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L and use policies always have been
an important part of local govern-
ment administration.1 In 1974,

U.S. Supreme Court Justice Thurgood
Marshall Jr. noted that zoning “may in-
deed be the most essential function per-
formed by local government.”2 Although
public administrators have long believed
that land use policies are important,
recent high-profile court decisions, such
as Kelo v. City of New London, have
placed land use in the public spotlight.3

Public support for land use policies has
become even more relevant in an age of
collaborative planning and ballot mea-
sures addressing land use.4

Although debates rage across the
country, western North Carolina has ex-
perienced particularly hard-fought battles
over land use. This region of twenty-
three counties still contains large parcels
of undeveloped and underdeveloped land,
leading to strong feelings both support-
ing and opposing land use policies. Few
counties in the region have countywide
zoning, and questions over property
rights, zoning, and land use planning
often dominate local politics.5 Conse-
quently, public administrators in the
region frequently struggle with how to
shape policy debates to gain support for
land-use planning and zoning initiatives. 

Although land use planning and
zoning are generally considered unpop-
ular in the area, recent developments

suggest that the tide
may be turning. In
February 2007, the
Jackson County com-
missioners passed a
subdivision mora-
torium before em-
barking on a compre-
hensive countywide plan for land use.6

Later that year, the commissioners
weathered stinging editorials and protests
by real estate developers to pass the
county’s first comprehensive land-use
plan. As a tribute to this accomplishment,
the commissioners were recognized with
the governor’s Municipal Conserva-
tionist of the Year award in 2008.

Perhaps sensing the importance of
public engagement in shaping land use
policies, the Community Foundation of
Western North Carolina and the South-
western Commission, the council of gov-
ernment serving Region A (the state’s
seven westernmost counties), sponsored
a series of workshops in the region. 
The process began with interviews and
small-group discussions and resulted in
a “toolbox” of planning guidelines for
western North Carolina.7

Given the increased attention to land
use policies, evaluating how the public
feels about them is important. This 
article focuses on public opinion in
western North Carolina in two key
areas: land use planning and zoning. It
begins with a brief history of land use
policies and a discussion of the nature
of the opposition to land use planning
and zoning. Next, it describes a survey
of western North Carolina residents
that we conducted in 2007, and discusses
and analyzes the results. It concludes
with practical suggestions for navigating
controversies about land use policy. 

Land Use Policies

In the United States,
land use policies date
to the late 1800s,
when citizens agreed
to divide land into
zones, specifying the

type of development that might occur in
each.8 The number of cities and states
that adopted such policies increased in
the early part of the twentieth century,
but the decisions were not without
controversy. Although some property
owners challenged the constitutionality
of land use policies, the legality of
zoning was affirmed in the 1926
Supreme Court case Village of Euclid v.
Amber Realty Company.9

Support for zoning in North Caro-
lina has mirrored developments na-
tionally. The General Assembly gave
cities zoning power in 1923, and land
use plans accelerated considerably after
World War II. It gave counties zoning
power in 1959, but many waited until
the 1980s and the 1990s to pass regula-
tions.10 Recent planning and develop-
ment debates in North Carolina have
centered on smart-growth and growth-
management policies.11

The planning field has many ap-
proaches to addressing community
needs and growth management. Local
governments have opted for transpor-
tation plans, neighborhood develop-
ment plans, and a variety of other
emerging smart-growth initiatives to
handle growth and development.

Despite the rise of a variety of growth-
management initiatives, the two princi-
pal terms in discussing land use policies
are “land use planning” and “zoning.”
A land use plan “is based on projections
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of population growth and land devel-
opment patterns that have implications
for public facilities, transportation, and
economic development as well as hous-
ing, cultural and natural resource pro-
tections, and community appearance.”12

Zoning is a key component of any land
use plan. Richard Ducker, an authority
on land use, notes, “Of all the programs,
tools, and techniques associated with
land use planning, zoning is perhaps the
best known.”13 William Fischel, an
expert on the economics of zoning, calls
zoning “a collective property right that
is used by the municipality to maximize
the net worth of those in control of the
political apparatus.”14

Land use planning and zoning can
take on negative connotations in the
public mind. In Houston, Texas, the
“only major U.S. city without zoning,”
residents have consistently resisted
efforts to introduce land use planning.15

A 1993 referendum on the issue failed
47%–53% with help from a coalition
of low-income whites, low-income
blacks, Hispanics, and affluent voters.16

One reporter noted, “[A] large number
of voters with moderate incomes and di-
verse ethnic backgrounds had the quaint
notion that property owners are more
capable of controlling their real estate
destinies than a panel of bureaucrats
with the proper political connections.”17

The same sentiment can be found in
areas of western North Carolina, where
zoning and land use planning are seen
as an assault on property rights, pitting
longtime residents and newcomers
against one another.18

In an earlier survey on the subject,
we found that support for zoning
initiatives is highest among liberals,
newcomers to the region, more highly
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educated people, and older residents.
We also demonstrated an important 
link between zoning and trust in local
government, arguing that “trust affects
policy choice and determines how 
much power citizens grant to local
administrators.”19

Given the importance of public
opinion on land use policies, we address
three new questions in this article. First,
what is the current level of support for
land use planning and zoning in western
North Carolina? Our earlier work used
data collected in 2003, so it made sense
to conduct a follow-up study to see how
opinion had changed. Second, do people
express higher levels of support for land
use planning or for zoning? Third, how
do the patterns of support for these two
policies compare? The answers to these
three questions should help both public
officials and scholars understand the
nature of public support on this vitally
important yet contentious issue. 

The Approach

We surveyed residents of the twenty-
three westernmost counties in North
Carolina. Many residents of these coun-
ties wish to preserve property rights,
whereas many others see the need for
stricter zoning laws. This region is an
ideal one to study because it is predomi-
nately rural. Most studies of land use
policies have relied on samples of major
urban areas.20

We surveyed more than one thou-
sand residents whom we identified
through random-digit dialing. The
sampling frame included both land lines
and cell phones. The survey asked
residents about a variety of political 
and economic topics in western North
Carolina and took about twelve min-
utes to complete. Of those whom we
reached, 47 percent answered our ques-
tions. After taking into account the
people who were unreachable, we
achieved a 24 percent response rate.21

Complete results from this survey can
be found on the website of the Institute
for the Economy and the Future at
Western Carolina University.22

Using computer-assisted telephone
interviewing, live callers asked roughly
half of the residents about their
opinions on land use planning, and the
other half about their opinions on
zoning. The response options in both
samples were Strongly against, Some-
what against, Somewhat in Favor, and
Strongly in Favor. There was not a No
Opinion choice. Because no respondent
was asked both questions, the respond-
ents were not able to compare the two
and base their answer to one question
on their answer to the other question.
This approach also prevented respond-
ents from drawing distinctions between
the two concepts even though they
might have felt similarly about both. 

Support for Land Use Policies

Twenty-six percent of the respondents
were strongly in favor of zoning (see
Table 1). In our 2003 survey, fewer than
20 percent of respondents were strongly
in favor of zoning. This comparison
suggests that public support for zoning
may be increasing in western North
Carolina. The two sets of results are 
not entirely comparable, however,
because our 2007 survey did not in-
clude a No Opinion option, whereas
our 2003 survey did.

Regarding our question about which
policy registered higher levels of
support, respondents to the zoning
question were more strongly against
zoning policy than respondents to the

land-use planning question were against
land-use policy (18 percent compared
with 11 percent). As mentioned earlier,
26 percent of respondents to the zoning
question were strongly in favor of the
policy, as opposed to 33 percent of the
land-use planning group being strongly
in favor of that policy. In other words,
residents of western North Carolina
seem to approve of land-use planning
more than they approve of zoning. This
is not surprising, given that zoning has
become highly politicized and that
planning often is viewed as a guide, not
a mandatory regulation of private
actions. Land use planning is a concept
that has received more support from
proponents of property rights. 

To determine patterns of support for
land use planning and zoning, we ran a
multivariate statistical model to test the
influence of six variables: 

• Age

• Proportion of life lived in western
North Carolina

• Resident of Asheville (the largest city
in the sample) or not

Table 1. Distribution of Western
North Carolina Residents’
Opinions on Zoning and
Land-Use Planning Policies,
2007

Land Use 
Zoning Planning

Strongly against 18% 11%

Somewhat against 21% 22%

Somewhat in favor 35% 33%

Strongly in favor 26% 33%

Number of 
respondents 470 429

Note: Numbers may not add up to 100%
because of rounding.

Table 2. Variables Predicting
Western North Carolina
Residents’ Opinions on
Zoning and Land-Use
Planning Policies, 2007 

Land Use 
Zoning Planning

Age + +

Proportion of life 
in western NC – –

Asheville resident N.S. N.S

Education + +

Political conservatism – N.S.

Women N.S. N.S.

Number of 
respondents 416 392

Note: The plus sign (+) indicates a positive
relationship with zoning or land use planning 
at the significance level of < .05, meaning that
as this attribute rises, so do opinions on land
use planning or zoning. The minus sign (–)
indicates a negative relationship with zoning 
or land use planning at p < .05, meaning that
as this attribute rises, opinions on zoning or
land use planning decrease. N.S. indicates no
statistically significant relationship. 
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• Education

• Political conservatism

• Sex

Many of these variables were found
to be significant predictors of support
for zoning in our previous survey.23

The patterns of support are similar
across the two groups (see Table 2).
Older people, people who have lived in
western North Carolina a smaller pro-
portion of their lives, and more highly
educated people are more likely to sup-
port both zoning and land use planning
policies. Education’s liberalizing effect
on opinions is well established, but it is
surprising that education affects opinions
on these issues, even while controlling
for ideology. Similarly, it is surprising
that older people have significantly dif-
ferent opinions about land use planning
and zoning than their younger counter-
parts. The finding regarding people who
have lived in western North Carolina a
smaller proportion of their lives is less
surprising, for newcomers to the region
are commonly assumed to feel different
about growth and development than
those who grew up in the region. 

Another unexpected finding is that
although liberals are more likely than
their conservative counterparts to favor
zoning, political ideology has no influ-

ence on opinions on land use planning.
Zoning appears to be more politicized
than land use planning.

The results suggest statistically signi-
icant differences for many of the vari-
ables, but what is the substantive signifi-
cance? What difference does it really
make if you are a newcomer or a life-
long resident? A young person or an old
person? An undereducated person or a
well-educated person? To understand the
substantive influence of these patterns
better, we computed the probability of
people at the highest and lowest value
of each independent variable strongly
supporting zoning and land use plan-
ning, controlling for all the other predic-
tors (see Table 3). 

The results suggest that the youngest
person in the sample (eighteen years
old) has a .11 probability of strongly

supporting zoning, compared with a .36
probability for the oldest person in the
sample (ninety-six years old). For land
use planning, the probabilities range
from .20 to .52. 

Proportion of life in western North
Carolina has a strong influence on
public opinion for both policies. Some-
one who has lived in the region less than
a year has a .37 probability of strongly
supporting zoning and a .47 probability
of strongly supporting land use plan-
ning, compared with probabilities of 
.15 and .23 respectively for someone
who has lived his or her entire life in the
region. Clearly a divide exists between
these groups.24

The biggest differences between the
lowest and highest values are in educa-
tion and ideology. As we suspected,
ideology is a much more powerful

Table 3. Probability of Strong Support for Zoning and Land-Use Planning
Policies among Western North Carolina Residents, 2007

Strongly Supporting Strongly Supporting
Zoning                          Land Use Planning

Lowest Value Highest Value Lowest Value Highest Value

Age .11 .36 .20 .52

Proportion of life in 
western NC .37 .15 .47 .23

Education .05 .39 .23 .43

Conservative ideology .39 .13 .44 .29
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influence on opinions on zoning than it
is on land use planning, providing
further support for our contention that
zoning tends to be more politicized.
Similarly, education has a much bigger
effect on opinions on zoning than it has
on opinions on land use planning. 

Conclusion

In an age of increasing citizen involve-
ment in land use decisions, public ad-
ministrators should strive to understand
public opinion. Our results contribute
to this cause in three ways. 

First, they demonstrate a relatively
high degree of support for both land use
planning and zoning. More than 60 per-
cent of residents were strongly in favor
or somewhat in favor of land use plan-
ning and zoning. 

Second, they indicate that the public
is generally more supportive of land use
planning than it is of zoning. Public
administrators and elected officials who
are considering both land-use planning
and zoning alternatives would be well
advised to stress land use planning, for
it is more likely to draw support than
zoning is. 

Third, they suggest that certain dem-
ographic groups are much more likely
to support these policies than others.
Specifically, older people and people
who have lived in western North Caro-
lina a smaller proportion of their lives
are more likely to support both zoning
and land-use planning policies. Liberals
and more educated people are more
likely to support zoning and land use
planning than their conservative and less
educated counterparts, but the effects are
less pronounced for land use planning. 

These results should be of consider-
able interest to public administrators
who seek to understand how the public
is likely to respond to their land use
initiatives. The results also will help
elected officials who may wish to under-
stand how supporting or opposing land
use policies will affect their public
standing. Public administrators might
consider beginning community dialogues
with a discussion of more generic terms,
like land use planning, before addressing

specific policies, such as zoning. Begin-
ning with more general, accepted terms
may help unite administrators and the
public rather than create divisions be-
fore dialogue has begun. 
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