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Technical Assistance Tool: Implementing Smart Growth 101 
Graham County, North Carolina 
 
To:  Melissa McKnight, Graham County Health Department 
From:  Elizabeth Schilling and Roger Millar, Smart Growth America  
Date:  July 1, 2013 
Re:  Suggested Next Steps for Graham County 
 
Background 
 
The Health Department of Graham County, North Carolina successfully applied to have Smart Growth 
America present a free technical assistance workshop entitled, “Implementing Smart Growth 101.” This 
workshop was designed to discuss how a variety of business development, investment, public 
engagement, and planning tools can be used to achieve the County’s goals. 
 
Residents and leaders of Graham County and the communities in its boundaries have been working hard 
to identify actions that will improve the economic and physical health of people living there. 
Representatives of a number of groups, including city, county, and state government, public health 
professionals and a citizen’s group known as GREAT (the Graham Revitalization Economic Action Team) 
attended the workshop. The workshop created an opportunity for these groups – along with other 
residents and leaders from the County and the surrounding region – to come together and learn how 
their different objectives are linked and how the ten “smart growth principles” can be used to think about 
challenges and prioritize solutions.  
 
Key issues addressed during the workshop 
 
Health 
North Carolina received a federal Community Transformation Grant to support local Health Departments 
as they implement disease prevention strategies related to the built environment. Graham County is 
using their share of the funding to support adoption of a comprehensive land use plan that provides 
biking and walking facilities. They applied for the Smart Growth Implementation workshop to support 
development of a plan that takes full advantage of investments in walking and biking infrastructure to 
build neighborhoods that are also less expensive to live in, more attractive, and more robust 
economically. 
 
In addition to the focus on diseases that can be prevented by changes to the built environment, other 
health issues came up during the discussion. Graham County completed a Community Health 
Assessment in December 2012. The Health Assessment identified four priority issues for the County, 
including rapidly increasing rates of diabetes, higher obesity rates than comparable counties, a higher-
than average incidence rate of heart disease deaths, and a shortage of health professionals working 
there. Attendees noted that their comprehensive plan could also help them address access to health 
care, especially for non-drivers. 
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Economic development 
Graham County has unique economic strengths and challenges. Challenges discussed during the 
meeting include its small taxable land-base, relatively few employers, and historic town centers with 
vacant and underperforming buildings. Strengths include the area’s astonishing scenic beauty, a strong 
sense of community, and the retention of charming historic buildings and town centers. Two aspects of 
the County can be considered as both strengths and challenges: the remote location and the state’s 
only “dry” law, which prohibits the sale of alcohol in almost all locations. 
 
Community engagement 
The citizen’s organization, GREAT, is an extraordinary resource for Graham County, one that 
demonstrates the effectiveness of meaningful community involvement in public policy choices. In 
discussing the membership of GREAT and the role other groups and organizations could play, several 
people noted that a broader community engagement effort would be helpful. Youth and workers at the 
Stanley factory were mentioned specifically.  
 
Plethora of plans and studies 
The most striking aspect of planning work in Graham County is the large number of plans and planning 
processes that have been recently completed or will soon be under way. Participants had questions 
about how to avoid duplicating good work and how to integrate plans that overlap (whether 
geographically or topically) the County’s comprehensive plan. 
 
Targeted strategies discussed during the workshops 
 
During the afternoon discussions, participants broke into smaller groups to identify actions that would 
have the biggest impact in achieving the community’s current goals. In subsequent discussions, each 
group further analyzed a single strategy, identifying who else needed to be involved and additional tools 
that would be necessary to support that strategy. Identified actions included: 
 

• Overall community vision 
• Asset-based planning 
• Identify development areas 
• Comprehensive Plan (already underway) 
• Sidewalk/trail planning (already underway) 
• Policy gap analysis (in context of sidewalk/trail planning) 

 
Actions to initiate selected strategies 
 
1. Build effective partnerships 
Graham County Health Department and GREAT have taken the first steps towards an effective 
partnership by meeting and learning about their mutual interests during the Technical Assistance 
workshop. Continuing to build a deliberate strategy to work together and grow the partnership will 
expand local capacity for planning and public outreach work. These organizations are highly 
complementary. GCHD has county-wide scope while GREAT has previously focused on Robbinsville. 
GREAT focuses on the economy while GCHD is focused on specific public health issues. GCHD is a 
public agency while GREAT is a civic organization with the ability to work in ways that may be off-limits 
to public agencies. 

 
Specific actions to further develop the GREAT/GCHD partnership include: 

- Identify overlap between completed Health Impact Assessment and GREAT strategic plan; 
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- Develop a joint work plan, which can be formal or informal, to coordinate activities and divide 
responsibilities; 

- Work together to pursue funding that might not be available to these organizations 
individually; 

- Showcase the partnership by cosponsoring events and meeting jointly with local and state 
public officials. 

 
2. Share new knowledge about the overlap between health, a quality built environment, and 
economic development with elected officials and other leaders 
Some of the best input during the workshop came from local government staff that clearly understands 
the connections and tensions between community character, economic growth and development, and 
health. At the same time, participants noted that other local officials needed to learn more. No matter 
what other actions are taken going forward, it will be important to meet with these officials and discuss 
the relationship between the comprehensive planning process and desired outcomes. These meetings 
are an excellent place to use partnerships to illustrate the breadth of support for a comprehensive plan 
and decisions that address health, community character and economic development. 
 
3. Develop a community vision that integrates economic development objectives with 
protection of community character and support for healthy living. 
A broad-based community vision facilitates all of the other identified strategies and will also help identify 
future priorities and strategies. This type of vision is particularly useful in helping to maintain support over 
time. Specifically, this community vision should include: 

• A clear statement of shared values; 
• Identification of the County’s strengths or assets; 
• Identification of key strategies that will be used to ensure that growth and development will 

enhance the County’s strengths and support community values. 
 
The first step in establishing a new vision is to engage a wide range of community members to articulate 
their values and to identify important assets. Graham County and its subdivisions have participated in 
other regional and local planning efforts that can inform this type of vision, but they cannot replace public 
input. 
 
Rather than initiating a new planning process, it would make sense to include outreach and visioning 
activities as part of the County’s comprehensive planning process. By showing how the comprehensive 
plan can help to support community values and protect or enhance assets, this combination of activities 
can help to build understanding of the benefits of land use planning. 
 
4. Prioritize projects and investments based on their ability to achieve multiple outcomes.  
One of the most important lessons of the ten smart growth principles is that certain choices about 
growth and development can support multiple community goals. In any community where resources are 
constrained, it is important to prioritize those investments that get the most ‘bang for the buck.’ For 
instance, a streetscape improvement that adds a new sidewalk, improves the business environment, 
and helps connect a residential neighborhood to a school might be a more significant choice than a 
longer trail segment that only provides a pedestrian amenity without increasing connectivity. 
 
Ultimately, Graham County will determine what it needs most, but highlighting the ability of some 
projects to serve multiple purposes is an important way to demonstrate how the different needs in a 
community are related, and how directing resources to existing neighborhoods and business districts is 
often the smartest investment. 


