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MINUTES 
BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 

BUDGET / STRATEGIC PLANNING 
 
The Burke County Board of Commissioners held a Budget / Strategic Planning (regular) meeting 
on Friday, March 7, 2025, at 8:00 a.m. at the NC School of Science and Mathematics Barn, 
located on Burkemont Avenue, in Morganton, NC. The meeting was recorded and uploaded to 
the County’s YouTube channel, BurkeCountyNC. The agenda, in its entirety, was posted to the 
County’s website, www.burkenc.org, several days prior to the meeting. Pursuant to Resolution 
No. 2024-17, adopted and effective on August 20, 2024, the Burke County Board of 
Commissioners conferred upon itself all the power, duties and responsibilities of the Board of 
Health and the Social Services Board. Those present were:  

 
COMMISSIONERS:   Jeffrey C. Brittain, Chairman 
 Phil Smith, Vice Chairman 
 Brian Barrier 
 Randy Burns 
 Mike Stroud 
 
STAFF:  Brian Epley, County Manager 
 Margaret Pierce, Finance Director/Deputy County Manager 

Kay Honeycutt Draughn, Clerk to the Board 
Various Department Heads and Staff  
 

STAFF ABSENT:  Destin Hall, County Attorney (Excused) 
 

CALL TO ORDER 
Chairman Brittain called the meeting to order at 8:01 a.m. 
 
APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA 

 Motion: To approve the agenda as presented.  
RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Phil Smith, Vice Chairman 
AYES: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Phil Smith, Brian Barrier, Randy Burns, and Mike Stroud 

 
CM - ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT FORECAST  
County Manager Brian Epley provided a recap of the previous day’s sessions and introduced the 
Economic Development Forecast with a presentation. He also noted that the Board would have 
an opportunity later in the day to engage in a strategic planning exercise focused on key policy 
priorities.  
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270



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 2 

 
 

 

 
 

This space is intentionally left blank.  

271



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 3 

 

 

 
 

272



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 4 

 

 

 

273



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 5 

  

 

 

 
 

274



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 6 

 

 

 

 
 

275



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 7 

 

 

 
 

276



March 7, 2025 (Budget / Strategic Planning) 

Page 8 

 

 

 
 

Before beginning her presentation, Crystal Morphis, CEcD, Founder & CEO of Creative Economic 
Development Consulting, invited the Board to share specific topics they were interested in 
related to economic development. This was to ensure the presentation addressed areas most 
relevant to the audience. Two (2) key questions were raised: 
 

1. Local Workforce Inclusion: How can we better engage and support local residents, 
particularly those with trade skills, limited formal education, or entrepreneurial 
aspirations, so they can participate meaningfully in local development projects? 

2. Responsible Growth: How can the community pursue economic development in a way 
that avoids sudden cultural shifts and preserves the rural character and values important 
to long-time residents and newcomers alike? 
 

There being nothing further, Ms. Morphis began her presentation. The highlights of which were 
as follows: 
 
This space is intentionally left blank.  
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RECESS OF THE MEETING 
Chairman Brittain called for a brief recess at 9:06 a.m., and the meeting resumed at 9:15 a.m. 
 
CM - ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT FORECAST CONTINUED 
Ms. Morphis resumed her presentation as follows:  
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Note: During the presentation, Ms. Morphis distributed copies of the North Carolina Economic 
Development Handbook, edited by Jonathan Q. Morgan, Ph.D., and Crystal Morphis, CEcD, 
which is hereby incorporated into the meeting minutes by reference.  
 
The Board had their questions answered throughout the presentation by panelists, staff, and 
the County Manager as needed. Additionally, Ms. Morphis demonstrated how AI, specifically 
ChatGPT, can be used as a tool to assess the information companies are reviewing and using to 
inform their decisions about locating in Burke County. 
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Chairman Brittain invited Alan Wood, CEO & President, BDI (Burke Development Inc.), to do an 
impromptu presentation on economic development efforts in the county. Mr. Wood emphasized 
BDI’s mission to increase capital investment, create jobs, and build community wealth. He 
described BDI’s collaborative approach, which includes representation from county and 
municipal governments, local hospitals, the community college, and business leaders. 
 
Mr. Wood reported on the ongoing development of the former Drexel Heritage Furniture site in 
Drexel. After nearly a decade of work, grading has recently been bid for a 450,000-square-foot 
pad, with the potential to accommodate up to one million square feet of industrial space. The 
site, one of the few 100-acre rail-served properties in North Carolina—and the only one west of 
Burke County—is attracting strong interest. A brownfield certification is pending, and the project 
is seen as potentially transformative for the Town of Drexel. 
 
Mr. Wood acknowledged challenges with transportation infrastructure, particularly limited road 
access and the need for improvements to a nearby hazardous interchange. He noted that 
economic development projects of significant scale may help leverage state attention and 
investment in infrastructure. 
 
Mr. Wood also highlighted workforce development initiatives, including BDI’s Opt-In internship 
program, now entering its fourth year and graduating approximately 25 interns annually. He 
reported progress in engaging disconnected youth aged 18–24, noting a 5% reduction in that 
population over the past few years. He also referenced efforts to recruit appropriate industry, 
address site readiness, and promote Burke County’s competitive advantage in manufacturing, a 
sector that still represents 25% of local employment. 
 
RECESS OF THE MEETING 
Chairman Brittain called for a brief recess at 9:59 a.m., and the meeting resumed at 10:04 a.m. 
 
CM - ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT FORECAST CONTINUED 
Alan Glines, Planning Director / Deputy County Manager, presented a land use planning update 
as follows:  
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Mr. Glines addressed questions throughout the presentation. By consensus, the Board asked Mr. 
Glines to begin the process of revising the minimum lot size requirements to allow greater 
housing density in areas where public water and sewer are available. Following a general 
discussion, Chairman Brittain called for a brief recess to allow for the transition to the next 
agenda item. 

 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

 
RECESS OF THE MEETING 
Chairman Brittain called for a brief recess at 11:01 a.m., and the meeting resumed at 11:05 
a.m. 
 
CM - MUNICIPAL SOLID WASTE (MSW) PROGRAM ANALYSIS  
Hugh Sandoe, Budget Strategy and Performance Analyst, presented an overview of the landfill 
site's history, recent operational improvements, and upcoming next steps as follows:  
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Mr. Sandoe responded to several questions from the Board throughout his presentation, as did 
Mr. Epley. As shown above, Vance Moore, P.E., President, Garrett & Moore, Inc., reported the 
potential costs and development timeline associated with establishing a new Municipal Solid 
Waste (MSW) landfill. In response to a question, he stated that reopening the East Burke 
landfill, which was closed in 1988, is highly unlikely due to its unlined, pre-regulatory status and 
the associated regulatory and financial challenges. He noted that the County remains 
responsible for groundwater and methane gas monitoring at the site, with a current liability of 
approximately $6.1 million based on a 30-year actuarial monitoring period.   
 
Mr. Moore explained that the proposed MSW landfill footprint overlaps with the existing 
Construction & Demolition (C&D) landfill. Implementation of this option would require relocating 
approximately 100,000 tons of C&D waste into a new lined cell, as well as the creation of an 
additional lined cell for the new MSW. The proposed site includes a cemetery and jurisdictional 
streams, both of which would require further study and regulatory approval. He recommended 
conducting a fatal flaw analysis in FY 2025–2026 at an estimated cost of $50,000 to assess 
feasibility, permitting requirements, and cultural resources such as cemetery relocation. 
 
Brian Epley, County Manager, emphasized that exploring this MSW landfill option could 
potentially avoid major capital investment in the existing transfer station, estimated at $3.5–$4 
million. He also highlighted the risk of continuing reliance on Republic Services, which recently 
announced a 5% rate increase. Current disposal costs are approximately $70 per ton, compared 
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to an estimated $43–$45 per ton at other North Carolina MSW landfills. Over time, the County 
could save $20–$25 per ton on approximately 65,000–70,000 tons of waste annually. 
 
The Board discussed the long-term financial and operational implications of pursuing the MSW 
landfill option versus continuing under the current model. There was general agreement that 
landfill-related expenses should be covered by tipping and household fees within the enterprise 
fund, rather than by property taxes. The Board, by consensus, directed staff to begin 
preliminary exploration and engineering for the development of a Burke County MSW landfill 
and report back to the Board for further consideration. 
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 
 
CM - BUDGET PROFORMA FY 25 - 26  
Brian Epley, County Manager, presented the FY26 budget pro forma as follows:  
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Correction: 30 homes, not 300, are in the concept phase on Summers Road. 
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments; there were none.  
   

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 
 
BOC - BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS' STRATEGIC PRIORITIZATION  
The Commissioners were invited to engage in a strategic prioritization activity by placing dots 
on items of high value or high priority. Each Commissioner received 11 dots, and the results 
were as follows:  
 
Note: The underlined text represents write-ins made by Board members.  
 

CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT PLAN ITEMS 
IN PROGRESS OR COMPLETED PROJECTS 

Jonas Ridge Phase I 
East Burke Convenience Site 
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Animal Servies 
EMS Base and Headquarters 
Courthouse Improvement 

PROJECTS FOR CONSIDERATION 
Continue funding and commitment to the 5-year CIP Plan 
MSW Solid Waste Development 
Water/Sewer AIA Infrastructure 
Health and Human Services Building 

A. New Construction 
B. Adaptive Reuse and Addition 
C. FHEC Public Health Relocation 
D. Phase Adaptive Reuse 

Additional EMS Base Development 
Park and Trail Investment 
Fonta Flora County Park 
Library Expansion 

OTHER DELIVERABLES 
Partners Opioid Center 
Shell Buildings at Burke Business Park 

 

     FOCUS AREA 1: COMMUNITY ADVANCEMENT  
     FY 25-26 GOALS 
 

• Leverage the completed housing assessment to promote new product development, 
including developing modernized land use and zoning administration plans. 

• Identify census track data specific to county-wide broadcasting availability and 
pursue grant-based public-private expansion that aims to cover more than 90% of 
Burke County households.   

• Community Beautification Strategies, including roadside litter cleanup efforts.  
• Develop Asset Inventory Analysis (AIA) for all water and sewer infrastructure with a 

focus on investment return and potential future expansion options to underserved 
areas. 

• Prioritize trail development and park/recreation support. 
• Increase citizen engagement & participation on county boards and committees. 
• Development of Citizens Academy 
• Streamline/modify Land Use Policies 
• Advocacy for public roads & infrastructure improvements 
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FOCUS AREA 2: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
FY 25-26 GOALS 

 
• Enhanced support for Burke Development Incorporated, including product 

development, talent development, and brand marketing investments.  
• Evaluate economic impact and future partnerships for increased development of 

Hickory Regional Airport. 
• Foster workforce development strategy partnerships with BDI, BCPS, and WPCC to 

advise talent pipeline supply. 
• Leverage infrastructure funding inside the Burke Business Park. 
• Pursue large economic development site development and enhanced partnerships 

with NCEDP and other regional site location strategies. 
• Business friendly public policy and innovative support for existing industry and 

business expansion.  
 

 
FOCUS AREA 3: PUBLIC SAFETY & WELL BEING 
FY 25-26 GOALS 

 
• Effective use of opioid settlement funding, including collaborative partnerships to 

develop a regionally based resource center. 
• A proactive approach to cleaning up dilapidated properties and educating citizens on 

existing solid waste ordinances and policies. 
• Continue support for all VFDs, including strategies that lower DOR ratings. (i.e.  

daytime staffing, satellite stations, municipal hydrant expansion, etc.) 
• Promote innovative public health strategies that produce and improve overall 

community health ranking. 
• Public safety performance indicators. 
• Effective local use – opioid set. & capital grant. 

 
 

FOCUS AREA 4: FISCAL STEWARDSHIP 
FY 25-26 GOALS 

• Consideration of a county-wide referendum to support Article 46 sales tax adoption. 
• Identify and pursue available national/state grant funding. 
• Implementation of a Comprehensive Capital Improvement and Master Facility Plan, 

including funding policies, project timelines, and execution strategies. 
• Maintain a minimum fund balance policy of 25 percent to ensure stability in the 

financial health of Burke County.  
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• Identify lean principles with a focus on re-engineering to create budget flexibility 
through operational efficiency gains across the organization. 

• Develop industry best practices financial policies including debt management 
parameters.  

• Strategically leverage ARPA spending plan on one-time expenditures to maximize 
county priorities.  

• Business model review and recommendations to ensure self-sustainment for Burke 
County’s enterprise funds. 

• Efficient operations & economics aimed at lowering the taxing rate.  
• Exploratory efforts – MSW landfill.  

 
 

FOCUS AREA 5: EMPLOYER OF CHOICE 
FY 25-26 GOALS 

 
• Pursue substantial equivalency (OSHR) and modernization of all Burke County 

personnel policies. 
• Evaluation and improvements of county fringe benefit package with a focus on 

competitiveness, value add propositions, and cost sustainability.  
• Support of modern and flexible working space. 
• Results and incentive-based wellness programming 
• Employee focused training and development plans.  

 
BURKE COUNTY 

FISCAL YEAR 2025 – 2026 
NEW FOCUS AREAS & STRATEGIC GOALS 

(IF NEEDED) 
Light Rail / Monorail 
Pickleball & Amphitheater WPCC 
Burke Agr. Ext. Start Creamery / Ice Cream Shop 

 
FISCAL YEAR 2024 – 2025 TOP PRIORITIES 
BURKE COUNTY TOP PRIORITIES 

• Full implementation of the pay and classification study, including job description 
reviews and getting employees to market-based wages. 

• Evaluation of efficiency and cost savings of a Burke County Municipal Solid Waste 
Cell Development. 

• Advance the development of a shell-building program. 
• Prioritize a long-term Public Safety Strategic Plan. 
• Enhance citizen communications, including consideration of creating a position for a 

Public Information Officer. 
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RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

COMMENTS:  
Chairman Brittain and County Manager Epley expressed their appreciation to all who 
contributed to the success of the retreat, a sentiment that was echoed by Vice Chairman Smith. 

ADJOURN 
Motion: To adjourn the meeting at 12:55 p.m. 

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Randy Burns, Commissioner 
AYES: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Phil Smith, Brian Barrier, Randy Burns, and Mike Stroud 
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