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By erIC dINKINs

The N.C House recently filed a bill 
that would strip the authority of cities 
and towns to take on planning and zon-
ing responsibilities for land outside their 
limits, and instead hand that authority 
over to counties. 

The state’s extraterritorial jurisdic-
tion (ETJ) law that went into effect in 
2002 allows cities and towns to handle 
planning and zoning for properties ad-
jacent to their boundaries. The purpose 
of giving zoning and planning authority 
for those areas was to ensure that any 
development in those areas conformed 
to the vision and ordinances of the adja-
cent municipalities, which may eventu-
ally annex such property.

Under that law, any city can exercise 
ETJ authority up to one mile outside its 
corporate limits. Cities with populations 
between 10,000 and 25,000 can exercise 
the authority up to two miles beyond its 
limits; and those with more than 25,000 
people can extend their authority up to 
three miles outside the city lines. 

The Justice for Rural Citizens Act 
aims to take that ability away from 
municipalities because residents who 
live in ETJ areas cannot vote in munic-
ipal elections and don’t have a say in 
who will make planning decisions about 
the areas in which they live, according 
to the bill. 

Rep. Larry Pittman of Cabarrus 
County, one of the bill’s primary spon-
sors, said ETJ authority should never 
have been given to municipalities in the 
first place. 

“People who live in rural areas have 
the right to be left alone by city officials 
for whom they don’t get to vote.  City 
officials have no right to interfere with 
the property rights of those outside their 
corporate limits, and it should never 
have been legal for them to do so,” he 
said in an email.  

But some towns, such as Davidson 
and Huntersville, have ETJ represen-
tatives on their planning boards, which 
Dawn Blobaum, assistant town manag-
er of Davidson, said should be required 
of all municipalities. 

“I get that they don’t vote for the 
town commissioners, but they absolute-
ly should have representation on the 
planning board,” she said. 

Brian Francis, assistant to the Meck-
lenburg County manager, said it’s too 
early to tell how the county would take 
on planning and zoning responsibilities 
for the 113 square miles of existing ETJ 
area in Mecklenburg County. 

“It is very early in the bill’s process. 
It may go through multiple changes be-
fore it would be voted on or passed. It is 
too early to speculate on how we would 
implement the legislation,” he said in an 
email.

The county currently has zoning and 
planning jurisdiction for only one square 
mile in the entire county.

Jonathan Wells, planning manager 
for the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Plan-
ning Department, said he wouldn’t be 
surprised if the county looks to the city 
for help if the bill passes. 

“I do know from a zoning ordinance 
standpoint, since historically and tradi-
tionally this department has processed 

and administered the old county zoning 
ordinance, it would probably fall back on 
us to do that,” he said about Charlotte’s 
ETJ area.

Wells also said that because the 
county rarely has to exercise its plan-
ning and zoning authority, its zoning 
ordinance isn’t up-to-date. 

“The city ordinance has continued to 
be updated and revised to keep it contin-
uous and relevant, but not so much the 
county ordinance. So I would suspect 
there would need to be some sort of 
overhaul of the county ordinance,” he 
said.

Blobaum said Davidson has benefited 
from having an ETJ, and that David-
son’s zoning code left the rural character 
of the town’s ETJ area intact.

“It would look a lot different if de-
velopment in the ETJ didn’t follow the 
rules and regulations that we’ve set up,” 
she said.

Blobaum said – for example – Da-
vidson requires developments in rural 
areas to have at least 50 percent open 

space, which could change if the county 
takes over the town’s ETJ. 

Davidson has more land in its ETJ 
than it does within its town limits, 8.1 
square miles compared with 5.8 miles, 
respectively. 

Mathews is the only town in the 
county that has annexed its entire ETJ 
area, and therefore would not be affect-
ed by the bill. 

The Justice for Rural Citizens Act 
passed a first reading in the House on 
Feb. 5 and was referred to the House 
Local Government Committee. If 
approved there, it will move on to the 
House Finance Committee, according 
to the Legislature’s website. Rep. Carl 
Ford, who also sponsored the bill, and 
who represents a district split between 
Cabarrus and Rowan Counties, is a 
chairman of the House Local Govern-
ment Committee. 
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Jurisdiction total square miles etJ square miles

Charlotte 306.8   69.2

Cornelius   12.0      3.2

Davidson      5.8      8.1

Huntersville   40.3    20.0

Matthews   17.2   0

Mint Hill   23.9    11.9

Pineville      6.7      1.0

Stallings      0.2   0

Mecklenburg County 412.9 113.4

State bill would eliminate town 
planning authority outside limits

Profits from local home flips down; Gaston Co. seen as ‘safe haven’
By roBerTA fuCHs

House flippers in the Charlotte region 
saw decreases in their gross profits and 
returns on investment in the fourth 
quarter when compared with the third 
quarter.

The average gross profit for the Char-
lotte-Concord-Gastonia metropolitan 
statistical area was $41,678 in the fourth 
quarter, down from was $63,201 in the 
third quarter. However, the latest results 
are up from $22,586 in the second quar-
ter and $34,101 a year ago, according to 
real estate data and analytics provider 
RealtyTrac.

In a separate report recently released, 
RealtyTrac ranked Gaston County 
among the top 10 most profitable safe 
havens for single-family residential 

investment. The company looked at 
employment rates, risk and potential for 
double-digit gross annual yields. It said 
that in Gaston County, the average rent 
is estimated to increase 2.19 percent 
from 2014 to 2015, and that Gaston 
County properties could provide annual 
gross yields of 13.86 percent.

There were 280 flips in the Char-
lotte region during the fourth quarter, 
accounting for 4.4 percent of total 
single-family home sales. The share of 
flips increased 7 percent from the third 
quarter and 4 percent from a year ago.

The average return on investment 
was 33.6 percent, down from 36 percent 
in the third quarter but up from 13 
percent in the second quarter and 25.1 
percent a year ago. RealtyTrac defines 
a flip as a home that is purchased and 
resold within a year.

Nationally, there were 32,578 flips in 
the latest quarter, comprising 5.3 percent 
of sales. As a share of sales, flips rose 11 
percent from the third quarter but fell 12 
percent from a year ago.

Investors still made good money, 
though, with an average gross profit 
of $65,993 – a 37.1 percent return on 
the initial investment, excluding rehab 
costs and other expenses. That was an 
increase from an average gross profit of 
$65,285 in the third quarter, when the 
average return on investment was 36.5 
percent. In the fourth quarter of last 
year, the average return on investment 
was 36.4 percent and gross profit was 
$63,017.

For the year, 136,268 U.S. homes 
were flipped, accounting for 5.4 percent 
of all single-family sales. That was the 
lowest share of flips since 2011.

“Investors have picked much of the 
low-hanging fruit when it comes to home 
flipping over the past three years since 
home prices bottomed out in the first 
quarter of 2012,” said Daren Blomquist, 
vice president at RealtyTrac. “As home 
price appreciation slows to single digits 
in most markets, flippers need to be more 
selective and creative about the proper-
ties and neighborhoods they target.”

Metro areas with the greatest share of 
flips among total sales were Detroit; Los 
Angeles; Memphis; Miami; and Jackson-
ville and Tampa, Florida.

The best rates of returns were found 
in Baltimore; St. Louis; Jacksonville, 
Florida; Chicago; Detroit and Washing-
ton, D.C. 
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