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Brunswick County is one of the  

fastest growing counties in the state and 

the nation.  Such rapid growth brings many 

benefits to an area, but it may also lead to a 

variety of problems including a shortage of 

housing that can be afforded by essential 

workers such as teachers, law enforce-

ment officers, and county and municipal 

employees.  The lack of such workforce 

housing has a variety of negative impacts 

including difficulty in recruiting and  

retaining employees, and longer  

commuting times that result in increased 

traffic congestion and more air pollution. 

This report provides an assessment of the 

need for workforce housing in Brunswick 

County.  It relies on data from a variety of 

sources including the U.S. Census Bureau, 

interviews with county leaders, and citi-

zen comments at public meetings.  This 

report also provides an inventory of tools 

and techniques for expanding workforce 

housing opportunities and offers specific 

recommendations for expanding workforce 

housing in Brunswick County. 

PoPulation and income trends

•  Between 2000 and 2005 the number of 

households in Brunswick County in-

creased by almost 10,000, from 30,438 to 

40,090. By 2015 projections indicate that 

there will be another 10,000 households 

in the county, bringing the total to 50,231 

households.  

•  The median household income in the 

county increased from $35,888 in 2000 

to $36,946 in 2005, an average annual 

growth rate of 0.6 percent. During this 

period, the number of households with 

incomes below 80 percent of the area 

median income increased from 12,933 to 

19,594. 

•  Between 2000 and 2005 average wages in 

the county for all occupations increased 

from $26,260 to $29,692, an average an-

nual growth rate of 2.5 percent.  Wages 

for entry-level teachers, police and 

 exeCuTive suMMary



sheriff ’s officers, practical nurses, and 

many other essential workers were well 

below this average. 

Housing trends

•  Between 2000 and 2005 a stunning 

47,500 new housing units were approved 

for construction in the county and 13,216 

new units were actually built including 

9,700 conventional single-family homes, 

2,400 mobile homes, and 1,020 multi-

family units. 

•  As of 2005 Brunswick County had over 

twice the percentage of mobile homes 

and less than half the percentage of  

multi-family units compared with the 

state as a whole.   

•  Between 2000 and 2005 the homeown-

ership rate dropped from 69.7 percent 

to 61.8 percent, mostly due to a large 

increase in the number of mobile homes 

that are being rented.

•  The median value of all owner-occupied 

housing units increased at an average an-

nual rate of 7.9 percent between 2000 and 

2005.  The median housing value in 2005 

was $139,100.

•  The median gross rent for all renter-occu-

pied housing units increased at an aver-

age annual rate of 5.3 percent between 

2000 and 2005.  The median gross rent in 

2005 was $694.  

•  The number of households paying more 

than 50 percent of their incomes for hous-

ing increased from about 3,153 in 2000 to 

5,149 in 2005.  If current trends continue 

by 2015 there will be 7,246 households 

paying more than 50 percent of their 

incomes for housing.  In 2005 almost 

4,000 households with incomes between 

$20,000 and $50,000 reported paying 

more than 30 percent of their income for 

housing.

Interviews with representatives of major 

public, private, and nonprofit organiza-

tions in the county indicate widespread 

recognition of the need to expand work-

force housing opportunities in the county.  

Homes that sell for less than $200,000 and 

rental units—including town homes and 

apartments—were said to be in particular 

demand.  When asked about the impacts 

of the shortage of workforce housing, the 

most frequent responses were difficulty in 

recruiting and retaining employees and the 

loss of young people who could not afford 

housing in the county.  The major barri-

ers to providing more workforce housing 

were said to be the rapid increase in land, 

construction and infrastructure costs, and a 

lack of interest among developers in build-

ing workforce housing. 

summary of recommendations

If Brunswick County is to remain a place 

that is home to a wide range of working 

families, concerted action to increase the 

supply of workforce housing is needed 

and needed now before the county is 

largely built out.  This action must involve 

county and municipal governments, non-

profit organizations, and private businesses 

working together to create an environment 

and community vision that encourages and 

supports the development of workforce 

housing.  The following more specific 

recommendations are offered:  

10 Brunswick county workforce Housing needs 
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County and municipal officials should:

•  increase the amount of land that is zoned 

for small-lot and multi-family housing 

development;

•  consider adopting inclusionary zoning 

programs that would require developers 

to provide workforce housing units in 

return for density bonuses;

•  capitalize a workforce housing trust fund 

with local sources such as general tax 

revenues, general obligation bonds, and 

real estate transfer taxes; 

•  expand staff capacities to collaborate 

with both for-profit and nonprofit de-

velopers in the production of workforce 

housing;

•  consider making unused publicly owned 

land available for the development of 

workforce housing; and 

•  support the creation of a formal work-

force housing coalition in the county.   

Major employers should: 

•  develop employer-assisted housing pro-

grams that assist their lower wage em-

ployees purchase homes; 

•  participate in and financially support a 

new workforce housing coalition in the 

county. 

 Nonprofit housing organizations should:

•  expand their capacities to develop new 

workforce housing;

•  collaborate with larger nonprofit hous-

ing developers and coalitions outside the 

county;

•  participate in a new workforce housing 

coalition in the county; and 

•  expand housing counseling and credit 

counseling programs to prepare more 

families for homeownership.  

Local financial institutions should:

•  expand their marketing of workforce 

home loan products; and 

•  participate in and financially support a 

new workforce housing coalition in the 

county.  

Acting on these recommendations will 

help maintain a vibrant economy, reduce 

traffic congestion and commuting costs, 

and provide opportunities for teachers, 

law enforcement officers, service workers,  

fisherman, and other working families to 

continue to live in Brunswick County.
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Over the past ten years the population of 

Brunswick County has exploded.  Between 

2000 and 2005 it was the fourth fastest 

growing county in the state.  Between 

2004 and 2005 it was the second fastest 

growing county in the state and the 29th 

fastest growing county in the country. 

Furthermore, that growth will continue 

well into the future.  In driving around the 

county one can see large tracts of land, one 

as large as 5,000 acres, being cleared and 

prepared for new residential and commer-

cial development.  The county and munici-

pal governments have approved thousands 

of new homes that are yet to be built, and 

there is still a large amount of undeveloped 

property.  

 

Such growth comes with many benefits 

such as new amenities and expanded eco-

nomic opportunities. If not carefully man-

aged, however, it also brings great chal-

lenges. One such challenge is maintaining 

an adequate supply of housing affordable 

to teachers, sheriff ’s deputies, firemen, 

emergency personnel, nurses, bank tellers, 

daycare providers, county and municipal 

employees, and other service workers in 

the area. The salaries paid to these essen-

tial local employees are often insufficient 

to allow them to purchase, or even rent, the 

new housing being developed.

  

The consequences of a lack of what has 

been termed “workforce housing” are 

many.  A shortage of workforce housing 

makes it harder for businesses to recruit 

and retain workers.  According to one 

analysti   

. . . housing is a crucial component 
of area economic competitiveness.  
The economic health of a region is 
dependent on the presence of a  
competitive workforce, which in turn 

is strongly related to the availability 
of suitable and affordable housing.  
The lack of housing opportunities 
near jobs creates costs for  
employers, as the local labor pool 
contracts, and as turnover, training 
and placement costs increase.

The costs of turnover in the workforce are 

substantial.  In one study,ii  the estimated 

average cost of turnover per first-year 

teacher was 59% of the person’s annual 

salary, or almost $15,500, with even higher 

costs for more experienced teachers.  In 

another study,iii the cost of turnover for 

nurses was estimated to be $44,000 per 

nurse.

Workforce housing also makes it possible 

for those who work in the community to 

live there.  When workers who provide 

essential municipal services, such as po-

lice, fire fighters, and emergency services 

personnel live in the community, they can 

respond more rapidly when needed.  When 

public school teachers live in the com-

munity, they are more available for after-
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school activities, parent-teacher meetings, 

and tutoring.  When workers in the retail 

and service sectors live in the community, 

the money they earn stays in the communi-

ty, multiplying the benefits of every dollar 

earned.  

Yet another benefit of a sufficient supply of 

workforce housing is that workers do not 

have to commute long distances to their 

jobs.  With rapidly increasing gasoline 

prices this saves workers a lot of money.  

The median commuting time to work in 

Brunswick County is 22 minutes, or about 

11 miles at 30 miles per hour.  For an 11 

mile commute to work and back, the cost 

is about $229 per month.iv   It also less-

ens road congestion and cuts down on the 

emission of greenhouse gases associated 

with global warming and sea-level rise. 

The purpose of this report is to assess the 

need for workforce housing in Brunswick 

County and, if a need is found, to  

recommend ways to address it.
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overview of tHe Housing needs assessment

The housing needs assessment  

presented in this report uses U.S. Census 

and other data to assess both the demand 

for and the supply of housing in Brunswick 

County.  The demand for housing is as-

sessed by looking at the size and character-

istics of the population in the county  

seeking housing and the amount that the 

population can afford to pay for hous-

ing.  The supply of housing is assessed by 

looking at the number, type, and cost of 

housing units in the county.  A comparison 

of housing demand and housing supply, 

then, indicates the level of unmet need for 

workforce housing.  In this report we also 

project recent trends to assess the likely 

future need for workforce housing in the 

county. 

PoPulation and HouseHold cHaracteristics

The population in Brunswick County has 

grown very rapidly since 1990, and the rate 

of growth has accelerated over the past five 

years.  Brunswick County’s population has 

increased from 50,985 in 1990, to 73,143 

in 2000, to an estimated 88,396 in 2005 

(see Figure 1).  The average growth rate 

between 1990 and 2000 was 3.7 percent 

annually, increasing to an average of 3.9 

percent annually between 2000 and 2005.  

 

Between 1990 and 2005, Brunswick Coun-

ty went from being North Carolina’s 42nd 

most populous county to being its 30th 

most populous. The Office of the State De-

mographer predicts that the growth rate in 

the county will slow over the next 13 years.  

 Housing needs assessMenT

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, N.C. Office of the State Demographer, and authors’ calculations
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It projects that the average annual growth 

rate will fall from 3.7 percent for the  

period from 2000 to 2005 to an annual 

average of 2.1 percent for the period from 

2015 to 2020.  Even with a declining 

growth rate, the county’s population is 

projected to increase to 102,799 in 2010, 

to 115,517 by 2015, and to over 127,000 

by 2020.

The number of households grew at an even 

faster rate than the population between 

1990 and 2005 (see Figure 1).  Between 

1990 and 2000, the number of households 

in Brunswick County increased from 

20,069 to 30,438, an average rate of 4.3 

percent per year.  By 2005, there were an 

estimated 40,090 households in the county.  

The average annual growth rate between 

2000 and 2005 was 5.7.  The difference in 

the rate of population growth and house-

hold growth reflects the change in the 

average household size, which decreased 

from 2.54 in 1990 to 2.40 in 2000 to 2.20 

in 2005.  We project that the number of 

households in the county will increase to 

about 44,700 by 2010, to over 50,000 by 

2015, and to over 55,000 by 2020.

race and etHnicity

The percentage of African-Americanv and 

Hispanics in Brunswick County has con-

sistently been lower than in North Carolina 

as a whole.  As of 2005, the percentage of 

the population that is African-American 

has fallen to 8.0 percent, less than half of 

what it was in 1990 (see Figure 2).  The 

number of African-Americans has declined 

by over 2,000 during that period, while the 

population in the county has increased by 

over 37,000. The Hispanic population has 

increased from 376 in 1990 to 2,955 in 

2005, although it still constitutes only 3.3 

percent of the total population, compared 

with 6.3 percent of the population state-

wide.  
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Figure 2: Race and Ethnicity as Percentage of Population, 1990 - 2005

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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HouseHold income

The percentage of family householdsvi  

with income over 200 percent of the area 

median income for a 3-person household 

increased slightly between 2000 and 2005 

(see Figure 3).  Over the same period, 

the percentage of family households with 

income between 110 and 200 percent of 

median for a 3-person household decreased 

markedly, from 31.0 to 23.8 percent of 

family households.  Lower-incomevii  fami-

ly households, those with income below 80 

percent of median, increased from 36.0 to 

42.5 percent of family households.  Over-

all, the number of family households with 

income below 80 percent of the median 

increased from 7,982 in 2000 to 11,183 in 

2005, an increase of over 40 percent.

 

The percentage of non-family households 

with income over 150 percent of the area 

median income for a 1-person household 

increased slightly between 2000 and 2005 

(see Figure 4).  Over the same period, the 

percentage of non-family households with 

income below 50 percent of median for a 

1-person household increased from 38.7 

to 43.6 percent. The number of non-family 

households with income below 80 per-

cent of the median increased from 4,951 

in 2000 to 8,411 in 2005, an increase of 

almost 70 percent.
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Figure 3: Family Household Income, 2000 - 2005

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and authors’ calculations



Combining the data for family and non-

family household income levels shows a 

clear pattern of increases in all of the lower 

income ranges (see Figure 5).  Between 

2000 and 2005, the number of households 

in the county increased by 9,652.  Over 

that time, the number of households with 

income less than 80 percent of the area 

median increased by 6,661, or almost 70 

percent of the total increase in households.  

The percentage of households with income 

below 80 percent of the median increased 

from 42.5 percent of all households to 48.9 

percent, an increase of 15.1 percent.  If 

the trend continues, there will be between 

1,850 and 6,180 additional households 

with income below 80 percent of the medi-

an by 2010, and between 5,500 and 12,700 

additional lower income households in the 

county by 2015 (see Figure 6).  Median 

household income varies greatly among 

different areas of the county.  Although 

there are some exceptions, higher income 

households tend to be concentrated along 

the coast and river, while lower income 

households tend to be concentrated in the 

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

Less than 30
percent

30 to 50
percent

50 to 80
percent

80 to 110
percent

110 to 150
percent

150 to 200
percent

200 percent
or more

Percent of Area Median Income

Pe
rc

en
t o

f H
ou

se
ho

ld
s

2000 - 30,455
2005 - 40,090

Figure 5: Combined Family and Nonfamily Household Income 2000 - 2005
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northern part of the county (see Map 1).

 

The number of people living in households 

with income below the poverty levelviii  

increased from 9,095 in 2000 to 12,401 

in 2005 (see Figure 7).  The percentage 

of people living below the poverty level 

in Brunswick County increased by 12.4 

percent over that period.  Most dramati-

cally, the number of people in households 

with income between 125 and 150 percent 

of the poverty level, an income of between 

$20,000 and $24,135 for a family of three, 

more than doubled from 3,467 in 2000 to 

7,093 in 2005.
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Figure 6: Projected Number of Households with Income Below 80 Percent of 
Area Median, 2000 to 2020

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, N.C. Office of the State Demographer, and authors’ calculations
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emPloyment and wages

The rise in the number of households with 

income below 80 percent of the area me-

dian income and the number of people be-

low the poverty level is consistent with the 

trend in average wages in the county.  The 

average annual wage for all industries in 

the county increased from $26,260 in 2000 

to $29,692 in 2005 (see Table 1).  In 2000, 

4,159 of 22,072 jobs, 18.8 percent, were in 

sectors which paid an average annual wage 

of over $32,850, or more than 80 percent 

of the area median income for a family of 

three.  In 2005, only 1,791 of 25,721 jobs, 

7.0 percent, were in sectors which paid an 

average annual wage of over $39,000, or 

80 percent of the area median income for a 

family of three.  A total of 8,906 jobs, 34.6 

percent, were in sectors which paid an 

average wage of less than $24,135, or 150 

percent of the poverty level for a family of 

three.

Table 1: Jobs and Wages, 2000 – 2005, by Sector

 2000 2005 2000 2005

80 Percent of Area Median Income, 3-person household   $32,850 $39,000

All Industries 22,072 25,721 $26,620 $29,692

Private Industry 18,090 21,335 $25,896 $28,912

   Sectors

Federal Government 415 378 $35,516 $48,776

State Government 234 252 $28,496 $31,876

Local Government 3,333 3,756 $26,832 $31,876

Retail Trade 3,320 3,835 $17,706 $21,861

Accommodation & Food 2,225 2,954 $9,768 $12,088

Construction 2,263 2,454 $23,439 $31,308

Health Care & Social Assistance 1,735 2,211 $25,489 $30,424

Education 1,958 2,166 $27,036 $30,792

Public Administration 1,564 1,771 $28,740 $36,670

Manufacturing 2,519 1,724 $40,128 $33,662

Real Estate 1,042 1,261 $22,730 $36,347

Arts & Entertainment 1,048 1,239 $12,962 $15,781

Administrative & Waste Services 527 878 $20,238 $19,757

Wholesale Trade 242 876 $28,796 $45,795

Professional & Technical 649 780 $35,360 $34,632

Transportation & Warehousing 846 690 $29,177 $29,560

Finance & Insurance 339 537 $33,392 $42,020

Information 237 469 $36,675 $32,062

Table 1: Jobs and Wages, 2000 – 2005, by Sector
 Number of Jobs Average Annual Wages
 2000 2005 2000 2005
80 Percent of Area Median Income, 3-person household $32,200 $39,000
All Industries 22,072 25,721 $26,620 $29,692
Private Industry 18,090 21,335 $25,896 $28,912
Sectors
Federal Government 415 378 $35,516 $48,776
State Government 234 252 $28,496 $31,876
Local Government 3,333 3,756 $26,832 $31,876
Retail Trade 3,320 3,835 $17,706 $21,861
Accommodation & Food 2,225 2,954 $9,768 $12,088
Construction 2,263 2,454 $23,439 $31,308
Health Care & Social Assistance 1,735 2,211 $25,489 $30,424
Education 1,958 2,166 $27,036 $30,792
Public Administration 1,564 1,771 $28,740 $36,670
Manufacturing 2,519 1,724 $40,128 $33,662
Real Estate 1,042 1,261 $22,730 $36,347
Arts & Entertainment 1,048 1,239 $12,962 $15,781
Administrative & Waste Services 527 878 $20,238 $19,757
Wholesale Trade 242 876 $28,796 $45,795
Professional & Technical 649 780 $35,360 $34,632
Transportation & Warehousing 846 690 $29,177 $29,560
Finance & Insurance 339 537 $33,392 $42,020
Information 237 469 $36,675 $32,062

Number of Jobs Average Annual Wages

A person earning $39,000 per year can afford $975 per month for housing.  Assuming 

a 95 percent mortgage at 6.5 percent interest, with $100 per month to cover taxes and 

insurance, that will buy a $146,000 house.  At $29,000 per year, about the average 

wage for all industries, with the same assumptions, the person could afford $725 per 

month for housing, enough to buy a $104,000 house.

Source: N.C. Employment Security Commission



Wages for specific jobs that have a sig-

nificant impact on the quality of life in the 

community—such as school teachers, so-

cial workers, and health inspectors—all fall 

well below 80 percent of the area median 

for a family of 3.  For example, in 2006, 

the estimated entry-level wage for an el-

ementary school teacher was $29,095, and 

the average wage was $38,631.  The entry 

wage for a social worker was $29,678, and 

the average wage was $37,655.  A health 

inspector with a bachelor’s degree makes 

about the same.  Those are all jobs requir-

ing college degrees.  A mid-level deputy 

sheriff earned $37,219.  All of those jobs 

pay well above the average for local gov-

ernment jobs.  Jobs requiring only a high 

school diploma, such as maintenance assis-

tantsix and medical lab techniciansx made 

about $27,000.  The entry wage for police 

and sheriff’s patrol offices was $23,755, 

and the average wage was $27,638.  Those 

are only slightly below the average annual 

wages for all industries in the county.

The new port facility, scheduled to open in 

2014, is predicted to bring approximately 

5,000 construction jobs over the next sev-

eral years and about 1,000 permanent jobs 

to the area.  If the historic averages prevail, 

the construction workers will, on average, 

earn less than 80 percent of the area me-

dian income for a family of three, and they 

will need housing.  Some of the permanent 

workers, including both those working 

at the port and those working in related 

industries, may make higher than average 

wages, but many will not.  The new work-

ers will also require service-sector work-

ers, such as teachers, nurses, and restaurant 

staff, to provide them with the services 

they need.  Those workers will most likely 

be earning less than 80 percent of the me-

dian, and they too will need housing.

number of units

As with the population, the number of 

housing units in Brunswick County has 

grown rapidly since 1990.  The number of 

units increased at an average annual rate 

of 3.3 percent between 1990 and 2000, 

growing from 37,114 units to 51,431.  That 

growth accelerated between 2000 and 

2005, with the number of units increasing 

at an average annual rate of 4.7 percent, 

to a total of 64,647 units.  In other words, 

the county added almost as many units in 

the five years between 2000 and 2005 as 

it did in the prior ten years, between 1990 

and 2000.  By comparison, the number of 

housing units in North Carolina grew at an 

average annual rate of 2.3 percent in both 

time periods.

The highest rate of growth was in detached 

single-family units (see Figure 8).  Over 

8,100 detached single-family units were 

added between 1990 and 2000, an average 

growth rate of 3.4 percent, and over 9,700 

such units were added between 2000 and 

2005, an average growth rate of 6.0 per-

cent.  The number of mobile homes, on the 

other hand, increased much more modestly.  

Between 1990 and 2000, over 4,900 mo-

bile homes were added, an average growth 

rate of 3.2 percent, and over 2,400 were 

housiNg ChArACteristiCs
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added by 2005, an average increase of 2.5 

percent annually.

 

While 13,216 units were added between 

2000 and 2005, that is less than a third of 

the number of units approved for devel-

opment during that period.  Over 29,100 

single-family and over 18,400 multi-family 

units were approved between the begin-

ning of 2000 and the end of 2005, a total 

of over 47,500 units in all.  That is equal 

to 92.5 percent of all units in the county 

in 2000.  Even if every one of the 13,216 

units added in the county between 2000 

and 2005 were one of those approved 

during that period, there would still be an 

additional 34,300 units already approved 

for future development.

tyPes of units

The most common type of unit in the 

county is a single-family detached dwell-

ing, followed by mobile homes (see Figure 

9).  Together, those two housing types 

made up between 92 and 93 percent of all 

housing units since 1990.  The remaining 

housing units include single-family at-

tached units, multi-family units, boats, and 

recreational vehicles.  The multi-family 

units tend to be concentrated on the bar-

rier islands and close to the South Carolina 

border (see Map 2).

The most obvious differences between the 

mix of housing types in the county and in 

the state are that the county has over twice 

the percentage of mobile homes and less 

than half the percentage of multi-family 

units compared with the state as a whole.  

The prevalence of manufactured hous-

ing units in the county was mentioned by 

several of the people we interviewed as 

a matter of some concern because of the 

frequency with which the area is struck 

by hurricanes.  A large number of mobile 

homes are, in fact, located very close to the 

coast (see Map 3).

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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occuPancy

One of the most distinctive characteristics 

of the housing stock in Brunswick County, 

apart from the high percentage of mobile 

homes, is the high percentage of vacant 

units.  In 1990, there were 17,045 vacant 

units, 45.9 percent of all units, with 8,258 

single-family (39.7 percent) and 6,871 

mobile homes (50.3 percent) vacant.  Over 

time, those percentages have declined.  

By 2005, only 38.0 percent of all units in 

the county were vacant, including 13,110 

single-family (33.5 percent) and 7,989 

manufactured housing units (38.1 percent).  

Those figures are still much higher than 

the 13.5 percent of units that were vacant 

statewide.  Of course, the vacancy rate is 

inflated by the large number of units held 

for seasonal rental.  Subtracting those 

units, the overall vacancy rate drops to 

12.6 percent, slightly lower than the state-

wide rate of 13.5 percent (see Figure 10).

 

In the past, the county had a higher per-

centage of owner-occupied units than the 
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state average.  In 2000, 69.7 percent of 

year-round units were owner occupied in 

the county.  More recently, however, that 

percentage has come much closer to the 

statewide average, as the percentage of 

units that are renter occupied increased 

from 15.1 percent in 2000 to 25.2 percent 

in 2005.  The increase in renter-occupied 

units was largely due to a marked increase 

in the number of mobile homes being 

occupied by renters (see Figure 11).  The 

number of renter-occupied mobile homes 

increased from 2,561 in 2000 to 6,323 in 

2005, a 146 percent increase, and since 

2000, the number of renter-occupied 

mobile homes has exceeded the number 

of renter-occupied, single-family homes.  

As of 2005, mobile homes make up 54.7 

percent of the year-round rental housing in 

the county.
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Housing costs

A key determinant of affordability is the 

cost of buying or renting a unit.  One 

indicator of affordability is the change in 

the median housing valuexi or gross rent 

and how that compares with the change 

in median household income.  Brunswick 

County has become relatively more ex-

pensive by either measure.  The average 

growth rates in house value and gross 

rent in the county have both exceeded the 

average growth rate of value and gross rent 

for the state as a whole (see Table 2).  The 

average annual growth in median value and 

median gross rent in the county between 

2000 and 2005 far exceeded the growth 

in median household income.  Between 

2000 and 2005, Brunswick County went 

from having median value and rent below 

the state median to having median value 

and rent above the state median.  Over the 

same period, the county lagged behind 

the state in the growth in both household 

income and average wages.

Table 2: Change in Median Value, Median Rent, Median Income, and Average Wage, 2000 – 2005

 2000 2000  2005 2005
 Brunswick State               Brunswick         State

Median Value $95,200 $95,800 $139,100 $127,800

Average Annual Growth in Median Value, 2000 – 2005 7.9% 5.9%

Median Gross Rent $535 $548 $694 $635

Average Annual Growth in Median Gross Rent, 2000 - 2005 5.3% 3.0%

Median Household Income $35,888 $39,184 $36,946 $40,720

Average Annual Growth in Median Household Income, 2000 – 2005 0.6% 0.8%

Average Wage, All Industries $26,620 $31,044 $29,692 $35,932

Average Annual Growth in Wages, 2000 – 2005 2.5% 3.0%

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, N.C. Employment Security Commission, Authors’ calculations

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Between 2000 and 2005, the number of 

housing units in the county valued at less 

than $100,000 declined from 13,371 to 

9,643, a drop of 27.9 percent (see Figure 

12).xii  While the number of units valued 

between $100,000 and $200,000 did in-

crease from 7,846 to 9,170 over the same 

period, there was an overall decrease of 

over 2,400 units valued below $200,000.  

Over the same period, however, the num-

ber of households with income less than 

80 percent of area median increased by 

6,661.   The number of units valued at 

over $200,000 increased from 3,803 to 

9,721 over that period, an increase of 155.6 

percent.  With a few exceptions, the higher 

value homes are located along the coast 

and river (see Map 4).

Looking at rents in the county, the percent-

age of units with gross rent under $500 

dropped from 42.0 percent of all renter-

occupied units in 2000 to 24.0 percent in 

2005 (see Figure 13).  The percent of units 

with gross rent between $500 and $599 

dropped from 20.4 percent in 2000 to 8.4 

The impact of the trends in average wages and the value of homes can be 

 illustrated by example. 

 In 2000, a person earning the average wage of $26,620 could afford to pay $666 

per month for principal, interest, taxes, and insurance.  The principal and interest on a 95 

percent mortgage at 6.5 percent interest on the median-valued home would be $572, 

leaving $93 to cover insurance and property taxes.  The average wage earner could 

afford the median price of $95,200 for a home.  

In 2005, a person earning the average wage of $29,692 could afford to pay $742 

per month for housing costs.  For a 95 percent mortgage at 6.5 percent interest on the 

median value home in 2005, the principal and interest would be $835.  Assuming 

insurance and taxes were the same as in 2000, the average wage earner would need 

an additional $7,438 in income, a 25 percent increase in pay, to afford the $139,100 

median-valued home. 

In 2000, a person earning the average wage of $26,620 could afford to pay $666 

per month in gross rent.  At that time, there were 3,323 rental units, 71.8 percent of units, 

the person could afford in the county.  In 2005, a person earning the average wage of 

$29,692 could afford $742 per month in gross rent.  There were 6,294 rental units, 63.8 

percent of units, the person could afford.

To afford a $200,000 house, a family would need income of approximately $50,500 

per year.  That income is 1.70 times the average wage for all industries.  A family with 

income of $39,000, which is 80 percent of area median for a family of three and 1.31 

times the average wage, could afford a house priced at about $175,000.
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percent in 2005.  At the other end of the 

rent scale, the percentage of units with 

rent in excess of $800 increased from 14.5 

percent of all renter-occupied units in 2000 

to 31.6 percent in 2005.  The areas with 

higher rent levels tend to be along the coast 

(see Map 5).

The rapid increase in housing values is 

confirmed by data on the sales of existing 

homes between 2001 and 2006.  Those 

data show that the average sales price for 

existing homes increased from $168,994 

in 2001 to $317,671 in 2006, an increase 

of 88 percent in five years, or an average 

annual increase of 13 percent (see Figure 

14).xiii  Not only do the sales data indicate 

that prices are increasing rapidly, they also 

show how few units change ownership an-

nually.  There were a total of 12,676 exist-

ing units sold through the multiple listing 

service between 2001 and 2006, an average 

of 2,535 units per year.  That indicates that 

only about 5 percent of the existing units 

sell each year.  With 18,813 units valued 

at under $200,000, the data suggest that 
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about 940 will be sold in an average year.  

Between 2000 and 2005, the number of 

households with income below 80 of area 

median increased by 6,661, an average of 

1,332 per year.

The cost of new construction of all kinds 

of units is also escalating rapidly (see 

Figure 15).  While the average construc-

tion cost for single-family homes has 

increased at an average annual rate of 6.1 

percent, multi-family construction costs 

have increased at over twice that rate, an 

average of 13.2 percent annually.  In 2000, 

the average cost to build a unit in a multi-

family building was about 60 percent of 

the cost of a single-family unit.  By 2006, 

the cost of construction for a multi-family 

unit had more than doubled, from about 

$69,000 to over $145,000 and had risen to 

over 88 percent of the cost of a single-fam-

ily unit.  Some of the increase in construc-

tion cost may be attributable to an increase 

in the size of units, to stricter building 

code requirements, and inflation in the cost 

of labor and materials, but certainly not all 

of it.
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Putting the trends together, it is clear that 

housing in Brunswick County is becom-

ing less affordable for working families.  

In 2000, 3,555 owners, or 22.8 percent of 

homeowners, reported paying more than 30 

percent of income for housing costs (see 

Figure 16).  By 2005, that number grew to 

6,726 homeowners, or 23.6 percent, paying 

more than 30 percent of their household 

incomes.xiv  This high cost burden falls dis-

proportionately on moderate income house-

holds.  In 2000, 1,054 households, 33.7 

percent of owners with incomes between 

$20,000 and $35,000, reported paying more 

than 30 percent of their incomes for hous-

ing costs.  Even higher income homeown-

ers are burdened by housing cost. In 2000, 

454 owners, 16.2 percent of homeowners 

with income between $35,000 and $50,000, 

reported paying more than 30 percent of 

their incomes for housing costs.  In 2005, 

1,582 households, 31.0 percent of owners 

with income between $20,000 and $35,000, 

reported paying more than 30 percent of 

income for housing costs, and 1,001 house-

holds, 17.4 percent of all homeowners with 

income between $35,000 and $50,000, 

report paying more than 30 percent of their 

incomes for housing costs.xv  The total num-

ber of cost-burdened owners with incomes 

between $20,000 and $50,000 was almost 

2,600 in 2005.

The extent of the cost burden for renters in 

the county is even greater.  In 2000, 1,961 

renters, 43.3 percent of all renters reported 

paying more than 30 percent of their in-

come for rent.  In 2005, 5,040 renters, or 

51.3 percent of all renters, paid more than 

30 percent of their incomes for rent (see 

Figure 16).  As with housing costs for 

owner-occupied units, the high cost burdens 

fall disproportionately on moderate income 

households.  In 2000, 335 households, 27.3 

percent of all renters with income between 

$20,000 and $35,000, paid more than 30 

percent of their income for rent, but only 

44 households, 5.5 percent of all renters 

with income between $35,000 and $50,000, 

reported paying more than 30 percent of 

their income for rent.  Those figures in-

creased in 2005, with 925 households, 39.3 

percent of all renters with income between 

$20,000 and $35,000, paying more than 30 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau and authors’ calculations

Figure 16: Housing Cost Burden, by Tenure and Income, 2000 - 2005
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percent of their income for rent, and 471 

households, 31.7 percent of all renters with 

income between $35,000 and $50,000, pay-

ing more than 30 percent of their income 

for rent.  The total number of cost-burdened 

renters with incomes between $20,000 

and $50,000 increased from 379 in 2000 

to 1,396 in 2005, an increase of over 260 

percent.

The combined data on owner-occupied 

and renter-occupied units suggest a rapidly 

increasing number of households that are 

having difficulty affording housing.  Even 

among households with incomes signifi-

cantly above the average wage, housing 

costs are increasingly becoming a burden.  

Almost 1,000 more households with in-

comes between $35,000 and $50,000, a 

range which is about 85 to 120 percent of 

the median, paid more than 30 percent of 

income for housing, bringing the total to 

almost 1,500.  Families with lower incomes 

fared even worse.  Younger households also 

were more likely to be burdened, with 40.7 

percent of householders under 35 paying 

more than 30 percent of income for hous-

ing in 2005, compared with 32.4 percent 

between the ages of 35 and 64, and 28.4 

percent of those 65 and older.

The number of households paying more 

than 30 percent of income for housing 

more than doubled between 2000 and 2005, 

going from 5,516 householdsxvi to 11,766 

households in only five years.  The number 

of households paying more than 50 percent 

of their income for housing also increased 

dramatically (see Figure 17).  About 2,000 

more households paid over 50 percent of 

income for housing in 2005 than in 2000, 

bringing the total paying more than 50 per-

cent to 5,149.xvii   

If nothing is done to alter these trends, the 

situation for working families in Brunswick 

County will continue to deteriorate.  By 

2010, we project that there will be over 

6,100 families paying more than 50 per-

cent of their income for housing, with over 

13,700 paying more than 30 percent.  By 

2015, there will be over 7,200 families, 

14.4 percent of all households in the coun-

ty, paying over 50 percent, and over 16,100, 

32.1 percent of all households, will be pay-

ing more than 30 percent of their incomes 

for housing costs.

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau and authors’ calculations

Figure 17: Housing Cost Burdened Households, 2000 - 2005
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Beyond the numbers, it is important to 
understand how county officials and 
opinion leaders perceive the need for more 
workforce housing.  Thus, we interviewed 
a wide range of residents and community 
leaders including county commission-
ers, representatives of county govern-
ment agencies including the school board, 
representatives of nonprofit organiza-
tions and representatives of private-sec-
tor organizations such as the Chamber of 
Commerce, and homebuilder and Realtor® 
associations. For a complete list of those 
interviewed see Appendix A.  Important 
questions include: Do they see a need?  If 
so, what types of housing are needed and 
what households would they like to see 
served?  What are the perceived impacts of 
the lack of workforce housing?  And, what 
are the barriers to expanding workforce 
housing?  These questions were asked dur-
ing interviews with 20 county leaders and 
in a meeting of county residents attended 
by over 30 residents.  

Is there a perceived need for more work-

force housing in the County?  

Virtually everyone we interviewed, in-
cluding all five county commissioners, 
saw an urgent need for the development 
of more workforce housing in Brunswick 
County.   When asked about the types of 
housing needed, most identified a need 
for both single-family homes selling for 
under $200,000 and well-maintained and 
managed rental units including both town 
homes and apartments affordable to entry-
level public- and private- sector employees.  
One person commented that: “If the county 
wants to be anything other than a resort 
community, it will be hard without more 
workforce housing.” Those interviewed 
also believe that the need for workforce 
housing will only become more dire in the 
next five to ten years.  Many mentioned 
that the employment associated with the 
new port will substantially increase the 
demand for affordable housing.

Are there types of households in particular 

need of affordable housing?  

By far the most frequent group mentioned 
as having the greatest need for workforce 
housing were people who work in the 
county.  The specific occupational groups 
identified by interviewees included local 
teachers, sheriff ’s deputies and town police 
officers, county employees, and construc-
tion and restaurant workers. One person 
interviewed said that half the teachers live 
outside the county.  The next most fre-
quently mentioned group in need of work-
force housing was the elderly and disabled.  
Most of those interviewed did not see a 
major problem with homelessness.  

What impacts has a lack of workforce 

housing had on the county?  

The most frequently mentioned impact of 
the lack of workforce housing in the coun-
ty was the difficulty employers have in re-
cruiting and retaining employees.  Many of 
the government, nonprofit, and private-sec-
tor people interviewed felt that lower- and 
moderate-wage workers were turning down 
job offers or moving to other areas due to 
high housing costs in Brunswick County. 
However, when the county commissioners 

perCeptioNs of the NeeD 
for WorkforCe housiNg
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were asked if they had heard that employ-
ers were having difficulty hiring people 
due to high housing costs in the county, 
none said they had.  For some reason, this 
impact of the lack of workforce housing 
has not filtered up to the commissioners.  
Other impacts identified by those inter-
viewed include housing overcrowding and 
the loss of young people from the county.  

What are the main barriers to expand-

ing the supply of workforce housing in the 

county? 

The most frequent response to the question 
on the main barriers to the development 
of workforce housing was the cost of land.  
Raw land costs were said to have risen 
rapidly over the past five years and now 
run in the range of $40,000 to $50,000 dol-
lars per acre.  The cost of construction was 
said also to have risen greatly, due to in-
creases in the costs of materials and higher 
construction standards.  Several other 
interviewees pointed out that the cost of 
providing infrastructure also contributed to 
high housing costs.  The costs of water and 
sewer hook-ups were of particular concern.  

Yet others identified the lack of developer 
interest in building workforce housing as a 
barrier.  The lower profit margins for mod-
est priced units were said to deter develop-
ers from focusing on this segment of the 
market.  One person said that “housing is 
left to the market and the market is follow-
ing the money.” A final barrier identified 
by several of those interviewed was the 
relatively low wage levels in the county.  
Salaries paid by both county government 
and by the service industry were said to 
have not kept up with increases in the cost 
of housing.  
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The above analysis of population and 

housing trends in Brunswick County 

clearly indicates the need for a substantial 

increase in the production of workforce 

housing in the county.  If not addressed, 

this unmet need will negatively impact the 

economic health of the county and make it 

difficult for long-term residents to continue 

living in the county.  On a positive note, 

our interviews with representatives of key 

county organizations indicate that there is 

broad support for doing that.  

In this section of the report we present a 

variety of strategies for meeting the work-

force housing needs of current and future 

residents.  Those strategies fall into four 

categories: (1) regulatory incentives and 

mandates; (2) financial incentives; (3) af-

fordability preservation; and (4) organiza-

tional infrastructure development. 

County and municipal development or-

dinances can play an important role in 

either encouraging or discouraging the 

production of workforce housing.  If those 

ordinances do not allow small lot sizes 

and multi-family development, workforce 

housing will be precluded.  Therefore, the 

county and the municipalities in Bruns-

wick County should review their develop-

ment ordinances to ensure that such de-

velopment is possible and that significant 

amounts of land are zoned to allow for 

small-lot and multi-family development 

without a change in zoning or a special-

use permit.  Workforce housing developers 

often shy away from projects that require 

a zoning change or special-use permit in 

order to avoid the delay and greater uncer-

tainty involved in gaining project approval. 

It is also important that the areas zoned for 

higher density are spread around the coun-

ty and throughout the municipalities rather 

than being concentrated in a few areas so 

that people can work close to their jobs.  

Providing workforce housing close to em-

ployment has a variety of benefits includ-

ing reducing commuting time and costs, 

reducing traffic congestion, and reducing 

greenhouse gases associated with global 

warming and sea-level rises.  At present 

the only areas zoned high-density residen-

tial in the county are along the Intracoastal 

Waterway where the development of work-

force housing is very unlikely.

While higher density zoning is necessary 

for the development of workforce hous-

ing, often it is not sufficient.  Developers 

may simply build luxury condominiums on 

the sites zoned for higher densities.  Thus, 

additional incentives are often required to 
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entice developers to build workforce hous-

ing.  Incentives that have been offered in 

other communities include the following: 

density bonuses

Density bonuses allow development at 

greater density than would be permitted 

under existing regulations.  In exchange 

for agreeing to include some workforce 

units, the developer is allowed to build ad-

ditional units which can be sold at market 

value.  The additional market units can 

provide the subsidy necessary for the de-

veloper to build the workforce units with-

out additional funding from local govern-

ment, although other public subsidies may 

be required.  In order to induce developer 

participation, however, density bonuses 

may need to increase substantially the 

number of units allowed in a given devel-

opment, which may raise resident concerns 

about traffic, crowding, and the impact on 

community character.  Brunswick County’s 

new Unified Development Ordinance 

contains a density bonus of either 15 or 20 

percent depending on the level of afford-

ability.  To qualify, at least 15 percent of 

the units in development must be afford-

able to those with incomes at or below 60 

percent of the county’s median income.

exPedited Permitting

Expedited permitting can take different 

forms, depending on how local govern-

ment reviews proposals under existing reg-

ulations.  If proposals are subject to review 

and approval by different boards or com-

mittees, the reviews can be consolidated 

into a single review.  If there are extended 

review periods, the time for decision-mak-

ing can be shortened.  If there are waiting 

lists for hearings, proposals with workforce 

housing can be given priority.  Expedited 

permitting reduces uncertainty for devel-

opers about how long the approval process 

can take, but it also can reduce the ability 
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for the public to comment and affect the 

shape of development in its neighborhood.

reduced infrastructure standards

Reduced infrastructure standards directly 

reduce the cost of subdividing parcels.  The 

extent of the savings depends on the cost 

of compliance with normal requirements.  

For example, a developer may be allowed 

to provide narrower streets or only put a 

sidewalk on one side of the street instead 

of both sides.  The savings allow the devel-

oper to afford to produce workforce units, 

but they may also result in infrastructure 

that is less able to handle the impacts, such 

as traffic, that the development generates.

waiver or reduction of imPact  
or otHer fees

Waiver or reduction of impact or other 

fees also directly reduce developer costs.  

The waiver can be for all units, or only 

the workforce units.  Typically, fees are 

assessed to ensure that the development 

contributes to the cost of existing infra-

structure serving the development.  Waiv-

ing or reducing the fees can encourage the 

production of workforce units, but it also 

shifts the cost of infrastructure from the 

development to the public.

Some of the benefits of regulatory incen-

tives are that county and town governments 

have clear authority to offer them, and they 

do not impose additional requirements on 

developers who are free to take advantage 

of the incentives or not.  The limitations of 

regulatory incentives are that many devel-

opers will choose not to take advantage of 

the incentives; hence the number of work-

force units produced will be limited.  Also, 

density bonuses, reduced development 

standards, and fee waivers may not be well 

received by citizen groups, county or town 

engineers, and others concerned with the 

style and quality of development in a com-

munity. 

Many counties and towns have been dis-

appointed with the results of regulatory 

incentives.  The increased density and other 

incentives have often been insufficient to 

entice developers to build workforce hous-

ing since the profit margins for housing 

targeted at upper-income buyers is typically 

considerably higher.  This has led many 

counties and towns to adopt inclusionary 

zoning ordinances, which require develop-

ers to include workforce housing in their de-

velopments while providing density bonuses 

to offset the costs of this requirement.xviii   

inclusionary zoning ordinances

Inclusionary zoning ordinances impose an 

obligation on private-sector developers to 

produce workforce housing as an integral 

part of market-rate developments.  These 

regulations typically address the following 

key elements:

•  The threshold or minimum size of devel-

opment to which the regulation applies 

(existing ordinances typically range from 

5 to 50);

•  The set-aside or percentage of affordable 

units that must be provided (typically 

between 10 and 20 percent);

•  The income level(s) for which the set-

aside units must be affordable (typically 



set between 60 and 80 percent of the local 

median income);

•  The extent of the density bonus or other 

cost-saving incentives provided to de-

velopers to offset the cost of providing 

the set-aside units at the affordable price 

(typically either one or two additional 

market-rate units for each affordable unit 

provided);

•  The duration of the affordability restric-

tions or length of time the units must 

remain affordable (these vary greatly 

among programs);

•  Whether the developer must build the 

units on site or is allowed to either build 

them on another site or make a payment 

in lieu of providing the units themselves; 

and

•  Whether the units built on site can be 

clustered within one part of the develop-

ment, or whether they have to be spread 

throughout the development.

If payments in lieu are allowed, they typi-

cally go into a housing trust fund and are 

used to subsidize the construction of units 

in other locations.  

Whether a local government in North 

Carolina has the authority to impose inclu-

sionary zoning requirements on developers 

is unsettled as a matter of law. Manteo, 

Davidson, and Chapel Hill currently prac-

tice forms of inclusionary zoning without 

express authority.  Therefore, local govern-

ments may want to seek express statutory 

authority to implement this strategy.

The benefits of inclusionary zoning ordi-

nances are many.  First, in rapidly growing 

areas inclusionary zoning has the potential 

to produce a substantial number of work-

force housing units.  Second, no public 

financial subsidy is needed to produce 

workforce units.  Third, the workforce 

units are spread throughout the county or 

town, rather than clustered in one area. The 

limitations of inclusionary zoning ordi-

nances are that their legality has not been 

firmly established; they result in higher 

density developments than originally 

planned for, and depending on the level of 

density bonus provided, they may reduce 

developer profits or increase the price of 

the market-rate units.   

In order to make home prices and rents af-

fordable to teachers and municipal employ-

ees, financial subsidies are often required.  

Those subsidies can come from two gener-

al sources—local and non-local.  Regard-

less of the source, subsidies are then used 

to either cover part of the costs of produc-

ing workforce units, which are then sold 

to qualifying families at reduced prices 

(often referred to as supply-side subsidies) 

or provided directly to home buyers and/or 

fiNANCiAl iNCeNtives
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renters to help them afford market-rate 

units (often referred to as demand-side 

subsidies).

With the cutback in federal funds for hous-

ing, many counties and towns have devel-

oped their own sources of financial support 

for workforce housing.  Moreover, many 

of the non-local sources of funding for 

workforce housing expect, if not require, 

financial commitments from local govern-

ments before providing support.  Local 

funding for workforce housing can come 

from several sources including: general tax 

revenues; general obligation bonds; real 

estate transfer taxes; land donation; and 

employer assistance.

general tax revenues

Several counties and towns in North Caro-

lina have dedicated a small portion of their 

tax receipts to the promotion of workforce 

housing.  The city of Greensboro, for 

example, dedicates about 1 cent of its tax 

rate to the Nussbaum Housing Partnership 

Fund, generating about $1.3 million annu-

ally for the city’s housing programs.  Simi-

larly, Orange County currently dedicates 

½ cent of its tax rate to fund its Housing 

Trust Fund.  In both instances, the dedicat-

ed funds are placed in a housing trust fund 

and subsequently allocated to workforce 

housing developments based on pre-estab-

lished criteria.  One of the major benefits 

of this funding strategy is that it results in a 

steady stream of funds for affordable hous-

ing, allowing for long-term planning.  It is 

also relatively easy to implement, as it only 

requires a vote of a jurisdiction’s governing 

board.  

general obligation bonds

Many cities and counties in North Carolina 

have raised substantial amounts of funds 

to support workforce housing by seeking 

and obtaining voter approval for the sale 

of general obligation bonds.  Charlotte, 

Greensboro, Raleigh, and Orange County, 

to name a few, have used this mecha-

nism to raise substantial sums to expand 

the supply of workforce housing in their 

jurisdictions. For example, Orange County 

voters approved $4.0 million in bonds for 

workforce housing in 2001, which are to 

be used primarily for deferred and direct 

loans for workforce housing developments.  

Because the community must vote to issue 

the bonds, a campaign to educate voters 

about the need for workforce housing and 

how the proceeds will be used is usually 

necessary to build support and increase the 

chances for voter approval.  The benefits 

of using general obligation bonds are the 

potential to raise a substantial amount of 

money to support workforce housing and 

the fact that the community must support 

the development of the housing for the 

bonds to be issued.  The limitations are 

that the educational campaign can take 

time and money, and there is no guarantee 

that the voters will approve the bonds.  

real estate transfer taxes

Real estate transfer taxes, also known as 

“real property transfer taxes,” are state, 

county, and/or municipal sales taxes that 
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can be used to fund specific types of 

projects, including the creation or expan-

sion of workforce housing.  These taxes 

are commonly collected at the closing as 

an additional item beyond the ordinary 

closing costs.  In North Carolina, the 

transfer tax is $1 per $500 of the value of 

the property, and, in 2004, it raised ap-

proximately $55 million for both state and 

county government.  Local government 

needs specific authorization from the legis-

lature to increase the tax to raise additional 

funds for housing.  Dare County already 

has the authority to levy an additional 

real estate transfer tax, and several other 

counties in North Carolina are currently 

asking for that authority.  Benefits of real 

estate transfer taxes include the potential 

for a consistent stream of funding that is 

indexed to inflation in real estate prices in 

the jurisdiction.  Real estate transfer taxes 

can also be targeted so that they only apply 

on the portion of the value of transferred 

real estate, for example, over $100,000, or 

exclude certain types of transfers such as 

a transfer between ex-spouses as part of 

a divorce settlement.  The limitations of 

real estate transfer taxes are that General 

Assembly approval is required and that op-

position from Realtors®, builders, and tax 

watch groups is to be expected.  

land donation

Given that the cost of land is a substantial 

component of the total price of housing, 

one way to support the development of 

workforce housing is through land do-

nation.  Many counties and towns have 

non-utilized land parcels that could be 

developed as workforce housing.  In both 

Orange and Dare Counties, for example, 

large tracts of land were purchased for new 

landfills that, for one reason or another, 

were never developed.  There are ongo-

ing discussions in both these counties 

about using at least a portion of those sites 

for workforce housing.  Land acquired 

by county and town governments under 

other circumstances might also be avail-

able for the development of workforce 

housing.  Nonprofit organizations, such as 

churches, and private individuals may also 
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have land that they are willing to donate 

for workforce housing developments.  One 

of the benefits of land donation is that it 

substantially reduces the cost of provid-

ing workforce housing.  Another is that 

certain groups can be given priority for the 

units constructed.  For example, if the local 

school board donates the land, priority for 

the units constructed can be given to local 

teachers. This is being done in Dare Coun-

ty. The limitations of this technique are that 

the donated land may not be in a good loca-

tion for workforce housing and the oppor-

tunities for mixing workforce housing into 

more diverse communities may be limited.  

emPloyer-assisted Housing

In recent years, employer-assisted housing 

has seen increasing use in North Carolina 

and across the country.  Employers have 

come to realize that workforce housing 

greatly increases the stability of its labor 

force thereby improving morale, produc-

tivity, and reducing costs associated with 

employee recruitment and training.  It can 

also enhance a company’s reputation as a 

“family friendly” employer and create good 

will in the community.  Employer-assisted 

housing is a generic term used to describe 

any number of ways an employer helps 

its employees access affordable housing.  

An employer, for example, may support 

homebuyer education classes or providing 

down-payment assistance to its moderate-

income employees.  Norton Healthcare, 

for example, offers employees who make 

less than $50,000 per year a forgivable loan 

of up to $5,000 for down payments and 

closing costs associated with the purchase 

of first homes.  That loan is forgiven at a 

rate of 25 percent a year over four years.  

In Asheville, North Carolina, Mission-St. 

Joseph Hospital has partnered with the 

Asheville Housing Coalition to provide 

down payment assistance to lower-wage 

hospital workers.  HUD’s regulatory barri-

ers clearinghouse notes that employer-as-

sisted housing is now being used in sea-

sonal and year-round resort communities 

to provide housing for seasonal employees, 

particularly for lower-wage workers in the 

service and accommodation sectors.   

local Housing trust funds

Rather than a way of raising financial sup-

port for workforce housing, housing trust 

funds are a mechanism for managing the 

funds generated by the financing mecha-

nisms described above.  They are separate 

accounts that hold the revenue dedicated 

to supporting workforce housing with an 

accompanying set of policies governing the 

use of the funds.  At present, there are hun-

dreds of housing trust funds in the country, 

including those in Buncombe and Orange 

Counties and in many of North Carolina’s 

cities and towns.  Once in the trust fund, 

the money generated by trust funds must 

be used for housing programs and can not 

be diverted to other uses. All interest and 

earnings remain in the trust fund, as well 

as any unused dollars at the year’s end.  

The benefits of housing trust funds are that 

they provide a dedicated source of funding 

for workforce housing, the distribution of 

which is based on a set of locally deter-

mined priorities.  



affordability restrictions

When local governments provide subsidies 

to create workforce housing, they typi-

cally want to ensure that those units remain 

affordable for some period of time.  They 

want to guard against the initial home buy-

ers reaping “windfall profits” by quickly 

selling the house for its full market value, 

and they want to maximize the impact of 

the subsidy by ensuring that the properties 

will continue to be available to moder-

ate-income, working families for years to 

come. 

How do affordability restrictions work?  

Affordability restrictions are legal mecha-

nisms that specify what happens when the 

purchaser of a subsidized home sells it.  In 

return for the subsidy, the owner agrees to 

either repay the value of the original sub-

sidy or to sell the unit at a predetermined, 

below-market price to another moder-

ate-income family.  This ensures that the 

original subsidy is not lost and continues 

to benefit those in need of workforce hous-

ing.   

How long should affordability restrictions 

last?  

In the past, workforce housing programs 

in many communities had affordability 

restrictions that were in place for 5 or 10 

years.  Many of those communities are 

“now experiencing a significant loss of 

workforce housing stock as a result of hav-

ing implemented short control periods.”xix    

Thus, many communities have significant-

ly extended affordability restrictions to 20 

or 30 years, or even longer.  

There are several ways to ensure long-term 

affordability including: deed restrictions, 

second mortgages, and community land 

trusts.  Deed restrictions are covenants that 

are appended to a property’s deed and run 

a specified number of years.  They contain 

the specific terms of the resale restrictions 

including the length of the restrictions and 

the means of determining the resale price.  

Deed restrictions by themselves, however, 

may not be sufficient.  In a recent study 

of inclusionary housing programs across 

the country, the program administrators 

reported that deed restrictions were often 

ignored or overlooked by financial institu-

tions and attorneys.xx  The study author 

strongly advises that, in addition to the 

deed restriction, a second mortgage lien be 

attached to the property.  This will ensure 

that the municipality or county is notified 

at the time of sale.  

Another means of ensuring long-term af-

fordability is through a community land 

trust.  Community land trusts are nonprofit 

organizations that buy and/or develop 
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housing that is then sold to moderate-in-

come families for a reduced price.  Unlike 

conventional sales, however, the nonprofit 

organization retains the title to the land 

under the homes, which they lease to the 

buyers, typically for ninety-nine years.  

The ground lease contains a formula for 

determining the resale price of the home 

and grants the land trust the first right 

of refusal to repurchase the home based 

on that formula.  Thus, the ground lease 

serves to ensure that the property will be 

affordable for the term of the lease.  

It is important to recognize that all of 

the methods of ensuring continued af-

fordability of subsidized units require 

monitoring.  In the case of deed restric-

tions and second mortgages, some local 

organization needs to periodically check 

to see that the properties are still being 

lived in by the original buyer and are being 

used in conformance with the other deed 

restrictions.  In the case of community 

land trusts, the nonprofit is responsible for 

ensuring compliance with the provisions 

in the ground lease.  Under both methods, 

when properties are sold, program staff 

must be involved in the process of transfer-

ring properties to other moderate-income 

families.

A variety of federal and state programs can 

help supplement local sources of financial 

support for affordable housing.  These 

include programs managed by the North 

Carolina Housing Finance Agency, the 

North Carolina Division of Community 

Assistance, the Federal Home Loan Bank, 

and the USDA Rural Development.  More 

detail on the programs offered by each of 

these organizations is provided below.

tHe nortH carolina Housing  
finance agency

The mission of the N.C. Housing Finance 

Agency is to “create affordable housing 

opportunities for North Carolinians whose 

needs are not met by the market.”  It ad-

ministers several federal affordable hous-

ing programs as well as funds provided by 

the North Carolina General Assembly.  In 

particular, it offers the following types of 

financial support for workforce housing.

Support for the development of  

rental housing.  

The N.C. Housing Finance Agency fi-

nances affordable rental apartments us-

ing federal and state housing tax credits, 

low-interest loans, and tax-exempt bond 

authorizations.  It administers the federal 

Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program 

which provides federal tax credits to major 

financial institutions that invest in afford-

able rental housing developments.   In 

exchange for the tax credit financing, the 

development owners agree to keep rents 

affordable for between 15 and 30 years 

exterNAl sourCes of fiNANCiAl support



and rent to those with incomes at or below 

60 percent of the local median income.  

These tax credits are offered to affordable 

housing developers on a competitive basis.  

Successful applicants are also eligible for 

both State Housing Credits and Rental 

Production Program Loans, which provide 

additional financial assistance.  

Support for affordable homeownership.

The N.C. Housing Finance Agency also 

has several programs that help moder-

ate-income families buy their own homes.  

The FirstHome Mortgage program pro-

vides some first-time home buyers with 

below-market interest rate mortgages and 

down payment assistance up to $7,000, 

or deferred payment second mortgages 

up to $20,000.  First-time buyers who do 

not qualify for the FirstHome Mortgage 

program may be eligible for a Mortgage 

Credit Certificate, which allows first-time 

home buyers to deduct up to $2000 a year 

on their federal taxes, thus allowing them 

to afford more expensive homes.  These 

programs are administered in cooperation 

with over 700 participating lenders in the 

state.  Finally, the New Homes Loan Pool 

is available to nonprofit and government 

agencies for the selection and preparation 

of home buyers, the coordination of finan-

cial assistance for buyers, and the devel-

opment of affordable homes.  Loan pool 

members receive $1,000 for assisting a 

buyer in obtaining a New Homes loan and 

up to $4,000 per unit developed if it meets 

energy efficiency standards.  

tHe nortH carolina division of  
community assistance

DCA is a division of the N.C. Department 

of Commerce.  Its mission is to “assist 

local governments across the state with 

community development, economic devel-

opment, smart growth management, and 

downtown revitalization.”  With funding 

from the federal Community Development 

Block Grant program, the DCA provides 

approximately $1.8 million per year to 

counties and municipalities for the devel-

opment of both rental and homeownership 

communities.  The rental housing program 

provides up to $250,000 per develop-

ment with a $6,000 per-unit maximum.  

The funds can be used for the acquisition 

of land for affordable housing develop-

ments as well as the preparation of that 

land including putting in water and sewer 

systems, constructing streets, and remov-

ing hazardous material.  DCA’s homeown-

ership program is similar to the rental 

program, although the per-unit maximum 

is $18,000 per unit.  The units developed 

with these subsidies must be sold or rented 

to those making 80 percent of the local 

median income or less.  DCA also offers 

Capacity Building grants that provide up 

to $75,000 over a two-year period to local 

governments in partnership with nonprofit 

organizations to hire staff to develop af-

fordable housing proposals.  

federal Home loan bank

The Federal Home Loan Bank of Atlanta 

is one of 12 banks created by Congress in 

1932 to help stabilize the housing mar-

ket.  It “works with financial institutions 

to provide low-cost financing and com-
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munity building programs throughout the 

Southeast” including North Carolina.  The 

Atlanta FHLB offers an Affordable Hous-

ing Program that provides direct subsidies 

or subsidized loans to both homeownership 

and rental housing developments.  Appli-

cations for this subsidy must be submitted 

through an eligible Atlanta FHLB member 

financial institution.  The funds can be 

used for a variety of purposes including 

property acquisition, new construction or 

rehabilitation financing, principal reduc-

tion, or down payment assistance.  The 

maximum subsidy limitation is $500,000 

per project.  A special First-Time Home-

buyer Program is also available that “pro-

vides matching funds for the down pay-

ment and closing costs of eligible first-time 

home buyers purchasing a home through a 

member financial institution.”  The maxi-

mum award per household is $10,000.  The 

FHP match can be five times the amount 

of home buyer cash contributions.  These 

programs are targeted at households with 

incomes at or below 80 percent of the area 

median income. 

u.s. dePartment of agriculture’s  
rural Housing service

The Housing Act of 1949 charged the U.S. 

Agriculture Department with providing 

“a lending source for inadequately housed 

farm families who had been turned down 

for credit by conventional lenders.”  Sub-

sequent legislation broadened the mandate 

beyond farm families to include all low-in-

come households in rural areas that cannot 

get credit from other lenders. For the pur-

poses of the Rural Housing Service pro-

grams, all of Brunswick County is consid-

ered rural, thus is eligible to participate in 

its homeownership programs. The USDA 

Rural Development Section 502 program 

provides direct loans for the purchase of 

single-family homes. Program participants 

must not be able to qualify for traditional 

financing.  The interest rates on these loans 

can be as low as 1 percent and the down 

payment requirements are based on the 

household’s net family assets.  According 

to the Rural Development representative 

that covers Brunswick County they expect 

to make approximately 20 Section 502 

loans in the county in 2007.  

The Section 515 rental and cooperative 

housing program provides direct loans for 

rental developments.  There is not a set 

maximum for these loans and, depending 

on the circumstances, interest rates can be 

as low as 1 percent.  Brunswick County 

currently has at least 5 Section 515 pro-

gram developments serving both families 

and elderly residents.  According to a Ru-

ral Development representative, however, 

only the town of Shallotte is on the list of 

communities that qualify and its priority 

among other communities in the state is 

not particularly high.  

To effectively address the critical need for 

workforce housing in Brunswick County 

several types of organizations will have 
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to be created and/or expanded.  First, a 

broad-based workforce housing coalition 

needs to be organized.  The groundwork 

for such a coalition has been laid by the 

forums organized by the Countywide 

Community Development Corporation.  

The next step would be to organize a 

formal coalition with representatives from 

the public, private, and nonprofit sectors 

including representatives from county and 

municipal governments, nonprofit groups, 

major employers, business groups, lenders, 

builders, and Realtors®.  The mission of 

this group would be to support the promo-

tion of workforce housing in Brunswick 

County.  The activities of this coalition 

would include establishing a specific action 

plan for expanding workforce housing in 

the county, educating and lobbying public 

and private organizations and individuals 

to support this plan, and identifying mile-

stones to assess progress.  

Once created this coalition should coordi-

nate its activities with those of the sur-

rounding counties since the lack of work-

force housing is a regional problem, not 

just a county problem.  The newly formed 

Southeast North Carolina Affordable 

Housing Coalition may provide a mecha-

nism for cooperating with other jurisdic-

tions in the region.  

Second, Brunswick County is also in need 

of a large nonprofit housing developer to 

initiate housing projects and to partner 

with for-profit developers.  The existing 

nonprofit organizations—Countywide, 

the Cape Fear Community Development 

Corporation, and the Brunswick Chap-

ter of Habitat for Humanity—are doing 

important work, but have limited capacity 

to undertake large new workforce housing 

developments.  

The quickest way to spur additional de-

velopment would be to invite existing 

nonprofit housing developers to develop 

projects in Brunswick County.  The Wilson 

Community Improvement Association, 

located in Wilson, the Rocky Mount-

Edgecombe Community Development 

Corporation, located in Rocky Mount, the 

Downtown Housing Improvement Corpo-

ration, located in Raleigh, and the Durham 

Community Land Trustees, located in 

Durham, have established track records for 

producing large workforce housing devel-

opments and may be enticed to participate 

in the development of workforce housing 

in Brunswick County.  These or similar or-

ganizations may be willing to partner with 

local public and nonprofit organizations in 

Brunswick County.  

Two other options would be to expand the 

capacity of existing organizations or to cre-

ate a new nonprofit housing developer in 

the county or region.  Both of these options 

would require additional public funding to 

hire staff with the necessary expertise to 

undertake large development projects.  It 

may also take several years before a new or 

expanded organization developed the track 

record required to attract funding for large 

development projects.  
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Third, county and municipal governments 

need to expand their own capacities to par-

ticipate in the creation of new workforce 

housing developments and to maintain the 

existing supply of workforce housing. For 

its part, Brunswick County has recently 

created a Community Development sec-

tion within the Planning Department that 

manages funding provided by the N.C. 

Division of Community Assistance for 

urgent housing repairs and the replacement 

of badly damaged or deteriorated housing 

units.  These are important programs since 

they work to preserve and improve the 

workforce housing that currently exists in 

the county.  The Community Development 

staff also has plans to work with Bruns-

wick Community College to involve the 

high school vocational education programs 

in the construction of new workforce hous-

ing units.  

The number of units involved in all these 

programs, however, is quite small given the 

large number of workforce units needed in 

the county.  The Community Development 

staff needs to be expanded so that they can 

collaborate with private-sector develop-

ers in producing a much larger number 

of workforce units.  The municipalities in 

the county should also increase their staff 

capacities to participate in the workforce 

housing development efforts.   

Finally, the housing and credit counsel-

ing services being offered by Brunswick 

County nonprofit organizations need to be 

expanded.  One of the major obstacles to 

expanding homeownership is poor credit 

ratings.  If workforce housing is to be sig-

nificantly expanded in the county, families 

have to be prepared to purchase those 

units. The Countywide CDC currently 

offers these services but their capacity is 

limited.  Additional resources will need 

to be provided to expand these important 

services.  
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The need for additional workforce housing 

is clearly documented in the analysis pre-

sented in this report.  How can that need 

be met?  The most general answer to that 

question is that county and town govern-

ments need to create an environment that 

encourages the development of workforce 

housing. Private-sector developers of 

workforce housing want to know that the 

area is supportive of workforce housing 

as demonstrated in both words and deeds.  

The following specific recommendations 

will help create such a supportive environ-

ment.  

•  County and municipal officials should 

carefully review their development or-

dinances to ensure that sufficient land is 

zoned for small lot sizes and multi-family 

development.  High-density residential 

zones should be spread around the coun-

ty, not just along the Intracoastal Water-

way where the development of workforce 

housing is unlikely.  Moreover, mixed-use 

and planned-unit developments should be 

strongly encouraged to include workforce 

housing in their development plans.   

•  County and municipal officials should 

consider adopting inclusionary zoning 

ordinances that require developers to 

provide workforce housing in return for 

density bonuses.  Discretionary density 

bonuses have not been found to be par-

ticularly effective in other places. County 

and municipal officials should also con-

sider additional incentives for the devel-

opment of workforce housing including 

expedited permitting, reduced infrastruc-

ture standards, and fee waivers. 

•  County and municipal officials should 

develop workforce housing trust funds 

and capitalize those funds with a set-

aside of general tax revenues, general 

obligation bonds, real estate transfer 

taxes, or other mechanism for generat-

ing revenues.  Housing subsidized by 

this trust fund should include long-term 

affordability restrictions such as deed 

restrictions or community land trusts.  

•  Prospects for the donation of land for 

the development of workforce housing 

should be vigorously explored.  Govern-

ment entities, the school system, church-

es, and private individuals may be willing 

to donate land for this important purpose. 

•  The major employers in Brunswick 

County should consider assisting their 

modest-income employees in purchasing 

a home.  Such programs have been shown 

to improve productivity and reduce re-

cruitment and training costs.  

•  County and municipal officials should 

work with both nonprofit and for-profit 

housing developers, and local financial 

institutions in obtaining external funding 
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for both homeownership and rental work-

force housing developments.  The sources 

of such funding include: the North Caro-

lina Housing Finance Agency, the North 

Carolina Division of Community Assis-

tance, the Federal Home Loan Bank, and 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  

•  Representatives of the public, nonprofit, 

and private sectors in Brunswick County 

should create a formal housing coalition 

in Brunswick County.  This coalition 

would help educate citizens as to the 

importance of workforce housing and co-

ordinate the activities of various groups 

involved in expanding workforce housing 

in the county.  It could also coordinate its 

activities with the newly created South-

east North Carolina Housing Coalition.  

•  Brunswick County is also in need of 

the services of a large nonprofit hous-

ing developer.  In the short run, existing 

nonprofit developers in other parts of the 

state should be invited to partner with 

local organizations in developing work-

force housing. In the long run, the area 

needs its own nonprofit workforce hous-

ing developer.  Support for homeowner-

ship and credit counseling services in the 

county should also be expanded.  

•  Local financial institutions should expand 

their marketing of workforce home loan 

products and participate in and finan-

cially support a new workforce housing 

coalition.  

In conclusion, the explosive growth in 

Brunswick County over the last ten years 

has led to large increases in housing prices 

and rents while wages and household 

incomes have been relatively flat.  Over 

5,000 households in the county are now 

paying more than 50 percent of their in-

comes for housing.  The lack of workforce 

housing has made it difficult for public 

and private employers to recruit and retain 

employees, added to traffic congestion and 

air pollution, and forced long-term resi-

dents or their children to leave the county.  

Moreover, projections indicate that, if 

nothing is done, the lack of workforce 

housing will get substantially worse in the 

coming years.  If Brunswick County is to 

remain home to a wide range of working 

families, concerted action to substantially 

increase the supply of workforce housing 

is needed, and it is needed now before the 

county is totally built out.    
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