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Social  
Systems & 
Public Space
The Town of Hillsborough is committed 
to providing space and opportunities 
for social connections, economic health, 
and community building. Arts and 
cultural resources are vital elements 
for the overall social health of the 
community. Public spaces and events 
that encourage spontaneous and 
organic human interactions help to 
strengthen community cohesion, sense 
of place, and togetherness. This chapter 
focuses on developing the town’s social 
infrastructure, physical spaces, and 
technological systems to connect people 
in sustainable and equitable ways.
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Introduction
Social systems and public spaces are the building blocks of a healthy social network, which is one of the 
three pillars of sustainability. Social sustainability focuses on human health, resources security, education, 
and other elements that grow a network of relationships in a community. These social systems are the 
physical places and programs that shape how people interact—town buildings, parks, schools, healthcare, 
safety programs, and other community resources. The goal is to locate and design public facilities and 
spaces to enhance community identity, foster sustainability and equity, instill a sense of place, and provide 
places for people to gather and connect via multiple transportation modes (walking, biking, transit, and 
vehicles).

Neighborhoods are important when defining the social systems of a community as they typically provide 
a sense of place and provide a foundtation for strong social interactions. It is common to see disparities 
between neighborhoods, and it is critical for the town to prioritize attention and investment in those 
that may be at risk or distressed. As neighborhoods continue to evolve and infill housing is developed, a 
broad range of options is important to contributing to the town's character and quality of life for residents 
and visitors.

Hillsborough’s social and cultural assets create opportunities for connection and provide a strong quality of 
life for the community. The town’s social connections and personality are created by its parks, recreation 
facilities, walkable neighborhoods and downtown, art venues, local businesses, and residents. The 
community continues to evolve with an increasing diversity of backgrounds and abilities, positioning the 
town for a healthier and more resilient future.  

Top: Hillsborough Gallery of Arts during the Last Fridays Art Walk | Bottom: Music at Mayo Park (left); Dorothy N. Johnson Community Center (right)

The town's social systems and 
public spaces create special places 
for the community and it is critical 
that these places are accessible to 
all. 
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Equity 
Successful social systems and public spaces must be 
equitable and inclusive. These services and spaces 
must be open to the public and welcoming to all 
regardless of race, gender, economic status, age, 
ability, or background.

The One Orange Countywide Racial Equity 
Framework, and other community engagement 
efforts, focus on expanding equity across 
Hillsborough. The framework, created in 2021, 
emphasizes the need for advancing racial equity and 
for collaboration among municipalities in the county. 
It serves as the basis for creating racial equity plans 
specific to each jurisdiction. The framework outlines 
pillars of racial equity and provides tools to highlight 
potential disparities for decision-makers when 
creating or evaluating policies, practices, services, 
and initiatives. The pillars are:

 › Training and Organizational Capacity

 › Community Engagement

 › Racial Equity Index

 › Racial Equity Assessment Lens

 › Evaluation and Accountability

The framework was developed by a countywide 
team of staff members from each jurisdiction in 
Orange County. Much of the framework and vision 
utilizes methodology of the Government Alliance 
for Racial Equity, a national network of government 
agencies of which each jurisdiction in Orange County 
is a member. The One Orange framework aligns 
with the goals in this plan, highlighting the focus on 
equity, inclusion, and equal protection. Both initiatives 
prioritize equitable community engagement and 
outreach to ensure all voices in Hillsborough are 
represented in the decision making process.

Local music at Last Fridays

Billy Strayhorn mural

Equity recognizes systemic 
barriers that continue to oppress 
traditionally marginalized 
groups and implements a fairer 
distribution of resources. 

Inclusion is pursuing deliberate 
efforts to ensure all people feel 
they are welcomed and valued, 
and more power sharing in 
decision-making.
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Working alongside and in partnership the local jurisdictions in Orange County, the town is:

 › Developing a shared racial equity analysis.

 › understanding the role of government in relation to racial equity.

 › Establishing norms and relationships among employees and community.

To meet these goals, the town aims to increase skills in analyzing policies and practices from a racial equity 
perspective. It is using the Government Alliance on Race and Equity’s six-part strategic approach to advance 
equity and gain meaningful outcomes (see Figure 7.1).

Figure 7.1. Strategic Approach of the Government Alliance on Race and Equity 

This approach incorporates using a racial equity framework; building organizational commitment; 
implementing racial equity tools; incorporating data to measure success and to develop baselines, to set 
goals, and to measure progress; partnering with others; and acting with urgency and accountability.

Source: Local and Regional Government Alliance on Race and Equity 

TOWN OF HILLSBOROUGH COMPREHENSIVE SUSTAINABILITY PLAN

7-5 DRAFT



Public Health 
Public health is a cross-cutting element of all the chapters in this plan. Planning in the united States 
originated with a public health purpose, with a focus on improving environmental quality and supporting 
reforms in sanitation and housing (with respect to overcrowding and poor construction). The goal of 
improving health through the built environment’s planning and design depends on the social systems 
established in a community. Public health includes considerations of safety, inclusivity, and social cohesion. 
Important components are active lifestyles, community health and nutrition, limited environmental 
exposures, mental health, and belonging.

Community Health and Nutrition

Access to Health Care

According to the 2015-2019 American Community Survey’s five-year estimates, 91.5% of the population in 
Hillsborough has health insurance coverage. This is similar to the national level of 91.2% and slightly lower 
than the county level of 93.3%. Hillsborough leaders understand that the health of the community is largely 
dependent upon the resources available to residents. The town regularly partners with Orange County on 
serving the senior population. uNC Hospitals has a Hillsborough campus, with a community hospital that 
was expanded in 2021. Also in town are a Duke medical plaza, numerous private healthcare providers, and 
several senior living facilities (see Figure 7.2).

Access to medical facilities is especially important for preventative care and emergencies in which a 
resident’s life is in danger. Ambulance services are measured by the amount of time between receipt of 
a 911 call to arrival of a vehicle at the patient’s location. Calls are classified into four categories according 
to the patient’s condition. Ambulances are expected to reach people within an average of seven to 
eight minutes for life-threatening illnesses or injuries (Category 1). This complies with the National Fire 
Protection Association’s 1710 standard for emergency medical services and fire suppression. However, total 
transportation time from a response location to an emergency room depends on loading times, traffic, and 
extent of injures. The calculated driving time to reach a hospital location was used as proximity for response 
and trauma care times using a 7.5- and 15-minute service area. About 97% of Hillsborough’s town limits is 
within the 7.5-minute service area, with residents from the north side of town limits being covered by the 
15-minute service area.

Immigrant and Refugee Services

The Orange County Health Department aims to offer health care to all members of the community 
regardless of immigration status. It provides a number of immigrant and refugee health resources 
that can be reached at 919-245-2400 or through orangecountync.gov. Interpreter services are 
provided free of charge, and all resources are available in multiple languages online and at  
physical locations.

Within Hillsborough, Orange County operates the Whitted Human Services Center, which offers 
affordable medical and dental care by charging on a sliding-fee scale based on family income. 
Financial assistance may be offered to patients in need.
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Figure 7.2. Medical Facilities Map

Source: Orange County Health Department
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Access to Healthy Food

Hillsborough recognizes that a healthy diet can only be maintained if nutritious foods are available and 
affordable to all residents. For a healthy community, it is vital to actively encourage food production and 
distribution and to promote healthy, affordable, and locally produced food. The Eno River Farmers Market 
in downtown requires specialty items be from within the state and vendors to be located within 60 miles 
of Hillsborough for traditional foods and is open each week throughout the year. Numerous grocery stores 
and food marts operate throughout town, many located along major roadways. The town is open to the 
concepts of food forests and using town property and public spaces for edible plantings, such as figs, 
pecans, and persimmons). These edible landscapes would need to require minimal maintenance and water, 
and no deer fencing.

Some Orange County offices are located within Hillsborough and offer community food resources. On a 
broader scale, as measured by Feeding America, 10.2% of Orange County’s population is food insecure 
– or has a lack of consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life – while 9.1% of children are 
food insecure.

Multiple programs in Orange County work to improve food access for residents. These programs run 
services such as food collection and distribution, research, and education. Notable programs include:

 › Orange Congregations in Mission (OCIM) – The nonprofit organization is composed of volunteers from 
multiple faith-based ministries. It relies on donations and runs a thrift shop to fund its services. The 
organization has been active in Orange County for almost 40 years. Its programs include:

• Meals on Wheels, which delivers meals to the elderly and homebound residents of northern 
Orange County.

• Samaritan Relief Ministry, which offers assistance for individuals and families in need. The ministry 
distributes food from its food pantry and provides shelter, water, electricity, and clothing.

 › PORCH is a volunteer-based hunger-relief organization that collects and distributes donated food to 
members in the community who are in need. It partners with neighborhoods to host monthly drives 
and collects any food that donors leave on their porch to provide a stable supply for local food pantries, 
including the OCIM pantry. PORCH has expanded its programs to include food distribution, in partnership 
with the Food Bank of Central and Eastern North Carolina. Additionally, it provides food at 13 Orange 
County schools for students in need and partners with Farmer Food Share and Weaver Street Market to 
provide produce to 180 families identified by school social workers as being at risk for hunger.

 › Orange County Food Council is made up of community members who offer food-related expertise, 
meeting in monthly workgroups to offer experience, conduct research, coordinate actions, and execute 
best practices. These workgroups are:

• Food Access, which explores ways to ensure all residents in Orange 
County have access to healthy, affordable local food and have an 
equal voice in local food matters.

• Food Economy, which supports those in local food production 
and works to support producers and build a culturally diverse 
food business.

• Waste Rescue, which educates and empowers communities in the 
Triangle on how to reduce food waste and better utilize food.

The Hillsborough Urban 
Gardens, a non-profit 
organization, is building 
community relationships 
while growing food in 
gardens on private property 
in the town. 
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Access to Education 

The Orange County Board of Education is located within Hillsborough and provides public education 
opportunities for local K-12 students. Based on the 2020-21 District Profile, 13 schools and over  
7,000 students are in the Orange County School District, with no schools identified as low performing. Other 
private education opportunities for students are also in town. The Durham Tech Community College – 
Orange County Campus is located in the town. The campus provides traditional higher-level education and 
workforce training. Figure 7.3 illustrates the location of K-12 education facilities and a half-mile walkshed 
buffer to demonstrate where potential exists for active transportation options. It is important to note that 
these walksheds do not indicate the presence of bike and pedestrian accommodations.

Figure 7.3. Educational Walkshed Map

A walkshed is the land 
area within a defined 
walking range of a 
specified location.

Source: Orange County School District 

Hillsborough is 
home to several 
child care centers 
that offer daycare 
and preschool 
services. These 
centers support 
growth, development 
and educational 
advancement of 
children, and creates 
a positive economic 
impact for families 
and communities. 
These centers are 
vital to the success 
of the community, 
and all families 
should have access 
to quality and 
affordable child care. 
As the population of 
Hillsborough grows, 
more quality child 
care options will be 
needed to meet the 
demand.   
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Community Cohesion and Healthy Aging
Many factors contribute to social cohesion and mental health, including building community connectivity 
and engagement and the provision of social services. The town prioritizes continuing to increase the 
community’s sense of belonging, reduce isolation and loneliness, and uphold values of equity and  
inclusion for all residents. According to the 2016-2020 American Community Survey’s five-year estimates, 
35.9% of households in Hillsborough include persons living alone and 11.6% include persons 65 years and 
older living alone.

The Eight Domains of Livability, a framework developed by the World Health 
Organization, enables an assessment of the interconnected aspects of a 
community that affect healthy aging. These aspects are categorized under a 
community’s built environment, social environment, and community health 
support (see Figure 7.4). These aspects of healthy aging are interwoven in 
the chapters of this plan. According to the 2016-2020 American Community 
Survey’s five-year estimates, 15.9% of Hillsborough’s total population is 65 
years or older, and growth within this age cohort is expected to increase in the 
coming years. Adults over 65 in the town outnumber children under the age 
of 5, who comprise only 7.6% of the town’s total population. The town is actively engaged with the Orange 
County Master Aging Plan and associated initiatives to ensure planning and development decisions address 
the aging population. The town also incorporates universal design concepts into public infrastructure when 
feasible and uses standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act as minimum criteria.

Figure 7.4. American Association of Retired Persons's "8 Domains of Livability"

Other Areas
• Emergency Preparedness
• Elder Abuse
• Public Safety
• Dementia-Friendly

36% 
of households 
in Hillsborough 
include persons 
living alone

Source: American Association of Retired Persons
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Culture
Arts and culture are key drivers of economic and social health in town, and there is significant investment in 
Hillsborough’s people, programs, services and facilities to promote and strengthen the town’s relationship 
with local arts, culture, heritage and the creative sector. Details on the town's tourism program and 
events are included in Chapter 9. Hillsborough should continue to support arts and cultured activities and 
promote itself as an arts destination and grow its economy and sense of place around its rich arts heritage 
and programs.

Arts
The town partners with the Hillsborough Arts Council and OCAC to provide arts events, programs, 
and educational opportunities for the community. The council, which is volunteer-driven organization, 
promotes art appreciation and access for all residents and holds 15 different events in and near downtown 
Hillsborough. The town’s partnership with the Orange County Arts Commission is integral to providing 
artistic opportunities that are cherished by the community. As the designated county partner for Orange 
County with the NC Arts Council, the County Arts Commission manages program funding for artists, schools, 
and non-profit organizations; provides resources for the arts; and actively promotes and advocates for 
artists and arts happenings throughout the county. An advisory board, with members appointed by the 
Orange County Board of Commissioners, advises the commission’s future on arts and culture issues. 
The non-profit Orange County Arts Alliance serves as a fundraising partner of the commission. The Arts 
Commission manages the beloved Eno Arts Mill in town, where artists spaces, classes, and other community 
events are hosted. Accessibility and inclusion are priorities of the Eno Arts Mill, and 44% of Eno Arts Mill 
studio artists in 2022 identified as a member of a marginalized community. The commission partners 
with more than two dozen community organizations each year, including all Hillsborough arts entities. In 
addition, the commission is currently working in partnership with the Hillsborough Arts Council, Orange 
County Historical Museum, Tourism Development Authority, and the Town of Hillsborough to explore the 
possibility for a potential new arts and cultural facility in Hillsborough. 

Art class Latin Pop-Up Dance Performance
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Entertainment 
There is plenty to do in Hillsborough. The downtown area contains a mix of uses filled with a collection 
of unique businesses, including retail, restaurants, maker and craft businesses, personal services, 
and co-working and collaborative office spaces. The town is dedicated to supporting Hillsborough’s 
entertainment sector, including music venues, art spaces, and creative community-built events. The town 
understands the importance of offering something for everyone - ensuring events are accessible to all and a 
diversity of events are offered for different age groups and interests.

Hillsborough has been home to the Music Maker Foundation since 1994, a 
non-profit organization founded to preserve and support roots music.

Public Art 
The town has dedicated resources to public art, using partnerships and funding from the North Carolina 
Arts Council, National Endowment for the Arts, Orange County Arts Commission, Hillsborough Arts Council, 
Tourism Board, Tourism Development Authority, and the Mary Duke Biddle Foundation. The town has 
become a prime destination for public art installations over the last decade, and there is opportunity for 
additional public art. The town may find a structured process for requesting, reviewing, awarding, and 
approving public art to be useful. A few recent installations include:

"Take the A Train" (Billy Stayhorn mural) by 
Max Dowdle | 226 S. Churton St.

"River Park Arch" by Jonathan Brilliant |  
228 S. Churton St.

"News of Orange County" building mural  
by Richard Nickel and Chris Revels |  
109 E. King St.

"A Gathering of Women" by Virginia Bullman 
and LaNelle Davis | 201 S. Occoneechee St.

"Love Hillsborough" mosaic by  
Carlos González García and community 
members | 228 S. Churton St.

"Jack" by Jonathan Bowling | Nash and 
Kollock Street
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Town History 
The town’s history is a major contributor to its culture and character. 
Hillsborough is built on the site of several successive Native American 
villages, which stood from about 1000 to 1710 CE along the Great Trading 
Path. Two years after the founding of Orange County in 1752, the Town of 
Orange was laid out by William Churton on land where the Great Trading 
Path crossed the Eno River. Hillsborough was renamed in 1766, after 
Irish peer William Hill, earl of Hillsborough and secretary of state for the 
colonies from 1768 to 1772. The town was a center of political and cultural activity during the 18th and 
19th centuries. Several governors lived in town, as did a signer of the Declaration of Independence, William 
Hooper, whose house still stands. The North Carolina Constitutional Convention and five sessions of the 
General Assembly were held here between 1778 and 1784.

The Alexander Dickson house, now the town’s visitors center, served as Gen. Joseph E. Johnston’s 
headquarters when he surrendered the largest of the Confederate armies to Gen. William T. Sherman at 
the end of the Civil War. The town was home to many enslaved and freed Blacks, whose history has been 
overlooked in the past, but efforts are being made to highlight their contributions. More than a hundred 
late 18th- and 19th-century structures remain that illustrate this history. In addition, there are numerous 
secondary buildings, bridges, mill sites, and dams along the Eno and Native American relics from the 
locations of ancient towns that stretch back thousands of years. The town continues to have a respected 
partnership with the Occaneechi Band of the Saponi Nation Tribal Council. A replica of the Occoneechee 
Village has been constructed in River Park in downtown Hillsborough. The replica village serves as an 
educational and interpretive site for programs scheduled by the tribe. 

Occaneechi Village Replica Site

Go to  
VisitHillsboroughNC.com  
for current information 
on entertainment and 
events in the town. 
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The Alliance for Historic Hillsborough
The alliance works in collaboration with local historical sites, local governments, and engaged community 
members as stewards for Hillsborough’s history to advocate for the sustainable preservation of important 
community assets, including historic sites such as Ayr Mount and the Burwell School. It hosts several 
special events each year that focus on the history, vibrancy, and beauty of Hillsborough and manages the 
Hillsborough Visitors Center and Gift Shop at the Historic Alexander Dickson House, which also serves as 
the primary resource for visitor information. The alliance additionally works with the Hillsborough Tourism 
Board to develop and manage an active publicity program to promote Hillsborough. 

In addition, the alliance provides educational programs for local public, private, and home school groups, 
with a variety of guided tours, small group tours and special programs dedicated to the town and its history 
and a program focusing on interviews with local experts and civil rights leaders in town. 

The Burwell School Historic Site is a prominent example of historic 
architecture within Hillsborough’s historic district. The building was 
built in 1821 and expanded in 1848 to become the location for a  
girls’ school. It was retrofitted to house families through the 19th and 
20th centuries.

The Historic Orange County Courthouse. Its cupola houses an English 
clock given to the town in the colonial era.
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Hillsborough Historic District
The Hillsborough Historic District presents a visual history of Hillsborough’s development. It was created 
in 1973 with enactment of a preservation ordinance. The district includes the town’s commercial core and 
surrounding residential neighborhoods (see Figure 7.5). It contains over 100 houses, churches, and buildings 
from the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as Georgian- and Federal-style buildings dating from the late 
1700s to contemporary constructions.

By maintaining the town’s architectural forms, the district preserves Hillsborough’s historic significance and 
birthplace of important figures in North Carolina history. This preservation protects historically significant 
structures and strengthens the community character of the town by promoting a shared sense of place. As 
a key location in state and American history, the town benefits from the tourism attracted by these notable 
locations. This heritage and history can also serve as a catalyst for innovation while maintaining the town’s 
authentic character.

Preservation of structures in the district is supported by the town and community members. Renovations 
or changes to the buildings require review by the Hillsborough Historic District Commission. Maintenance 
of these older buildings comes with potential challenges, including costs to meet specific preservation 
requirements, poor heating, and the potential need for retrofitting. The Historic District Commission uses 
the Historic District design standards to review applications for Certificates of Appropriateness.

 
Figure 7.5. Historic District and Local Landmarks Map

Source: Town of Hillsborough
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Community Centers and Neighborhoods
A community center provides physical space for community gathering. While serving as an operational hub 
for services, it also serves as a safe haven for neighborhood groups. In addition to community centers like 
the Orange County Recreation Center, Dorothy N. Johnson Community Center, and other locations can 
serve as centers available for community connection, like local churches, business spaces, and schools. 
These centers of community are the pillars of Hillsborough’s character and reflect how communities are 
responsive to the lives, feelings, and actions undertaken by neighbors. The Jerry M. Passmore Center is 
managed by the Orange County Department on Aging and provides numerous opportunities to older adults 
for activity, social engagement, and learning. There are volunteer opportunities, aging resources, a calendar 
of events, clubs, and interests groups. 

The Orange County Sportsplex is also located in Hillsborough. This facility includes a variety of recreational 
options for all ages including an ice rink, aquatic center, sports courts and fields, fitness rooms, and classes.

Jerry M. Passmore Center Orange County Sportsplex

Neighborhood Groups
A neighborhood group is a collection of neighbors who voluntarily meet on a regular basis to cooperate, 
encourage, exchange ideas, and try to improve their community. Such groups may choose to host meeting 
opportunities through social gatherings, volunteer days, block parties, and educational sessions with police 
officers or elected leaders. A number of neighborhood groups exist in Hillsborough, allowing residents 
to feel like they are a member of a community and to act as representatives for their neighborhoods. 
Neighborhoods can become stronger by organizing or joining a neighborhood group. Town staff works with 
neighborhood groups through neighborhood liasons and outreach efforts.

Community Watches

A neighborhood or community watch program’s main goal is to inform a community about safety and 
security precautions. To keep crime at bay, community watches emphasize strategies for boosting local 
safety. In addition, they offer ways to enhance knowledge of the neighborhood’s concerns so that quick 
action can be taken in response. A neighborhood watch program can be a great contribution to fostering 
peace and trust among neighbors.
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Homeowners Associations
A large percentage of planned unit developments and residential communities within Hillsborough have 
homeowners associations, private organizations that consist of members of a community. The board for 
an association consists of volunteers who are typically elected to office. In North Carolina, homeowners 
associations are allowed to enforce covenants, adopt budgets, assess and collect member fees, maintain 
and regulate common areas, and legally act on behalf of the neighborhood.

Public Spaces
Hillsborough has numerous public spaces frequented by residents and visitors. The popularity of public 
spaces like the Riverwalk greenway and downtown commercial area will continue to grow connectivity as 
accessibility is improved, new placemaking opportunities are created, public art is added, and areas of 
respite and entertainment are layered in. Some neighborhoods in Hillsborough are anchored by parks with 
play equipment. Other Hillsborough sites have amenities like gardens, picnic tables and seating areas, and 
small-group gathering space.

Living Arts at River Park

Placemaking — 
strengthening the 
connection between 
people and the places 
they share, shaping 
public spaces for a 
shared value.  
(Project for Public 
Spaces) 

Forest Ridge Fiori Hills Forest Ridge
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Parks and Recreation
Parks provide numerous quality of life benefits to a community. They encourage residents to exercise and 
act as gathering places for visitors and venues for social events. By providing an outdoor space without 
cost or barrier to entry, parks allow people, especially younger generations, to become more in touch with 
nature and to gather for socialization. These functions support the overall wellbeing of residents and visitors 
and can improve psychological and social health.

The Town of Hillsborough owns over 65 acres of community and neighborhood parks and has over  
15 additional acres of parks proposed. The town has planned more than 4 miles of greenway trails. In June 
1991, the Hillsborough Board of Commissioners recommended the formation of a parks and recreation task 
force and the creation of a master parks and recreation plan.

The plan’s mission was to:

 › Study and prioritize the recreational needs of town and extraterritorial jurisdiction residents.

 › Coordinate with other bodies of government to provide services efficiently.

 › Recommend a parks and recreation master plan that addresses the needs of area residents.

 › Focus on facility planning rather than programming.

 › Create policy directives for the town to administer.

Its goals were to:

 › utilize the town’s natural and historical heritage as recreational resources.

 › Provide recreation facilities in every park district.

 › Acquire and maintain playing fields, courts, and other facilities for organized sports and fitness.

 › Consider amenities for diverse age groups.

 › Meet the recreational needs of the town’s diverse population by providing facilities and programs that 
offer opportunities to all community members in a non-discriminatory manner.

 › Provide safe, convenient, and efficient travel ways for non-motorized transportation for all people 
in Hillsborough.
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Park Access 
Parks are essential for public health, climate resilience, and strong connected communities. The Trust for 
Public Land estimates about 100 million people in the united States — including 28 million children — don’t 
have a park within a 10-minute walk of home. Smart growth principles recommend that neighborhoods 
should be within a 2- to 10-minute walk of a nearby park. When spaced at this distance, parks allow 
residents convenient access without the need for a vehicle.

The Existing Parks and Access (Figure 7.6) illustrates the 10-minute (or half mile) walking distance — also 
called the “walkshed” — from different park access points. This analysis only includes streets within a 
10-minute walk and does not factor in off-road facilities such as greenways. Nor does it consider the 
pedestrian experience and comfort or safety of that walk. As demonstrated in Figure 7.6, the majority of the 
town is within a half-mile walkshed of a park.

Figure 7.6. Existing Parks and Access

Source: Town of Hillsborough; Durham-Chapel Hill-Carrboro Metropolitan Planning Organization Comprehensive Transportation Plan, November 2017
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There are individual master plans for each town-maintained park, as highlighted in Table 7.1. These parks 
offer a variety of amenities and sustainable elements with accessibility and a nature-based focus. These 
park master plans, available on the town's website, are updated on a regular basis to maintain safe and 
attractive public parks. These park master plans have tailored priorities for a specific park, but a focus on 
accessibility, inclusion, and universal design is evident throughout each plan.

Table 7.1. Town-Maintained Parks

Parks Acreages Existing Facilities

Cates Creek Park 17 acres Restroom facilities, playground, multi-use field with soccer goals, 
skate park, and picnic tables

Gold Park 24 acres Playground equipment, picnic shelters, restrooms, dog park, 
multiuse field, walking trails, pollinator garden and bee hotel

Hillsborough Heights Park 0.15 
acres

Playground equipment (suitable for ages 2-5 years), picnic tables, 
and grill

Kings Highway Park 18 acres Natural surface trails, canoe/kayak launch, and picnic and  
parking areas

Mayo Park Pocket, Sitting area

Murray Street Park 0.5 acres Pedestrian bridge, benches, and play equipment

Turnip Patch Park 0.6 acres Play structure (suitable for ages 2-5 years), footbridge, and 
butterfly and flower gardens

Community stakeholders brought up the need for more composting  
and recycling events. The park master plans recommend each park be 
equipped with recycling bins and additional composting capacity.

The town continues to prioritize creating public spaces for a range of ages, where everyone young to old  
has stimulating gathering areas. An exciting addtion to Cates Creek Park will be a skate park and amenities 
for preteens and teens. The town reached out to local skateboarders to assist with the design of the 
proposed skate park.  
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Park Amenities Design Standards 

All park facilities and amenities must meet standards of several access and safety regulations for facility 
and site designs and must address equal opportunity for all program areas. Examples of program areas 
are activities within buildings, interpretation, hiking, walking, picnicking, swimming, and camping. All of 
these must provide equal opportunity per Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. The town is committed 
to incorporating universal design and green infrastructure, inclusive play equipment, and natural play 
areas where appropriate. Attracting diversity in age and ability of the user is a primary focus of the town, 
incorporating recreation for teenagers and older adults.

universally designed sites and facilities provide equal opportunity not only for persons with disabilities, but 
also for a variety of situations, such as:

 › A parent pushing a stroller.

 › A child on crutches.

 › A person with arthritic knees.

The accessible and inaccessible constructed and programmatic components of a facility are indiscernible in 
universal design. This can include any of the following project considerations:

 › Site arrival

 › Access paths (interior and exterior)

 › Functional spaces

 › Furnishings

 › Millwork, fixtures, and appliances

 › Exhibits and media

The town prioritizes universal design in improvements and additions to parks and public space.

Public Space Amenities

Creating usable public spaces has been a priority for the town, as illustrated in the Community Connectivity 
Plan, updated 2017. Public spaces shape the community if they attract users and support community 
interaction. Public spaces also present health benefits -- people feel better and tend to be more active in 
attractive, public spaces. The Public Space Division is tasked with developing and maintaining town facilities 
and grounds available to the public, including parks, greenways, sidewalks, streets and urban spaces. The 
division utilizes place-making strategies and sustainable principles to ensure a healthy environment while 
also focusing on providing beautiful and inviting spaces for people to explore and congregate.

Examples of public space amenities (bench and picnic table)
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A good public space is one that reflects diversity and invites people to be out in the community. Amenities 
must be part of a successful public space to allow the enjoyment of the space in various ways. The town 
identified important amenities for public spaces in the Community Connectivity Plan, such as benches, 
waste receptacles, water fountains, dog waste containers, bike racks, street trees, and landscaping. The 
town has specific standards for some of these amenities, such as trash cans, tables, and benches. These 
standards apply to both within and outside the historic district. All of these amenities create an attractive, 
usable space for the community. The town continues to replace and add amenities in public spaces to 
address deterioration and create a cohesive design highlighting the character of the town.  

Greenways and Trails
Greenways are vital public spaces used for improving the health and mobility of a community while allowing 
users to connect with nature. The Riverwalk, which serves as an east-west greenbelt along the Eno River, is 
part of the Mountain-to-Sea Trail, and connects to Occoneechee Mountain State Natural Area, Gold Park, 
Eno River State Park and downtown Hillsborough.

Figure 7.7 illustrates the existing and proposed greenway system for the town and details future 
greenway projects.

Existing Greenways and Trails

 › Riverwalk

 › Calvin Street Greenway

 › Fairview Park Trail

 › Gold Park

 › Kings Highway Park Trail

 › Historic Occoneechee Speedway Trail

 › Eno River State Park Trail

 › Poets Walk at Ayr Mount

Future Greenways and Trails

 › Ridgewalk Greenway (see details in Chapter 6)  › Multiple recommended trail connections  
(not named yet)

Cemeteries
The town owns and operates three cemeteries, one of which is active - the Hillsborough Town Cemetery. 
The other two cemeteries are noteworthy public spaces. The Margaret Lane Cemetery is sometimes called 
the Old Slave Cemetery, as it is believed that the area was purchased from the town in 1854 to be used as 
a burial ground for slaves. The site continued as an African-American cemetery after the Civil War. The Old 
Town Cemetery, established in 1757, includes many of the town's notable early residents. This cemetery is 
one of the oldest public burial grounds in North Carolina.
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Figure 7.7. Greenways and Trails Map

Source: Town of Hillsborough; Durham-Chapel Hill-Carrboro Metropolitan Planning Organization Comprehensive Transportation Plan, November 2017
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Wayfinding Signage
The 2009 Wayfinding Plan outlined the wayfinding program’s goal and the planned and existing wayfinding 
signage locations (see Figure 7.8). The policies within the wayfinding plan focus efforts on tourism and 
public education. Consistent and informative signage welcomes people into town and directs them to area 
destinations. Every route to town should have signage displaying a consistent brand. This requires attractive 
and visible gateway signage at each entrance or major corridor to Hillsborough and smaller directional 
signs that direct visitors to specific destinations, such as the Visitors Center, government offices, and tourist 
destinations. These signs also provide maps for area attractions, such as trails and the downtown district.

The town will continue to develop its wayfinding program to ensure standardized signage throughout town 
and allow for cross-promotion and guidance to visitors. Future signage should follow wayfinding branding.

Interpretive Signage

Interpretive signs are a great medium for reaching a wide audience. These signs encourage residents and 
visitors to learn more about stories and places, celebrate the town’s assets, and inspire stewardship.  
Well-written and well-designed interpretative signage have many benefits in the community. Hillsborough 
has an Interpretive Signage Program that includes signs and kiosks throughout the town. Several of the 
kiosks have bulletin boards where event information can be posted, including the monthly community 
calendars. These signs highlight historic, environmental, and social assets of the town, as demonstrated in 
the examples below. 

Interpretive signs can be used to inform, educate, or entertain the audience about a particular site or 
resource. Interpretive signage does more than provide just provide facts; the goal is that they demonstrate 
community pride and strengthen awareness of cultural and natural resources. The signs must provide a 
self-led, high-quality interpretive experience. The town will continue to highlight important sites and topics 
by expanding this signage program in the future.   

Wayfinding Sign

Gold Park Pollinator Garden Sign

Historic Alexander Dickson House Sign
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Figure 7.8. Wayfinding Signage Plan

 
 

Recommendations Master Plan for All Sign Types

 
 

Source: Wayfinding Master Plan
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Communications
The town invests substantial time and effort into communicating with community members and the media. 
As detailed in Chapter 3, the town has a specific Communications Division that is responsible for engaging 
with the community and providing important information. The town uses a variety of outreach tools to 
ensure access to information by everyone. These tools include social media, an active town website, regular 
new releases, printed newsletters in utility bills, postings on bulletin boards throughout the town updates 
at town events, and a master event calendar. Community members and media can also subscribe to 
distribution lists to learn about specific information through email.   

It is critical for the town to have strong technology resources to deliver information efficiently and in a 
cost-effective manner. These resources need to be community-focused and easy for people to access. It is 
important for the town to partner with residents and businesses to align technology processes and limit 
service disruption. The more understanding the town has of what works for the community, the stronger 
the line of communication is in the town. 

Ensuring residents and businesses understand town processes, are informed of happenings, and can 
meaningfully contribute forms a trusted partnership in reaching town goals. This effort by the town to reach 
all parts of the community will continue to build more robust engagement and better serve the community 
as a whole. The town has multiple services to assist community members with translation and other 
accessible communications support.

The local media outlets are extremely valuable in community communications:

 › WHUP radio station strives to play good music, have good conversations, and reflect the  
Hillsborough community. 

 › The News of Orange County is a weekly newspaper that focuses on community news.

Safety Programs
A variety of public and emergency response services are handled by the Town of Hillsborough, Orange 
County, and nonprofit agencies. 

 › Orange County provides the majority of emergency services, including Orange County Emergency 
Services, which provides emergency medical service, 911 communications, emergency management, and 
disaster response. 

 › The Orange County Chapter of the American Red Cross operates emergency shelters in county-owned 
facilities in the event of disasters. 

 › Emergency notifications are provided through the mass notification system OC Alerts, which is a 
partnership of Orange County, the towns of Carrboro, Chapel Hill and Hillsborough, and the Orange 
Water and Sewer Authority. Each entity helps fund the system, which notifies community members by 
phone, email, text or an alert application. Community members can register online at ocalertsnc.com and 
choose the communications methods they prefer. In selecting preferences, Hillsborough water and sewer 
customers should select notifications from the Town of Hillsborough. 

SOCIAL  SySTEMS & PuBLIC SPACE 

7-26DRAFT



 › Orange Rural Fire Department, a nonprofit agency, provides fire, rescue, hazardous materials,  
and first responder needs for Hillsborough and northern Orange County through contracts with the  
town and county. 

Services provided solely by the town include those listed below. Details on operations are included in 
Chapter 3:

 › The Police Department responds to emergency and non-emergency needs and are dispatched through 
911 communications for all needs.

 › The utilities Department responds to water line breaks, sewer spills, and other water-related emergencies.

 › The Public Works Division provides snow and dead animal removal and other services. It also manages 
flood mitigation, including maintenance of town parks and greenways to prevent against flooding and 
posting of closure signs when flooding occurs in town. Public works employees also clear town roads of 
fallen trees and limbs.

 › The Communications Division provides town government information to community members and the 
media during emergency events, making updates to the town’s website, issuing news releases and posting 
to @HillsboroughGov social media on Facebook, Nextdoor, and Twitter. The division helps administer the 
town’s role in the emergency notification system OC Alerts and works with community liaisons throughout 
town to share information.

 › The Ready Hillsborough page of the town’s website contains emergency information and resources, 
including how to report problems in an emergency, such as downed trees.

Hillsborough Police Department Safety and Community Building Programs

 › Crafts with A Cop Classes

 › Straw for Dogs Event

 › Meal Box deliveries for the elderly

 › Doggie Easter Egg Hunt

 › National Night Out

 › K9 Demonstrations

 › Back to School Supply Drive

 › Trunk-or-Treat

 › Shop With A Cop

 › Christmas Meal Deliveries for the Homeless

 › Winter Wonderland/Toy Giveaway

 › Mobile Prescription Drug Take Back Event
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Mayor’s Task Force on Re-Imagining Public Safety
The Mayor’s Task Force on Re-imagining Public Safety was formed in November 2020 to determine whether 
the town should have a standing advisory board on public safety and what it should look like. The task force 
made a series of recommendations to the town manager and board regarding police procedures and ways 
officers could be more involved with the community while being more aware of racial equity and patrolling. 
A proposal for annual community engagement workshops was spurred by board and staff discussions of 
the recommendations, with the intent to provide an alternative method of outreach that allows community 
members from each area of town to share safety concerns with town staff, meet the staff who work in 
aspects of safety, and learn how the town operates in relation to safety. Feedback would inform the town’s 
budgeting process. 

The program is named "Engage Hillsborough" and the first event was April 29, 2023 around the topic 
of safety. The event allowed town staff and the Orange Rural Fire Department employees to meet with 
community members, listen to safety concerns, and provide information on a range of safety-related 
topics. Spanish materials and interpretation was available and a supervised children's activity to allow for 
family participation.

Hillsborough Police Department safety talk with local students
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Social Systems & Public Space  
Goals and Actions 
These goals detail what the town wants to achieve through social systems and public 
space. The associated strategies and recommended actions demonstrate how the 
town will achieve these goals.

Goals

1 Build and strengthen social cohesion and sense of community through the 
support and development of arts and culture, events and entertainment,  
and preservation initiatives in an equitable and sustainable manner.

2 Provide opportunities to build and strengthen social cohesion and sense of 
community through placemaking initiatives and the development of quality 
public spaces in an equitable and sustainable manner.

3 Ensure that community events and public spaces are safe and accessible  
for all residents and visitors.

4 Build and strengthen social cohesion and sense of community through  
public communications initiatives.
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Strategies
Plan for and monitor progress toward meeting social systems and public spaces goals.

 › update the Parks and Recreation Master Plan and park master plans to include accessibility, sustainability, 
safety, and equity initiatives and best practices.

 › Develop and adopt a racial equity plan for the town.

Develop and adopt policies that contribute to meeting social systems and public space goals.

 › Develop and adopt a policy to incorporate universal design principles in public spaces.

 › Develop and adopt policies for the inclusion of public art in town projects and public spaces.

 › Develop and adopt policies for communications that incorporate best practices for equitable and 
authentic community engagement.

 › Develop and adopt an equity lens or tool to inform budget allocations.

Invest in public projects that contribute toward establishing equitable and sustainable 
social systems and public spaces.

 › Support and contribute town resources to arts and cultural initiatives and community events that assist in 
meeting social systems and public space goals.

 › Implement recommendations of park master plans that advance accessibility, sustainability, safety, and 
equity in public spaces.

 › Allocate resources to improve the accessibility, sustainability, and equity of public spaces.

 › Allocate resources to fund public art projects in public spaces.

 › Implement Master Aging Plan recommendations that contribute to meeting social system and public 
space goals.

 › Advance One Orange Countywide Racial Equity Framework recommendations that contribute to meeting 
social system and public space goals.

 › Continue to develop and implement wayfinding and interpretive signage programs.

 › Continue to provide pedestrian amenities like site furnishing and placemaking features that advance 
accessibility, sustainability, safety, and equity in public spaces. Install LED fixtures for street and site 
lighting to provide consistent light levels for public safety.

 › Provide public Wi-Fi in town parks and at town facilities.

 › Work with communities and partners to install kiosks for communication in suitable locations 
around town.
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Develop and participate in partnerships and programs that contribute toward establishing 
equitable and sustainable social systems and public spaces.

 › Coordinate with and support local organizations and agencies that provide arts and cultural events and 
entertainment programming and projects (Orange County Arts Commission, Hillsborough Arts Council, 
Orange County Historical Museum, and others).

 › Coordinate with and support local organizations and agencies that provide food access and health and 
wellness programs (Orange County, PORCH, Orange Congregations in Mission, Family Success Alliance, 
and others).

 › Develop and support local organizations and agencies that promote and provide community gardens, 
urban agriculture, edible landscapes, and farmers markets.

 › Coordinate with county and regional agencies on future parks and greenway planning efforts and 
funding opportunities.

 › Coordinate with organizations and agencies to expand access to high-speed internet.

 › Continue to build the community liaisons program for communications, seeking representation from each 
community in town.

 › Further develop partnerships for communications with agencies that serve non-English-speaking 
community members.

 › Seek to participate in programs to build capacity for communicating with residents in community 
languages (Building Integrated Communities’ Local Government Language Access Collaborative).

 › Coordinate with and support local organizations and agencies that advance equity and inclusivity.

Adopt regulations that contribute toward establishing equitable and sustainable social 
systems and public spaces.

 › Revise historic district regulations and standards to advance sustainability and equity best practices.

 › Develop and adopt standards for street lighting and pedestrian lighting in the right of way.

 › Develop and adopt standards for pedestrian and placemaking amenities in the right of way.

 › update street standards to incorporate the town standard for streetlights: Type 2 LED 50-watt,  
3000 Kelvin fixtures.

 › Incorporate crime prevention through environmental design best practices into development regulations.

 › Provide equitable enforcement of safety and nuisance regulations.
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Engage with community groups and individuals on topics related to equitable and 
sustainable social systems and public spaces.

 › Conduct regularly scheduled community outreach and engagement efforts on topics related to safety 
through Engage Hillsborough.

 › Continue to maintain and develop a contact database of neighborhood and community contacts to assist 
with community outreach and engagement efforts.

 › Continue to provide and increase Spanish translation of key documents and services and identify other 
translation and interpretation services that may be necessary, including American Sign Language..

 › Maintain and publish the community events calendar.

 › Assess town website’s accessibility.

 › Conduct social media and website audits.

 › Conduct communications survey.

 › Connect with neighborhood groups to share communication methods and learn concerns and gaps 
in communication.

 › Establish semiannual meetings with community liaisons to share information and learn community 
concerns, questions and gaps in communication.
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