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MINUTES 
BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 

RECESSED MEETING 

The Burke County Board of Commissioners held a recessed meeting (budget retreat) on 
Thursday, March 7, 2024, at 9:00 a.m. at the Lake James State Park Visitors Center - Paddy’s 
Creek, 2229 Lake James State Park Road, Nebo, NC 28761. 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: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Chairman 
Scott Mulwee, Vice Chairman (late - traffic) 
Randy Burns  
Johnnie W. Carswell  

COMMISSIONERS ABSENT: Phil Smith (sick) 

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 

OTHERS: Reporter, The News Herald 
Reporter, The Paper 

CALL TO ORDER 
Chairman Brittain called the meeting to order at 9:12 a.m. and expressed appreciation to Lake 
James State Park as well as Nora Coffee, Superintendent, for the use of their facilities. 

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA 
Motion: To approve the agenda as presented. 

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

ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION 

WATER & SEWER SYSTEM AIA (ASSET INVENTORY & ASSESSMENT) STUDY 
Information from the agenda packet: As part of the Lead and Copper Rule 
Revisions (LCRR) published December 16, 2021, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) requires that all community water systems (CWS) develop an 
inventory of all service line connections, including both system-owned and 
customer-owned. The inventory must identify the potential presence of lead 
within each service line connection. The initial inventory must be completed and 
submitted to the North Carolina Public Water Supply (PWS) Section by October 
16, 2024. The inventory must include all service lines connected to the 
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distribution system. Burke County applied for a grant to assist with compliance.  
 

Brian Epley, County Manager, gave a brief overview and itinerary for the budget retreat. He 
then presented the current state of the County’s water and sewer systems as follows: 
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At the end of his presentation, Mr. Epley invited Chuck Willis, Willis Engineers, to present 
updates on the Asset Inventory and Assessment, highlights of which were as follows:  
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130



March 7, 2024 (Recessed / Budget) 

Page 6 

 

 

 

131



March 7, 2024 (Recessed / Budget) 

Page 7 
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Various concerns and inquiries 
were addressed regarding the water and sewer systems. Mr. Willis highlighted spoilage as a 
primary issue, with up to 30% of purchased water not being billed to customers due to leakage 
and other factors. Discussions included potential revenue generation from inactive lines, 
cooperation with other entities, and the feasibility of expanding capacity. Mr. Willis emphasized 
finding the right municipal partner rather than building costly infrastructure. The importance of 
financial viability and infrastructure assessment for potential partners was underscored. Mr. 
Epley noted the challenges of developing treatment plants and the benefits of a growing capital 
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reserve fund for maintenance and expansion to new areas. Concerns were raised about 
monitoring wastewater flow and leaky areas. There was an emphasis on sustainability over 
profit. Mr. Willis stressed that breaking even is not sustainable. There being nothing further, 
Chairman Brittain called for a break.  
 
Note: Vice Chairman Mulwee arrived shortly after the asset inventory assessment presentation 
began at approximately 9:20 a.m. He was present for the remainder of the meeting. 
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
RECESS OF MEETING 
The Board took a 9-minute break at 10:17 a.m. and the meeting resumed at 10:26 a.m. 
 
BNR - BOWEN NATIONAL RESEARCH HOUSING STUDY 

Information from the agenda packet: In August 2023, Bowen National Research, 
in collaboration with Burke County, began conducting a housing assessment with 
the primary objective being to offer comprehensive insights into housing 
availability, the requisite numbers and varieties of housing in the Burke County 
community, and the variables influencing the affordability and accessibility of 
various housing forms (including single-family homes, apartments, 
condominiums, and congregate living facilities). The assessment results will be 
presented, carefully analyzed, and then incorporated into the formulation of 
effective strategies aimed at addressing the findings outlined in the report.  
 

Patrick Bowen, President of Bowen National Research, has 
conducted numerous housing needs assessments and 
provided consulting services to city, county and state 
development entities as it relates to residential 
development, including affordable and market-rate 
housing, for both rental and for-sale housing, and retail 
development opportunities. He has also prepared and 
supervised thousands of market feasibility studies for all 

types of real estate products, including housing, retail, office, industrial and 
mixed-use developments, since 1996. Mr. Bowen has worked closely with many 
state and federal housing agencies to assist them with their market study 
guidelines. Mr. Bowen has his bachelor’s degree in legal administration (with 
emphasis on business and law) from the University of West Florida and currently 
serves as Vice Chair of the National Council of Housing Market Analysts 
(NCHMA). Mr. Bowen has served as the lead author / analyst of more than 100 
housing needs assessments since 2010. 

 
Brian Epley, County Manager, relayed that the housing study is a grant-funded consulting 
engagement. Alan Glines, Planning Director / Deputy County Manager, assembled a committee 
that worked alongside Bowen National Research. He acknowledged the challenges in the 
housing market with the average house prices increasing approximately 40 – 41 %. Even with 
the property tax rate decrease, there is still a challenge in affordable housing in Burke County. 
The average person in Burke County cannot afford to buy a house here, and Mr. Epley 
theorized that is primarily driven by supply and demand. He then introduced Patrick Bowen, 
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Bowen National Research, to present the results of the housing study. Highlights of Mr. Bowen’s 
presentation were as follows:  
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. The discussion primarily 
revolved around housing estimation, defining terms, and developer engagement. Mr. Bowen 
outlined factors driving the estimated household growth and clarified affordable housing versus 
housing that is affordable. Chairman Brittain sought clarification on tax credit housing, 
elucidated by Mr. Bowen, who emphasized its role in maintaining affordability. Mr. Epley 
underscored the urgency of addressing housing shortages to prevent a future crisis. 
Commissioner Burns highlighted the potential benefits of addressing housing challenges on the 
tax base. Commissioner Carswell inquired about possible solutions, emphasizing the need to 
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consider rural versus urban dynamics and the challenge of attracting developers to the county. 
Mr. Bowen suggested engaging developers through education, outreach efforts, and leveraging 
infrastructure as incentives. Commissioner Carswell asserted developers as a priority, while 
Commissioner Burns noted challenges in the lack of a specialized workforce. Mr. Epley 
emphasized the importance of infrastructure improvement in attracting developers.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
LUNCH 
 
Motion: To recess for lunch at 11:34 a.m. 

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

 
Motion: To resume the meeting at 12:17 p.m. 

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

 
CM - CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT PLAN UPDATE  
During the 2023 Budget Retreat, the Board of Commissioners identified specific capital 
improvement focus areas for FY23 - FY28. Brian Epley, County Manager, presented an update 
as well as provided a new forecasted CIP for FY25 - FY29, highlights of which were as follows:   
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At this point in the presentation, Mr. Epley introduced Greg Melton, Holland and Hamrick 
Architects, who presented an update about ongoing or future capital improvement projects 
including the site plans and floor plans:  
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Courthouse Floor Plan – Ground Level 
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201 Avery Avenue, Morganton 

 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. This portion of the discussion 
primarily centered around the planning and details of the new animal shelter, with various 
Commissioners seeking clarifications on different aspects of the construction and functionality of 
the facility, although Commissioner Burns and Commissioner Carswell inquired into some 
specifications on the design for the courthouse as well. Mr. Melton responded to these queries 
and provided detailed explanations, including the layout of the medical facility on-site and the 
materials being used for the floors. The discussion also covered topics such as air quality 
considerations, maximum occupancy for animals, air filtration systems, parking capacity, and 
dimensions of the sally port for the animal services vehicles. Vice Chairman Mulwee also raised 
questions regarding the revision process of the plan. Mr. Melton addressed revisions to the plan 
and highlighted that the county had made priority calls based on available space and budget. 
Mr. Epley provided insights into the consultation process with a national-level consultant who 
reviewed ordinances, operating procedures as well as the new shelter design. Additionally, 
there were inquiries about provisions for large animals, quarantine spaces, lighting plans, office 
spacing for staff, and soundproofing materials. 
 
Then the discussion turned to the new EMS base, covering various logistical aspects and facility 
features. Commissioner Carswell sought clarification on geographical layout and future fueling 
station placements. Commissioner Burns inquired about drive-through bays and warehouse 
entrance types, with Mr. Melton providing explanations. The conversation delved into challenges 
with current EMS base setups and the proposed warehouse space allowing for bulk purchasing 
at the new base. Operational complexities, such as restocking ambulances, were highlighted by 
Mr. Epley. Commissioner Carswell also inquired about signage needs and construction materials. 
Chairman Brittain raised concerns about exit tightness, while Commissioner Burns queried 

159



March 7, 2024 (Recessed / Budget) 

Page 35 

recreational facilities for staff. Mr. Melton mentioned the presence of a covered outdoor area for 
relaxation. 
 
Finally, the conversation reverted to the courthouse renovation project. Commissioner Burns 
raised concerns regarding the renovation plans for the courthouse, particularly focusing on the 
preservation of columns and the lack of weatherproof roofing in certain areas. Mr. Melton 
clarified that the columns would remain intact, and while weatherproof roofing was not planned 
for certain areas, there was consideration for potential water drainage issues. Commissioner 
Carswell inquired about work in the old jail portion, to which it was clarified that no construction 
was planned, but the space would be repurposed for storage. Questions were raised about 
walls being demolished, HVAC units, parking area changes, plumbing, and electrical updates. 
Mr. Epley explained that the renovation aimed to extend the building's lifespan, with potential 
for future expansion. The discussion also touched on inmate transportation logistics and the 
sustainability of the renovation plans in the long term. There being nothing further, Chairman 
Brittain moved on to the next agenda item.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
CM - PUBLIC SAFETY PERFORMANCE UPDATE  

Information from the agenda packet: At the 2023 Budget Retreat, the Board 
selected Public Safety as one of the County’s top five priority focus areas. An 
analysis of the crucial aspects of public safety performance metrics that play a 
vital role in ensuring effective emergency response and law enforcement services 
will be presented. By employing data-driven decision-making, fostering 
collaboration among stakeholders, and implementing continuous improvement 
strategies in optimizing public safety performance, the County aims to facilitate 
informed discussions and actions aimed at enhancing overall public safety 
outcomes within our community.  

 
Hugh Sandoe, Budget Strategy and Performance Analyst, presented key metrics on public 
safety performance, highlights of which were as follows:  
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Commissioner Burns advocated 
for more EMS stations and inquired about ongoing studies to improve response times. 
Questions arose about the correlation between response times and survivability data, as well as 
the potential execution of plans to achieve a 6-minute response time. Mr. Epley emphasized 
strategic station placement and efficient resource management. Chairman Brittain highlighted 
staffing challenges impacting response availability. Mr. Epley discussed community medicine as 
a proactive solution and stressed the need for a public safety-oriented approach rather than 
seeing each department as individual units. Jason Black, EMS Director, recommended a tiered 
system for priority calls and highlighted challenges with shift flexibility and staffing shortages. 
Mr. Sandoe emphasized the importance of optimizing resources amid declining interest in public 
safety careers.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
RECESS OF MEETING 
The Board took a break at 2:02 p.m. and the meeting resumed at 2:16 p.m. 
 
CM - PAY & CLASSIFICATION STUDY 

Information from the agenda packet: On April 19, 2023, Burke County issued a 
request for proposals from qualified consulting firms to conduct a thorough 
examination of the County's classification and compensation framework, 
incorporating an internal equity assessment of employee salaries. The deadline 
for responses was set for May 19, 2023. Following this, during the June 20, 
2023, regular meeting, the Board unanimously voted 5/0 to authorize the County 
Manager to execute an engagement letter with Baker Tilly US, LLP for a 
comprehensive review and analysis of the County’s classification and 
compensation system, effective July 1, 2023.  
 
Sarah Towne is a Consulting Manager at Baker Tilly with a background in higher 
education, local government, and human resources management. Before joining 
Baker Tilly, Sarah was on the faculty for the MPA program at the University of 
North Carolina’s School of Government. She earned a Master of Public 
Administration from Appalachian State University and did her doctorate work in 
Public Administration at American University in Washington, DC. Sarah is a 
Certified Compensation Analyst (CCA). 
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Brian Epley, County Manager, presented a brief historical overview of the Pay & Classification 
Study, highlights of which were as follows:  
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At this point in the presentation, Mr. Epley handed the floor over to Sarah Towne, Baker Tilly, 
to present the results of the Pay & Classification Study. Highlights of her presentation were as 
follows:  
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Commissioner Carswell 
expressed recruitment and retention challenges within the county. Ms. Towne defined "the 
market" as comprised of the 14 peer organizations and differentiated between pay policies / 
practices as well as structural components. There was a discussion on minimum salaries and 
market averages. Commissioner Carswell shared personal experiences with state step plan pay 
scales. Ms. Towne emphasized the importance of both the minimum and midpoint definitions. 
Mr. Epley noted the county's recent shift away from minimum starting salaries to recruiting 
talent. Clarifications were sought regarding open plans versus step plans. Mr. Epley highlighted 
the flexibility and affordability of open plans. Concerns were raised about an employee's ability 
to advance to the midpoint. Strategies for addressing these challenges were outlined. 
Maintenance procedures and associated costs of implantation options were discussed, with 
confidence expressed in in-house management in addition to all the options falling within the 
reserve budget in the prior fiscal year. The cost and benefits of implementation options were 
considered, with an emphasis on cultural impact and employee loyalty.  
 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments from the audience. Larenda 
Johnson, Human Resources Director, highlighted potential drawbacks of the step program 

176



March 7, 2024 (Recessed / Budget) 

Page 52 

compared to an open plan. Mark Delehant, General Services Director, shared an anecdote about 
an employee's return, indicating the impact of the Board's decisions on staff morale. Sheriff 
Banks and Chris White, 911 Communications, expressed gratitude for the Board's support and 
prioritization of their departments. Chairman Brittain emphasized the importance of honest 
evaluations and encouraged transparency. John Bridgers, Tax Administrator, thanked the Board 
for its commitment to the county, with Chairman Brittain reciprocating appreciation for 
everyone's efforts during the budget retreat.  

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

RECESS 
There being nothing further, Chairman Brittain called for a motion to recess. 

Motion: To recess until 9:00 a.m., March 8, 2024, at Lake James State Park Visitors 
Center, Nebo, NC. 

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

Approved this 16th day of July 2024. 

Attest: 
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