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Recreational Areas & other 
Public Owned Interests
in Watauga County ILLUSTRATION 20

	 The map (Illustration 20) shows the 
distribution of  parks and recreation sites 
in Watauga County that are owned and 
managed by federal, state and conservation 
organizations.

Source: www.nconemap.com, Martin-McGill, Inc. research
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Soil Types

Public Lands and
Conservation Properties

Protected Ridges

Hydrology and 
Flood Hazard

Significant Natural Areas

Slope Characteristics

Preparing for Change

Using Geographic Information System •	
(GIS) technology, one is able to layer the 
various maps showing the components. 
The series of natural limitations are •	
interrelated.
They build on one another to present a •	
composite view of the overall capacity 
of land within Watauga County to 
withstand or support changes.
Understanding these relationships is •	
fundamental to managing such change in 
the future.

Watersheds

ILLUSTRATION 21

Preface
	 Understanding the interrelationship among the various natural or physiographic 
and other factors that influence future growth and change is an essential step in the 
process of  preparing for managing change. The initial step in this process is to view 
these physiographic influences in terms of  their collective capability to withstand 
change created by various levels of  land use or future development

	 Illustration 21 demonstrates the process of  layering the natural limitations of  
the Watauga County environment into a composite perspective



	 The categories of  suitability of  land 
for development for Watauga County may be 
explained as follows:

Areas Best Suited for •	
Development 

Land areas that have few constraints for 
development activity.  With appropriate 
services, such land could best accommodate 
future change (Illustration 22).   

Areas Supporting Moderate •	
Development 

Land areas that exhibit certain constraints 
for development in that they may exhibit 
one or more significant limitation, such 
as a less than ideal slope characteristic, or  
location within a protected watershed.   

Areas Least Suited for •	
Development 

Land that has limited or no development 
potential because of  severe physiographic 
challenges or other impeding limitation, 
such as land under public ownership. These 
areas also encompass protected ridge tops 
and flood zones. 
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        Unsuitable areas for change
	
        Areas supporting moderate development

        Areas best suited for development

        Protected Ridgetops

        Flood zones

        Roads

Summary of Natural Limitations
ILLUSTRATION 22
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Preface

	 Change is inevitable in Watauga County; 
however, future change can be influenced by many 
factors, which may be altered or utilized to direct or 
mitigate such change.  This fundamental assumption 
is the basis for managing change.  The principal 
factors that influence change include:

Transportation Routes•	
Physiographic Constraints•	
Public Policy•	
Water and Wastewater Infrastructure•	
Centers of  Employment•	
Proximity to Urban Centers•	
Community Facilities (including schools)•	
Land Use Regulations•	
Public Health Regulations•	

	 The planning, placement, modification or 
enforcement of  such influences become primary 
tools that are available to the community in managing 
change.  It is therefore incumbent upon Watauga  
 

County to recognize the importance of  acknowledging 
and managing these factors of  change and deliberately 
planning for their impacts.

Growth Objectives for the 
Community

	 Achieving balance between fostering change 
and protecting community values and important 
economic, environmental and cultural resources is 
the foundation of  change management.  

	 The following objectives are intended to 
guide the County:

Population growth should be concentrated in areas •	
of  Watauga County where essential services and 
infrastructure are adequate to meet the needs of  
future populations.  Population and development 
densities should vary in accordance with the 
availability of  such services and infrastructure, 
with more dense concentrations of  development 
being directed to locations where essential 
services and infrastructure may be provided most 
efficiently.

Extension of  essential services and infrastructure •	
should be planned to support future growth within 
these designated concentrations of  development, 
with such extensions being guided by deliberate 
policies that acknowledge efficiency and change 
management strategies.
Priority should be given to achieving development •	
and managing growth that is sustainable and 
emphasizes efficiency in the consumption of  
resources, including land, energy, water resources 
and other necessities that consume or degrade 
the natural environment of  Watauga County.
Growth in rural areas of  the community, outside •	
of  planned concentrations of  development, 
should be managed to occur at densities that do 
not require inefficient investments in essential 
services and infrastructure.

Growth outside of  planned concentrations of  •	
development should not infringe on prevailing 
agricultural or rural land use patterns in such 
rural areas.
Growth management in both urban and rural •	
areas of  the community should be sensitive to 
valuable environmental, cultural, or historic 
resources and assets.
Existing unique rural communities, outside of  •	
urban concentrations, should be protected. New 
communities in rural regions, which may require 
essential urban services, should be discouraged 
by the County’s policies, unless such services are 
provided by the developers and are self-sustaining 
services.
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Regional Framework for Growth Management

Acknowledging Municipal Planning Jurisdictions

	 Managing change should reflect a regional strategy.  Therefore, 
planning for Watauga County’s growth should consider similar endeavors 
across governmental jurisdictions.  It is incumbent upon County 
government to consult with its political neighbors as it plans for its 
future growth.  Its plans and policies should efficiently and effectively 
mesh with those of  the municipalities within Watauga County.

	 At present, the four municipalities of  Boone, Blowing Rock, 
Beech Mountain and Seven Devils each have land use plans, land use 
regulations and various other ongoing planning activities that are in 
place and reflect their individual objectives and policies regarding 
managing growth and influencing change (Illustration 23). Further, 
Boone and Blowing Rock have extraterritorial jurisdictions within 
which they plan and administer land use regulations.  The County’s 
Growth Management Policy should:

Acknowledge these individual municipal planning jurisdictions.•	
Reflect the current plans that have been adopted for each municipal •	
jurisdiction.
Strive to ensure that County plans and recommendations for those •	
areas of  Watauga County that are adjacent to municipal jurisdictions 
are consistent with municipal planning.
Coordinate plans and recommendations for essential services •	
and infrastructure with corresponding plans for the municipal 
jurisdictions.
Strive for regional or countywide solutions to planning and urban •	
services.
In the absence of  municipal plans for essential services and •	
infrastructure, the County should coordinate its planning with the 
affected municipality.

Blowing Rock

Boone

Beech 
Mountain

Seven DevilsILLUSTRATION 23
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A. Cove Creek Community Council District B. Valle Crucis Historic District C. Foscoe-Grandfather Community Council District

A

B

C

ILLUSTRATION 24

Community Planning Districts

	 Illustration 24  presents the locations and extent of  the three present community 
planning districts in Watauga:

No regulations have been adopted for the Cove Creek Community Council District.•	
The Valle Crucis Community Council District is primarily dedicated to historic •	
preservation. It contains a designated historic district zone.
The Foscoe-Grandfather Community Council District is divided into 4 zones, as shown •	
on Map C.
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	 The Change Management 
Strategy for Watauga County 
divides the County into three 
Growth Paths, acknowledging 
the range of  planning objectives 
and developmental environments 
throughout the community:

The Watauga “Gateway •	
Corridors”
Unique Community Areas•	
Rural / Agriculture Regions•	

Managing Future
Change in Watauga County

70

Preface

	 The County’s strategy for managing change is developed to reflect the diversity 
of  the community and to provide for a logical approach to addressing this diversity of  
needs and the wide range of  factors that influence and direct growth under these unique 
conditions.  

	 Watauga County is a community in transition.  It has evolved from a principally 
rural environment into a community that is typically urban along its principal highway 
corridors and progressively more rural and agricultural as distances increase away from 
those transportation corridors.  This urban / rural setting, coupled with its complex 
physiographic limitations, provides a great challenge. 

	 Growth management issues in the community are complex.  A single planning 
model for the County is probably not adequate to comprehensively address the requirements 
of  this transitional planning environment.  Therefore, multiple planning paths may better 
provide for the flexibility to address the range of  factors and issues that are presented to 
the community.

	 Emphasis should be directed toward achieving change that reflects sustainability 
in future development and insures a minimal disruption to the natural environment and 
maximize use of  energy, land resources and other natural and community assets.

Photo courtesy
Blowing Rock TDA



71 Watauga Gateway
  Corridors

	 Watauga County is characterized by distinct and  
constantly changing primary transportation corridors, 
which include key segments of  highways 421, 321 and 
105.  These corridors are considered the strategic or key 
Gateways to the community and managing change within 
these so called “Gateway Corridors” should be guided by 
the following principles:

Population
The average population densities achieved in these •	
“Gateway Corridors” are, or will in the future, be 
substantially higher than other regions of  the County 
and generally fall into a range of  500 to 900 persons 
per square mile. 

Land Use Patterns
Land use patterns will be generally more complex •	
with wide ranges of  residential densities, substantial 
commercial concentrations, as well as industrial and 
institutional complexes.
Within these “Gateway Corridors,” the County and its •	
municipalities should aggressively avoid conflicting 
land uses and maintain minimum standards of  quality 
for development.

Economic Development
The County’s economic development activities •	
should be aggressively pursued within the Watauga 
“Gateway Corridors.”  
Care should be taken to protect areas identified as •	
prime industrial land or key economic assets.
Appropriate infrastructure should be developed •	
to sustain this ongoing and planned economic 
development program. However, investments in 
public infrastructure should be cost-effective, with 
economic benefits to the Community outweighing 
the costs of  new investments in infrastructure.
A formula should be developed to assess this cost/•	
benefit ratio and the County should utilize a concise 
policy to guide in its future capital investments 
in economic development related services and 
infrastructure. 

Essential Services
Development within these “Gateway Corridors” •	
would be accessible by highways and streets, which 
are developed to urban standards, having capacities 
to accommodate increasingly complex volumes of  
traffic.
Development within this growth path should be •	
served by water and sewer infrastructure, except 
for areas that are deemed infeasible to receive such 

services due to excessive cost, incompatible 

slopes, or factors, that serve to isolate certain areas 
from essential services.
Transportation, water and sewer planning should be •	
conducted within a regional framework, with active 
participation by all units of  local government. The 
County should assume a leadership role in such 
planning activities.

Environmental Considerations
Managing change initiatives should acknowledge •	
the presence of  sensitive natural areas, such as 
floodplains, wetlands, unique natural assets and areas 
exhibiting excessively steep topography, and strive to 
protect these areas from development, which would 
damage such resources or diminish their integrity.
Planning initiatives should attempt to incorporate •	
natural assets into future preservation projects, such 
as greenways, parks, conservation easements and 
other ventures, that would serve to protect such areas 
from serious damage or destruction.
The County’s growth management policies and •	
regulation should be reviewed and revised as required 
to ensure that new growth is both sustainable and 
minimizes the consumption of  valuable resources 
and energy.
The “quality of  life” theme should be reflected in all •	
aspects of  planning.

Planning and Organizational Structure
Much of  this “Gateway Corridors” growth path •	
would fall within municipal planning jurisdictions 

and be managed within the provisions of  urban 
scale guidelines and regulations, including zoning, 
subdivision regulations, stormwater ordinances, 
floodplain regulations, local erosion control 
ordinances, and other such municipal land use 
standards and guidelines.
Planning for areas that fall outside of  such •	
municipal planning jurisdictions should be 
coordinated with municipal programs.
Tools used for managing change for areas falling •	
within the County’s jurisdiction should be comparable 
and compatible in approach and intensity to planning 
conducted within the various municipal jurisdictions, 
except where the County determines that its 
requirements should vary from those of  adjacent 
municipalities.
A permanent mechanism for ensuring coordination •	
and consistency in planning in this “Gateway 
Corridor” setting should be implemented to ensure 
that planning, growth management activities, 
transportation, water, sewer, schools, housing and 
other essential services are conducted within a 
regional framework.  Such a vehicle might be viewed 
as a Cooperative Planning Council.  It would be 
assigned a formal agenda, by way of  an interlocal 
agreement, for intergovernmental coordination 
among the local governments that have a direct 
interest in the “Gateway Corridors.”

	 The general boundaries of  the “Gateway 
Corridors” are shown on Illustration 25.
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Unique Community Areas

	 Beyond the designated “Gateway Corridors” 
there are other significant areas of  Watauga County 
that are recognized as established rural communities 
and which exhibit unique characteristics worthy of  
preservation.  Although these areas may be isolated from 
the more developed “Gateway Corridors,” their service 
needs are not typical of  the most rural regions of  the 
County, primarily due to the density of  development or 
other unique circumstances.  At present, these unique 
Rural Communities include Deep Gap, Todd, Valle 
Crucis, Cove Creek, Foscoe, Matney, Bethel, Zionville 
and Mabel.  

	 Some of  these unique places are located within 
the designated “Gateway Corridors,” including Deep 
Gap, Foscoe-Grandfather, and portions of  Cove Creek 
and Zionville.  Change in these unique communities 
would be managed within the parameters established for 
the “Gateway Corridors.”

	 Managing change within these Unique Community 
Areas shall be guided by the following principles:

Population
The average development density may be higher than •	
other typically rural regions of  the County, but would 
be substantially lower than urban concentrations of  
population within “Gateway Corridors.”

Land Use Patterns
Land use patterns should be managed with conscious •	
efforts to prevent incompatible land uses, maintain 
low population densities, and preserve the integrity 
of  the Unique Community Areas.  
The nature of  such communities tends to encourage •	
the mixing of  land uses, with limited commercial and 
service activities inter-disbursed among residential 
land uses.   Unique Community Areas should be 
more tolerant of  mixed land uses, as might be seen 
in more densely developed areas of  the County.  
As growth continues in these unique communities, •	
commercial development should be encouraged to 
concentrate in nodes, becoming more isolated from 
residential concentrations.
However, incompatible industrial or other land uses •	
should be avoided in favor of  the predominant 
residential character of  these communities.

Economic Development
New economic development activities should not •	
be encouraged within the boundaries of  Unique 
Community Areas, which would demand levels of  
urban services that are not currently present in the 
community.
The natural evolution of  commercial activities in •	
Unique Community Areas should not be prohibited, 
except where such development is incompatible with 
the character of  the community and would tend to 
damage property values and disrupt the community.

Essential Services and Infrastructure
The extent of  development in these existing unique •	
communities may dictate certain essential services, 
including water and sewer, where such services are 
economically feasible.
Such infrastructure should be developed as self-•	
sustaining enterprise funds, which can be supported 
without subsidy by the larger community.

Environmental Considerations
County regulations should acknowledge the presence •	
of  sensitive natural areas, such as floodplains, 
wetlands, unique natural assets and areas exhibiting 
excessively steep topography, and strive to protect 
these areas from development.
Planning initiatives should attempt to incorporate •	
such natural assets into future preservation projects, 
such as greenways, parks, conservation easements 
and other ventures, that would serve to protect such 
areas from serious damage or destruction.

Planning and Organizational Structure
The County should endeavor to establish some •	
level of  ongoing community planning within these 
individual areas, which would reflect a degree 
of  self-determination in decisions relating 
to planning and services.   
 
 
 

Such planning structure should be incorporated into 
the structure of  the County’s planning program.  
This level of  autonomy might help to avoid future 
unnecessary incorporation of  new municipal 
governments.
The development of  new Unique Community Areas •	
should be discouraged by the utilization of  planning 
services and regulations. New Unique Community 
Areas should be developed only with the provision 
of  essential services and infrastructure by the 
forces which are responsible for their planning and 
development.  
The County should review its present community •	
planning guidelines to ensure that the present 
ordinance is adequate to meet future needs related 
to establishing the valuable and unique rural 
communities.

	 The general boundaries of  the Community Areas 
are shown on Illustration 25 .
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Rural/Agriculture Regions

	 All areas that fall outside of  the Watauga Gateway Corridors and 
designated Unique Community Areas would be contained within the  
designated Rural / Agriculture Regions (Illustration 25).  These areas 
are predominantly rural and are characterized by low-density residential 
development with substantial land areas devoted to agriculture and 
undeveloped forest lands.  Growth management within Rural/Agriculture 
regions is characterized by the following principles:

Population
The average population densities within these areas would be less than •	
the Gateway Corridors and Rural Communities growth paths.

Land Use Patterns
Development densities should be substantially lower than those for •	
the Watauga Gateways Corridors, so as to avoid future pressures for 
extending urban services and infrastructure. 
Development that tends to increase pressure on County government for •	
the provision of  essential urban services should be discouraged by policy 
and by the absence of  such urban services and infrastructure.
Some mixing of  residential and non-residential land uses should be •	
encouraged and provided for in future planning and management of  
growth.  Rural service centers providing limited shopping and services 
should be encouraged within prescribed guidelines.

Economic Development
Except for agricultural business activity, no new •	
large-scale economic development activities, such 
as industrial parks or shopping centers, should be 
encouraged within the boundaries of  such regions 
of  the County.
The natural evolution of  economic activity •	
in Rural/Agriculture Regions should not be 
prohibited, except where such development is 
incompatible with the character of  the area and 
would tend to damage property values or be 
incompatible with the predominant agricultural or 
residential land uses.

Essential Services and Infrastructure
No water and sewer services would be promoted •	
or provided by local government within these 
areas, due to the inefficiencies of  providing such 
services and their ultimate impacts on rural areas.  
However, this does not preclude the provision 
of  water and sewer services by private providers for specific areas of  
development that are self-sustaining.
Highway transportation would be accomplished principally by two-lane •	
roads that are typically not consistent with urban design standards, except 
for state highways, which traverse certain areas of  the community.

Environmental Considerations
Extraordinary care should be taken in these areas to preserve •	

their rural character and to protect valuable farmlands, as 
well as environmental and cultural resources.

The suitability of  land within these regions of  the County should be •	
a principal consideration in determining appropriate developmental 
densities and segregation of  incompatible land uses.

Planning and Organizational Structure
Planning for these regions of  the community should be managed within •	
the structure of  the Watauga County Planning Board and the County 
Board of  Commissioners.

The general boundaries of  the Rural / Agriculture Regions 
are shown on Illustration 25 .
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ILLUSTRATION 25

Source: Martin-McGill, Inc.. research
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Implementation of the  
Citizens’ Plan for Watauga

	 The “Citizens’ Plan for Watauga” should be the 
beginning point in a process that carries the community 
forward into a continuum of  deliberate strategies and 
actions designed to understand, anticipate and manage 
changes that will occur in the future and to ensure that 
such change is consistent with the will of  the Watauga 
citizenry and compatible with the fragile natural 
environment that is the essence of  Watauga County.

Public Involvement 

	 The public must be involved in this essential 
process.  This element of  awareness and participation 
is fundamental to the successful implementation of  
this strategy for managing change.  

	 This Citizens’ plan must be followed by many 
subsequent initiatives that are necessary to deal with 
the multitude of  details and actions that are intended to 
carry out the vision.  The public must understand that 
this process is continual and that its role in this process 
is the most essential ingredient for its success.

	 Public involvement began with Phase One of  
the planning process and continues with a series of  
community meetings to present the “Citizens Plan for 
Watauga” to the public.  

Intergovernmental Coordination

	 A key consideration in achieving a successful 
process for plan implementation is meaningful and 
deliberate cooperation among the local governments, 
and their management and planning staffs, within 
Watauga County.  Mistrust and competition must not 
be permitted to delay the creation of  a productive 
and innovative solution to achieving a desirable level 
of  information sharing and collaboration among the 
County, the four municipalities and ASU.  Suggestions 
for continuing this important involvement process 
include:

Establish a “Citizens’ Plan for Watauga” newsletter •	
that would be published quarterly on the County’s 
website and further distributed in the community.  
The newsletter would post news related to 
important planning and change management 
initiatives and summarize information and events 
that relate to this theme.
Create a “Citizens’ Plan for Watauga” Forum •	
composed of  a cross-section of  community 
leaders and citizens in Watauga County, including 
elected officials, business people, institutional 
representatives, retirees, youth and others who have 
a stake in managing change in Watauga County.  
Cultivate an environment in which participation 
in this forum is both prestigious and meaningful.  
Meet periodically with this group and present the 
progress of  the preceding year and formulate at 
least five (5) concrete objectives for the subsequent 
year.

Take planning and information about managing •	
change in Watauga County into the schools.  The 
future of  Watauga County rests with our children.   
They must understand and accept this immense 
responsibility.
Formalize and enhance the planning consortium •	
among the local governments and ASU to foster 
intergovernmental collaboration on key planning 
issues that are both current and prominent to the 
community.
Establish quarterly status working retreats of  the •	
consortium that are managed by a facilitator that 
rotates annually among the five governments.
Formulate specific annual objectives related to plan •	
implementation and sponsor joint participation 
in work tasks that are of  mutual interest to the 
participants.
Assign responsibilities among the participants for •	
staffing and participation in the annual “Citizens’ 
Plan for Watauga” Forum.
Facilitate coordinated involvement in strategic •	
public participation events and processes.

	

	

		  An impression derived during the 
course of  preparing the “Citizens’ Plan for Watauga” is 
that the County’s planning program has accomplished 
many objectives and achieved a great deal of  success 
in spite of  limited funding and very little notoriety 
during its brief  history.  However, there are many 
recommendations and issues raised within this plan 
that will bring new pressures and demands to bear on 
this very streamline program, which presently assumes 
responsibility for many aspects of  Watauga County 
government.

	 This raises the question of  how this efficient 
program will evolve and expand to meet these new 
stresses and demands.  Attention should be given to:

Assessing the overall programmatic needs •	
associated with the ongoing planning program 
and the new initiatives that are associated with this 
plan.
Evaluating alternative organizational options that •	
could address the increased workload demands, to 
ensure that the program continues to be a viable 
and creative mechanism for managing change in 
Watauga County.
Establishing an organizational model that would •	
be implemented in phases in the coming years, as 
the need for growth and change is evident.
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Watauga County is a unique and vital place, long appreciated for its natural beauty,  •	
vast open spaces, unique climate and wonderful sense of place. 

Its people and communities are special combinations of independent thinking and an expression of •	
history and values.

It is our good fortune to be part of this diverse community and our responsibility to prepare a prudent •	
and responsible path for change in these times of economic and cultural transition. 

The approach should be a logical process of understanding, participation, soul-searching and decision-•	
making, which would lead us to the means and will to manage the inevitable changes that will confront 
this generation and future generations.

It is a challenge that is worthy of our complete attention.•	
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