Burlington and other cities and towns in the Carolinas is well documented. In the 

Burlington MSA, over 5,300 textile industry jobs were lost from 2004 to 2014 resulting in the abandonment of large, obsolete 

industrial buildings, many of which are not suited for smaller manufacturing operations.

As of summer 2014, the real estate listing service, LoopNet, showed three (3) industrial properties for lease, totaling 284,510 

square feet, and eight (8) industrial properties for sale, totaling over 421,000 square feet, for total available space of just over 

700,000 square feet. Properties for lease ranged in floor area size from 22,000 square feet to 228,000 square feet, and properties 

for sale ranged in floor area size from 4,700 to 160,000 square feet. The 2008 Institute of Transportation Engineers Trip Generation 

Manual estimates manufacturing uses support one employee per 558 square feet of floor space. Based on that parameter, 700,000 

square feet of manufacturing space could support 1,190 jobs.

Under summer 2014 LoopNet office listings, there were seventeen (17) office properties for lease, totaling just over 97,000 square 

feet, and averaging 11,400 square feet. There were seven (7) office properties for sale, totaling just over 52,000 square feet, for 

total available space of nearly 150,000 square feet. Office space for sale and lease ranged from 1,300 to 40,000 square feet. The 

2008 Institute of Transportation Engineers Trip Generation Manual estimates office uses support one employee per 223 square feet 

of floor space. Based on that parameter, 150,000 square feet of office space could support 672 jobs.

The amount of space for lease is not necessarily indicative of the amount of space that is vacant, particularly in the manufacturing 

sector. Many former textile buildings and complexes are too big, too old and often too costly to renovate. In many cases, these 

buildings are demolished and the materials are salvaged or disposed of to sell the land underneath.
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Overview

In 2011, Alamance Regional Medical Center, United Way, Alamance County Health Department, Healthy Alamance, and other 

local partners conducted the Alamance County Community Assessment—a snapshot of the health and well-being of the citizens 

of Alamance County. Pulling from community input and data resources gathered during the Great Recession, the Community 

Assessment identified four priority health issues and four priority social issues in Alamance County:

Priority Health Issues:

•	 Healthcare Access

•	 Obesity

•	 Mental Health

•	 Substance Abuse

Priority Social Issues:

•	 Education

•	 Poverty

•	 Homelessness

•	 Domestic Violence

The Community Survey and other venues for community input to the Destination Burlington process echoed a number of those 

concerns in 2014. The top seven categories of survey responses to “the single most significant community health concern in 

Burlington” were, in descending order:

1.	 Obesity

2.	 Lack of facilities promoting active lifestyles (sidewalks, bicycle paths/lanes, fitness facilities)

3.	 Poor nutrition or lack of access to healthy food

4.	 Healthcare access

5.	 Water quality

6.	 Education

7.	 Environmental Pollution

All of these issues are interrelated—obesity, for example, can have as much to do with a lack of fitness opportunities as with lack 

of access to healthy food, or poor nutritional education, or lack of access to healthcare centers. In the following sections, these 

community health issues will be explored and the role of Comprehensive Planning in addressing them is described.

Health Indicators

A health indicator is some characteristic of a population that can be used to support conclusions about the health of that 

population—for example, smoking habits or life expectancy. There are thousands of health indicators available to researchers at 

all ranges of scale from the local level to an international level. Most health data relevant to Burlington’s comprehensive planning 

efforts, though, are available at the county level. As Burlington represents a full third of the population of Alamance County, this 

health indicator data is relevant for analysis.  



County Health Rankings & Roadmaps, a program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, lists 48 different health indicators and 

outcomes for each county in North Carolina, establishing an overall rank for each county. Out of North Carolina’s 100 counties, 

Alamance County ranks as the 29th overall for “outcomes”—quality and length of life—and 41st overall for “factors”—

characteristics that influence health. While this puts Alamance County in the top half of the state’s counties for public health, 

there are still a number of health indicators for which Alamance underperforms the state average. The data for these indicators is 

summarized in Table 5-1; these indicators include the following:

•	 Adult smoking

•	 Adult obesity

•	 Food environment index (a measure that includes limited access to healthy food and food insecurity)

•	 Limited access to healthy food

•	 Physical inactivity 

•	 Availability of primary care physicians

•	 Availability of dentists

•	 Availability of mental health providers

•	 Availability of other primary care providers

•	 Uninsured population under age 65

Comparing this list to the Community Survey shows that the citizens of Burlington are very cognizant of the health issues that exist 

in their County. Many of the issues that have emerged as most significant in Burlington are discussed below.
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Table 5-1

Alamance County Health Indicators

County Health Rankings & Roadmaps

Alamance County North Carolina Top U.S. Performers
HEALTH INDICATORSHEALTH INDICATORSHEALTH INDICATORSHEALTH INDICATORS

Adult Smoking 24% 20% 14%

Adult Obesity 34% 29% 25%

Food Environment Index 6.5 8.7 6.9

Limited Access to Healthy Food 11% 7% n/a

Physical Inactivity 27% 25% 21%

Access to Exercise Opportunities 77% 65% 85%

Primary Care Physicians 1,825 : 1 1,462 : 1 1,051 : 1

Dentists 2,260 : 1 2,075 : 1 1,439 : 1

Mental Health Providers 1,307 : 1 715 : 1 536 : 1

Other Primary Care Providers 2,168 : 1 1,331 : 1 n/a

Uninsured 21% 19% 11%

Source: www.countyhealthrankings.org, 2014
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Food and Nutrition

Taken together, issues of obesity, food availability, and nutrition were by far the most pressing health concerns on the minds of 

Community Survey participants.

Obesity

The issue of obesity sits at the nexus of several heath concerns—physical inactivity, unhealthy foods, poor education and 

lifestyle choices about nutrition, chronic diseases like diabetes and coronary heart disease, among others. More than a quarter of 

Community Survey respondents indicated that obesity was the most significant community health concern in Burlington. This is 

supported by both the 2011 Alamance County Community Assessment and the health indicators described above. Rates of adult 

obesity in Alamance County in 2010 were higher than all bordering counties, while rates of low-income pre-school students in 

2009-2011 were higher than all neighboring counties except Chatham County. As the causes of obesity are many and varied, so will 

need to be the methods of combating obesity—promoting a physical setting that encourages activity, an economy that supports 

healthy food options, and an education context that teaches citizens how to make healthy lifestyle choices.

Food Deserts

At the Community Visioning Workshop in May, 2014, participants were asked to map areas that they perceived to qualify as “food 

deserts”—areas where healthy food was not easily available, either due to scarcity of stores, limited access, or high cost. The 

compiled “dot map” of the participant groups is shown on the adjacent page. 

The US Department of Agriculture defines food deserts through a number of factors, including location of stores selling healthy food 

(usually as indicated by the availability of produce), available access via walking and public transportation versus personal vehicles, 

and affordability of food in comparison to local income levels. The USDA produces a map called the Food Access Research Atlas 

that tracks Census tracts it qualifies as having low access to healthy food. The community’s perception of food deserts in Burlington 

is very much consistent with the USDA’s map—significant areas in the central, eastern, northern, and southern parts of the City do 

not have adequate access to healthy food. Another map, available from the ArcGIS web site, shows supermarket access within a 

one-mile walk—a common measure of access for the USDA. While some inaccuracies exist due to dated information, layering this 

supermarket access map onto the Community Health Summary Map on page 51 shows the specific neighborhoods of Burlington 

most affected by a lack of access to supermarkets. Again, it is consistent with and supportive of the community’s perceptions of 

food deserts in their community. 

Healthy Eating and Nutrition

Community Survey respondents did not just note the lack of healthy food options as discussed above, but made a point to note the 

prevalence of fast food establishments in the community. According to a study by the NC State University Institute for Emerging 

Issues, 64% of Alamance County residents consume fast food each week—more than the nearby counties of Guilford, Orange, or 

Durham as well as the Central North Carolina average. Strategic Alliance, an initiative of the Prevention Institute, notes that the 

ubiquity of fast food restaurants in an area leads to greater consumption of soda and fewer servings of fruits and vegetables, and 

that the lack of supermarkets drives individuals towards greater consumption of fast food. Chronic health issues are also a result of 

an imbalance of access between supermarkets and fast food. (source: http://preventioninstitute.org/action-center-sa/) 

Fast food as a nutritional health hazard in a community is a land use and zoning policy issue as much as a public health and 

education issue. A research brief by Bridging the Gap (http://www.bridgingthegapresearch.org) studied the zoning codes of 175 

communities nationwide and found that 93% of the codes permitted the establishment of fast food restaurants, while only 76% 

permitted grocery stores, 40% permitted farmers’ markets, and 12% permitted urban agriculture. In 2008, the City of Los Angeles 
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Community Visioning Workshop Map: Food Deserts

Many citizens appreciate the new co-op Market with fresh, local, healthy foods, but recognize that cost is part of food access
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passed an Interim Control Ordinance to put a two-year moratorium on new stand-alone fast food restaurants in order to 

develop new regulations of fast food establishments, recognizing that their land use regulations were having an adverse 

impact on community health.

Active Living 

Active Transportation

In the Community Survey, participants ranked a lack of fitness facilities and opportunities as the second most pressing 

community health issue in Burlington, behind the related issue of obesity. Based on survey comments, it is clear that the 

issue is not simply about formal recreational opportunities—running tracks, sports fields, and recreation centers—as 

most members of the community have strong positive feelings about the City’s Recreation and Parks Department facilities. 

In fact, Alamance County compares quite favorably to the North Carolina average when it comes to access to exercise 

opportunities as defined by proximity to both public and private parks and recreation facilities—77% of the population as 

compared to the State average of 65%. And yet the County underperforms the State in terms of adult physical inactivity, 

as shown in Table 5-1.

Survey respondents are instead reacting to the City’s lack of a physical infrastructure that supports an active lifestyle; 

in short, the City’s sidewalk and bicycle path networks are not sufficiently connected to encourage their use. There is 

an emerging trend in cities called “Active Transportation”—viewing walking and cycling as transportation modes along 

with transit and carpooling that are deserving of the kind of comprehensive networks we usually afford only to personal 

motor vehicles, and recognizing that these transportation modes are beneficial to the community in terms of health of the 

populace and health of the environment. A key component of Active Transportation is one of the fundamental building 

blocks of the urban public realm: sidewalks. In Chapter 11 in this report, the City’s 2012 Pedestrian Master Plan is 

discussed as a recent effort to make the City’s pedestrian network safer and more connected to all areas of the City.

Perception of Safety

Safety of the pedestrian and bicycle networks are not the only safety concerns that can limit active living—general 

perceptions of the safety of a neighborhood have an effect, too. When playgrounds, schoolyards, and residential streets 

are not hospital environments for children’s play or adult recreation because of crime or fear of crime, proximity to 

recreational opportunities is no longer relevant. The crime mapping activity during the Community Visioning Workshop 

underscored that areas north of Webb Avenue are considered particularly unsafe environments, despite being near some 

significant and appreciated public parks. Refer to the compiled group “star” maps of crime on the adjacent page.

Education

As will be noted below and in other sections in this report, education is key when it comes to healthy lifestyles. It is not 

simply about creating safe walking and biking routes to school, though this is incredibly important; an educational system 

that puts emphasis on active living through physical education classes, recess, organized youth sports, and after-school 

programs is imperative. The Alamance-Burlington School System has a long-standing School Health Advisory Council 

(SHAC) that guides the school system on maintaining the health of students. The school system mandates a 30-minute 

recess period for grades K-8 exclusive of physical education classes and promotes the integration of physical activity 

across the curricula.  
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Community Visioning Workshop Map: Lack of Walking, Biking, Fitness Facilities

Community Visioning Workshop Map: Crime
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Healthcare Access

Healthcare facilities are a significant component of determining the quality of life in communities, as will be discussed in Chapter 

06. Burlington is relatively well-served, with the full-service Alamance Regional Medical Center as the area’s flagship healthcare 

facility. The number of hospitals or available beds, however, does not fully describe the state of healthcare access in the City. 

Community input has raised other significant aspects of access: a lack of smaller neighborhood clinics and urgent care centers, 

inadequate transportation system to facilities, scarcity of medical professionals, and the general unaffordability of healthcare and 

health insurance. The health indicators noted above support these common healthcare access concerns.

The Community Health Summary Map on page 51 shows the locations of Burlington’s hospital, urgent care centers/clinics, and 

pharmacies. It is clear that there are vast swaths of Burlington that lack ready access to the kind of day-to-day health services 

that smaller clinics and urgent care centers provide (individual private practice offices, chiropractors, and dialysis centers are 

widespread throughout the City and are not charted on this summary map). Pharmacies are more commonplace but still are 

lacking in central, northern, and southern parts of the City’s jurisdiction. Furthermore, without a fixed-route transit service or a 

comprehensive pedestrian and bicycle network, citizens without cars are unable to reach the few clinics, hospitals, and pharmacies 

that exist outside of their neighborhoods. Some community members expressed that even if they are able to get to these facilities, 

they do not feel welcome as customers.

Both anecdotal and statistical evidence also suggest that scarcity of medical professionals—and particularly scarcity of those 

professionals in certain parts of the City—hinders healthcare access. Stakeholders indicate that the widespread national shortage 

of nurses is less evident in Burlington than a shortage of physicians. This is seen by the community as an issue of talent attraction 

and retention; the City’s educational system is seen as not supporting the creation and retention of professionals, and the City’s 

reputation and quality of life fail to attract doctors, nurses, and dentists from outside the City. Whether those conjectures are true, 

there is no mistaking that Burlington is underserved from the standpoint of professional staffing.

The affordability of health insurance—uninsured care, as well, where it is available—is another major hurdle for access to 

healthcare. While the Affordable Care Act is attempting to address this issue on the federal and state levels, the community still 

sees large gaps between income and the cost of healthcare. Alamance County ranks as the 32nd most uninsured population in the 

state and is notably worse than both its urban neighbors of Guilford and Durham Counties and its rural neighbors of Caswell and 

Chatham Counties. 

Aging 

While aging did not come up often as a health or demographic concern in community feedback, it is a common refrain that the 

retirement of the Baby Boomer generation is quickly changing the face of communities across the country. It is an important 

demographic and community health trend that must be factored into planning for the future. One comment regarding Burlington’s 

sense of community during a stakeholder interview was that there needs to be a realization that everyone is together in taking care 

of the elderly.

Senior Living and Healthcare Options

The City of Burlington is served by all tiers of senior living facilities, from age-restricted and independent living housing 

communities, to assisted living facilities, to nursing homes and memory care facilities. The Piedmont Triad Regional Council on 

Aging lists 13 adult care homes (also known as assisted living facilities) and 6 nursing homes in Burlington. Two of these facilities 

are Continuing Care Retirement Communities that offer every level of senior care during retirement. All of these facilities house 

from 12 to over 100 individuals; there are an additional 35 smaller family care homes that house 6 individuals or fewer. 
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The Burlington Housing Authority owns, manages, and maintains two public housing communities dedicated to elderly residents 

and manages another 40-unit complex intended for elderly and disabled residents. 

The geographic distribution of nursing homes in the City follows the same general pattern as other healthcare facilities—most 

are located on the west side of the City or close to the County’s health facilities on the east side of the City. During a stakeholder 

interview, one participant noted that skilled nursing is not easy to find in Burlington; there are a lot of individuals “aging in the 

home” in the City, and supportive programs and services for those individuals and their caretakers is an important need.

Senior Services

The City of Burlington serves its elderly population primarily through the Recreation and Parks Department’s programming related 

to Kernodle Senior Center, a relatively recent addition to the Department’s inventory of non-park offerings. Alamance County is 

the principal provider of social services on the local level through the State’s Department of Health and Human Services. Specific 

to elderly adults, Alamance County Department of Social Services administers Medicaid and special assistance programs related 

to care for adults and disabled persons. Through their Aging Planning Committee, Alamance County guides the local work of the 

region’s Area Agency on Aging (AAA), which is housed in the Piedmont Triad Regional Council. The AAA is the primary coordinator 

and administrator of aging-related federal, state, and local funding for programs for Burlington. Services administered by the 

AAA include meals, transportation, in-home aid, adult day care, and family caregiver support. Stakeholders noted that Alamance 

Eldercare, Hospice, and Meals on Wheels are non-profit providers of senior services.

Community Visioning Workshop Map: Lack of Healthcare Access
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Environmental Pollution

Respondents to the Community Survey and participants in the Destination Burlington engagement efforts consistently brought up 

concerns about environmental pollution. 

Brownfields

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) does not list any Superfund sites in or near the City. The North Carolina Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) lists just one property in Burlington’s planning jurisdiction as a known brownfield—

Glencoe Mill on the Haw River. As one of the community’s favorite locations in the area, however, few are likely to suspect any 

pollution issues related to the site. Other former industrial properties in the City, however, are perceived to have the potential for 

untreated ground pollution, including many in the northern and eastern areas of the City. Citizens also pointed to a gravel mine close 

to Lake Mackintosh and a site close to Sellars Mill Road as potential concerns. While perception is important, no information exists 

that proves any additional brownfields in the City. 

Air Pollution

Survey respondents did list air pollution as a health concern for Burlington, and Community Visioning Workshop participants identified 

the Interstate highway as a source of air quality concerns. A medical waste incinerator close to Alamance Community College east of 

the City’s jurisdiction was also cited as an air quality concern. Sperling’s Best Places produces an Air Quality Index from EPA data that 

incorporates ozone alert days and measured levels of seven air pollutants, and the US average score is 93.9, with 100 being the best 

quality possible. Burlington’s index is 95.1, indicating that the City has relatively clean air.

Water Quality and Water Pollution

The community identified water quality and water pollution as the most significant environmental pollution concerns in the City, 

making a distinction between the quality of water in the City utility infrastructure and the quality of water as a natural feature. Media 

reports in early 2014 about alleged spills at one of the City’s wastewater treatment plants into the adjacent Haw River have done 

much to push the public’s perception that both the City’s drinking water quality and surface water quality are compromised. Quality 

of the City’s water supply was most suspected in the Downtown area due to aging infrastructure, while there was consensus that 

the City’s many minor waterbodies—creeks and streams, mostly, but also ponds—are in poor shape. In fact, Little Alamance Creek, 

which runs across the middle of Burlington, is considered an “impaired” water body by DENR, and plans are underway to address 

the entire watershed. Similar to air quality, Sperling’s Best Places reports a Water Quality Index based on EPA data that measure 15 

indicators in local watersheds. With 100 being the best possible score, Burlington has a score of 80 in relation to a US average of 55.

Social Health

Education

As noted above, the 2011 Alamance County Community Assessment identified four Priority Social Issues relative to community 

health:

•	 Education

•	 Poverty

•	 Homelessness

•	 Domestic Violence

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
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Some portion of Community Survey respondents agreed with the significance of each of these four issues, but by far education is 

seen as the principal social health issue in the community. Below is a sampling of Survey answers to the question, “What do you 

feel is the single most significant community health concern in Burlington?”:

•	 “poor education resulting in citizens making poor costly decisions”

•	 “Lack of awareness of need to address health issues while a student”

•	 “Poorly educated people tend to have poorer health for a variety of reasons. Improve the education system and other issues 
will be ameliorated via better health choices, etc.”

•	 “Shamefully low resources devoted to education”

In the Community Survey, education far outranked all other public service offerings of the City in terms of importance to the 

public. The issue of education is more than just better education about health choices or awareness of healthcare opportunities, 

although both are significant. This issue seems to be about creating a better educational setting in which students can develop 

the critical faculties to learn about and improve the myriad problems that cause and result from poor community health—poverty, 

homelessness, obesity, social injustice, pollution, disease, etc. Because it is such a significant issue, education is discussed further 

in Chapters 06 and 07.

Community Visioning Workshop Map: Water and Environmental Pollution

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
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The Role of Comprehensive Planning 

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Community Transformation Grant program has recognized that thoughtful, 

creative planning strategies have a direct effect on the health and wellness of our communities’ citizens. The City of Burlington 

has been awarded such a grant to integrate community health and wellness as a significant focus of the Destination Burlington 

comprehensive planning effort. An article in the October 2013 issue of Planning Magazine notes the impact planning can have on 

our health: 

Recent research shows that policies making healthy foods more affordable; improving sidewalk, street, and 
land-use design to encourage physical activity; and banning public, workplace, or residence smoking are 
among the most effective public health strategies.

The CDC has outlined five “Strategic Directions” towards which each Community Transformation Grant (CTG) should assist in 

community health:

1.	 tobacco-free living 

2.	 active living and healthy eating 

3.	 high impact evidence-based clinical and other preventive services 

4.	 social and emotional wellness 

5.	 healthy and safe physical environment 

The CTG anticipates the following performance measures for success in these Strategic Directions:

•	 changes in weight

•	 changes in proper nutrition

•	 changes in physical activity

•	 changes in tobacco use prevalence

•	 changes in emotional well-being and overall mental health 

During the upcoming planning process, as Destination Burlington transitions from analysis and issue identification to defining goals 

and strategies, it is vital that recommendations can be viewed through these strategic directions and performance measures to 

assure that the final Comprehensive Plan meets the community health goals of the CTG.

Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Physical environment that supports active living: sidewalks, bike paths, recreation opportunities. 

•	 Improved means of physical access to healthcare and healthy food options.

•	 Land use policy that encourages purveyors of healthy food and discourages the establishment of fast food restaurants.

•	 Educational resources for promoting healthy lifestyle choices. 

•	 Economic state that supports an active and efficient health marketplace (professionals, facilities) and reduces poverty, 
homelessness, and crime.

•	 Better environmental stewardship.

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
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Overview

The consultant obtained site selection data from the 27th annual survey of site selection decision makers published by Area 

Development Magazine, a site and facilities planning publication.  The information in Table 6-1 shows a score-based ranking of 

the quality of life factors that influence business location for the years 2009 through 2013 as identified by a sampling of America’s 

corporate executives.  Although not specific to any one area, the results of this effort indicate those quality of life factors that are 

most important when a company is considering relocation/expansion. 

The quality of life analysis examines the qualitative aspects of economic development.  This analysis focuses on the top five quality 

of life factors reported in the annual survey of site selection decision makers by Area Development Magazine.  

Crime 

A low crime rate was ranked as the top quality of life criteria.  As shown in Table 6-2, both Alamance County’s violent crime and 

property crime rates are higher than the state. During the five-year analysis period, total crime in the county was highest in 2008 

and steadily dropped to its lowest level in 2012, according to statistics compiled by the North Carolina Department of Justice.  The 

recent decline is a positive indicator.
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Table 6-1

Table 6-2



Healthcare Facilities

Burlington is fairly well served from a healthcare perspective relative to the availability and accessibility of hospital facilities.  

As shown in Table 6-3, there are six acute care hospitals of 100 beds or more within a 45-minute drive time from Burlington. 

The six hospitals reportedly support nearly 3,500 staffed beds.  Burlington’s primary facility is the Alamance Regional Medical 

Center (ARMC), a 238-bed full service hospital. The largest hospital in the Burlington region is Moses H. Cone Memorial Hospital 

in Greensboro. Given the availability of Alamance Regional Medical Center in Burlington, as well as major regional hospitals in 

Greensboro and Durham, Burlington should be considered as providing area businesses and residents with good access to quality 

healthcare, the second most important quality of life factor included in the site location factors survey.  

Housing Costs and Availability

Housing costs and housing availability were ranked as the second and third most important quality of life criteria in the site 

selection survey as shown in Table 6-1.  From a statewide perspective Burlington’s housing prices are relatively affordable with 

a 2010 median rent of $526 and a 2010 median owner occupied home value of approximately $122,020 compared to $744 and 

$152,700 in the state, respectively.  

Ratings of Public Schools

A good public school system can play a significant role in providing a solid foundation for a community’s economic development 

program.  The K-12 education is important for training students in the basic skill sets required by employers for entry-level and 

semi-skilled positions.  Maintaining high academic standards and rankings for the county’s school district are also important as a 

community attribute since they are likely to be a job-acceptance factor for potential employees considering relocation from outside 

the county.

There are many factors that contribute to achieving good school system results which are difficult to capture in a single metric.  

One indicator that is often used is standardized test scores since they allow comparability with other school districts.  Table 6-4 

illustrates a comparison of recent Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) results for public schools in Alamance-Burlington School System, 

North Carolina, and the country as a whole.  
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A graphic illustration of how the Alamance-Burlington school system compares to the State of North Carolina and the U.S. is shown 

in Figure 6-A. Refer to Chapter 07 for additional information.

Recreational Opportunities

According to Burlington’s 2012 Recreation & 

Parks Comprehensive Master Plan, the City’s 

Recreation & Parks Department is “recognized as 

being one of the strongest and most respected 

Recreation & Parks Departments in North 

Carolina.” The Recreation & Parks system is not 

solely focused on athletic facilities and passive 

green spaces, but also includes an Amusement 

Park, a City-owned golf course, an Aquatic 

Center, several marinas, and the renovated 

Paramount Theater downtown. A state-of-the-art 

Tennis Center and a dedicated Senior Activities 

Center are also under the Recreation & Parks 

umbrella. The Department’s 2012 master plan 

identified a need for smaller and local parks in 

the system. This is consistent with community 

feedback for the Destination Burlington 

Comprehensive Plan—recreational amenities 

promoting active lifestyles are not spread evenly 

throughout the community. Adjacent Table 3-2 

is extracted from the 2012 master plan and 

indicates Recreation & Parks current and future 

needs.

QUALITY OF LIFE

  City of Burlington   Woolpert 
EX-32 2012 Comprehensive Recreation & Parks Master Plan Update Decemeber 2012
 Executive Summary Report 

2010 2012 2017 2022 Existing 2022
Population 50,475 51,949 55,033 58,127 Need

Regional Parks **
0.01000 505 519 550 581 10,000 + 0

Sites 1 1 1 1 4 0
District  Parks **

0.00500 252 260 275 291 671 0
Sites 1 1 1-2 4 0

Community Parks 
0.00500 252 260 275 291 177 114

Sites 3 3 4 4 4 1-2
Neighborhood Parks 

0.00100 50 52 55 58 38 20
Sites 7 7 8 8 6 2

Mini-Parks 
0.00025 13 13 14 15 6 9

Sites 13 13 14 15 8 8
Special Use Parks

Varies Varies Varies Varies Varies n/a
+17

Linear Parks / Greenway Trails
0.00040 20 21 22 23 8.0 15

Table 3-2 
City of Burlington 

Total Park Sites and Acreage Requirements
 PARK TYPE

(10 Ac/1000) +1000 Acre Parks

(5 Ac/1000) +/-200 Acre Parks 

(5.0 Ac/1000)  45-75 Acre Parks (75ac)

(1.0 Ac/1000)  +/-4-10 Acre Parks (7 ac avg.)

(.25 Ac/1000)  .5 -1.0 Acre Parks (.1 ac avg)

(no std. Acreage)

(.4 mile/1000)                         Miles

** The acreage shown for Regional & District parks denotes Burlingtons share for this type of park whether provided by
municipal, county, state or other governmental body 

Regional Parks: (4- sites) = Uwharrie National Forest (+50,000 ac.), Morrow Mountain State Park (+4,600 ac.) NC-Zoological Park 
(+500 ac.), Lake Jordan (+2,500 ac.), 
District Parks: (3 sites) =  Cedarock Park (+461ac.), Shallows Ford (190 ac.) Great Bend/Glencoe (20 ac)
Community Parks: (sites) = City Park (76 ac.), Joe Davidson Park (42.5 ac.) , Fairchild Park (30.5 ac.) , North Park (27.4ac)
Neighborhood Parks: (Elmira (5.3 ac.), Forest Hills (5.0 ac.) Northwestern Park (8.2 ac.),  Robinson Park 4.1 ac.), Southern 
Neighborhood Park (8.5 ac.) Willowbrook Park (6.5 ac.) ,
Mini-Parks Sites: (-6-sites) Dothan Park, Daphne’s Fragrance Garden, Depot sitting space, Downtown/main street seating areas, Eva 
Barker Park, Petersburg Park
Special Use Sites: (-sites) =BMX Bicycle Track (Fairchild), Broad Street Gym,  Burlington Tennis Center (City  Park), Daphne's 
Fragrance Garden,(Kernodle Ctr), Jiggs Askew Dog Park (City Park), Lake Cammack Marina, Lake Mackintosh Marina( Burlington), Lake 
Mackintosh Marina(Guilford), , Kernodle Senior Activities Center, Mayco Bigelow Center (North Park)Maynard Aquatic Center (City Park), 
Paramount Theater, Springwood Park(76ac), Stoney Creek Marina, Thataways Youth Center (City Park), Town & Country Nature Park, 
Linear Parks /Greenways Trails: Haw River Blue Trail (Glencoe/Great Bend), Town & Country, Lake Mackintosh, Lake Cammack,  
Walking Tracks/paths = CityPark, Davidson, Elmira, Fairchild, Forest Hills, North Park,
Note: Acreage shown for Regional & District Parks are based on the population of Burlington and their "share" of access to these type of 
parks regardless of the provider

Table 6-4Figure 6-A
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Colleges and Universities

Burlington is well-served by quality higher education opportunities.          

Bigfuture.collegeboard.org lists thirty nonprofit colleges and universities within 50 

miles of Downtown Burlington, including some of the most prestigious institutions 

in North Carolina: Duke University, Elon University, North Carolina State 

University, University of North Carolina (Chapel Hill and Greensboro campuses), 

and Wake Forest University. Six of these thirty colleges are within 20 miles of 

Downtown Burlington, but perhaps two of these have the greatest impact on the 

City of Burlington: Elon University in neighboring Elon, and Alamance Community 

College in neighboring Graham. Both have programs and services that operate 

within the City of Burlington.

Elon University was ranked by US News and Work Report as the #1 Regional 

University in the South in 2014, and has received plaudits from Newsweek-

Kaplan, Princeton Review, Kiplinger’s Personal Finance, and the Fiske Guide 

to Colleges. Elon enrolled 6,305 students in six Schools covering a full range 

of liberal arts disciplines. Elon operates a Downtown Center for Community 

Engagement in Burlington. 

Alamance Community College (ACC) is part of North Carolina’s 58-institution 

Community College System and regularly exceeds the System’s performance 

standards. The institution has grown 21% over the past five years and had an 

enrollment of 4,677 full-time equivalent student enrollment in 2011-2012. The 

College has 35 academic programs in four divisions and houses Cosmetology and 

Continuing Education courses at The Dillingham Center in the Burlington Outlet 

Village. The Dillingham Center also houses ACC’s Small Business Center for 

entrepreneurial support. 

Climate

While central North Carolina is often cited as having climate conditions 

preferable to a number of highly-populated areas of the country, climate comfort 

is largely subjective. Available climate data as reported by Sperling’s Best Places 

shows that Burlington has, compared to the United States average, more days of 

precipitation and greater rainfall amounts over the course of a year. Burlington 

also has more sunny days, though, with the downside of a greater UV index than 

the entire country, on average. Winter low temperatures are far higher than the 

US average, while summer high temperatures are only slightly higher. Snowfall 

is minimal, but as recent experience has reinforced, ice storms have caused 

significant property damage in Burlington. Burlington’s comfort index—derived 

from summer high temperatures and humidity levels—is quite low compared to 

the US overall. 

Elon University

Alamance Community College (from www.
stateuniversity.com)

Burlington’s March 2014 ice storm (from 
www.erh.noaa.gov)
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Cultural Opportunities

Burlington and Alamance County have an abundance of cultural opportunities, as 

described below:

•	 The Burlington/Alamance County Convention & Visitor’s Bureau lists over 
25 unique non-recreation cultural activities and sites in Burlington and the 
immediate area, ranging from vineyards to historic sites to galleries and 
museums.  

•	 The Visitor’s Bureau also lists over 200 churches of varying Christian 
denominational, non-denominational, and Mormon faiths. Places of 
worship for Jewish, Islamic, Buddhist, Hindu, and other major faiths are 
located in larger nearby communities.

•	 The City of Burlington lists 22 special events and festivals occurring over 
the course of 2014.

•	 The Paramount Theater in downtown hosts 8 different acting companies 
and in 2013 was the venue for over 40 theater events.

•	 According to the Alamance County Arts Council’s 2012-2013 Annual 
Report:

»» There are 14 member organizations of the Arts Council

»» 25 exhibits were staged at Arts Council venues.

»» 11 permanent sculptures and one on-loan sculpture were placed as 
public art in Burlington.

»» The Arts Council’s facility welcomed 8,000 visitors.

Qualitative Assessment

As noted above, there are several quantifiable factors that influence quality of life in Burlington and Alamance County. There 

are also factors, however, that are influenced by residents’ perceptions, a “sense of place,” and more qualitative aspects of the 

physical environment. Analyzing these factors requires studying feedback from the community through surveys and interviews, as 

summarized below.

Small Town Feel

Comments from residents regarding their perception of Burlington generally fall into two camps: positive comments focused on the 

hominess of the City, and negative or neutral comments on its provincial and “sleepy” character. Hominess is conveyed with terms 

like “friendly, nice, convenient, quaint, comfortable” while provinciality is conveyed with “mediocre, boring, lost, ignorant, quiet, 

conflicted.” In terms of quality of life, both the positive and negative comments are reflective of what could be called “small town 

feel”—that Burlington is a place set apart from the larger metropolitan regions to the east and west, where things are slower to 

change. Burlington’s small town feel can boost or detract from quality of life depending on individual perceptions. 

Paramount Theater in Downtown Burlington

Public sculpture at Depot Square



59

06

BURLINGTON, North carolina, COMPREHENSIVE PL AN

QUALITY OF LIFE

Physical Environment

The quality of the physical environment can have a profound effect on how residents perceive their own quality of life. Evidence of 

disinvestment and abandonment—vacant or dilapidated buildings, overgrown lots—can create discouraged feelings, while signs 

of vitality and investment—new roadway landscaping, a fresh coat of paint—can bolster hope. Evidence of desirable features 

successfully preserved can also give a lasting feeling of pride in community. Citizen comments have suggested the following about 

the physical environment of the City:

•	 Some of the most desirable neighborhoods in the City are those that combine attractive older architecture with a preserved 
or rehabilitated public realm, including Downtown, Glencoe Mill, Circle Drive, and other neighborhoods west of Downtown.

•	 The aesthetics of the City’s commercial corridors have been identified as diminishing the quality of life in the City, most 
notably Maple Avenue, North and South Church Street, East and West Webb Avenue, and Huffman Mill Road. Negative 
features include commercial signage, overhead utilities, “unfriendly” architecture, vacant or abandoned buildings, and 
perceptually hostile pedestrian environments.

•	 There is widespread appreciation for the types of beautification efforts made by the New Leaf Society for median plantings, 
streetscape enhancements, street trees, and public art installations. 

•	 Blighted industrial properties are not just negative in the sense of general disinvestment, but speak to larger issues of 
the community’s historic loss of economic base and the perception of pollution and lack of safety. Properties along East 
Webb Avenue, North Church Street, and Graham Street, including Western Electric and Burlington Industries, are notable 
examples. 

A Sense of Community

Citizens communicated a desire for a strong “sense of community.” This is often a vague notion, but important to quality of life. 

Participants in surveys and discussions noted that a “sense of community” is built on further success in several areas: 

•	 Communication: an active exchange of information from different parts of the City and the City government itself about the 
general goings-on about town.

•	 Friendliness: respect and outward pleasantness amongst all the diverse populations of the City.

•	 Equity: the perception that all parts of the community are treated equally and fairly.

•	 Shared activity: events and community spaces that encourage citizens to come together, either formally or informally.

•	 Focus on youth: recognition that the tightness of the community can be greatly impacted by how the next generations 
interact with their peers. 

Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Better control of crime—both actual crime and perceived lack of safety. 

•	 Improvement to the quality and reputation of the local educational system. 

•	 Maintenance and enhancement of the City’s recreational and cultural offerings to provide shared activities for the entire 
community.

•	 Creation of better connections—physical connections as well as outreach efforts—to Elon University and Alamance 
Community College.

•	 Preservation and promotion of the positive qualitative aspects of the community—a consistent message of Burlington’s 
attractive characteristics.
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Overview

The City of Burlington has ample access to public, private, charter, parochial, pre-school and higher educational institutions. That 

said, the City falls slightly under the state average for high school graduation (80% Burlington, 84% North Carolina) and bachelor’s 

degree attainment (24% Burlington and 26% North Carolina).  The Alamance-Burlington School District also spends considerably 

less than the state average on public education which presents a challenge from an educational and workforce development aspect 

as the City of Burlington seeks to retain residents and employers.  

There are 18 K-12 schools in the City of Burlington including 15 public schools and 3 private schools. Burlington public schools 

belong to the Alamance-Burlington School District. There are also three charter schools operating in Alamance County.

There are 14 elementary schools, 7 middle schools, 5 high schools and 49 preschool. Burlington also has two institutes of higher 

education located nearby. Those are Elon University, located in neighboring in Elon, and Alamance Community College, located in 

neighboring Graham. Public and private schools as well as institutes of public education are active within the community.  These 

schools and their respective locations are included within the Educational Resources Map (on page 67) at the end of this section. 

Education Snapshot

•	 Population: 49,963; 20,632 households;

•	 Makeup:  57.6% White, 28% African American, 0.7% Native American, 	2.1% Asian, 0.1% Pacific Islander. Hispanic or 
Latino of any race were 16% of the population;

•	 Burlington Enrolled Students - 12,153 (579 Nursery School/Preschool, 777 Kindergarten, 5,296 Grades 1-8, 2,798 High 
School, 2,703 College/Grad School);

•	 Burlington Residents with a High School Degree 80%;

•	 Burlington Residents with a Bachelors Degree or Higher 24%.

source: 2010 US Census, 2012 ACS Community Survey

While the majority of students in the City of Burlington and ETJ attend public schools, a growing number of parents within the 

Burlington community are choosing private and charter schools as well as home schooling as an option.  All four types of education 

as well as higher education, workforce development, and training are covered within this section. 

Alamance-Burlington School System

School System Mission Statement: 

Providing engaging work for our students will enable the Alamance-Burlington School System (ABSS) to educate all students to 

meet high academic standards and become responsible citizens in a rapidly changing world. Our mission statement comes alive in 

each of the departments that comprise our school system.
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System Overview

The Alamance-Burlington School System serves 22,331 students (not all of whom are located in Burlington).  Approximately half 

of the school population is White, and 21% is African American which has remained steady across the system. The Hispanic 

school population is at 22% and increasing. Another challenge within the system is the lingering issues stemming from the 

Great Recession. While the county’s unemployment rate has dropped from a recession peak of 13.9% to 5.7% (April 2014) family 

income has not improved and despite the system’s best efforts it remains a challenge to reach underserved populations within the 

community. Approximately 55% of students within the system receive free or reduced price lunches.

Poverty and increases in students with a limited proficiency in English create challenges instructionally, programmatically, and 

financially for the system.  This is not unlike many inner-city school districts nationally. 

Alamance County Commissioners control the district’s education budget per NC state statute. As such, Alamance County spends 

$500 less per student ($8,524) than the state average of $9,024—an extra $500 per student would only bring students to an 

average education. This is compounded with the fact that Alamance County is bordered by higher wealth counties (Guilford to the 

west, and Orange, Durham and Wake to the east). While the Burlington-Alamance school system has an experienced and dedicated 

workforce, the disparity in salaries is a significant factor in the district’s slightly higher rates of turnover and over-representation of 

less experienced teachers. 

One thing that almost everyone agrees on is that a great public school system is a boon to quality of live, economic development, 

and the long-term sustainability of a community.   

Success Stories

While the ABSS faces significant challenges it also has some important success stories that have been possible due to the efforts 

of dedicated educators and citizens alike.   

•	 One of the greatest success stories of ABSS is that despite financial and demographic challenges, they have been able to 
retain effective leaders despite real and perceived barriers and have recently had increased support from key leaders in 
the community.  Moreover, many of the schools within the district retain a good reputation and overall the educators in the 
district are highly regarded.

•	 Successful efforts to provide equity for all students in ABSS schools, some for the first time in the system’s history, included 
Spanish courses offered in every middle school which is of the utmost importance in the new and diverse world of the 21st 
century.

•	 Art, music, and intervention teachers are in every elementary school and academic coaches are in all 36 schools.

•	 Over thirty Alamance-Burlington teachers received training and earned certification to teach Advanced Placement courses.

•	 A newly-expanded partnership between Alamance-Burlington Schools and Elon University will create more opportunities for 
high school seniors to earn college-level course credit while still enrolled as high school students.

•	 Since 2012, 100 teachers across our district have worked to develop resources for their colleagues for the new statewide 
curriculum—Common Core—that all schools implemented in the 2012-13 school year. Teacher leaders across all grade 
levels and subject areas developed pacing guides and unit plans for this major change in all classrooms, for every student. 
(Common Core has since been repealed by the State of North Carolina legislature and governor.)

•	 All principals participated in leadership development led by district administrators as ABSS continued its focus on “growing 
our own” leaders.

•	 Based upon 2012-13 results, 25 of 28 areas showed progress, thanks to targeted efforts. With all results combined, ABSS 
met nearly 90% of its Annual Measurable Objective (AMO) targets, or 593 of 679. Our schools met 60 of 72 total district 
targets, or 83.3%—a strong 16.6 percentage point increase from 2010-2011 results, with fifteen schools meeting 100% of 
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their targets.

•	 Twenty-nine of thirty-five ABSS schools earned Expected Growth status in school proficiency with 15 of those schools 
earning High Growth status. Eleven district schools earned School of Distinction honors, indicating that 80% or more 
students in these schools are proficient and the school met at least Expected Growth status benchmarks.

•	 For the first time, the system met or exceeded Annual Measurable Achievement Objectives (AMAOs) for English Language 
Learners and has exited district improvement sanctions.

source: 2013, Burlington-Alamance School System Executive Summary

Private and Charter Schools

Private and Charter Schools are growing in popularity within the community. Currently there are three private schools within 

Burlington. Public input and research shows that these schools are good quality but are expensive, which puts them out of reach for 

many families. There are also three charter schools operating within Alamance County—Hawbridge School, River Mill Academy, 

and Clover Garden School—but none of the three are located within Burlington’s jurisdiction. 

The Burlington School

One school in particular that is garnering local attention and national results is The Burlington School which was created in 2013 

with the merger of the Burlington Day School and The Elon School. The Burlington School, with approximately 270 students, is 

an independent, nonsectarian, coeducational school. The Burlington School seeks to maintain a relaxed small school atmosphere 

in which each student can develop individually in an academically challenging, safe, and secure learning environment providing 

kindergarten to 12th grade college preparatory education.

Home Schooling 

Home schooling is increasing in popularity in the Burlington community. The homeschooling population is relatively small in 

comparison to the entire school-aged population—only 5% (approximately 900 students).

Other Educational Programs

The Alamance County Public Libraries central library hosts a program in Downtown Burlington called “It Takes A Village.” This 

program is a partnership with Elon to tutor underserved students by using Elon students as tutors.  Parents must be present and 

engaged throughout the process. To date, this program is wildly popular, serving over 300 students. In addition, the Alamance 

County Public Libraries staff are certified in Mother Read and the library is certified STEM Library. Mobile laptop labs, partnerships 

with a local wrestling group, museums, a zoo, and a planetarium, workforce classes, and a focus on underserved adults and 

children are all special services provided by the library system.
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Higher Education

Alamance Community College

Alamance Community College has over 5,000 students and is located in neighboring Graham. Alamance Community College 

provides educational and workforce developmental opportunities to the greater community with a focus on the development, 

planning, and delivery of quality educational and technical programs, and services and training to Alamance County business and 

industry. The program’s main purpose is to provide training services to local business and industry through two unique avenues, the 

Customized Training Program and Open Enrollment Courses classroom training activities.  Alamance Community College continues 

to be an asset for the community and provides  an important opportunity center for education and training. 

Elon University 

Elon University has approximately 6,305 students and is located in the neighboring Town of Elon. Elon is a well- known and high-

ranking private liberal arts university known for its pharmacy, law, business, arts and sciences, and communications programs. Elon 

continues to partner with organizations within the Burlington community and downtown and seeks to continue growing its presence 

in the community.  

Workforce Development Programs

Current programs include the workforce development program at Alamance Community College, the Alamance Regional Partnership 

Workforce Development Board, C-Tech Center, Career Centers, and North Carolina Workforce Development Training Center.  These 

programs provide valuable workforce education and training within the community. Workforce development programs should be 

informed by needs shown by employment data and economic development.  

Analysis of the Economic Base Analysis (page 23) and Industry Cluster Analysis (page 25) suggests workforce development training/

programs should keep pace with growing sectors within the Burlington area.  

Growing Economic Sectors

•	 Health Care and Social Services (training includes: Nursing/CNA, Social Work, Law Enforcement, etc.);

•	 Manufacturing (Digital Fabrication, Machine Tech, Supply Chain Management, etc.);

•	 Retail and Hospitality (Hospitality and Food Management, Retail Management, Accounting, etc.);

•	 Education (teachers and teaching assistance, etc.)

While other sectors are of importance, economic and employment analysis suggests these areas are to increase in jobs within the 

future. Workforce development is important to every community and is a direct factor on the health and quality of life exhibited by a 

community.  Workforce development also directly effects educational attainment for dependents. 
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Preliminary Goals

•	 Improve education and workforce development options within the community through supporting initiatives by K-12 schools 
to address student needs, increase graduation rates, and ensure that each student has the basic skills to successfully enter 

the workforce.

•	 Work in partnership with the local workforce development programs through the public school system and Alamance 

Community College to address the education and training needs of the local workforce and employers.

•	 Improve communication between educational institutions, vocational training providers, and economic development groups 
across the region.

Local elected officials should:

•	 Provide leadership in making appointments to the Workforce Development Board and in setting workforce area strategies 

and goals. Communicate regularly with and hold accountable Workforce Development Board representatives.

•	 Participate in and promote meetings with local employers to discuss workforce needs.

•	 Support economic innovation.

•	 Organize and nurture regional industry clusters. This organization can strategically target investment decisions and reduce 
duplication of efforts. 

•	 Provide leadership and support funding an economic development strategy with a regional industrial/business cluster 
analysis and retention and expansion of current and new businesses.

•	 Support a regional economic development listserv so efforts can be coordinated between multiple groups to reduce 
duplication. 

•	 Support the experimentation and creativity that is needed to produce commercial innovations. Success stories should be 
publicized to help educate the region and potential investors about the value of innovation.

•	 Expand and link innovation-related training.  

•	 Reorient philanthropic giving toward innovation.

education and workforce development

Engaging with students during the process of identifying the name Destination Burlington, 
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IDENTIFIED Issues and Needs 

Public schools:

•	 Financial motivation for qualified teachers leaving city schools for other school systems.

•	 Libraries: limits of funding and staffing—five branches, two of which are in rural areas and not open full time.

•	 County Commission has a “good enough” attitude—not enough for successful education. The Commission wants buildings 
maintained, but without budgeting money to do so—no progressive facilities, technology. Public school staff, Board, and 
the County Commission need to work together. It’s Hard to have a “looking forward” approach with a “looking backward” 
leadership. 

•	 Jobs moving away from downtown a problem.

•	 Disparity in regard to equal educational access and quality.

Relation with Business Community:

•	 Economic stakeholders are very important—currently people they want to hire are from outside the area. The state of the 
education system is very important in recruiting.

•	 Need to keep the workforce from drying up and becoming unqualified.

•	 Need to capitalize on the local entrepreneurship presence.

•	 Business leaders supportive of C-Tech program in East Burlington.

•	 Departure of LabCorp from downtown a huge opportunity to use downtown space for Elon programs.

Investment in Education:

•	 Peer communities doing it right: Chapel Hill schools have more money.

•	 Burlington spends $500 less per student than the state average of $9,024—an extra $500 per student would only get them 
to an average education.  

•	 Almost everyone wants a great public school system.

education and workforce development07
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08 CHARACTER AND IDENTITY
Overview

The history of Burlington is a narrative straight out of the Industrial Revolution—built by railroads and made rich by textile mills. 

This industrial narrative continues into the 20th century in a way similar to centers of industry in the North and Midwest: a 

double-edged legacy of industrial heritage with underutilized mills and aging neighborhoods but also attractive historic districts 

and a strong, enduring Downtown. Like the early cities of the Industrial Revolution, Burlington has been blessed by an attractive 

agricultural hinterland with the Haw River and Great Alamance Creek punctuating the landscape. The City’s central location is an 

advantage that was just as significant to the railroad in the 19th century as it is in the diversified economy of the 21st century.

History

The original community now known as Burlington was founded as a railroad repair and maintenance site: In 1856, the North 

Carolina Railroad established “Company Shops” two miles west of Graham (the county seat, which declined to be home to the 

railroad).  Roughly the geographical center of the rail line, Company Shops included the railroad’s maintenance and repair shops 

and its central headquarters. Company Shops was incorporated as a town in 1866, consisting of industrial-style shops, a round 

house, freight station, passenger depot, worker housing, and railroad office buildings.  Fancier housing for railroad officials and a 

grand hotel were also constructed. In time, the community became a market center for local agriculture, with the railroad selling 

land to people to set up market enterprises.  

The community of Company Shops diversified with new industries: shoes, chairs, wheels and guns.  In 1886, the railroad—now 

Norfolk Southern Railroad—moved its repair and maintenance shops to Virginia and railroading no longer employed area residents. 

The name “Company Shops” was obsolete, “and so, for no apparent reason other than it was euphonious, a group of town fathers 

met the following year and changed its name to Burlington.”  (source: quote from National Register listing for Downtown historic 

district)

Burlington’s reign as a national leader in the textile industry began in 1880, when the first charter to operate a cotton mill in the 

town was obtained by Peter F Holt. Three more Holt cotton mills later, the transition from Company Shops to the textile capital 

of Burlington was complete, around 1890. Three years later, Burlington incorporated as a city. In 1896, the first hosiery mill was 

founded; the “Burlington Mills” produced knitwear, sheet goods and yarn. Meanwhile, the city’s population increased 110% 

between 1890 and 1900.  A commercial building boom occurred when professionals, tradesmen, merchants, and clergymen flocked 

to the area. The civic motto was “Bigger, Better Burlington,” and Burlington became a major contributor to North Carolina’s cotton 

economy for half a century. By the 1920s, 18 hosiery and finishing mills and 7 cotton mills existed in Burlington. The biggest 

venture began in 1924 with the founding of Burlington Mills—now Burlington Industries—and took advantage of the development 

of synthetic fiber.  Burlington Mills became the largest weaver of rayon in the US, and produced more than 50 products for the 

government during WWII.  By 1971 Burlington Mills had 132 plants in 92 countries, putting Burlington on the world map.  Textiles 

still prevailed until the early 1980s, when a severe recession struck.  Burlington continued to hold a significant place in the textile 

world as outlet shopping became a major retail trend, but that too has waned as outlet stores have decamped to newer facilities.

Historic Resources: Districts and Landmarks

The City of Burlington has the following registered or identified national and local historic resources:

•	 7 National Register of Historic Places Districts, 2 of which are also locally-designated districts 

•	 14 National Register Landmarks, 2 of which are also local landmarks
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•	 1 additional local landmark that is not nationally registered

The Districts and Landmarks have been identified in the following sections.

Districts

•	 Glencoe Mill & Village				   Listed locally & nationally

•	 West Davis / West Front / Fountain Place 		  Listed locally & nationally

•	 Downtown Burlington				    Listed nationally only

•	 East Davis Street				    Listed nationally only

•	 Lakeside Mill & Village			   Listed nationally only

•	 Beverly Hills					    Listed nationally only

•	 South Broad-East Fifth Streets			   Listed nationally only

Landmarks

•	 Alamance Hotel				    Listed nationally only

•	 Atlantic Bank & Trust Co. Building		  Listed nationally only

•	 Dentzel Menagerie Carousel			   Listed locally & nationally

•	 Efird Building				    Listed nationally only

•	 First Baptist Church				    Listed nationally only

•	 First Christian Church				    Listed nationally only

•	 Holt-Frost House				    Listed nationally only

•	 Charles M Horner House			   Listed nationally only

•	 Mayor Earl B Horner House			   Listed nationally only

•	 Southern Railway Depot			   Listed locally & nationally

•	 St. Athanasius & Church of the Holy Comforter	 Listed nationally only

•	 Stagg House					    Listed nationally only

•	 US Post Office (former)				   Listed nationally only

•	 Windsor Cotton Mill Office			   Listed nationally only

•	 Minter Coble House				    Listed locally only 

The Burlington Historic Preservation Commission (BHPC) has the authority to review architectural changes for only the locally 

designated districts and landmarks. This is an important distinction to note, as so many of Burlington’s historic assets are only 

listed on the national level. The North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office states that:

[Local] Historic district designation is a type of zoning that applies to entire neighborhoods or other areas 
that include many historic properties. The zoning provides controls on the appearance of existing and 
proposed buildings. Designation is an honor, meaning the community believes the architecture, history, 
and character of the area are worthy of recognition and protection. Historic district zoning can help 
to improve property values by stabilizing and enhancing the neighborhood’s character, and it benefits 
property owners by protecting them from inappropriate changes by other owners that might destroy the 
special qualities of the neighborhood.

Glencoe Mill Village, a locally and nationally 
designated historic district

Alamance Hotel, one of Burlington’s many 
nationally-designated historic landmarks 
(from www.cardcow.com)

Fountain Place, from a historic postcard (from 
www.cardcow.com)
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By not locally listing these historic assets, the City loses an opportunity to guide redevelopment and rehabilitation with strong 

design regulations, as preferred by the vast majority of Community Survey respondents. It also leaves the City essentially powerless 

to prevent radical changes to or demolition of these historic resources. 

Historic Preservation

The 1991 Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan outlined the early timeline of historic preservation in the City, starting in 1980 with 

the formation of a Historic District Commission, the first local listing of a historic district in 1987—West Davis-West Front-Fountain 

Place Historic District—to the assumption of regulating duties by the Commission in 1988. The Plan discussed the following needs 

regarding historic preservation:

•	 Older residential buildings are located in declining neighborhoods. Need protection to stabilize neighborhoods like East 
Davis Street, Plaid Mill Village, Rainey Street, Tucker Street/Cameron Street.  

•	 Historic buildings in commercial and industrial areas need to be preserved and restored, like North Main Street Company 
Shops Business District.  

•	 Increase community awareness about social and economic benefits generated by preservation, like tax incentives, tourism, 
and local pride.

Strategies offered for dealing with these needs included approving designation of appropriate historic districts and properties, 

promoting adaptive reuse of buildings, encouraging compatible infill development, and financing eligible rehabilitation through a 

Community Development program. Early preservation focus was on central and eastern Burlington—no historic preservation targets 

were noted in the south or west areas of Burlington (acknowledging that these areas were more recently developed). The follow-up 

1996 Southwest Area Plan noted that 85 of 92 archeological sites found during a Wake Forest University survey in the City in 1975 

are now under the impounded Lake Mackintosh.  

It is important to note that the needs discussed in the 1991 Plan have seen progress in the twenty-three years since it was 

published. East Davis Street Historic District and Beverly Hills Historic District have both been added to the National Register of 

Historic Districts (Beverly Hills includes Rainey Street). National designation of the Lakeside Mill & Village Historic District sought 

the preservation of part of EM Holt’s large Plaid Mill operations. The Tucker Street/Cameron Street area does not currently have 

a district, but nearby, the South Broad-East Fifth Street Historic District has been established. While North Main Street has still 

been largely unrecognized as a district, the historic Company Shops has been adapted for use as Burlington’s Amtrak station. In 

regards to awareness, social and economic benefits, and local pride, Burlington needs look no further than the preservation efforts 

at Glencoe Mill Village to understand the impact historic preservation can have—the complete rebirth of a historic neighborhood 

into a cultural center and recreational hub for the Haw River Trail, all with new property owners contributing to the local economy. 

Glencoe Mill Village has become one of the most sought after attractions of the region.

Stakeholders have noted that the rehabilitation of other former industrial properties like Glencoe Mill is difficult. The development 

community sees Glencoe Mill Village as a success in large part due to its isolation—it has a very identifiable, singular character 

set apart from its leafy surroundings. Other mill areas in the City, though, do not have the same kind of singular identity—they are 

an integrated part of the surrounding urban fabric. Company villages that used to surround the mills lost their distinct identities 

once the mills closed, and now the neighborhoods falter. Mill renovations cannot alone be given the responsibility of lifting up 

a neighborhood—there must be more widespread investment and growth of economic health in an area in order for large mill 

rehabilitations to be sustainable. Also, there are simple technical problems with many of Burlington’s former industrial properties—

their condition and geometry often do not lend them to easy rehabilitation for alternative uses.
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Downtown 

The community engagement program for Destination Burlington has revealed 

a community with a very complex relationship with its Downtown. There is 

widespread agreement that Downtown is the symbolic heart of the City and 

deserving of exceptional focus, but there are mixed feelings on how successful 

Downtown is and can be in the future. Downtown is the location of many citizens’ 

favorite places, including Main Street, Depot Square, Company Shops Market, 

Company Shops train station, Front Street, and the Paramount Theater. Many also 

find it frustrating, though—a perception of too little parking, too few restaurants 

and attractions, not enough vibrant activity. While many are appreciative of 

LabCorp’s investment in Downtown, there is also some reservation about how 

the company uses ground-floor storefronts as offices. With LabCorp also drawing 

down its workforce in Downtown, there is concern about the future of the district. 

And yet 74% of respondents of the Community Survey see Downtown as the 

greatest opportunity for development and redevelopment in the City—Downtown 

is seen as an area of great, though currently unrealized, potential.

In 2008, the Burlington Downtown Corporation produced the Downtown 

Burlington Master Plan to visualize the future of the City’s core—a Municipal 

Service District with additional levied taxes to provide specific services. Goals of 

the Plan included:

•	 Continue to leverage position between Triad and Triangle to attract diverse 
economic development activity and investors in downtown.

•	 Reinvigorate downtown.

•	 Generate renewed pride and vitality in downtown.

•	 Reconnect local residents and regional investors with opportunities in 
downtown.

•	 Brand Burlington as “A Downtown that Works.”

•	 Expand residential, office and retail success in downtown.

The study looked at roadway and sidewalk sections, parking issues, public realm 

improvements, public art programming, appropriate redevelopment and infill sites, 

and potential zoning obstacles. Strategies for the future included: 

•	 Develop special financing for purchase and rehabilitation of structures.

•	 Raise awareness about tax credit opportunities in national historic 
districts.

•	 Develop info sheets for each vacant/underutilized property in downtown

•	 Identify and appropriately develop infill sites. 

•	 Enhance visibility and use of land around the Depot building, like a dining 
plaza and a festival lawn.

•	 Adopt regulations that restrict demolition downtown.

Depot Square at the foot of Main Street

LabCorp properties along Main Street

Company Shops Market Co-op on Front 
Street
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•	 City code officials should familiarize themselves with the state rehab code 
to better guide development of existing buildings. 

A slew of studies and plans have followed, including a streetscape plan, parking 

plan, public art program, wayfinding strategy, and branding strategy. Burlington’s 

Downtown is well served by planning consideration.

At the Community Visioning Workshop, attendees identified two major Downtown 

issues they wanted to see addressed by the Comprehensive Plan. The first is 

linking North Main Street back into the core of Downtown. In fact, there seems 

to be a great deal of love for the historic depot at the foot of Main Street—an 

image of it ranked quite highly in the Visual Preference Survey—but widespread 

dissatisfaction at its relocation to its current site, segmenting Main Street and 

isolating the area around the Amtrak station from the rest of Downtown. Second, 

the community wants to encourage more housing in Downtown, including 

apartments above businesses. That creates the mixed-use environment that 

supports the kinds of restaurants and cultural opportunities the community wants 

to see, including the Company Shops Market Co-op, which happened to be the 

overall highest-rated image in the Visual Preference Survey.

Much has been said about Downtown during the Community Engagement efforts 

of Destination Burlington. These comments include the following:

•	 Returning youth are blown away by Downtown’s character.

•	 Elon University has aspirations for a larger presence downtown—this 
could be a catalyst for revitalization.

•	 More downtown housing is needed. 

•	 Live, work, and play need to be emphasized and embodied downtown to 
increase the draw to the core and surrounding neighborhoods. 

•	 Downtown redevelopment is a huge opportunity given the exodus and 
reduced role of LabCorp downtown over the next year.

•	 The health of the neighborhoods around the inner ring of Downtown is very 
important.

•	 Downtown only seems active during occasional events and festivals; 
compared to more vibrant cities worldwide, Burlington has a “dead” 
Downtown.

•	 Anticipate some residential rehab development in Downtown, and also 
new building on parking lots; some conversion of retail to housing is 
already occurring.

Gateways and Corridors

Few physical features have as great an impact of the perception of a city’s identity 

as the gateways that mark its significant entrance points and the corridors that 

lead you from the gateways into and through the city. 

There is some multi-family apartment housing 
already in Downtown

The Company Shops Station, with Amtrak 
service, is one Downtown highlight

LabCorp’s Downtown headquarters represented 
a huge investment in Downtown’s future
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Gateways

Interstate 40/85 has been a mixed blessing to Burlington—it is simultaneously 

one of the City’s greatest regional economic assets and yet one of its biggest 

aesthetic detractors. The type of development most readily attracted to 

Interstate highway exits—auto-centric, generic, placeless—undermines the 

potential benefit of these ready-made, high-impact gateways. City staff, Steering 

Committee members, and the wider community of Burlington all identified the 

Interstate highway exits into Burlington as the most significant—and most 

potentially deleterious—points of entry into the City. In particular, the Maple 

Avenue exit, which current highway signage indicates is the preferred route 

to Downtown, was regarded as the least preferable gateway to represent 

the character of Burlington. Unattractive and dingy buildings—particularly 

the Burlington Outlet Village—traffic congestion, a disorienting intersection 

geometry, and wide expanses of surface parking combine to create a hostile 

environment for visitors entering the City. The Huffman Mill Road exit is also 

cited as giving the City a negative impression to visitors. Both the University 

Drive and Alamance Road gateways are, in contrast, considered much more 

positive entry points to the City, University Drive because of its relatively fresh 

retail environment and new roadways, and Alamance Road because the extent 

of highway-oriented development has not yet caught up with the highway exits 

to either side. Members of the community have advocated Alamance Road—or 

even a possible new exit on Tucker Street—become the signage-directed route to 

Downtown from the highway.

Many other gateways exist on major routes leading into the City, and some are 

notable for a very distinct landmark or environmental transition. The gateway on 

Webb Avenue from Elon is one such example—the railroad bridge over Webb 

Avenue coincides with the City limits and a significant grade change so that a 

visitor “arrives” in Burlington after experiencing part of its historic, railroad-

dominated heritage. The railroad serves as a similar but less emphatic threshold 

at Front Street from Elon and Graham Hopedale Road from Graham. Haw River 

marks a major transition into the City from the east on Church Street, especially 

because the land around the Route 70 bridge into the town of Haw River remains 

largely undeveloped up to the City limits. The gateway on Church Street on the 

western edge of the City lacks the major threshold of a river, but development 

intensity leading up to the intersection with Williamson Avenue changes quite 

abruptly, signifying a point of arrival.

Burlington’s other gateways are less conspicuous, particularly those from the 

north and from Graham. The urbanized areas of Burlington and Graham are 

contiguous, and the boundary between the communities along a number of minor 

streets is often imperceptible. There is an opportunity, however, to formalize a 

gateway at the East Webb Avenue border between the two cities so there is a 

distinct transition from one city to the other on a major route. To the north of the 

City limits, there is little acknowledgement of Burlington’s boundary—the sparse 

Maple Avenue and its gateway from I-40/85 
is a particularly unattractive City entrance

Gateways into the City from the Interstate are 
seen as very significant in communicating 
Burlington’s character

The railroad bridge on West Webb Avenue 
presents a great gateway opportunity (from 
Google Maps)
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suburban nature of development inside the City and outside in Burlington’s ETJ is 

seamless. In these areas, opportunities for enhanced gateways exist at significant 

intersections or stream crossings. These intersections may be well within the City 

limits, but represent the best locations to use public realm improvements and new 

development to create a sense of entry into the City.

Distressed Corridors

There is a direct relationship between the character of the City’s gateways and 

the corridors that connect them to other areas of the City. Distressed corridors 

are those that the public has identified as projecting a negative character of the 

City, either due to the type, character, or age of development along the corridor, 

the design of signage, the condition of the roadway, the lack of public realm 

amenities, or some combination thereof. Community feedback identified the City’s 

most distressed corridors as follows:

•	 Maple Avenue: The negative perception of this corridor goes hand-in-hand 
with its principal gateway at the Interstate. Where not plagued by the 
aesthetic chaos of overhead utilities and huge commercial signage, the 
roadway is a bleak and uninviting entryway to Downtown.

•	 North Church Street: US Route 70 heading east of Downtown best 
underscores the difficulties Burlington has with aging commercial and 
industrial land uses along this auto-dominated strip.

•	 East Webb Avenue: In many ways, East Webb Avenue is the North Church 
Street of an earlier generation—narrower, with smaller and less intense 
development, but still projecting a bleak image of the neighborhood.

•	 West Webb Avenue: The west end of Webb Avenue is quite a unique 
corridor due to the presence of the rail line, its pairing with Park Avenue, 
and the radical differences in character from Downtown to the border of 
Elon.

•	 South Church Street: One staff member noted that South Church Street 
could become the next North Church Street within a decade or so—its 
development is more recent, but it exhibits many of the hallmarks of 
imminent disinvestment, including low-rent retail.

•	 Huffman Mill Road: This corridor is the quintessential suburban 
commercial strip, complete with an aging shopping mall, big box retailers, 
car dealerships, fast food chains, motels, and tucked-away garden 
townhouse apartments.

Opportunity Corridors

Opportunity corridors are connections through the community that are generally 

underutilized or have not been considered as significant contributors to the City’s 

character, but have great potential to serve in a positive role if design standards 

Huffman Mill Road is a quintessential 
suburban commercial strip

The Webb Avenue corridor suffers from 
disinvestment and resultant blight

Streets like Grand Oaks Boulevard present 
new opportunities for attractive corridors 
(from www.newleafsociety.org)
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can be employed and enforced. Community input has indicated a number of Burlington corridors that should be considered in this 

way, including but not limited to:

•	 Mebane Street: Graciously designed but underutilized, this thoroughfare was noted as an attractive corridor into Downtown 
and an unleveraged asset.

•	 Front Street: The community sees Front Street as the most desirable link to Elon University, with great potential as a major 
bicycle connection.

•	 Chapel Hill Road: NC Route 54 cuts across a number of southern Burlington’s different urban landscapes, and because it 
does not connect directly to the Interstate, it is less at risk for rampant auto-dominated development.

•	 Rauhut Street: NC Route 62 is the primary connection to the popular attraction of Glencoe Mill Village and has a distinctly 
rural character that can be preserved as an attraction in its own right.

•	 Graham Hopedale Road: A primary route across the eastern neighborhoods of Burlington, Graham Hopedale Road is marked 
by a number of potential redevelopment opportunities that can dramatically improve the character of the corridor.

•	 University Drive/Grand Oaks Boulevard: In terms of roadway design and attraction of new development, this corridor is 
largely seen as a success story. Reinforcing development design standards is important for the continued success of the 
corridor.

Qualitative Assessment 

Throughout the course of the Community Engagement program for Destination Burlington, members of the community have had 

much to say about their perception of the City’s character and identity. Here are some of the most common notions of Burlington:

•	 Family-oriented: parks, trails, playgrounds, schools—a great place to raise kids. Some would call it a bedroom community in 
between the Triangle and Triad—a nice place with low taxes, good schools, low crime, and a good quality of life.

•	 Small-town atmosphere.

•	 Exemplifies “Southern”: trees, parks, flowers, and architectural style.

•	 A balanced community—a mix of old and established with new and forward-thinking; a balance  between rural and 
commercial; a blend of lifestyles.

•	 A well-positioned community from a workforce, higher education, employment, and logistics standpoint.

•	 Lacking in character. With no more train or textiles focus, some wonder what is Burlington’s “brand.” 

•	 The City is often seen as a blue collar mill town—“Durham’s little sister.”

•	 City seems non-progressive and not youth-friendly. 

•	 It’s a fragmented community—there are pockets of community but not an overall sense of community. There is not a place 
for everyone. Burlington is friendly, but has noticed a big divide between west (with progress and revitalization) versus east 
(where there is little attention). The difference between East and West is a real issue. East Burlington seemed “left behind” 
when other areas of the City were progressing.

Please refer to Chapter 06 for further assessment of Burlington’s character by the community.

The Carolina Corridor

The Alamance County Chamber of Commerce has taken a step towards defining a new role for Burlington and the rest of the County 

in the regional picture. Called “The Carolina Corridor,” this role takes advantage of Alamance County’s domination of the stretch of 
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Interstate highway where two of the most significant Southeast economic corridors—I-85 from Richmond to Montgomery and I-40 

from Wilmington to Memphis—combine between the Research Triangle and Piedmont Triad. Similar to the time of railroads, this 

centrality positions Burlington well for commerce. This can be more than just an economic repositioning, however—this can be a 

way that Burlington distinguishes itself from its neighboring metropolitan centers. Burlington, which anchors its own Metropolitan 

Statistical Area, can be seen as both conveniently close to the assets of those other cities and also a world apart—where a small-

town, family-oriented, distinctly Southern city-state steeped in industrial history has a desirable allure all its own.

Please refer to Chapter 09 for more discussion of Burlington’s regional identity.

Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Continue to promote historic preservation as a way of celebrating Burlington’s heritage. Consider local historic district 
designation as a tool for greater public control of the City’s built environment.

•	 Use historic rehabilitation as one element of a more integrated approach to neighborhood redevelopment.

•	 Reinforce the significance of Downtown by making it a focused area for redevelopment, including residential opportunities 
along with commercial and civic uses.

•	 Better define gateways into the City and manage their character to reflect positively on the City. 

•	 Address the negative character of distressed corridors and take advantage of the opportunities offered by underutilized 
corridors.

•	 Put forward Burlington’s advantageous regional location and singularity as a significant force in shaping its identity.

CHARACTER AND IDENTITY
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09 REGIONAL ISSUES
Annexation

Burlington’s Annexation History

Burlington’s municipal boundary did not change significantly for the first seven decades after its incorporation as Company Shops 

in 1866. What started as a 1.5-mile square in the 19th century expanded concentrically through the middle of the 20th century, 

reaching the boundaries of Graham in the east quite quickly but continuing to push outward in the west, south, and north. The 

construction of Interstate 85 in 1960 gave the City a new edge condition with economic potential to aim for, and quickly the city 

limits had extended to the northern edge of the highway. This era also began a more westward focus of acquisition.  From the 

1980s through to the new millennium, the City continued a southwestern trajectory with the acquisition of the southern edges of 

Interstate 85 and large—but fragmented—parcels in the area between the Interstate and US Route 70. Burlington also annexed 

land from Guilford County during the first decade of the 21st century, including the area around Springwood Park and the large 

Mackintosh on the Lake residential development. Acquisitions by the City in the last several years—especially since the change of 

annexation laws in the state—have been strategic, including the protection of important assets like Lake Mackintosh, Burlington-

Alamance Regional Airport, and Alamance Regional Medical Center. 

Economic stakeholders in the City indicated that annexation was not an immediate concern—new development often led 

annexation and utility extension, and the City simply acted in response. Others have suggested that a number of autonomous 

municipalities in the region are too small to operate their own city services and should be absorbed by the City. As indicated by the 

current Extra-territorial Jurisdiction areas of the City, further annexations outward are largely limited to the north and south edges 

of the current City boundary; Haw River and Graham in the east and Elon in the west present relatively fixed obstacles to movement 

in those directions. Many “islands” of un-annexed property still exist within the City, however.

The Annexation Reform Act of 2011

In June of 2011, the North Carolina State Legislature markedly changed the way that the State’s municipalities could annex 

property into their municipal boundaries. From 1959 until the law passed, municipalities could initiate involuntary annexation of 

adjacent properties if the property met certain criteria regarding logical extension of municipal boundaries, ability of the city to 

provide municipal services to the area efficiently and cost-effectively, and level of existing or proposed urbanization. Voluntary 

annexation was initiated by petition of local landowners that was approved—or not—by the city. 

In her February 2012 white paper “What North Carolina’s Annexation Law Reforms mean to You,” Jeanette Doran outlines the 

major changes enacted by the 2011 law, paraphrased below:

•	 Procedural obstacles and disincentives were included into the process of involuntary annexation.

•	 The criteria for determining level of urbanization of the annexed area were made stricter.

•	 Certain time limits apply for providing municipal services to the annexed areas.

•	 Property owners in the areas to be annexed not only have an appeal process, but can stop annexation for three years through 
petition. 

•	 The approval of some voluntary annexations may be made mandatory for the city; others may be initiated by non-owning 
property residents.

•	 Annexation of property with bona fide farm uses are precluded without property owner approval.

The 2011 law has resulted in a regulatory environment in which North Carolina cities must be evermore deliberate and shrewd in 

their annexation efforts. Extensions of the City limits to protect special assets of the City—the Lake Mackintosh water supply, for 

example—represent such targeted, strategic moves. 
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Annexation Agreements

Burlington currently holds annexation lines of agreement with the neighboring municipalities of Elon and Greensboro. These 

negotiated agreements typically set a defined line over which neither neighboring municipality can annex land; this gives each 

community a level of certainty while planning future extensions of services for the period of time set forth in the agreement. 

Burlington’s agreements with both Elon and Greensboro are long-standing and have been renewed in recent years. 

Extra-Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ)

Extra-territorial Jurisdiction is an area outside the incorporated city limits of a municipality that is subject to that municipality’s 

land use and development regulations. By regulating within the ETJ, a city can control the development of areas that are liable to 

require municipal services and be annexed voluntarily or involuntarily into the city. This can also smooth the transition between 

county and municipal services. In North Carolina, incorporated municipalities may exercise ETJ authority up to one mile from 
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their corporate boundaries; with approval of the county, a city of Burlington’s size could extend its ETJ up to three miles from the 

corporate limits. 

Currently, Burlington’s ETJ boundary is over 1.5 miles from its corporate boundary in some locations. Where not defined by the 

edge of an adjacent city or its ETJ, Burlington’s ETJ is largely defined by Big Alamance Creek to the south and Haw River to the 

north. This is generally consistent with the recommendations of the Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan. The inclusion of Lake 

Mackintosh and other nearby Guilford County properties into the corporate boundaries has disrupted the clarity of the Burlington 

2000 recommendations but also opened up new territory for possible ETJ extension south and west of the lake. 

The City of Burlington shares a municipal boundary with six other incorporated communities: the Village of Alamance, Town of Elon, 

Town of Gibsonville, City of Graham, Town of Haw River, and Town of Whitsett. Of those six communities, all but Whitsett also 

have their own Extra-territorial Jurisdictions which border on Burlington’s municipal boundaries or ETJ. Burlington also touches 

Greensboro’s ETJ along the western fingers of Lake Mackintosh. As noted above, Burlington currently has annexation lines of 

agreement with only Greensboro and Elon. The recommendations to form agreements with Haw River and Graham outlined in the 

Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan appear to not have been executed.

Alamance County 

Alamance County provides many important services to Burlington and other County communities and establishes a level of 

connection between these communities and the adjacent rural areas. Although Graham is the official County seat, Burlington is the 

County’s leading presence and the partnership between the City and County is very important. 

County Government

County governments in North Carolina are a way to ensure that citizens living outside municipal boundaries and ETJs still have 

access to standard services from the government. These services include:
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•	 a court system and public safety protection through a sheriff’s department and county jail

•	 a registry of deeds, licenses, and certificates

•	 building and health inspections

•	 a board of elections

•	 medical and social services

•	 solid waste disposal 

•	 funding for public schools 

Counties have the power to own property, levy taxes, and enter into contracts in order to support these services mandated by the 

State. Counties often will provide additional services above those mandated. Alamance County, for example, operates its own 

recreation and parks system, library system, planning department, and Geographic Information System (GIS). Some services the 

county will only provide in unincorporated areas to prevent duplication of services with municipalities. One stakeholder comment 

during the Community Engagement process suggested the consolidation of duplicated or regional services provided by the 

County—parks, transportation, and education.

Alamance County Planning

Alamance County’s Planning Department, like Burlington’s, has also been active in producing plans and studies in the 21st century, 

including the 2007 Recreation and Parks Comprehensive Master Plan, 2007 Alamance County Land Development Plan, and 2003 

Destination 2020 Strategic Plan. These plans recognize that the larger municipalities in the County—particularly Burlington, 

Graham, and the other urbanized areas along I-40—have the resources and local knowledge to conduct planning activities on their 

own. Alamance County’s role, then, has been the support of more regional assets, like the Haw River Trail and District Parks, while 

setting overall policy goals and strategies that tie together the plans of County communities.

Alamance-Burlington School System

The public school system is a vital service provided by the County. Community Survey respondents suggested that the educational 

system was the most valuable public service in their community, and education in general was indicated as one of the significant 

issues related to community health. Because of the importance of the education system, a separate chapter of this report has been 

devoted to it—please refer to Chapter 07.

Alamance County Transportation Authority (ACTA)

ACTA was established by the County in 2002 to provide transportation services for the elderly, disabled, and general public of the 

County. ACTA does not operate a fixed-route bus system; it provides scheduled trips by request during the workweek for a flat fee. 

Recognizing that much of Alamance County is a dispersed, rural population, this type of public transportation may be fitting for the 

majority of the County. For Burlington, Graham, and nearby municipalities, however, ACTA is unable to provide the type of service 

most useful for a concentrated urban population. For this reason, Burlington has recently approved the creation of a new fixed-route 

transit system.

Chamber of Commerce and Regional Identity

The Alamance County Chamber of Commerce (and the Convention and Visitor’s Bureau as a division therein) operates on the 

County-wide level to provide resources and support for business growth, industry attraction and retention, and promoting the 

growth of tourism in the area. The Chamber of Commerce is responsible for re-casting the economic identity of the County as “The 
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Carolina Corridor,” a region well-connected by Interstate highways, airports, and railroads and advantageously situated between 

the Piedmont Triad and Research Triangle metropolitan groups, but offering distinct amenities, resources, and community character. 

The Carolina Corridor positioning stresses the diversity of the local economy—gone are the days when only the railroads or textile 

industry dominated. Refer to Chapter 08 for more discussion on The Carolina Corridor.

Regional Government

Piedmont Triad Regional Council

Burlington and Alamance County are part of the Piedmont Triad Regional Council (PTRC), one of North Carolina’s 16 regional 

councils of government. The PTRC has 72 member governments and spans 12 counties surrounding the Piedmont Triad cities of 

Greensboro, Winston-Salem, and High Point. Regional Councils are regarded as local governments, but without taxing or police 

authority. PTRC is funded by 75% federal funds, 17% state funds, and 8% local funds through dues and service fees. As one of the 

major cities of the region, Burlington is guaranteed a seat on the Council’s Executive Committee.

As noted in Chapter 05, PTRC serves as the region’s Area Agency on Aging, which coordinates the assignment of federal and state 

funding for aging-related services on the local level, provides advocacy services, and serves as an information clearinghouse. In 

addition to this role, PTRC has the following departments that offer services to Alamance County or Burlington:

Criminal Justice

•	 Pretrial release services

•	 Treatment for effective community supervision

•	 Pre-release and post-release services

Management & Member Services 

•	 Piedmont Triad Regional Development Corporation

•	 Management services for member organization personnel

Regional Planning Services

•	 GIS mapping & analysis services

•	 Environmental justice scan

•	 Clean cities coalition

•	 Planning studies and programs related to energy, annexation, open space, infrastructure, development ordinances and plans, 
alternate transportation, recreation, design, strategic planning, tourism, outreach, watersheds, zoning

PTRC Planning 

In the last three years, PTRC has produced a number of planning studies relevant to Burlington’s own planning efforts. They include:

•	 Piedmont Together Comprehensive Regional Plan (2014)

•	 Triad Tomorrow Piedmont Triad Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (2014)

•	 Piedmont Triad Market Trends, Preferences, and Opportunities to 2025 and 2040 (2012)

•	 Piedmont Triad Land Supply Analysis (2011)

•	 Piedmont Regional Trail Plan (2011)
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These studies are thorough and informative, but they are by no means intended to be prescriptive—their objective is not to become 

the template for every Piedmont Triad community’s comprehensive plan. As such, they illustrate the broad goals and solutions of the 

region, giving the Piedmont Triad an opportunity to distinguish its future from that of the Triangle, or Charlotte, or any other major 

urban region. The utility of these plans for Destination Burlington will be as a tuning instrument and a “check and balance.” As the 

Destination Burlington process continues, the emerging goals and strategies should be brought back to and compared with these 

regional plans. Has Burlington’s process understated a need that is more in focus on the regional scale? Is Destination Burlington 

contributing to or undermining the bigger regional picture? Is there an emerging regional direction of which Burlington should be 

aware? 

Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Define strategic assets for future annexation

•	 Attempt to clarify the corporate boundaries and eliminate “island” properties

•	 Forge and renew annexation agreements with neighboring communities

•	 Build upon the “Carolina Corridor” regional identity

•	 Use regional planning initiatives from the County and PTRC to align local initiatives with regional goals.

regional  issues
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10 Land Use 
Overview

The Future Land Use Map which will be created during the drafting of the Comprehensive Plan is the primary tool for the 

implementation of land use related goals and objectives. The land use map was last updated as part of the 1991 Comprehensive 

Plan. This means that while we will reference the land uses contained within those maps as part of our analysis, we have also 

analyzed the current Zoning Map and recent development trends. Typically, the intensity of land uses decreases as it radiates from 

the center of the city. Within the City of Burlington it is important to note that new development has recently trended towards the 

south and west sides of the city and near the airport.  Also important to mention is, with the forthcoming availability of downtown 

properties due to LabCorp’s planned restructuring of its offices, there will be significant redevelopment opportunity downtown, 

albeit infill type development which will not change the land use. The east side of the City needs considerable attention from a 

redevelopment perspective and land use and zoning will need to support opportunities to catalyze a revitalization of that area of 

town. Another major factor that will change land use over the life of this plan is a new fixed-route bus system (see Chapter 12).  

Livable Community Land Use Philosophy

What is a livable community?

A livable community promotes a cohesive, connected community where people know their neighbors, support local businesses, 

and embrace pride in their community.  A livable community promotes civic engagement and opportunities for all ages to achieve 

success and to make safe, sustainable choices for a variety of elements that include housing, transportation, education, cultural 

diversity and enrichment, and recreation. 

Current Zoning

The City of Burlington’s existing Zoning Map and Ordinance specifies 24 different zoning districts within the City and ETJ.  These 21 

districts are organized into residential, multi-family, office-institutional, commercial, and industrial zoning districts.   

Residential Districts

•	 R-30 - Single Family

•	 R-15, R-12, R-9, R-6 - Other Residential Districts

•	 R-M - Mobile Home Residential

Multi-Family

•	 MF - A, MF - B - Multi-Family Districts

Office- Institutional Districts 

•	 O-I - Office Institutional District

•	 R-OI - Restricted Office Institutional District

Commercial Districts 

•	 B-1 - Neighborhood Business District

•	 B-2 - General Business District

•	 B-3 - Central Business District

Industrial Districts 

•	 I-1 - Planned Industrial

•	 I-1A - Planned Industrial-Residential 

•	 I-2 - Light Industrial

•	 I-3 - Heavy Industrial Districts

Conditional Zoning

•	 CR - Conditional Residential

•	 CO-I - Conditional Office Institutional

•	 CB - Conditional Business

•	 CI - Conditional Institutional

•	 CMX-R Conditional Mixed Residential

•	 CMX-C Conditional Mixed Use Commercial

•	 CPEC - Conditional Employment Center

For purposes of analysis we have broken down the zoning districts into generalized land use categories that will ultimately help inform future 

zoning map updates.   
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2000 Future Land Use Maps

The Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan included recommendations for future 

land use which were analyzed as part of this Community Assessment Report.  

While much has changed since this report was created in 1991, this stands as an 

important moment in time for what was planned. When this plan was created in 

2000 the City was broken into 5 areas:

•	 North

•	 Southwest

•	 South

•	 Central

•	 East 

A new future land use map will be created as part of this comprehensive planning 

process and synthesize all existing conditions and factors.   

Future Development Areas 

The survey and public input suggests that citizens foresee development occurring 

Downtown and on the east side of the city.  The future land use map will take into 

account development trends and public input regarding new development and 

redevelopment opportunities within the City of Burlington. 

land use10
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North Burlington Planning Area 

Southwest Burlington Planning Area 
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South Burlington Planning Area 

Central Burlington Planning Area 

land use
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Existing Land Use 

The analysis of current land use and annexation throughout the years suggests 

a growth pattern outward from the center.  As this occurred, the neighborhoods 

surrounding the core transitioned from mixed-use, typically mill-centric villages 

to purely residential neighborhoods. The exception to this is Downtown, which 

has remained commercial in land use, and major corridors throughout the 

City, which despite some disinvestment, have remained commercial in nature. 

There are some remaining pockets of industry throughout the city, but those 

are concentrated in small areas throughout the city and to the south side of the 

city. Based on our analysis we have created a current land use map in order to 

describe these areas (see page 99) .

Residential (Rural, Urban and Suburban)

Rural Residential areas have been used traditionally for farming, and fall within 

the Extra Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ) area.  Appropriate uses are low density 

residential development and traditional agriculture. 

East Burlington Planning Area 

land use
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Urban Residential areas are typically adjacent to the Downtown area in a city’s core, have moderate to high density, are mixed-

use in nature, and are walkable. Schools, parks, small-scale churches, neighborhood-scale retail and services, and multifamily 

residences that respect the scale and character are appropriate.  This area contains vacant and underutilized land that should 

develop in a manner compatible with the community’s unique character and sense of place.

Suburban Residential areas are typically found in neighborhoods that developed after World War II. This development pattern 

should provide a connected street network to adjoining neighborhoods with pedestrian and bicycle facilities. Cul-de-sac streets, 

which do not encourage connectivity, should be minimized. New development should always be required to connect to utility 

services. Conservation subdivisions are an alternative type of land development tool for use when desired suburban residential is 

adjacent to areas desired for conservation of sensitive habitats including wetlands and riparian areas.

Downtown Mixed-Use

This designation represents small to medium-scale mixed-use development within Burlington’s Downtown and core surrounding 

neighborhoods with an emphasis on serving surrounding residences as well as the entire community. The “mix of use” can be 

vertical—in the same structure with retail below and residential or office above—or horizontal with retail, office, residential and 

institutional uses adjacent to each other.

Any site development should maintain a grid-street network with alleys and garages in the rear of lots similar to the existing 

homes, should have a high level of connectivity to adjacent uses, and should be served by utilities.  

Commercial/Business

Commercial areas have some similarities to the Downtown Mixed-use designation (retail, service, office and municipal) that serve 

the needs of the overall community but do not typically contain residential uses. These types of land uses typically are auto-

oriented and located along the major arterials and at intersections. This development should still strive for pedestrian and bicycle 

connectivity to surrounding areas.   

This type of development contributes strongly to the community’s image and sense of prosperity, and requires high-quality 

development standards. The standards should be applicable to the site design, building materials, architectural features, pedestrian 

access, landscaping and signage. Controlled access (limiting curb cuts) and cross-access easements between businesses should be 

considered to mitigate potential traffic congestion.

Industrial/Business Park/Airport

This designation includes professional and business services, light assembly plants, flex-tenant type facilities, and research 

and development businesses. These business facilities should have good access and connectivity to rail, highways and main 

thoroughfares, as well as good internal circulation. This use also tends to act as a buffer between industrial and commercial 

uses. The tendency for these developments to serve as major employers warrants a need to consider connectivity to nearby 

neighborhoods (potential resident workforce).  This land use also includes the Burlington-Alamance Regional Airport. Attention 

should be paid to architecture, building orientation, landscaping, and signage to ensure cohesive design that will attract future 

investors.

land use



99BURLINGTON, North carolina, COMPREHENSIVE PL AN

ETJ
EXTRA-

TERRITORIAL
Jurisdiction

NTS

WEBB

M
A

P
LE

DAVIS

TUCKER

HUFFMAN M
IL

L

APPLE

AL
AM

AN
CE

SHARPE

ANTHONY

LA
K

ESID
E

BURCH BRIDGE

HANFORD

CHAPEL HILL

FISHER

OLD GLENCOE

GARDEN

FLORA

G
R

A
H

A
M

 H
O

P
ED

A
LE

B
EA

U
M

O
N

T

R
AU

H
U

T

GRAND OAKS

SE
LL

ARS 
M

IL
L

MCKINNEY

ONEAL

EDGEWOOD

ALBANY

B
EL

M
O

N
T

M
OREHEAD

INDUSTRY

CHURCH

LOW
ER H

OPEDALE

TRADE
W

HITES KENNEL

Existing Land Use Map

Land Uses

Residential (rural, urban,
 suburban)

Downtown Mixed-Use

Commercial / Business

Areas
Extra-territorial Jurisdiction

Burlington city limits

Industrial / Business Park /
 Airport



100 DESTINATION burlington

Redevelopment

Identifying redevelopment and development opportunities is an important component of creating a livable and economically 

sustainable community.  Several redevelopment areas have been identified throughout Burlington and its ETJ. These areas will play 

an important role in the comprehensive planning process as redevelopment scenarios are identified and further defined.  

Redevelopment Areas 

•	 Downtown Burlington

»» Downtown Burlington continues to be one of the prime sites for redevlopment and revitalization in the community.  
With the forthcoming restructuring of LabCorp’s facilities downtown comes a once in a lifetime opportunity to redevelop 
portions of Downtown Burlington. This is the time for a bold effort with a focus on revitalizing Downtown Burlington as 
a place with renewed vitality, economic sustainability and a mixed-use live, work, play community that will help attract 
investment and employers into the community. This includes providing more opportunity for ground floor retail (currently 
occupied by offices), and upper floor residential. This may involve assembly of property and selecting a master developer 
to ensure the redevelopment of the LabCorp sites and integration of transit into Downtown.  Downtown Burlington is in a 
transformational time in its history. This site was identified by the public as a redevelopment site. 

•	 Western Electric

»» The former Western Electric factory site has been vacant for a number of years. The 22-acre site was sold in 2013 to a 
private developer and is a prime redevelopment site within the City.  his site is located at North Church Street and Graham-
Hopedale Road. This site was identified by the public as a redevelopment site. 

•	 BMOC (Burlington Outlet Village/ Formerly Burlington Manufacturers Outlet Center) 

»» The BMOC site is a large shopping center off of I-40 on the eastern gateway into Burlington.  This site and the buildings 
within are ripe for redevelopment.  The buildings were constructed mostly in the 1970’s-80’s and as retail preferences have 
changed and newer, more modern centers have opened this center has continued to struggle.  This is a major gateway into 
the community and a major anchor on the east side of the City so this is a top redevelopment opportunity.  This site was 
identified by the public as a redevelopment site. 

•	 Cum Park Plaza (CPP)

»» The CPP site is a shopping center that is in a prominent location off of North Church Street on the east side of town.  This 
shopping center has a large parking lot, several anchors, and outparcels ripe for redevelopment. This site was identified by 
the public as a redevelopment site. 

1

1 2

2

3

4

land use10
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•	 West End Cinemas

»» The West End Cinemas Site located on South Church Street and South Williamson Avenue on the west side of town is a 
theatre site at a main intersection ripe for redevelopment. This site was identified by the public as a redevelopment site. 

•	 Gilmer and East Market Street Industrial Site 

»» The formerly industrial site located at Gilmer Street and East Market Street provides ample opportunity for 
redevelopment within the City which will be studied in more detail as the plan progresses.  This site was identified by the 
public as a redevelopment site. 

IDENTIFIED Issues AND NEEDS

•	 Future Land Use to support development and redevelopment

•	 Old/obsolete land uses vs. more modern uses should be addressed within this plan

•	 Zoning Map does not support/drive development and redevelopment

•	 Mixed-use and downtown land use flexibility needed

•	 Support development sites such as the airport and east side commercial

•	 Infill land use is an issue because of uncomplimentary uses

•	 Land use within the corporate boundary vs. the ETJ

3 4

5

5

6

6

land use
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11 OPEN SPACE
Overview

Burlington’s open space—those areas that are not developed nor slated for immediate development—can be studied in 

three general categories: open space used for parks and recreation facilities, open space used as trails, greenways, and other 

connections, and open space used for the protection or conservation of natural resources. All three are significant parts of 

Burlington’s character, civic amenities, and physical beauty. A study of existing local plans, available external resources, and 

community input indicate that Burlington can improve its use of open space resources through focus on the issues and needs 

identified in the section below.

Recreation and Parks

2012 Burlington Recreation and Parks Comprehensive Master Plan

In December of 2012, the City of Burlington’s Recreation and Parks Department completed a comprehensive master plan for the 

future of the department and its facilities through the year 2022. The plan provided a good road map for gradual acquisition of 

new property, investment in existing facilities, and setting priorities for funding and meeting the anticipated demand for parks and 

recreation during the plan’s time horizon. Through the planning process, the 2012 plan collected and analyzed data and community 

input at a level of detail that is not within the traditional scope of an overall Comprehensive Plan process; therefore, the 2012 

plan is an indispensable resource for the Destination Burlington effort and most of its recommendations should be carried forward 

through the Comprehensive Plan. 

That said, the 2012 plan does leave some room for additional study and recommendations. Connectivity—pedestrian linkages to 

park sites to create connections with adjacent neighborhoods or the surrounding community—is one area that could benefit by 

additional recommendations in the Destination Burlington Comprehensive Plan. Developing greenways and improved modes of 

pedestrian travel from parks to communities was overwhelmingly noted by community survey and workshop respondents as very 

important.

The 2012 Recreation and Parks Plan addresses the need for ‘Mini-Parks’ (1-2 acres, mostly playgrounds/picnic facilities) on a 

neighborhood level but does not recommend investment in new sites based on the assumption that new developments will provide 

these types of amenities. The findings in that plan’s surveys regarding current use and demand for facilities on the local level and 

addressing existing under-served neighborhoods seem to suggest that this assumption will not meet all the community’s needs.

Neighborhoods on the west side of Burlington still seem underserved in the 2012 plan. Community input during the Comprehensive 

Planning process has suggested that the perception amongst many citizens is just the opposite—that the east side of the City 

is largely underserved by public amenities. This may be in part due to the relatively recent development of additional parks on 

the western edge of the City. That said, these neighborhoods are still lacking the smaller-scale parks prevalent in the central and 

eastern sides of the City. Also, it is noted that the 2012 plan sees a proposed Community Park on the southern edge of Burlington’s 

city limits as one of the few new investments to serve the developing areas of the community. 

Forecasting new types of recreation opportunities and trends now and in 2022 is important but not addressed in the 2012 plan. 

For example, natural playscapes, community garden facilities to promote healthy lifestyle and address food deserts, fitness trails, 

spray parks, amenities geared towards senior living—all are current trends that must be anticipated in the development and 

enhancement of the parks system. Many resources exist to identify emerging trends in outdoor recreation, including the following:

•	 Parks and Recreation National Database Annual Report; National Parks & Recreation Association

•	 Worldwide Survey of Fitness Trends; American College of Sports Medicine
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•	 The Journey of Sports Participation in America: 2012; Sports & Fitness Industry Association

Further recommendations for improvements to the City’s parks and recreational offerings should include a review of these and 

similar resources.

Connectivity: Greenways, Trails, Sidewalks & Bike Paths 

Of all the community input related to Burlington’s open space, two significant needs continue to rise to the surface: a desire for a 

formal greenway system linking the City’s many assets and resources, and a need for better pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure 

and amenities. Open space as a means of connectivity throughout the City—as landscape amenities like trails and greenbelts, but 

also “hardscape” infrastructure like sidewalks, paths, and bike lanes—cannot be left underemphasized. The City of Burlington has 

studied opportunities for open space connectivity both in the past through the Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Land Use Plan from 

1991, and the more recently in the 2012 Pedestrian Master Plan. Significant points from both plans are summarized below.

2012 Master Plan proposal
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Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Land Use Plan

Open space as a connective system factored in significantly to the Recreation and Open Space Element of the 1991 Comprehensive 

Plan for the City, in which five of the twelve stated policies pertained to greenways, trails, and provisions for bicycle use. The 

development of the Haw River Trail was also a major recommendation of the plan, as were plans for greenways related to Great 

Alamance Creek, Lake Mackintosh, Little Alamance Creek, and the smaller waterways of Burlington’s northern and western 

neighborhoods. Willowbrook Park was seen as the beginning of a greenway through the central part of the City. Small area maps 

delineated corridors of opportunity for greenways, usually along the edges of the City’s significant natural features. The corridors 

identified by the 1991 plan are, largely, still plausible opportunities that can be augmented by new opportunities that have arisen in 

the past twenty-three years. 

2012 Pedestrian Master Plan

The recent Pedestrian Master Plan provided a comprehensive guide to developing an overall network of sidewalks on major routes 

to improve connectivity. It was inclusive of different districts around town and studied Downtown as well as residential and 

business areas, distinguishing varying levels of service by context. It took a pragmatic approach to policy in creating regulatory 

guidelines that would support the vision of a pedestrian network. Greenway corridors and trails, while mentioned by the plan, 

seemed missing from the bricks-and-mortar, immediate implementation actions. A significant opportunity still exists to incorporate 

another layer of pedestrian connectivity on the community level throughout the City by identifying and preserving greenway 

corridors and trails in floodplain areas—not all pedestrian connectivity needs to happen along roadway corridors. There also may 

be an advantage in specifically planning for a biking network in conjunction with new pedestrian improvements and multi-use trails.

Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan included recommendations for greenway corridors
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Regional Plans: Haw River Trail and Mountains-to-Sea Trail

Regional trails and greenways factor strongly in both the 2007 Alamance County Recreation and Parks Comprehensive Master Plan 

and the 2003 Piedmont Triad Regional Open Space Strategy. In particular, the Haw River Trail, as a segment of the state-spanning 

Mountains-to-Sea Trail, is seen as a spine of smaller regional trails along Great Alamance Creek and Lake Mackintosh, Little 

Alamance Creek, and Gunn Creek, with extensions to Lake Cammack and Graham-Mebane Lake, as well. The Haw River Trail is 

an excellent example of a partnership of local governments aligned toward the goal of establishing a regional greenway. Through 

the Conceptual Greenway Master Plan of 2007, this partnership created a design template that is being deployed throughout the 

corridor. 

The Benefit of Greenways

A greenway can serve many functions: recreation/health amenity, transportation mode, infrastructure system, environmental 

protector, and economic driver. In “Economic benefits of trails” in the Summer 2011 issue of American Trails Magazine, Stuart 

open space

The Haw River Trail is a regional greenway already underway adjacent to Burlington, with its own trail design standards (from www.thehaw.org)
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Macdonald outlines the many economic benefits of trails through increased 

tourism, attracted redevelopment, higher property values, reduced health care 

costs, job growth, and increased consumer spending. In each case, millions of 

dollars of value are either created or saved as evidenced in case studies from 

New York, Miami, Wyoming, Arizona, and several other locations throughout 

the country. Water trails, much like the Haw River Paddle Trail, are also cited 

as having significant recreational tourism benefit on the Chattanooga River 

in Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina. Another article in the same 

issue, “Trail Towns benefit from visitor spending,” outlines the case for trail 

tourism through a case study of the Great Allegheny Passage in Maryland and 

Pennsylvania. In 2008, this trail generated over $40 million in direct annual 

spending and $7.5 million in attributed wages. Burlington, situated right on the 

Haw River Paddle and Land Trails, could see an economic benefit from becoming a 

“Trail Town,” plugged into the Haw River Trail with its own greenway network.

Natural Resource Conservation and 
Preservation

Consideration of open space is not just for those areas that can be used for 

recreation, movement, and passive enjoyment. Open space in the form of 

waterways, woodlands, meadows, and farmland contribute significantly to the 

health of the natural environment, local ecology, and character of the landscape. 

Community survey results indicate that participants find strong environmental 

protection very important, particularly in regards to waterways, woodlands, and 

farmland. It is important to note that the current Burlington Recreation and Parks 

inventory has only one park that could be better described as a conservation 

area—Town and Country Nature Park—as it has limited park improvements but 

many natural resources; the City’s lake marinas also have natural environments 

and trails accompanying their other park improvements.

North Carolina Natural Heritage Program 

The North Carolina Natural Heritage Program is housed within the NC 

Department of Environment & Natural Resources (DENR) Office of Land and Water 

Stewardship. The program serves as a database for conserving the rarest and 

most outstanding elements of natural diversity in the state including rare plant 

and animal species and natural communities. About twelve years ago, a survey 

of Alamance County’s natural features was conducted and a Natural Heritage 

Inventory was produced for the County. The extensive survey and report and 

subsequent updates have identified a number of areas that have been listed as 

Natural Heritage Element Occurrences, Significant Natural Heritage Areas, and 

Natural Heritage Managed Areas. These areas are shown on the summary map 

for this report section. In essence, these areas contain natural communities of 

plants and animals which are so rare or so significant that they warrant special 

consideration in land-use decision-making.

Burlington is crossed by a number of small 
creeks and streams that are both greenway 
opportunities and great natural resources

Burlington’s edges reflect the largely 
agricultural heritage of Alamance County

open space
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Agricultural Lands

The rural character of the outer edges of Burlington are an important part of its 

physical identity and aesthetic beauty. As in many growing, urbanizing areas 

across the country, though, agricultural lands are at risk of disappearing due 

to development pressures. In 2007, Alamance County produced an Agricultural 

Land Use Plan and an Agricultural Development Plan that was folded into an 

overall Farmland Protection Plan. Currently, the County uses a Voluntary Farmland 

Preservation Program Ordinance under which landowners can petition the county 

for inclusion in the Farmland Preservation District. As a voluntary program, 

landowners are free to end their participation at any time. There are currently 

no farm preservation districts within Burlington’s city limits, but there are three 

parcels within the City’s Extra-Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ) that are part of the 

district program, and another three immediately adjacent to the ETJ.

The City of Burlington Zoning Code has no formal zoning category or overlay 

district specific to agricultural uses or protection of farmland. Agricultural uses 

are permitted in most zoning districts of the City. Aerial photographs indicate 

that agricultural activities occur at a limited scale on certain parcels both inside 

Burlington’s city limits and in the ETJ.

Conservation Efforts

There have been a number of efforts in conservation of waterways and natural 

areas in recent years. Some of these efforts are described below:

•	 Piedmont Triad Regional Council (PTRC): through PTRC’s Water Resources 
efforts, a number of planning efforts have been undertaken for Burlington-area watersheds including Little Alamance Creek 
and Travis/Trickle Creek as well as the Haw River watershed overall. In 2005, Piedmont Triad Council of Governments (now 
PTRC) prepared The Haw River Riparian Corridor Conservation Plan, which outlines conservation recommendations for seven 
sections of the Haw River north of Interstate 40. Through this plan, the PTRC identified individual land parcels and potential 
conservation projects fitting for each parcel. Following that, in 2008, PTRC drafted the Little Alamance & Travis/Tickle Creek 
Watershed Restoration Plan to offer best-practices efforts to restore the health of this impaired waterbody. 

•	 Piedmont Land Conservancy: this non-profit organization engages in regional conservation planning but also protects specific 
sites through land acquisition or purchase of development rights from willing landowners. Most of the Land Conservancy’s 
efforts in Alamance County have been focused on agricultural areas southeast of Burlington’s planning jurisdiction.

•	 Haw River Assembly: this non-profit group monitors the condition of the Haw River, supports community education about the 
watershed, organizes cleanup efforts, and works with state and federal agencies and land conservation groups to identify 
and preserve ecosystems and significant land parcels.

•	 Haw River Trail: beyond its role coordinating the ongoing construction of the Haw River Trail, this organization also works to 
conserve land along the trail by facilitating conservation and trail easements and transfer of property rights. 

It is important to note that most land conservation and water restoration relies on voluntary efforts of willing landowners to allow 

conservation and access easements, transfer land, or be better stewards of the natural resources on their property. Continued 

incentivizing of private landowners and a coordinated policy on land acquisition for conservation will be important for Burlington’s 

future.

open space
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Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Improve connectivity through greenways, trails, bicycle lanes and 
paths, and sidewalks. Consider greenways as recreational amenities, 
transportation, infrastructure, environmental protectors, and economic 
drivers.

•	 Provide more small-scale parks and recreational opportunities.

•	 Maintain and enhance existing recreation facilities—forecast future trends 
and opportunities in recreation.

•	 Give special consideration to significant habitat and plant communities in 
land-use decision-making and focused open space preservation.

•	 Develop a coordinated plan for preserving and conserving existing 
agricultural lands and parcels with significant natural resources within 
City’s jurisdictions.

The Haw River is one of Alamance County’s most significant natural resources
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12 Transportation
Overview

This transportation analysis establishes where connectivity needs and opportunities may affect future land use and redevelopment/

revitalization potential. It contains pertinent information from the Burlington-Graham 2035 Long Range Transportation Plan, which 

was prepared by the Burlington-Graham MPO and supplemented by the State of North Carolina Department of Transportation, 

which identifies current transportation capacity.  

This analysis also reviewed pertinent transportation studies including the following:

•	 Alamance County Bicycle Routes

•	 Application Procedure for Traffic Calming Devices

•	 Burlington-Graham MPO 2030 Thoroughfare Plan

•	 Burlington-Graham MPO 2035 Long Range Transportation Plan Update

•	 Burlington-Graham MPO Comprehensive Transportation Plan Map, Bicycle Map, and Highway Map

•	 Burlington-Graham MPO Bike Routes

•	 Burlington Park Way Bicycle Route

•	 City of Burlington Traffic Calming Policy

•	 Complete Streets in the Southeast: A tool kit 

•	 Downtown/East Burlington Elon Biobus Ridership Report

•	 FTA Research Planning for Transit-Supportive Development: A Practitioner’s Guide

•	 Intersection Improvement Considerations

•	 NCDOT Functional Classifications Map

•	 Public Transportation System (Initial Documentation)

•	 Burlington-Graham MPO Public Transit Feasibility Study

•	 Resolution of Support for the Eastern Piedmont Trails Plan

•	 Various Construction Plans and Transportation Documents provided by the City of Burlington

Once completed, the transportation systems section will contain recommendations for a multi-modal network of roadways, bus, 

rail, greenways, and trails accommodating all uses including pedestrians, bicycles, public transit and vehicles.  Multi-modal options 

can contribute to enhanced economic development within the City of Burlington, strengthen its image and identity, and help avoid 

uncontrolled growth and traffic-related congestion that may detract from the community’s quality of life. 

Generally the Transportation Systems section of a Comprehensive Plan is intended to accomplish the following transportation goals:

•	 Development Support

»» Road connections, configurations, and other improvements should support economic development, future development 
patterns, redevelopment opportunities, and other development that will be highlighted in the Future Land Use Plan. 

•	 Travel Options and Equitable Accessibility

»» Provisions should be made for multiple transportation options with a focus on equitable accessibility throughout the 
entire city, including vehicular, public transit, passenger rail, bicycling and walking

•	 Safety and Efficiency

»» Adequate transportation capacity should be provided in a way that allows efficient travel within the community, but also 

ensures the safety of users.  
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The above over-arching goals and objectives are complementary to the below goals and objectives from the Burlington-
Graham MPO 2035 Transportation Plan update, prepared in 2012. Together these goals will continue to help shape the 
framework for the City of Burlington’s Comprehensive Plan and the forthcoming goals and recommendations that came 
out of this process. 

Street System

•	 Goal – Develop an efficient street and highway network for the Burlington-Graham Urban Area

»» Objective – Enhance mobility by improving the connectivity of the existing street network.

»» Objective – Explore improvement to the street network that will most effectively handle capacity deficiencies.

»» Objective – Support a safe transportation system by utilizing efforts to reduce vehicular and pedestrian crashes and 
points of conflict between modes of transportation.

Congestion Management

•	 Goal – Develop a local thoroughfare system that minimize traffic congestion

»» Objective – Improve traffic signal timing and coordination through intelligent transportation system measures.

»» Objective – Develop streets and highways with the intent of minimizing travel times and distances.

»» Objective – Research and explore funding that preserves and modernizes the existing systems of streets and highways.

Title VI and Environmental Justice

•	 Goal - Plan and promote a transportation system that does not disproportionately impact minority and low income 
populations

»» Objective – Assess and identify the transportation needs of the minority and low income populations.

»» Objective – Evaluate the benefits and burdens of the transportation investments to achieve fair distribution among all 

populations.

Bicycle and Pedestrian

•	 Goal – Promote development of an integrated bicycle and pedestrian network

»» Objective – Pursue funding for a coordinated and comprehensive network of sidewalks and bicycle routes throughout the 
Urban Area.

»» Objective – Improve the transportation system with accommodations to bicycle and pedestrian access.

Public Transportation

•	 Goal – Support efforts to improve mobility for Urban Area residents

»» Objective – Increase awareness of public transportation services provided by the Alamance County Transportation 
Authority (ACTA), Piedmont Authority for Regional Transportation (PART), Triangle Transit (TT) and future public 
transportation services in the area. Evaluate the potential of fixed-route transit service in the urban core.

»» Objective – Support expansion plans for ACTA, PART, Triangle Transit and other public transportation options that will 
improve the mobility for all residents within the Urban Area. Conduct transit planning studies to evaluate the need and 
benefit of public transportation.

»» Objective – Support the efforts of PART concerning possible public transit options that would connect the Burlington-

Graham Urban Area to the Piedmont Triad region.
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TRANSPORTATION

Existing Conditions

The 2012 Long Range Transportation Plan includes much information about existing conditions. The following information 

summarizes the results of that study: 

Ranking of All Transportation Issues

TRANSPORTATION

 2012 Long Range Transportation Plan
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Trips by Destination Purpose 

Vehicular Transportation

The City of Burlington has excellent transportation access within the North Carolina piedmont. Specifically, access to Interstate 

40/85 through the City’s four interchanges and other highways such as US 70, NC 61 and NC 62 connect the City to the region and 

provide access for commerce. Approximately 115,000 vehicles per day went through the Urban Area in 2009. Much of the traffic is 

due to the influence of the transportation network system that allows for commuting to the Research Triangle and Piedmont Triad 

employment centers. Higher interstate speeds have attracted some travel from competing roads such as NC 62, US 70, and NC 54 

resulting in safer travel and a larger travel demand on the Interstate System. The City also has a robust road system that provides 

connectivity within the City’s corporate boundary and ETJ. According to the studies completed by the Burlington-Graham MPO, 96% 

of travel within the Urbanized Area is conducted by automobile with 52% of trips with the destination of either to work, or home 

from work. 

Congestion 

According to the Burlington-Graham MPO, congestion continues to be an issue especially during peak hours with roads accessing 

Interstate 40/85. The City has identified a plan to provide improvements to several of these streets and the addition of multi-modal 

transportation options such as a bus system to mitigate congestion issues. 

Planned Improvements

The Burlington-Graham MPO has identified transportation improvements for the 2035 planning horizon as described in the map on 

the adjacent page. 

TRANSPORTATION12

 source: 2012 Long Range Transportation Plan
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Thoroughfare Plan Functional Classifications

Roadways can fall into several classifications and within those are generally two types: urban and rural. Many of the roads in the 

Burlington corporate limits would be classified as urban treatment (curbs, gutters, and pedestrian amenities) and some are rural (open 

drainage in side ditch). 

Street classifications include:

Interstate and Other Freeway (Controlled by NCDOT)

These roads have strict controls on allowing direct access. Access is limited to interchanges with major cross streets. Controlled access 

highways are designed to move people, both inter- and intra-regionally. Local examples of controlled access highways include Interstate 

40/85.

Principal and Minor Arterials

Provide the highest level of service at the greatest speed for the longest uninterrupted distance, with some degree of access control. 
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Major and Minor Collectors

Provide a less highly developed level of service at a lower speed for shorter distances by collecting traffic from local roads and connecting 

them with arterials. 

Local

Consists of all roads not defined as arterials or collectors; primarily provides access to land with little or no through movement. 

Downtown

Downtown Streets are a special street typology. Access to and from a downtown street should be regulated to the established 
pattern of side streets and alleys. New buildings should abut the edge of the ROW to match existing and historic development 
patterns. On-street parking also provides traffic calming, increasing safety and enhancing economic development. 

Minimum Street Right-Of-Way (ROW)

Type of Street:						      Minimum ROW

Major Thoroughfare (Principal, or Minor Arterial)		  80-100 Feet

Minor Thoroughfare (Major, or Minor Collector) 		  70 Feet

Local Street						      60 Feet

Pedestrian/Bicycle Network

Bicycle and pedestrian mobility is of particular importance to the City of Burlington and its residents.  From a quality of life and level 

of service perspective, the City is providing amenities to that end, and the Burlington-Graham MPO has spelled out a plan for potential 

improvements and enhancements going forward. The city also should continue to work with neighboring Graham, Elon, and Alamance 

County to continue to support a regional pedestrian and bicycle network, provide programming and education, and to apply for federal and 

state funds to implement planned amenities. Moreover, as the City updates its Unified Development Ordinance, attention should be paid 

towards further integrating sidewalk, multi-use path, and bike lane requirements into development standards. 

Alamance County has over 110 miles of bike routes along state maintained facilities. North Carolina Bike Route #2 is located in the 

southern portion of the county. The Mountains to Sea Bicycle Route travels 19 miles across the county from Kimesville to Snow Camp. 

There are also six other state-recognized bicycle routes in the county including NC Bike Routes 70, 71, 72, 73, 74 and 6.  

Two projects that include both bicycle and pedestrian elements are described below: 

•	 Lake Mackintosh Greenway: the project would link Davidson Park to Lake Mackintosh Park and Marina. A key element of this project 
was included in TIP project U-2905 that includes accommodation for bike traffic from US 70 to Kirkpatrick Road; the remaining 
link will be the construction of the greenway from Alamance Regional Medical Center to the Lake Mackintosh Water Plant and 
eventually connect to the Lake Mackintosh Marina.  

•	 Haw River Greenway: this project would be constructed adjacent to the Haw River and travel from the historic Glencoe Mill 
community to the Town and Country Park in Burlington. This project includes canoe access along the Haw River where feasible.

TRANSPORTATION
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Railroad Transportation

Passenger Rail 

The State of North Carolina sponsors two Amtrak-operated passenger trains: the 

Piedmont and the Carolinian. The Piedmont makes a daily round trip between 

Raleigh and Charlotte by way of Burlington. The State owns the equipment for 

the Piedmont and contracts with Amtrak for maintenance and operations of the 

train. The Carolinian makes daily trips each way between Charlotte and New York 

City by way of the Burlington depot. The Carolinian uses Amtrak equipment and is 

Amtrak-maintained.

Future rail connections such as the Piedmont High Speed Corridor between 

Washington DC and Atlanta GA, when implemented, will stop in Burlington. This 

is a federally-designated high speed corridor.  A recent study on the corridor 

indicated that the potential for ridership and revenue along the passenger rail line 

would be greater than any other high-speed route in the United States.  

Potential North Carolina commuter rail service may eventually provide service 

to Burlington. One of the corridors identified is the Burlington-to-Greensboro 

link. This 23-mile commuter corridor extends westward from Burlington along 

I-40/85. Travel time between the two cities is approximately 25 to 30 minutes by 

automobile, given the 65-mph speed limit along much of I-40/85. The speed for 

Amtrak has recently been increased to reduce the train travel time to be more 

competitive, if not the same as, an automobile trip. NCDOT estimates at least 

43,000 potential commuters can be served by this rail service.

TRANSPORTATION
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Freight Rail 

NCDOT has a historic link to freight and freight movements. This linkage dates to 

the early days of Departments of Transportation, when their primary focus tended 

to be on creating “farm to market” roads to meet basic societal needs—bringing 

food from the point of production (the farm) to where people live (cities and 

towns).

Compared to the historic role of freight in DOT activities and planning, recent 

efforts to incorporate freight considerations into the transportation planning 

process tend to be reflective of shifts toward the use of global rather than 

national or regional supply chains.

In North Carolina, freight and logistics have emerged as a state priority that can 

help underpin economic development and economic competitiveness. In North 

Carolina, this topic then relates to the movement of raw goods and materials 

as well as finished goods and products, between their origins and ultimate 

destinations including in-state distribution to businesses and consumers and 

out-of-state markets. As a result, freight and logistics touch all key aspects of 

the state’s multifaceted economic development targets including agriculture, bio-

medical, tourism, education, military, and manufacturing.  This ties to Burlington 

as rail continues to be important in many aspects of the supply chain economy. 

TRANSPORTATION

Highway Freight Transportation

Freight mobility through North Carolina’s highway network will rely on improvements that provide direct and timely access for 

trucks to port facilities from inland freight nodes and facilities, including rail intermodal facilities, manufacturing, agricultural 

production, warehousing and distribution centers.

Based on the maritime market opportunities identified for North Carolina, investment in the US 70, I-73/I-74, and I-40 highway 

corridors will have the greatest effect in reducing trucking travel times within the state.

Public Transit

Public transportation within Burlington is currently very limited in capacity and consists of a bus provided by Elon University (called 

the Elon Bio-Bus) providing services to Elon, Downtown, and East Burlington.  This bus system is wildly popular by the public and 

students of Elon University.  This route is limited in hours Monday-Friday 2:30-6:30 and follows the academic year. That said, in 

2013-2014, total ridership was 3,894 of which 1,582 were students (41%) and 2,312 (59%) public riders. The popularity and use 

of such a limited system easily starts to make the case for why a fixed route bus system makes sense within Burlington. Arranged 

transit is provided by the Alamance County Transportation Authority and focuses on providing services to the human services 

organizations and agencies within the county.  

Public Transportation Approved 

The City of Burlington does not, but will soon have, fixed-route transit service which will consist of a bus system.  During the 

summer of 2014, the Burlington City Council voted to support a fixed-route transit system that will serve the City of Burlington. This 

system has been supported by numerous studies including the 2006 Public Transit Feasibility Study, which established preliminary 
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needs and services, service capacity, and routing. This system may also service neighboring communities. Some initial studies have 

already been done and preliminary routes are included in the map below. Funding sources and a timeline have yet to be determined, 

but the system will be moving ahead over the coming months. What is known is that this fixed-route system will consist of a 

hub and spoke design. The system will rely on Downtown Burlington as its transfer point and hub. The location of the Downtown 

transfer spot may become an important catalyst for redevelopment within the Downtown and will be studied further. This system 

will operate with the goal of an average 30-minute headway which will allow it to provide an equitable option for transportation 

access for all members of the Burlington community. Transit service would operate from 5:30am to 6:30pm, Monday to Friday. 

These operating hours are typical for transit systems in small to medium-sized cities in North Carolina. Weekday service only is 

generally the preferred manner for starting transit service in a new location and is supported by survey responses from residents in 

Burlington.  

According to the 2006 study, the preliminary six routes for the urban area (including neighboring communities) are:

•	 A route connecting downtown Gibsonville with Downtown Burlington that also serves new shopping destinations located 
at Exit 140 on I-40 and commercial developments along Huffman Mill Road such as Wal-Mart and Holly Hill Mall. This 
route serves the Twin Lakes Retirement Community off of Church Street in Elon and key passenger generators such as the 
Employment Security Commission and the Senior Center. The route also operates to Alamance Regional Medical Center, a 
location often cited by survey respondents and stakeholders. 

•	 A route which could be interconnected with the aforementioned Burlington to Gibsonville route, operating between 
Downtown Burlington and downtown Mebane, with a connection to Alamance County government facilities located in 

preliminary transit system routing map
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downtown Graham. Direct service is provided between the Burlington campus of ACC and the community college’s main 
campus in Graham. The route also serves Burlington Outlet Village located near Chapel Hill Road in Burlington.

•	 A route operating primarily in Burlington which is designed to serve commercial developments along South Church Street 
such as Holly Hill Mall and Koury Centre. Transit service is operated to Williams High School and the Brookwood Retirement 
Community. The end of the line for the route is Twin Lakes, providing a second transit route for this major retirement center.

•	 A route serving the eastern portion of Burlington which could be interconnected with the previously mentioned route 
operating along South Church Street to provide direct service for passengers traveling from one side of Burlington to the 
other. The route serves residential areas along Rauhut Street and Alamance County offices on Graham-Hopedale Road, 
including the Department of Social Services. Transit service is provided to Cummings High School and to commercial areas 
located along North Church Street.

•	 A route connecting Downtown Burlington with Elon University. Transit service is operated to Glen Raven Mills, Carolina 
Biological and Labcorp, three major Burlington employers. The route loops through the Elon campus by traveling along 
Lebanon and Haggard Avenues. The Vocational Trades Center on West Webb Avenue in Burlington is also served by this 
route.

During discussions with Elon University officials, frequent, direct bus service between the campus and the new businesses at 

Exit 140 surfaced as a transit need from the University’s perspective. The route loops around the Elon campus and travels along 

Williamson Avenue and Saint Marks Church Road to access Target and other retailers at Exit 140. Service would operate every 30 

minutes.

Parking

Downtown Burlington is considered a healthy business environment with a concentration of area governmental offices, the central 

location of area banking institutions and the headquarters of LabCorp, a national medical testing services company founded 

in Burlington. Retail businesses in Downtown Burlington are an eclectic mix of specialty shops and eating establishments. A 

significant portion of Downtown shops are antique stores, general consignment shops, and antique furniture stores that are 

concentrated along Front Street, with some extension into the Main Street and Spring Street corridors. Those businesses draw 

customers from the greater Burlington area and other nearby communities. Although there is a significant amount of vacant or 

underutilized retail and office space in the downtown core, recent development activity such as the renovated Paramount Theater 

and the Company Shops Market Co-op have generated new interest in bringing additional businesses and housing Downtown. Due 

to the forthcoming vacating of buildings in Downtown Burlington by LabCorp, further parking analysis may need to be conducted 

as this occurs, but case studies suggest that parking may become available within Downtown in the coming years that would be 

supportive of parking required for redevelopment efforts.   

Parking Capacity

The parking system within Downtown Burlington consists of 495 on-street spaces and 2,746 off-street spaces (public and private). 

These totals include 906 spaces that are provided in the City’s Municipal Parking Lots. Parking is well-distributed across the 

Downtown area, including well positioned City lots. 

Parking Utilization

A survey of parking occupancy in both public and private parking facilities was conducted on Thursday, October 13, 2011. A peak 

of 1,686 vehicles were found within the survey area for an overall occupancy of 52% of available capacity. Occupancy in off-street 

parking facilities was 51% and 56% in on-street spaces. Applying a standard “Search Margin” of 15%, the effective occupancy 

level was 61%, with a surplus of 1,257 spaces. Much of this surplus was located in City lots, but a significant amount was found in 

company parking lots that appeared to be underutilized. 

TRANSPORTATION
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An initial turnover survey was conducted of on-street occupancy and length-of-stay patterns but the results were flawed by the 

fact that the survey process did not capture relocating parkers (to avoid ticketing) that may have moved just around the corner—

considered a valid move under current enforcement policy. (reference: 2012 Downtown Parking Plan)

Key Concerns 

The most consistent concern was voiced by Downtown business owners who are concerned that Downtown employees take up 

valuable on-street parking that is needed for customers and it is generally agreed that a large number of employees use on-street 

parking all day, moving their vehicles periodically to avoid ticketing. Responses received from the web survey indicated that the 

availability of close, convenient parking was a major factor in decisions to shop or do business Downtown.

Identified Issues and Needs

•	 Better pedestrian, bicycle, and public transit connectivity 

•	 As growth occurs, a focus on multi-modal connectivity is important and integration into open space and other available 
properties/easements/rights-of-way is key.

•	 Future transportation investments should support development/redevelopment. How does development/redevelopment 
support transportation improvements financially?

•	 Focus on complete streets.

•	 Leverage private/public partnerships to support improvements to transportation infrastructure. 

•	 Equitable transportation access throughout all of Burlington is crucial.

TRANSPORTATION
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Wastewater and Potable Water Services

Burlington’s wastewater collection system consists of approximately 18,500 connections serving homes, businesses and industry, 

426 miles of gravity sewer lines, 4 sewer lift stations and 6,500 feet of pressurized forcemain.  Every day an estimated 11.9 million 

gallons are transported through the collection system to the East Burlington and South Burlington wastewater treatment facilities.  

The collection system has both gravity lines and forcemains.  For the purpose of this analysis, we are dividing the study area into 

areas similar to those used in the 1991 Burlington 2000 Comprehensive Plan: Central, North, West, West Central, East, Southwest, 

and South.  

The City’s water supply system has ample volume and capacity to accommodate the future growth of the urban areas well into the 

21st century. The Lake Mackintosh reservoir has added 7.5 billion gallons of water to the City’s water supply system. The City’s 

existing sewage collection system can only accommodate minor future sewer line extensions within the immediate drainage basins 

surrounding the City. Future expansion beyond these areas will require lift station improvement and/or the construction of new 

sewer outfall lines. 

Please refer to Appendix A for plan drawings related to the following areas of the City.

North Burlington

The North Burlington area generally extends North of Fisher Street/North Church Street and the railroad tracks that run parallel 

to NC Highway 100 to the Haw River.  It stretches from the Elon University and Burlington extraterritorial boundaries in the 

West to the Apple Street Extension and Graham-Hopedale Road corridor in the East.  The North Burlington area is mostly rural/

residential in character with large vacant acreages and farmland.  Population and housing growth in the past has been limited.  

Poor transportation and lack of public water and sewer services in areas outside the City greatly affect the area’s future growth 

potential.

North Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Prepare a Water and Sewer Service Area Plan for future extension of water and sewer service to unserved areas within 
Burlington’s extraterritorial jurisdiction.

•	 Provide public sewer service in the Westmoreland Heights and Glen Raven Road area.

•	 Prepare a plan for the Haw River Interceptor rehab.

East Burlington

The East Burlington planning area is bordered on the east by the Town of Haw River and the City of Graham.  It basically includes 

the land area between the Haw River and Interstate 40/85 that lies southeast of Mebane Street, Tucker Street and the east 

of Apple Street Extension.  East Burlington is an area containing older developed areas of both residential and commercial 

development.  In between these developed areas is a high percentage of vacant developable land. The area has experienced 

a declining population and a low production of new housing.  While commercial activity has expanded along the area’s major 

thoroughfares, the largest employers and industries in the area now plan to move or relocate elsewhere within or outside the City.  

East Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Prepare a Water and Sewer Service Area Plan for future extension of water and sewer service to unserved areas within 
Burlington’s extraterritorial jurisdiction.

•	 Extend sewer lines along North Sellars Mill Road to provide service to unserved residential neighborhoods.
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•	 Prepare a plan for the Haw River Interceptor rehab.

South Burlington

The South Burlington planning area is located between the Interstate 40/85 

corridor and Great Alamance Creek and between the Burlington/Graham 

Extraterritorial boundary to the east and Alamance Road and Gunn Creek to 

the west.  South Burlington currently is mostly residential in character, but 

commercial and industrial development continues to expand in the area.  Over 

50% of South Burlington is zoned for future industrial growth.  Moderate 

increases in population and housing are expected but continued industrial growth 

within the I-40/85 corridor and near the airport will substantially change the land 

development patterns in the area.

South Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Prepare a Water and Sewer Service Area Plan for future extension 
of water and sewer service to unserved areas within Burlington’s 
extraterritorial jurisdiction.

•	 Extend sewer along Maple Avenue from south of Bayview Drive to south of 
Race Track Road.

•	 Extend sewer along Whites Kennel Road between Anthony Road and 
Ample Avenue.

•	 Extend sewer to east of Old Trail Road that will flow toward Great 
Alamance Creek outfall.

•	 Extend sewer along Anthony Road from Alamance Road to the northeast.

•	 Extend water and sewer to the Shamrock Golf Course area. 

Southwest Burlington

Southwest Burlington includes the land area located south of Interstate 40/85 

to Beaver Creek.  The area is bordered by the Guilford County/Alamance County 

Line to the west and Gunn Creek and Alamance Road to the east.  Southwest 

Burlington contains large acreage of public land, farmland and residential 

dwellings.  This rural landscape is changing as development pressures intensify.  

The focal points for this new growth are the construction of Lake Mackintosh and 

the expanding ARMC.  In 2002, the City of Burlington and the City of Greensboro 

entered into a water and sewer agreement and an annexation agreement in 

Eastern Guilford County.  

Southwest Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Prepare a Water and Sewer Service Area Plan for future extension 
of water and sewer service to unserved areas within Burlington’s 
extraterritorial jurisdiction.

•	 Extend sewer along Kirkpatrick Road from Grand Oaks Blvd to Alamance 
Road

One of Burlington’s many water towers rises 
above Webb Avenue west of Downtown

J.D. Mackintosh, Jr. Water Treatment Plant in 
the Southwest Burlington district
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West Central Burlington

The West Central Burlington planning area is bounded by Guilford County and the Town of Elon to the west and by Tucker Street, 

Little Alamance Creek, Overbrook Drive, and Tarleton Avenue to the east.  West Central Burlington is the fastest growing area 

within the City.  Population and housing growth has been strong, and there is currently a good balance in both residential and 

non-residential development.  

West Central Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Prepare a Water and Sewer Service Area Plan for future extension of water and sewer service to unserved areas within 
Burlington’s extraterritorial jurisdiction.

•	 Extend public water to the Fairview Drive residential area.

•	 Extend public water to the St. Marks Church Road area North of Boone Station Drive.

West Burlington

The West Burlington planning area is bounded by Rock Creek on the west, Carmen Road to the north, Lake Mackintosh to the south 

and the drainage divide to the east of Rock Creek.  In 2002, the City of Burlington and the City of Greensboro entered into a water 

and sewer agreement and annexation agreement which set forth service areas and limits of future annexation in proximity to Rock 

Creek in Eastern Guilford County. AWCK prepared a report and master plan that showed how the ‘Western Sewer Service Area” 

could be served.  In 2012, this report was updated.  Recommendations noted in the report are acknowledged.

West Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 Extension of the Rock Creek Outfall, the regional pump station and forcemain.

•	 Sewer improvements include installation of outfalls to serve the sub areas of the balance of the western service area.

•	 Change discharge of forcemain from Springwood Park Outfall to Garden Road Outfall.

Central Burlington

The Central Burlington planning area generally is defined by the Southern Railway line parallel to Webb Avenue to the north, 

Fisher Street, Holt Street and Ireland Street to the east, Mebane Street and Tucker Street to the south, and Alamance Creek, 

Edgewood and Tarleton Avenues to the west.  Central Burlington contains the City’s central business district and a diversity of older 

surrounding residential neighborhoods.  The area has experienced a decline in population and a myriad of redevelopment and urban 

renewal efforts.

Central Burlington Utility Issues & Needs

•	 No new extensions of utilities are needed in this area since it is fully developed.  

•	 Inflow/Infiltration reduction planning should be planned as the area redevelops.

•	 Creative solutions should be looked at as the area transitions from mills to residential.  Backflow preventers for fire 
protection will be needed and the best solution would be to have them inside the buildings. 
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Stormwater

Burlington has three watersheds that have been studied and evaluated. They are the Haw River, Little Alamance Creek, and Travis 

and Tickle Creek watersheds, with the latter watersheds flowing into the Haw River basin.  

River Basin Context

North Carolina contains 17 major river basins.  The Haw River basin is located in the upper portion of the Cape Fear River Basin.  

The headwaters of the Haw River are located in the northeast quadrant of Forsyth County.  From there, the river flows through 

the northwest corner of Guilford County, the southern portion of Rockingham County, back down through the northeast corner of 

Guilford County, and then from the northwest to the southeast corner of Alamance County.  Between the Interstate 40/85 corridor 

and NC87, the Haw River is included on the State’s 303d list of impaired waterways.  

The Little Alamance, Travis & Tickle (LATT) Creek Watershed occupies 52 square miles in western Alamance County and eastern 

Guilford County, just north of the USI-140 highway.  The watersheds have two predominant land uses, rural and urban.  Alamance 

County is historically an agrarian community, with Burlington providing an industrial center.  The urban areas of Burlington have 

expanded and contributed low density impervious coverage to the watersheds.  The urban area occupies 57% of the land in the 

LATT watershed.  The LATT watershed is a sub basin to the Haw River Basin.

Basin Significance and Water Quality Issues

The Cape Fear River Basinwide Water Quality Plan (July 2000) classified the Haw River as a Class C-Nutrient Sensitive Water 

(NSW).  The 2000 plan also classified the Haw River as partially supporting and impaired for fecal coli form bacteria, sediment and 

unknown biological causes.  The Haw River sub-basin (03030002) was rated as a Category 1-calling for high-priority restoration by 

North Carolina.  Little Alamance Creek (LA) is considered an impaired waterbody by the NC Division of Water Quality (DWQ).  NC 

DWQ monitoring indicated the waters of the Little Alamance Creek violates the Clean Water Act for impaired biological integrity 

with the stresser being urban stormwater runoff.  The Travis and Tickle Creeks (TT) are listed as impaired for biological integrity in 

the 303 (d) list of impaired waters for having “Fair” bio-classification.

Conservation and Retrofits

In rural conditions, a goal would be to assist landowners wishing to install conservation practices in a variety of conservation 

practices on cropland conversions to grass or trees, long term no-till planting, field borders, grassed waterways, strip cropping, 

streamside livestock fencing, stream crossings, water troughs, wells and spring developments. In the City’s urban setting, it was 

noted that as the LA watershed has urbanized, both volume and rate of stormwater runoff have increased, resulting in stream 

instability, in-stream erosion, and increased pollution.  Stormwater best management practices (BMP’s) such as wetlands, rain 

gardens, or grass swales installed within the stream corridor or upland areas can capture and treat stormwater runoff before it 

reaches the streams.  Most of the LA development predates stormwater regulation.  Retrofitting existing sites is an expensive, 

but necessary, way to correct existing impacts.  TT is experiencing stormwater impacts to its water quality from roads and smaller 

developed communities. Retrofits can be described as follows:

•	 Retrofit public sites as demonstration projects.

•	 Avoid, or minimize, impacts to existing forests and wetlands as filter areas.

•	 Address commercial areas’ on-site stormwater needs through retrofitting highly impervious sites with stormwater and 
pollution source control measures, more commonly known as BMP’s.

•	 Encourage planting of native trees and shrubs, particularly within the 30-ft riparian corridors.

•	 Use stream buffers and rain gardens in older neighborhoods.

infrastructure and public services13
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•	 Convert existing dry ponds to improved stormwater treatment devices such as wet ponds or stormwater wetlands.

•	 Treat larger drainage areas on County and City-owned lands.

Electrical Network

Duke Energy is the utility provider for electrical service in Burlington. The utility operates five power generation plants within 

an approximate 50-mile radius, including two coal-fired plants, two oil/gas powered plants, and one nuclear plant. Duke Energy 

owns and operates nine electrical substations within the City’s jurisdiction and has several utility rights-of-way for overhead 

transmission, most notably along the northern, western, and southern edges of the city limits. Duke Energy has not reported any 

projects or planned projects that would impact the City of Burlington at this time. 

Duke Energy has a number of requirements for public use of transmission rights-of-way over and above the private property 

rights of landowners granting the utility an easement. Any improvements like structures, paving, or fencing are subject to specific 

guidelines, as are plantings and drainage features. Shared-use paths and trails are allowed under certain conditions and within 

very specific dimensional parameters. The utility reserves the right, however, to close any portion of the trail for any length of time 

without notice.

Burlington currently has two public electric car charging stations. In 2012, the North Carolina Department of Transportation opened 

a charging station at both the northbound and southbound I-85 Alamance County rest stops in the southwest part of Burlington. 

These were dismantled in 2013 due to an issue with charging consumers for the electricity. That same year, electric vehicle 

manufacturer Tesla opened its first North Carolina high-speed charging station at Alamance Crossing. Carolina Nissan on Huffman 

Mill Road also operates a public charging station.

Natural Gas Network

Piedmont Natural Gas is the utility provider for municipal gas service in Burlington. Two regional pipelines run through Burlington’s 

planning jurisdiction—one along the Haw River and another that cuts across the center of the City roughly along the Little 

Alamance Creek corridor. Piedmont Natural Gas owns and operates three gate stations inside or proximate to the City along the 

Little Alamance Creek pipeline. 

Because the utility infrastructure in natural gas rights-of-way are not exposed, the regulations of public use are less restrictive than 

electrical transmission rights-of-way. Piedmont Natural Gas allows hiking trails as an acceptable use and simply requires written 

permission for paving, fences, and grading activities. As gas rights-of-way are most often private property easements, however, 

private landowner rights are still applicable.

Piedmont Natural Gas reports that current projects and planned projects do not affect Burlington.

Piedmont Natural Gas operates a network of public natural gas filling stations, some of which are located in the cities of the 

Piedmont Triad.

Telecommunications and Data Networks

Cellular Network

All major cellular phone network operators provide service in Burlington. Based on information from opensignal.com and 

deadcellzones.com as well as stakeholder interviews, Sprint has the most reception trouble in City, particularly in Downtown. 

infrastructure and public services
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There are no significant dead zones reported for other service providers. Cell towers and non-tower antennae appear densest in the 

southern and central areas of the City: along South Church Street, Downtown, towards Graham on East Webb Avenue, and along 

Interstate 40/85.

Fiber Network

Burlington operates its own fiber network for municipal functions. A 48-count fiber line runs east and west from Downtown along 

North and South Church Street. The western extension terminates at City Park. The fiber line runs east to terminate at the City’s 

Animal Shelter and wastewater treatment facility on Stone Quarry Road. The City plans to run a 24-count fiber line out to University 

Drive then south to a new fire station within 18 months. Increasing fiber count is a goal of the City’s Information Technology 

Department. There have been private requests for a public fiber infrastructure in the Downtown area of the City.

Television, Telephone, and High-Speed Internet Service

Time Warner Cable and AT&T provide television, telephone, and high-speed internet services in the City; Time Warner through a 

coaxial cable network using cable modems and AT&T through the standard telephone network using DSL. MegaPath also provides 

data and voice service over copper wireline in parts of the City.  

Wireless Internet

Public wireless internet service is available in a 12-block area Downtown, primarily in the Municipal Service District. There are 

10-12 access points outdoors with limited building penetration. Public internet access is also available at City Park, Springwood 

Park, and soon at Kernodle Senior Center. The City also has access points at Royals Stadium that are not available to the public, 

and provides wireless access to the police department at Church Street and Graham Hopedale Road.

Public Safety and Emergency Response 

Police Department 

In their 2012 Annual Report, the Burlington Police Department described several new initiatives for improving policing activity, 

including:

•	 Improvements in communications hardware including the City’s fiber network and an enhanced  Emergency Operations 
Center

•	 Seven new community watch groups

•	 A bicycle patrol

•	 New Downtown and parks patrols

•	 A redistricting study to create better zones

A 2014 Police Department Community revealed geographic variability in the public’s perception of the department; community 

opinion on police trust, professionalism, proactiveness, access, and general safety vary from policing district to district. West 

and south areas of the City are generally more positive, while east, north, and central areas have more mixed opinions. Survey 

responses were highest in south and central areas, but low in north, west, and east districts.
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Fire Department 

In 2011, the Center for Public Safety Excellence, Inc. produced a Fire Station 

Distribution and Coverage Study for Burlington. This study noted the following:

•	 The distribution of forces was inadequate in some parts of the city—there 
were some gaps of coverage and long response times.

•	 The community has expressed concerns about the number of stations and 
adequate response times across geographic areas of the City.

•	 Siting of stations has been largely based on intuition and readily-available 
land or facilities, not necessarily for strategic fire response.

•	 The east side of Burlington is the predominant location of fire incidents but 
is not necessarily underserved—southwest and northwest of Downtown 
are most vulnerable, but also have the lowest incident rate.

•	 The study recommended either a new sixth fire station at Rockwood and 
Front streets combined with a new seventh fire station in southwest area 
of city, or a move of Station #4 northeast and the addition of a southwest 
station.

Solid Waste Services

The City of Burlington is the largest of nine municipalities served by Alamance 

County’s Solid Waste Management system. In their 2012 Alamance County Solid 

Waste Management Plan update, the County described Burlington’s solid waste 

services:

•	 The City of Burlington Sanitation Division of the Department of Public 
Works conducts weekly curbside collection of household garbage, yard 
waste, and bulk waste. The City issues each residential customer a 
95-gallon bin for collection.

•	 Burlington has bi-monthly curbside pickup for commingled recyclables, 
contracted directly with Waste Industries since 2012.

•	 The City operates a compost warehouse at South Burlington Wastewater 
Treatment Plant, within which yard waste is combined with treated sludge 
to produce compost.

•	 Burlington’s solid waste largely is deposited at Alamance County 
Landfill, located southeast of the City’s jurisdiction. The landfill has a 
special Construction & Demolition Waste Cell separate from Municipal 
Solid Waste. Future development at the landfill includes a potential gas 
extraction system; recent development includes the 2008 purchase of 115 
acres of adjacent land for a buffer.

•	 There are no plans to transfer solid waste outside of the county, nor plans 
for mixed solid waste processing for material recovery or municipal waste 
composting.

infrastructure and public services

Burlington’s Downtown Police Department 
Headquarters and Emergency Response 
Center

Alamance County Landfill (from www.
thetimesnews.com)

Burlington’s Downtown Fire Department 
Headquarters
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infrastructure and public services

•	 Alamance County is targeting a per capita disposal rate of 0.66 tons per 
person in fiscal year 2012-2022, as compared to a baseline in 1990-1991 of 
1.10 tons per person.

Identified Issues & Needs

•	 Address water and sewer utility issues and needs for each City district as 
listed above

•	 Identify conservation and retrofit project opportunities in the City’s 
watersheds to prevent pollution of area creeks and ponds

•	 Explore opportunities for public use of utility rights-of-way for recreation 
and trails

•	 Maintain and enhance utility services—particularly data infrastructure— 
in Downtown and at underutilized industrial sites to attract start-up 
businesses

•	 Support equitable distribution of emergency services throughout the City 
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