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Introduction  — 
Planning for 
Hillsborough’s 
Future
What is a Comprehensive  
Sustainability Plan?

A comprehensive plan is a document 
that provides a basis for decision-
making regarding the long-term physical 
development of a town. Comprehensive 
plans are required and are defined in 
North Carolina General Statute 160D-50 
(a1) which calls for every municipality 
to develop a comprehensive plan that 
“sets forth goals, policies, and programs 
intended to guide the present and 
future physical, social, and economic 
development of the jurisdiction.” 
Comprehensive plans often address 
more than just development and 
infrastructure — they also consider the 
important social, environmental, and 
economic goals of a community. 
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Planning vs. Zoning

Plans are policy guides that establish a vision for the future, reflecting community expectations. 
Plans provide a foundation for zoning and other land regulations.

Zoning establishes rules to be followed as property is developed or redeveloped. Zoning is a 
regulatory framework. A Unified Development Ordinance documents jurisdictional zoning.  
A Unified Development Ordinance is a local policy and regulatory instrument which combines 
traditional zoning and subdivision regulations with other land use standards into a single document.

Hillsborough’s comprehensive plan assesses existing community assets and resources, considers current 
trending and projected future conditions, and puts forth goals, strategies, and actions to achieve a 
sustainable future. The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan works in coordination with other town regulatory 
documents and plans such as the Strategic Plan, the Unified Development Ordinance, utilities plans, and 
parks master plans. Sustainability means fulfilling the needs of current generations without compromising 
the needs of future generations while ensuring a balance between economic growth, environmental care, 
and social well-being. Sustainability is the lens through which goals, strategies, and actions were evaluated 
for this plan. The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan is a guide for town policymakers and staff as well as a 
tool for residents to understand and help achieve Hillsborough’s intended future. 

A comprehensive sustainability plan works in coordination with: 

• Unified Development Ordinance
• Land use regulations
• Utilities plans
• Strategic Plan

• Policies and practices

• Capital improvement program and  
budget documents

Hillsborough — Growth 
Located on the Eno River in Orange County, Hillsborough is situated within one of the fastest growing 
corridors in North Carolina. The state is experiencing strong growth, with current growth exceeding the 
average annual growth rate of the previous decade primarily due to new residents moving to the state. 

Between July 2021 and July 2022, North Carolina’s population grew by 1.3%  
(an increase from the 1.0% average annual change from 2010 to 2020).

Orange County grew by 11.1% between 2010 and 2019, with the largest annual population increase of 3.1% 
from 2017 to 2018. The county is situated within the quickly growing Triangle region. Nearby Wake and 
Durham counties are growing at a higher rate than Orange County. 
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Hillsborough has experienced growth similar to the Triangle counties over the last decade. The current 
population of the town is estimated at over 10,000 people, increasing from 9,600 people in 2020. The town 
is currently the fastest growing municipality in Orange County, with a current growth rate of 3.4%. 

The region, including Hillsborough, is expected to 
continue experiencing growth, as new residents 
and businesses move to the area. These growth 
pressures must be addressed through growth 
management strategies. Some of these  
pressures include: 

 › Increasing demand for services

 › Rising housing costs and lack of availability

 › Loss and degradation of natural resources

 › Traffic congestion and lack of mobility

 › Gentrification and displacement

 › Rising cost of living

 › Inequity 

 › Loss of Community

Growth is not only new development but also infill and redevelopment. Growth management is a systematic 
process that a community uses to guide the timing and location of land development in an orderly manner.

With the town’s expected growth and the wealth of cultural, natural, and social resources, planning for the 
town’s future is critically important. Over the last few decades, the town experienced a significant growth 
period. The growth rate is expected to slow in the future based on constraints such as water and sewer 
capacity, but some growth will continue. The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan is a mechanism to guide 
growth and development to meet the town’s goals for a sustainable future.

How do we: 

• Preserve the unique assets?

• Grow within the infrastructure limits?

• Maintain the small-town quality of life?

• Provide accessible connectivity?

• Ensure safety and affordability?

• Support local businesses and a 
strong economy?

• Sustain and improve the environment?

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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A Brief Look Back 
The Town of Hillsborough was established in 1754 as the seat of Orange County, located where the Great 
Indian Trading Path crosses the Eno River. However, the area was inhabited by the Occaneechi as early 
as the 1600s. Several village sites of the Occaneechi existed near what is now downtown Hillsborough.1  
Excavation of a village along the Eno River uncovered the remains of twelve houses, or "ati," surrounded 
by a central square and sweat lodge and numerous artifacts of daily activities and trade. Evidence was 
discovered of a cemetery located outside of the community. The Occaneechi were integral to the fur trade 
between Virginians and various Piedmont 
tribes during the 1660s and 1670s. 

In Colonial times, the town ranked among 
the region’s principal towns as it gained 
administrative roles, including hosting the 
state’s Constitutional Convention of 1788, in 
which the bill of Rights was called to be added 
to the Constitution, and holding five General 
assemblies from 1778 to 1784. The town’s 
influence and central location was well-suited 
for major political events surrounding the 
Revolution and early statehood. Hillsborough 
remained a political and cultural center in 
the nineteenth century. Enslaved and freed 
blacks were part of the early history and 
helped build the town. The town had a large 
population of freed blacks that created their 
own communities within the town. Much of 
this history has been overlooked, but there 
is continued effort to highlight this important 
contribution to the town. 

In the mid-1800s the railroad brought new 
industry to town and sparked commercial 
activity, yet the population of the town 
remained small. Hillsborough continued to be a political and cultural center for the state through the 1900s. 
Textiles were an important foundation of the town, with several steam-powered cotton mills in operation by 
the early 1900s. a mill village west of downtown was annexed in the 1970s. 

Hillsborough’s rich history is still present downtown through its significant architectural buildings,  
preserved through the Hillsborough Historic District, the first historic district in North Carolina on the 
National Register of Historic Places (established in 1973). The town’s historic district includes more than 
100 late 18th and early 19th century buildings, several of which are open to the public, including the Town 
Hall built in 1810. There are also numerous 20th and 21st century architectural styles that contribute to the 
character of the town. More residential subdivisions began to develop as growth continued. Hillsborough's 
character today is built from this mixture of development over time.

1 The tribe organized under the name Occaneechi band of the Saponi Nation in the late 1900s, and North Carolina formally recognized the tribe in 2002.

Downtown Hillsborough. Source: The Alliance for  
Historic Hillsborough
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Why a Comprehensive Sustainability Plan for 
Hillsborough?
The ecosystem includes all living organisms, including humans, and the systems of the physical 
environment, such as air, water, and soil. To ensure a sustainable community, it is important to understand 
the interconnectedness of the systems, such as how energy, water and wastewater, waste management, air 
quality, and mobility relate and are interdependent. When the links between systems and living beings are 
strong and healthy, communities thrive. 

There are numerous definitions 
for sustainability and resilience, 
but the core principle is to “meet 
the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own 
needs.” — WORLD COMMISSION ON 

ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT

Hillsborough has the responsibility to 
address current challenges and grow in a 
way that serves both the existing and future 
generations. Preparing a comprehensive plan 
where sustainability is the foundation of goals 
and actions ensures that the plan addresses 
environmental, cultural, social, and economic 
dimensions of the town in an interconnected 
manner. The plan addresses the town systems, 
as demonstrated below in Figure 1.1, in an 
interwoven way that not only improves  
existing conditions but also focuses on the 
future of the town. 

Street Performer at Last Friday. Source: Green Rabbit 
Photography
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Figure 1.1.  focus areas of the Comprehensive Sustainability Plan   
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Sustainable growth requires smart and strategic land use decisions that prioritize growth in 
specific areas and provide options for the full community. Smart growth principles are used to 
create strategies throughout the plan for a sustainable Hillsborough, creating a more economically 
prosperous, socially equitable, and sustainable community. The smart growth approach encourages 
a mix of building types and uses, diverse housing and transportation options, development within 
existing neighborhoods, and robust engagement, focusing on the interconnectedness between 
economic, social, and environmental elements and the town.

Everyone in America — no matter their age, ability, income, or race — deserves 
the option to live somewhere affordable, convenient, beautiful,  
and safe. — SMART GROWTH AMERICA

The global climate crisis is causing rising temperatures, environmental degradation, natural disasters, 
weather extremes, food and water insecurity, economic disruptions, resource scarcity and conflicts. The 
Town of Hillsborough is committed to reducing its energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. In 2017, 
the town adopted a resolution to acknowledge the threat of the climate crisis, the contributing role of 
humans, and the harmful consequences of climate change, especially on low-income neighborhoods and 
communities. In the resolution, the board of Commissioners endorsed the transition from fossil fuel-
powered operations to 100% clean and renewable energy by 2050, and 80% clean and renewable energy 
by 2030 for town operations. Some of the best practices presented in this plan offer smaller or incremental 
actions and policies that can be made to achieve sustainability and environmental goals while also 
increasing awareness about the climate crisis. 

The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan will guide future plans and development and the transition to clean 
energy, balancing environmental stewardship, resiliency, and racial justice with smart, strategic growth that 
will allow for a thriving economy and high quality of life for the residents of Hillsborough. One purpose of 
this plan is to guide a shift in the organizational mindset toward sustainability and climate-friendly practices  
in general. 

Planning Area
The planning area included in this plan is Hillsborough’s town limits and the extraterritorial jurisdiction,  
as illustrated in Figure 1.2). The extraterritorial jurisdiction is the area around the town limits where 
Hillsborough has jurisdiction to regulate development and land use. This area may be expanded or reduced 
over time through law or agreement. Hillsborough also has water and sewer service areas which play a 
critical role in future growth decisions. This plan considers the town limits, extraterritorial jurisdiction, and 
service areas in recommending policies and actions for the town.
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Figure 1.2. Town Limits and Extraterritorial Jurisdiction
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Vision and Values
The Hillsborough Comprehensive Sustainability Plan was shaped from the significant planning efforts the 
town has completed to date and moves the town toward its goals for the future. The town has a vision  
to be prosperous, foster a strong sense of community, and celebrate its unique character. The town also has 
several values to direct behaviors in working towards the vision as captured in the town’s Strategy Map, as 
detailed in Figure 1.3. 

Figure 1.3. Hillsborough’s Vision and Values 
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This plan sets forth goals, strategies, and actions to guide town decisions for reaching this vision in a 
sustainable manner. as demonstrated in Figure 1.4, this plan addresses not only physical development in the 
town but also economic health, community connectivity, equity, public health, safety, and energy use. The 
themes encompass the town values and are interwoven throughout all the chapters of this plan, as they are 
vital to building a sustainable Hillsborough (see Figure 1.4). The combination of sustainability principles and 
themes throughout the plan guide the goals, strategies, and actions to implement the town’s vision.   

Figure 1.4. Sustainability Lens for Implementing the Town’s Vision

The town government and staff will be responsible for leading the implementation of the strategies and 
actions identified to meet the goals of this plan. Understanding the complex systems within the town and 
how the elements are interconnected is critical for serving the entire community.
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Local and Regional Planning — Past and Present
The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan is built on years of town planning. before development of the 
Comprehensive Sustainability Plan, there were seven plans that comprised the town’s comprehensive 
planning, including:

 › Vision 2030 Plan 

 › Strategic Growth Plan

 › future Land Use Plan 

 › Community Connectivity Plan 

 › Churton Street Corridor Strategic Plan 

 › U.S. 70/Cornelius Street Corridor Plan 

 › Parks and Recreation Master Plan

Many other plans have been adopted and endorsed by the town over the years, as illustrated in  
Figure 1.5.  These plans have different purposes and focus areas including land use, transportation, wildlife, 
and strategic planning. 

Figure 1.5. Hillsborough’s Planning History

The development of the Comprehensive Sustainability Plan included a thorough review of existing plans. 
Relevant priorities and recommendations were incorporated into this planning process. Once adopted, the 
Comprehensive Sustainability Plan replaces earlier comprehensive planning documents and, in combination 
with the future Land Use Plan, will serve as the official comprehensive plan for the town. 
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Comprehensive Sustainability Plan Process  
and Timeline
The Comprehensive Sustainability Plan process began in the Spring of 2021 and was carried out over 
approximately 2 years. Information about the community members’ shared vision was collected through 
the Community Visioning Survey in Summer 2021. More than 630 people responded to a poll with their 
desires for Hillsborough’s future.  The process was completed in phases focusing on identifying issues and 
opportunities, setting goals and strategies, prioritize actions, and creating an actionable implementation plan.   

Phase 1: 
 › Identify  Issues and Opportunities — This step involved a review of past and recent planning 
documentation; data from local, state, and federal sources; and input received from stakeholders and the 
community at large. These reviews informed the preparation of baseline conditions and brought to light 
the town’s current and impending issues and opportunities for each of the topic-based elements covered 
in this plan.

Phase 2:
 › Set Hillsborough’s Goals and Strategies — based on community feedback and input from the town 
government and staff, combined with review of the existing plans and baseline conditions, goals and 
strategies to achieve the town’s vision were crafted for the plan. The vision reflects the town as the 
community intends it to be in 2030 and beyond, and the goals support the community’s achievement 
of this vision for the future. The goals and strategies are focused primarily on what is within the local 
government’s sphere of influence. 

 › Develop and Prioritize Supporting Actions — Existing initiatives, best practices, and emerging 
technologies, along with ideas generated by stakeholders and the community at large, contributed to 
the identification of recommended actions (i.e., plans, policies, projects, regulations, partnerships, and 
engagement) and support the achievement of the goals. This process focused on creating actions that are 
specific, achievable, attainable, relevant, time-bound, inclusive, and equitable (SMaRTIE). 

Phase 3:
 › Implementation and Accountability — Implementation details for the recommended actions were 
defined, including the lead implementation entities and supporting partners, timelines, and estimated 
costs. actions were further defined by the related elements to realize potential implementation 
efficiencies and to maximize co-benefits.

 › Review and Adoption — a full draft of this plan was provided to the public in March 2023, with a public 
hearing on april 20, 2023. Input from the public will be requested on the draft plan and revised based on 
this feedback. The plan is expected to be adopted by the Hillsborough board of Commissioners in June 
2023. (Section will be updated pursuant to Spring 2023 process) (additional narrative to be included after 
public comment period is complete.)
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How to Read This Plan
This plan serves as a guide for Hillsborough to promote a shared vision of sustainability to drive decisions in 
the town and work towards transitioning to clean energy. The plan is organized into eleven chapters, eight 
of which are focus areas.

Each chapter features a narrative that describes the importance of the topic and how it relates to the larger 
focus of sustainability and smart growth. Themes of equity, affordability, safety, connectivity, and health run 
through each chapter and the associated strategies and actions for guiding town decisions.  Each chapter 
provides a review of existing conditions, description of town needs and goals, and how to achieve these 
goals. The strategies are organized into plans, policy, projects, regulations, partnerships, and engagement. 

The final chapter of the plan details the implementation plan, a framework for actualizing the recommended 
actions that have been identified throughout the course of the planning process. The implementation plan 
describes timelines for the initiation of recommended actions. 
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