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The Town of Hillsborough has been subject to significant development interest 
in recent years.  Growth has been occurring both within the Town of 
Hillsborough, as well as in areas adjacent to the Town, in unincorporated 
Orange County.  Much of this development has occurred at the edges of Town 
in locations that do not reinforce an efficient pattern of development.  Because 

of this, and the need for the Town to be strategic about 
the provision of its limited public water and sewer services 
in and adjacent to Hillsborough, the Town and County 
agreed to enter into a joint planning process to define the 
areas where future growth should occur, the type of 
development and development densities that should be 
undertaken, and the strategy for implementing the growth 
management plan. 
 
This Hillsborough-Orange County Strategic Growth Plan 
provides planning direction and guidance for the Town of 
Hillsborough and Orange County in the immediate 
environs of the Town.  The Plan was developed jointly by 
the Town of Hillsborough and Orange County through a 
Steering Committee and with the assistance of planning 
consultants.  The Steering Committee, Staff and 
Consultant Team are listed in the Acknowledgments 
section at the beginning of the plan document.   
 
The Strategic Growth Plan identifies the desired type, rate, 
timing, and location for future growth occurring over the 
next 20 years within and around the Town of Hillsborough.  
The boundaries of the area included in this Plan are 
defined by Hillsborough’s current Water-Sewer Boundary 
Agreement, as shown on the map to the left called 
“Planning Area.”  This effort builds upon the previous work 

of the Hillsborough Vision 2010 Plan, and the Orange County/Town of 
Hillsborough Urban Transition Area Task Force, which prepared a Principles of 
Agreement document between the two jurisdictions regarding land use 
planning and public utility extension in areas around Hillsborough.   
 
There were five phases of planning involved in the development of the 
Strategic Growth Plan:  
 

1. Development of plan goals by the Steering Committee; 
2. Identification of existing conditions and development constraints within 

the planning area; 
3. Modeling and analysis of four alternative land use patterns using 

existing constraints; 
4. Identification of a preferred land use pattern; and 
5. Development of an implementation strategy for the preferred land use 

pattern.  

HILLSBOROUGH-ORANGE COUNTY STRATEGIC GROWTH PLAN   - 



Goals of the Plan 
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The Town of Hillsborough and areas outside of the Town in unincorporated 
Orange County are currently experiencing significant growth pressures.  As the 
Triangle region continues to grow, Hillsborough is becoming an attractive 
location for new development.  Its small-town atmosphere, proximity to the 
major regional highways and roads, and availability of developable areas 
combine to create strong market demand for development.  Additional 
considerations include UNC’s plans for Carolina North (proposed research 
campus) in north Chapel Hill, and Durham’s long-range plans to extend its City 
limits into east central Orange County.  It is expected that Hillsborough and its 
surrounding environs will experience significant growth pressure over the next 
few decades. 
 

Hillsborough and Orange County have teamed 
together through the Strategic Growth Plan 
process to address these growth pressures, 
and to work together to guide future 
development patterns that will occur in the 
planning area. The planning process began 
with the development of a set of common 
goals.  These common goals were developed 
by the Strategic Growth Plan Steering 
Committee and have guided project research 
and informed plan recommendations 

throughout the Strategic Growth Plan process.  The growth management 
strategies developed to address the planning issues raised through this 
process promote these common goals.  The common goals are as follows: 
 
1. Preserve and enhance the Hillsborough core area 
The focus of this Strategic Growth Plan is on the edges - - attending to land use 
patterns on the periphery of Hillsborough.  But a fundamental reason for 
paying attention to patterns on the edges and outlying areas is to assure that 
development in those areas enhances, rather than detracts from, the ongoing 
vitality of Hillsborough’s core downtown foundation. 
 
2. Preserve significant cultural and natural resources 
The natural setting surrounding Hillsborough contains sensitive and valuable 
environmental resources (hillsides, streams, wetlands, vistas) as well as 
important cultural resources.  Land use patterns should take forms that 
preserve these key resources including corridors and buffers. 
 
3. Coordinate growth with water/sewer availability 
Development patterns should be coordinated with orderly and efficient 
extension of public water and sewer service.  Growth should be targeted to 
areas where water and sewer service is currently available or most readily 
provided, and minimized in areas that require expensive solutions to extend 
services.  Levels and timing of growth should correspond with water and sewer 
capacities. 
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4. Grow in a fiscally-responsible way 
Along with costs of extending public utilities, other public 
costs and revenues associated with growth should be 
considered in land use strategies such that growth occurs 
in a fiscally responsible manner.  
 
5. Keep existing businesses healthy 
As strategies for growth, land development and land 
preservation are considered, the needs and vitality of 
existing businesses in and around Hillsborough should be 
components of decision-making. 
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6. Assure continuity in public service provision 
Planning for land use patterns should be coordinated with capital and 
operating budgets to assure continuity in the provision of essential public 
services. 
 
These goals serve as the foundation for the Strategic Growth Plan.    
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Regional Context 
 
The Town of Hillsborough is located in the center of Orange County north of the 
Towns of Chapel Hill and Carrboro.  The Town serves as the seat of Orange 
County government.   Hillsborough has historically been a small-town 
community.    However, the regional growth that has occurred in recent years 
has made Hillsborough a more desirable location for both residential and non-
residential development.  As shown in the “Regional Context” map on the 
following page, Hillsborough is located just miles from the planned location for 

the University of North Carolina’s new 
research campus, Carolina North.  Because 
the Towns of Chapel Hill and Carrboro are now 
approaching build-out, and because the Town 
of Hillsborough is located just up I-40 from 
Chapel Hill, it is expected that much of the 
new development spurred by the Carolina 
North project will be located north of Chapel 
Hill and proximate to Hillsborough.    Another 
reinforcing factor is the Rural Buffer located 
between Hillsborough and Chapel 

Hill/Carrboro.  This area is zoned for low-density residential use and will not be 
served by public water and sewer utilities, per a multi-party County-wide Water 
and Sewer Management Planning Boundary Agreement limiting the potential 
for larger scale development in this area. 
 
Another contributing factor to the development pressure in Hillsborough is the 
City of Durham’s plans to extend the city limits into Orange County along the 
Interstate 85/U.S. 70 corridor and proximate to Hillsborough – called the 
“Durham Urban Growth Area” on the following “Regional Context” map.  
Development along this corridor is likely to create additional development 
pressures in Orange County near Hillsborough.   
 
All of these factors -- the development of Carolina North, the buildout of Chapel 
Hill/Carrboro, being located proximate to the primary regional interstates, and 
being located proximate to the strong employment market in Durham – are key 
factors contributing to the growth pressures occurring in Hillsborough and its 
surrounding environs. 
 
This land use plan was developed in consideration of existing constraints on 
growth.  Based upon limited capacity over the long-term, water, sewer, and 
transportation system capacities are the primary constraints to growth in the 
Hillsborough planning area.  Therefore, there are natural and man-made 
limitations on the size and intensity of the Hillsborough area’s urban form.  The 
following sections discuss the current status of these systems. 
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Current Status of Water Supply 
The availability of water is a significant factor to consider when planning for 
Hillsborough’s future.  Hillsborough’s water supply is limited, and growth 
management decisions need to take this constraint into account. 
 
Raw water supply (from the Eno River, Lake Orange, and the West Fork 
Reservoir) can provide a maximum amount of 3 million gallons per day (MGD) 
to the Hillsborough water service area, The Town can treat up to 3 MGD of 
potable water per day.  Currently, Hillsborough has a current demand of 1.9 
MGD (63% of total capacity).  In terms of storage capacity, the Town is served 
by three water pressure zones (north, central, and south) with the northern 
zone nearing capacity.  The central zone has good water pressure, and the 
pressure in the southern zone will be improving with the new tower at the 
Waterstone project.  A map in Appendix A depicts the current water system 
lines that extend outside of the Town limits. 
 
The Town has recently completed a Water Capacity Study which indicates that 
given the current committed development, the water demand will outstrip the 
available supply in approximately fiscal year 2009 (assuming a fairly constant 
rate of development).  The Town has plans for reservoir improvements that are 
expected to be completed during fiscal year 2011 which will create a total 
capacity of 4.5 MGD.  The Town may have to make some decisions about how 
it will address anticipated shortfalls between fiscal year 2009 and fiscal year 
2011, when the Phase II reservoir improvements come on-line.   
 
In terms of wastewater, the Town has a current wastewater treatment capacity 
of 3 MGD.  The Town’s current peak demand is 0.8 MGD, but the equipment 
used to remove nitrogen from treated wastewater is functioning at 50% of its 
capacity.  Given this issue, the nitrogen removal equipment will likely be the 
first upgrade to treatment capacity.  A map in Appendix A depicts the force 
main and gravity fed sewer lines that extend outside of the Town limits. 
 
While there are more areas served by water than sewer, and the Town’s water 
distribution lines are in good shape, the Town’s wastewater system depends 
on 27 lift stations, which is a large number given the size and capacity of the 
system.  Long term maintenance and operation of the wastewater system will 
likely be more expensive than the water system. 
 
The short term issue for consideration is potable water capacity in the near 
term, while the cost of sewer service is the primary issue over the long term.  
Given these issues, it will be important for the Town to allocate its remaining 
resources carefully to ensure the maximum return on public investment and 
development patterns that match Town and County objectives. 
 
The current plan to expand Hillsborough’s water system will accommodate new 
development in an amount equivalent to 1,900 additional dwelling units and 
1.65 million additional square feet of non-residential development.  

HILLSBOROUGH-ORANGE COUNTY STRATEGIC GROWTH PLAN   - DRAFT   PAGE 7  
 
 


