
March 2, 2023 (Special / Budget Retreat) 

MINUTES 
BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 

SPECIAL MEETING 

The Burke County Board of Commissioners held a special meeting on Thursday, March 2, 2023, 
at 12:30 p.m. at the Lake James State Park Visitors Center - Paddy’s Creek, 7321 NC 126, in 
Nebo, NC. The purpose of the special meeting was to discuss a wide range of strategic planning 
topics, including but not limited to priorities and values, economic development strategies, 
capital improvement projects, employment challenges and opportunities, organizational 
performance and budget analytics, revaluation and the budget Pro forma. Chairman Mulwee 
executed the notice, and it was published on February 26, 2023. The agenda, in its entirety, 
was posted to the County’s website, www.burkenc.org, several days prior to the meeting. Those 
present were:  

COMMISSIONERS: Scott Mulwee, Chairman  
Jeffrey C. Brittain, Vice Chairman 
Randy Burns  
Johnnie W. Carswell  
Phil Smith 

STAFF: Brian Epley, County Manager 
Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director 
J.R. Simpson, II, County Attorney 
Kay Honeycutt Draughn, Clerk to the Board 
Various Department Heads 

CALL TO ORDER 
Chairman Mulwee called the meeting to order at 12:30 p.m. 

PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
J.R. Simpson, County Attorney, delivered the Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag. 

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA 
Motion: To approve the agenda. 

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Randy Burns, Commissioner 
AYES: Scott Mulwee, Jeffrey C. Brittain, Randy Burns, Johnnie W. Carswell, and Phil 

Smith 

At an invitation from Chairman Mulwee, Brian Epley, County Manager, kicked off the budget 
retreat by expressing his excitement to be part of where the County is heading next. He 
emphasized that the next two (2) days would be spent focusing on defining the strategic vision 
of Burke County and that the foundation has long been set by staff with great foresight. 

FINDING VALUE IN PRIORITIZATION 
Rhett Melton, Chief Executive Officer at Partners Health Management, provided a facilitated 
presentation of the value of strategic planning and prioritization. Mr. Melton explained that it is 
important for organizations and individuals within the organization to have priorities that all 
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stem from a common goal. Integrity should be the number one priority for any organization and 
/ or individual.   
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
PUBLIC SECTOR STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP 
Brian Epley, County Manager, presented a short presentation on the purpose and components 
of a public sector strategic planning document. 
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RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  

 
RECESS OF MEETING 
The Board took a 10-minute break at 1:42 p.m. The meeting was resumed at 1:52 p.m. 
 
LAKE JAMES STATE PARK 
Chairman Mulwee introduced Nora Coffey, Superintendent, Lake James State Park. 
Superintendent Coffey highlighted new features of the park, including the Visitors Center which 
opened to the public on January 21, 2023. Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions or 
comments. Both Commissioner Carswell and Chairman Mulwee commended Superintendent 
Coffey for her hard work on managing the park. On behalf of the Board, Clerk Draughn 
presented Ms. Coffey with a walking stick as a token of appreciation for hosting the County’s 
budget retreat.  
 
INNOVATION AND TRENDS IN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
Crystal Morphis, Chief Executive Officer "Creative Economic Development Consulting," 
presented current industry trends and best practices in economic development as well as 
helping craft focal points for the Board to consider as they draft their initial strategic plan.  
Highlights of Ms. Morphis’ presentation were as follows: 
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Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions or comments. Commissioner Carswell asked if 
the decreasing working age population was cause for concern with the rising use of technology. 
Ms. Morphis responded that there are several ways to get out of this conundrum: procreate, 
immigrate, or innovate. Commissioner Burns inquired about the disconnected youth 
demographics nested in the unemployment data and noted the trend of pockets within the 
different municipalities that make up Burke County. Ms. Morphis explained that there could be 
many contributing factors, including disability, lack of childcare, lack of transportation, or 
substance use disorder. In response to a question from Brian Epley, County Manager, Ms. 
Morphis confirmed that the unemployment rate only includes those currently actively seeking 
employment. Mr. Epley discussed some legislative limitations on how the County can play a role 
in the lack of housing issues and noted that it was only in 1997 when legislation was enacted 
allowing for industrial incentives.  
 
Alan Wood, BDI President and CEO, also presented about economic development. Mr. Wood 
announced that BDI is updating their strategic plan June 1, 2023, and that it closely follows 
what Ms. Morphis previously presented. Business retention expansion will be the primary focus 
for the year. Projects were roughly 50% new projects and 50% existing projects. Sixty-five 
percent (65%) of projects want to utilize a preexisting building to reduce costs and allow 
companies an exit plan should they wish to resell the building in the future. There have been 22 
new projects since 2017, which brought 1,812 jobs to the County, and roughly $350,000,000 in 
new capital investment.  
 
Workforce development will be a secondary focus, according to Mr. Wood. Approximately 2,700 
residents of Burke County or 22% of youth aged 16 - 24 are not engaged in the labor force, 
which places the County within the top five (5) in North Carolina in this category. There are 
several programs designed to assist those who fall within this demographic. He also gave an 
update on the Drexel site, which BDI has worked on for the past seven (7) years to clean up 
the brownfield, as well as the Great Meadows megasite, which he considered to be one of the 
premiere megasites in North Carolina and the only one in western North Carolina. The Opt-In 
program, stemming from the Work in Burke initiative, matches recent high school graduates 
with local employers for an eight-week paid internship. Another Work in Burke affiliated 
program is the Strive Program which is in place at every high school within the County. This 
program pairs underperforming students with mentors to help the students improve their 
scholastic standing. There are currently around 70 students enrolled in the Strive Program.   
 
According to COG, Mr. Wood stated it is necessary to create 761 housing units per year to keep 
pace with a 2% population growth in Burke County. A 2% population growth is what is needed 
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to keep up the labor force, if this is not met, the labor force will decline by about 4,000 people 
by 2030. The County issued roughly 300 permits this past year for single family residents. 
Thirty-eight percent (38%) of the current housing stock was built in 1970 or earlier, with only 
five percent (5%) being developed in the last 22 years. There were 111 houses on the market 
in January with the median listing price being $251,000 and the median sales price being 
$254,000, so the closing price is still trending higher than the asking price. There are only a 
maximum of 250 buildable lots available in Burke County at present. Mr. Wood emphasized that 
getting subdivisions platted near existing infrastructure is critical.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT PLANNING / POLICY / PRIORITIZATION 
County Manager Epley presented the components of a comprehensive CIP plan and facilitated 
discussion on the County’s most urgent capital needs. After the presentation, a discussion 
ensued over the priorities of the potential necessary CIP projects and the funding sources 
available, such as grants, American Rescue Plan Act funding, or local funding. Highlights of his 
presentation were as follows: 
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After his presentation, Mr. Epley invited the 
Commissioners to place their seven dots next to 
the CIP projects they deemed most important to 
the organization and the community. This data will 
be used to evaluate the highest priorities for 
comparison to the total resource encapsulation 
and plan development. Once the details have 
been fine-tuned, it will be presented to the Board 
to support, change, or deny at their discretion. He 
also responded to questions from the Board 
concerning some of the projects on the CIP list. Of 
the 11 proposed CIP projects, the animal shelter, 
the health and human services building, and EMS 
base planning overwhelmingly received the most 
dots.  

Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions 
or comments on the process. Commissioner Burns 
stated that the CIP items listed are for developing 
the priorities for the County, to be approved at a 
future time, at the discretion of the Board. He 
reiterated that this is only an evaluation exercise 
and none of these CIP are approved at the present time. 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

RECESSED AT 4:12 P.M. 
Motion: To recess to March 3, 2023, 10:00 a.m., LJSPVC, 2229 Lake James State 
Park Road, Nebo, N.C.  

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Phil Smith, Commissioner 
AYES: Scott Mulwee, Jeffrey C. Brittain, Randy Burns, Johnnie W. Carswell, and Phil 

Smith 

Approved this 17th day of October 2023. 

Attest: 
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