The percentage rates of population change
appearing on the left-hand side of Table 11
can best be summarized by dividing the
region’s counties into four groups and
comparing future growth with past growth in
each case. Group I consists of the six
outlying counties that are not presently
included in the official Charlotte metropolitan
area. These six – the region’s only counties
with 2002 populations below 65,000 – are
Anson, Stanly and the four South Carolina
counties besides York. The expected pattern
for Group I is an acceleration of percentage
growth over the course of the forecast period
(in some cases following slow growth through
2010), due to the outward spread of suburban
and exurban development. The annual rates
of population change in Group I counties after
2020 will all be higher – by 0.8% to 2.3% per
year – than the actual rates observed during
1990-2002.
Group II consists of the other suburban
counties that had 1990-2002 rates of
population change below 2% per year,
namely Cleveland, Gaston and Rowan. The
expected Group II pattern is relatively slow
growth through 2010 and faster expansion
thereafter, leading to higher growth rates after
2020 than during the historical 1990-2002
period. This pattern will be mild for Rowan

but pronounced for Cleveland and Gaston,
because the latter counties will need time to
overcome manufacturing losses.
Group III covers the remaining suburban
counties: Cabarrus, Iredell, Lincoln, Union
and York. These counties all adjoin
Mecklenburg, and all gained population at
rates of 2.3% per year or more during 19902002. The expected pattern for Group III is
strong population growth throughout the
forecast period, albeit with some moderation
during 2002-2010. These five counties are
expected to capture 46.4% of the region’s
entire population gain in the 2002-2030
period, with Mecklenburg capturing 30.5%
and the eight counties in the other groups
capturing 23.1%. Yet none of the annual
growth rates for Group III counties in the time
intervals covered by Table 11 will be as high
as the rates recorded in 1990-2002. Thus the
leadership roles of these counties have
already been established, and the forecasts
do not imply anything unprecedented.
Group IV consists of Mecklenburg County,
which during 1990-2002 captured 45% of the
region’s population gain and was second only
to Union County in percentage growth. The
forecast says that by about 2015
Mecklenburg County will be gaining
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population at only half the annual percentage
rate observed in the 1990s. Mecklenburg’s
absolute population gains will also decline
throughout the forecast period, although
much less abruptly. Given the limits on
available land in Mecklenburg, however, a
more rapid tapering off of population growth
would not be unreasonable and could be
obtained from other forecasting models (as
was the case in the 2000 Charlotte regional
study).
The district population forecasts appearing in
Table 12 are more difficult to summarize
verbally. Hence the expected patterns are
shown graphically in Figure 8 and Figure 9 on
the next two pages. Again the subjects are
annual percentage growth and average
annual gain per square mile. As indicated by
the legends in the upper-right corners of the
graphs, the values of these variables have
been grouped in five categories (with
somewhat equal numbers of districts per
category) and mapped in such a way that
darker shading indicates more population
growth.
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Ave. Annual Pop.
Change, 2002-30

Figure 8
CHARLOTTE REGION:
SUB-COUNTY DISTRICTS
CLASSED BY PERCENTAGE
RATE OF POP. GROWTH
FORECASTED FOR 2002-30

Under 1.1%
1.1% to 1.6%
1.6% to 2.2%
IREDELL

2.2% to 3%
CATAWBA (PART)

Over 3%

ROWAN

LINCOLN

CABARRUS
STANLY
CLEVELAND

GASTON
MECKLENBURG

NC
SC
CHEROKEE
UNION

ANSON

YORK

NC
SC
UNION, SC
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CHESTER

LANCASTER
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Ave. Annual Gain
Per Sq.Mi., 2002-30

Figure 9
CHARLOTTE REGION:
SUB-COUNTY DISTRICTS
CLASSED BY AVE. ANNUAL
POPULATION GAIN PER
SQUARE MILE, 2002-30

Under 3 pers.
3 to 5 pers.
5 to 10 pers.
IREDELL

10 to 20 pers.
CATAWBA (PART)

Over 20 pers.

ROWAN

LINCOLN

CABARRUS

STANLY
CLEVELAND

GASTON
MECKLENBURG

NC
SC
CHEROKEE
UNION

ANSON

YORK

NC
SC
UNION, SC

CHESTER
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LANCASTER
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The maps showing population growth rates
and population change per square miles
provide substantially different perspectives on
the forecasted pattern of regional
development. The depiction of growth rates
in Figure 8 gives a somewhat exaggerated
view of the extent to which the region’s
population will be decentralizing, because the
rates tend to be low for districts with large
existing populations – even though some of
them will be growing substantially in absolute
terms – and high in outlying districts by virtue
of their low existing populations. The former
cases are found in southern Mecklenburg
County, central Rowan County, and most of
Gaston County (though the Gaston areas are
slow-growing in absolute as well as relative
terms). The leading examples of high
percentage growth by virtue of low existing
population are southeast Catawba, west
Rowan, northeast Cabarrus, east Union and
west York.
The most meaningful pattern revealed by
Figure 8 is a continuous band of high-growth
districts (in the top two categories) extending
most – but not all – of the way around the
region’s urban core, from east Lincoln to
northeast York. The cluster of northern
districts in the top growth category is
particularly impressive. Union County would
71

have a similar cluster if the top-category
threshold were 2.7% rather than 3%; but this
change would make the northern cluster even
larger by bringing in Central Cabarrus.

breakdowns of employment by industry using
an eight-category system. These pages
follow tabulations of district-level demographic
data in A17-A34.)

The map in Figure 9 of absolute population
change per square mile is arguably more
revealing because it describes how much new
development an observer would be likely to
see when driving down any given length of
road or looking across any given area of land.
Figure 9 shows that growth in outlying areas
will be quite sparse, albeit high in percentage
terms, and that most parts of Mecklenburg
County will still be big gainers. Expressing
growth on this basis gives the region a
contiguous high-gain zone that is elongated in
a north-south direction (although bifurcated at
the southern end between the I-77 vector and
the Union County vector). The concentration
of top-category districts in the north is again
impressive. However, this group now extends
into Cabarrus County but not into Lincoln or
central Iredell.

The forecasted county-level rates of
employment change are summarized in Table
14, appearing after the two parts of Table 13.
For all counties besides Mecklenburg, the
employment growth rates forecasted for the
2002-2010 interval are higher than the rates
observed in 1991-2002. Part of the reason is
that 2002 employment was depressed by
recent job losses, especially in manufacturing,
and part is that Mecklenburg is no longer
expected to capture an increasing share of
the region’s jobs. After 2010, employment
growth rates are expected to rise further in
the six outlying counties identified earlier as
Group I, while tapering off in all other counties
besides Mecklenburg (and the two with prior
growth rates below 1% per year). Meanwhile
Mecklenburg’s rates of employment growth
are expected to decline both in absolute
terms and relative to the regional rates.

Employment
The forecasts of total employment obtained in
this study for districts and counties are
presented in Table 13 on the next two pages.
(Pages A35-A42 of the appendix offer
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Table 13. EMPLOYMENT IN COUNTIES AND SUB-COUNTY DISTRICTS: ACTUAL VALUES AND FORECASTS – PART I
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Table 13. EMPLOYMENT IN COUNTIES AND SUB-COUNTY DISTRICTS: ACTUAL VALUES AND FORECASTS – PART II
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