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Mount Holly, North Carolina is transitioning from its textile 
manufacturing heritage to a period of unprecedented growth.  
The city is pursuing a more balanced economic vision that 
capitalizes on its unique assets and pivotal location only 12 
miles from downtown Charlotte.  

This market study identifies opportunities for undeveloped 
Catawba River frontage and vacant downtown buildings 
to become regional destinations for recreation, arts, and 
entertainment.

   
Mount Holly is poised to benefit from its proximity to I-485, 
I-85, Charlotte/Douglas International Airport, the U.S. 
National Whitewater Center, and Crosland’s Whitewater 
mixed-use project, all in neighboring Mecklenburg County.  
Because Charlotte’s growth has only recently extended 
west of the Catawba River, Mount Holly has avoided the 
suburban sprawl that now characterizes other small towns in 
the region.  More importantly, many historic buildings remain 
intact and available for renovation.  With its (continued next page)

Map 1: Mount Holly and Surrounding Region

Demographics
Slow population growth
Aging population
Decreasing number of young adults 
Manufacturing employment remains important 

Real Estate Markets
Limited retail space
Low retail rents
7 years of unsold residential lots
70%+ homes sales from $100K -$200K

Growth Challenges and Opportunities
I-485
NC-16 Relocation
US National Whitewater Center
Daniel Stowe Botanical Gardens
Crosland -  Whitewater 
Little Italy - Bechtler Arts Colony 

Strategic Plan Action Items
• Leverage control of Woods & Waters District to 
  attract development
• Establish City of Mount Holly Economic    
  Development Office
• Create a comprehensive and consistent 
  marketing program
• Design and implement Woods and Waters 
  District Wayfinding system
• Fill vacant downtown stores with arts/culture 
  uses and family-oriented retail
• Encourage Mount Holly Cotton Mill adaptive re-use

Land Use Opportunities
Downtown & Waterfront 
• Establish Art in Vacant Spaces, Outdoor Dining, 
  Place for Small Events, Visitor’s Center, 
  Museum for History/Textiles, Higher Density 
  Housing, and Recreation
I-85 Gateway 
• Offices, Business Park, Commercial, Hotel and Housing
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(cont’d. from page 1)   attractive and comparatively affordable 
downtown, and substantial open space hugging the 
Catawba River, Mount Holly offers an authentic alternative 
to towns that have expanded rapidly around Charlotte over 
the last 15-20 years.  The combination of a downtown area 
within walking distance of the Charlotte region’s major 
water amenity provides Mount Holly a truly unique market 
opportunity.  In order to capitalize on these assets, Mount 
Holly should seek entrepreneurs, artists, and cultural and 
recreation enthusiasts who prefer authentic, lower-cost 
locations.  Mount Holly can expand its economic brand 
beyond the “River Town of the Carolinas” to recruit a 
young, diverse, and well-educated workforce.  

Middle- and high-income families are a vital part of 
Mount Holly’s future.  However, it is important to note 
that these households are only part of the target market.  
Any promotional efforts focusing solely on the family 
demographic will ultimately fail for two reasons:  First, 
families with children now represent only 24% of all U.S. 
households, and that share is expected to fall to 20% 
over the next decade.  Second, Mount Holly is losing its 
population in the prime child-rearing years of 25 to 44.  
The goal is to embrace a broader market that enlivens 
the downtown, supports the proposed Woods and Waters 
District along the Catawba River and Dutchman’s Creek, 
and ultimately makes Mount Holly more competitive for 
higher-income households.  

Demographics

Population
Although Mount Holly and the remainder of Gaston 
County have long been part of the Charlotte Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA), they have historically grown at 
rates well below the rest of the region.  From 2000 to 
2006, Mount Holly’s population increased 4.1%, slightly 
above the 3.7% rate for Gaston County, but well below 
18.1% for the six-county Charlotte Metropolitan Statistical 
Area (MSA) (Table 1) that consists of Anson, Cabarrus, 
Gaston, Iredell, Mecklenburg, and York counties.
  

Area 2000 2006 Number Percent
Mt. Holly 9,618 10,012 394 4.1%
Gaston County 190,365 197,322 6,957 3.7%
Charlotte MSA 1,330,448 1,570,787 240,339 18.1%
Source: ESRI

2000-2006 Change

   
Table 1: Population Trends 2000-2006

While Mount Holly’s slow growth rate reflects, in part, on 
limited annexation, Gaston County’s similar pace indicates 
an overall inability to attract households relocating to the 
Charlotte region.  The physical barrier of the Catawba 
River has been a primary factor in Gaston County’s
comparatively slow growth, but other reasons have 
included lower public school performance, longer distance 
to retail services and jobs, and an older housing stock. 

Population by Age
Within the town limits of Mount Holly, population growth 
over the last six years has been concentrated among 45- 
to 64-year-olds (Graph 1).  The 45- to 54-year-old cohort 
increased 13% between 2000 and 2006, and the 55 to 64 
age group increased 34.8%.  These households, which 
are often in their peak earning years, have fewer children 
and are less concerned about school quality.  While this 
group is important due to substantial disposable income 
and acceptance of higher density housing, it is important 
to note that growth could be difficult to sustain without an 
infusion of younger 25- to 44-year-olds. 
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From 2000 to 2006, Mount Holly’s 25- to 34-yearr old 
population declined 10.1%, and the group aged 35 to 44 
declined 0.5%.  These households, in prime child-bearing 
and career-building years are presumably choosing to 
reside elsewhere in the Charlotte region.  The 65 and over 
population also declined slightly, with retirees likely moving 
to warmer climates and/or to be closer to grandchildren.  

Households by Income
Consistent with the influx of 45- to 64-year-olds in their 
peak earning years, Mount Holly is becoming a slightly 
higher-income community.  The number of middle- and 
high-income households increased between 2000 and 
2006.  Most notably, the $75,000 to $150,000 group 
grew by 418 households, or 75%  (Graph 2).  In contrast, 
households earning less than $35,000 decreased 16.6%.
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Graph 1: Change in Population by Age, Mount Holly, 2000-2006
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Graph 2: Household Trends by Income, Mount Holly, 2000-2006

Source: ESRI



In spite of this recent success in attracting affluent 
households, the core market remains predominantly 
middle-income.  Households earning $35,000 to $75,000 
represent 41.4% of the city, which is well above the 15% 
and 17% shares for the six-county Charlotte MSA and 
Gaston County (Graph 3).  Mount Holly also has a 25% 
share of households earning $75,000 or more, which 
is lower than 45% for Gaston County and 53% for the 
Charlotte MSA.
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Huntersville, Fort Mill, and Mooresville are comparable 
jurisdictions to Mount Holly.  Previously farming or 
manufacturing towns at distances of 15 to 25 miles from 
downtown Charlotte, they are now experiencing substantial 
suburban growth.  In each of the three towns, at least 33% 
of households earn over $75,000 per year (Graph 4).  The 
corresponding measure for Mount Holly is only 25%.    
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Mount Holly should confront this disadvantage with policies 
and programs to successfully attract a more affluent 
market.  An important strategy is creating a unique set of 
arts, culture, recreation, and entertainment amenities for 
the Charlotte region.  

Employment
Compared to the Charlotte MSA, the employment mix in 
Mount Holly is heavily weighted toward manufacturing.  In
2006, the 1,055 manufacturing jobs represented 21.3% of

the city, almost double the 11.8% share for the Charlotte 
MSA (Graph 5).  Mount Holly also has a smaller share of 
finance, insurance, and real estate (FIRE) and services 
jobs than Charlotte MSA.
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There are basically three components of the office 
market:  corporate, professional, and entrepreneurial.  
The corporate market is driven by proximity to executive 
housing, while professional office tenants such as 
insurance agents, attorneys, physicians, and financial 
planners follow household growth.  Entrepreneurs, on 
the other hand, seek unique and affordable space that 
is consistent with a non-traditional marketing message.  
Mount Holly is well-positioned to serve entrepreneurial 
enterprises.  

School Performance
Any discussion of community competitiveness and 
changing demographics must include school performance.  
This is often the primary measure used by relocating 
middle- and high-income families to select a neighborhood.  
In Mount Holly, Ida Rankin Elementary is a School of 
Excellence.  As a result, Mount Holly is successfully 
attracting young families.  Retaining those families 
becomes more difficult, however, due to the comparative 
performance of East Gaston High School.  

Similar to other Gaston County high schools, East 
Gaston’s average Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) test 
scores typically lag those of other suburban Charlotte 
school districts.  While the City of Mount Holly has no 
direct control over the Gaston County school system, there 
are investments that can be made by the community in 
facilities, teachers, and amenities to make East Gaston 
High School a stronger regional performer.  Funding these 
improvements through private contributions and non-profit 
grants is an important economic development strategy.  
The school could also gain magnet programs that attract 
high-achievement students from across Gaston County to 
study languages, arts/music, and other curricula.  
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Real Estate Markets

Residential
Mount Holly’s unsold residential lot inventory has 
increased more than seven fold, from approximately 200 
lots in 2001 to approximately 1,670 lots in 2006 (Graph 6).  
While absorption has been increasing, the annual pace 
remains below 200 lots. 
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Currently, there are 14 residential communities under 
construction in or adjacent to Mount Holly, with a total 
of 2,972 lots.  An estimated 1,972 lots, or 66%, remain 
unsold.  Eight of the 14 communities, representing 1,550 
lots, have been started over the last four years.  Home 
prices in the communities range from $70,000 to $1.1 
million, averaging $194,000.  Assuming an increase in the 
annual absorption pace to approximately 260 new homes 
per year, the current inventory equates to a seven-year 
supply of lots.  In order to generate demand for these new 
units, developers will market to an increasingly diverse set 
of prospective buyers.  

The price of new homes in Riverbend Township (including 
most of Mount Holly and Stanly) increased 43% from 
$174,121 in 2002 to $248,602 in 2006, and existing 
home prices increased 21% from $129,047 to $155,832 
(Graph 7).  The increasing difference between new and 
existing home prices reflects a market with adequate new 
supply.  Rapidly increasing existing home prices is usually 
indicative of new supply constraints.   

0

200

400

600

800

1000

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Year

Ho
m

es
 p

er
 y

ea
r

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

1,800

Un
so

ld
 In

ve
nt

or
y

New Inventory

Absorption

Unsold Inventory

 

             

The average sale price of all homes in Riverbend 
Township increased 30%, from $149,144 in 2002 to 
$193,589 in 2006 (Graph 8).  While this is a strong 
achievement over a four-year period, the 2006 measure 
was still approximately $95,000 below the average 
of $244,271 in Mecklenburg County.  Again, this is 
evidence that Mount Holly is attracting a higher-income 
demographic, but housing prices remain lower than in 
Mecklenburg County.

$100,000
$120,000
$140,000

$160,000
$180,000
$200,000
$220,000
$240,000
$260,000

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Sa
le

 P
ric

e

New

Existing

 

 

Concurrent with a substantial rise in prices over the last 
four years, the pace of both new and existing home 
closings increased dramatically in Mount Holly.  The sale 
of new homes increased from 103 to 221 per year, an 
annual increase of 29% (Graph 9).  Existing homes sales 
increased from 128 to 322 per year, an annual increase 
of 38%.  It is interesting to note that the new home share 
of sales decreased from 45% to 41% during the period, 
possibly indicating some buyer resistance to the 43% 
increase in new home prices.  Existing housing became 
comparatively more affordable between 2002 and 2006.    
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 Graph 9: Residential Closing Trends, Mount Holly, 2002-2006

Retail
There are two shopping centers in Mount Holly’s 
immediate market area, totaling 86,144 square feet   
(Table 2).  The centers were built in 1987 and 1997. 
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Graph 7: Avg. Sale Prices of New/Existing Homes, Mount Holly, 2002-06

Graph 8: Average Home Prices, Mount Holly, 2002-2006

Graph 6: Residential Inventory Trend, Mount Holly, 2000-2006



Overall, there is only one vacant space, a 25,000-square 
foot former supermarket at Creekside.  This space results 
in a 29% vacancy rate.  At a quoted rent of only $4.00 
per square foot, the former supermarket space is likely to 
transition to a non-profit, institutional, or office use.  

Year Total Vacant Vacancy Quoted
Center Location Built Sq. Ft. Sq. Ft Rate Rent Anchors
Creekside Shopping Center 799 W. Charlotte Ave. 1987 49,949 25,000 50.1% $4.00 Dollar General
Springs Crossing 617 Highland St. 1997 36,195 0 0.0% N/A Food Lion
Total 86,144 25,000 29.0%  
Source: Warren & Associates and Karnes

Table 2: Shopping Center Inventory, Mount Holly Market Area, 2007

The absence of small-shop vacancy and the aging 
of existing shopping centers is an indication of retail 
development opportunities in Mount Holly.  Based on the 
area’s expected population growth, a new supermarket-
anchored shopping center is likely to emerge in Mount 
Holly over the next five years.

Gaston County has an average retail rent of $13.72 per 
square foot, lowest in a six-county area around Charlotte 
(Graph 10).  The average for all six counties is $16.23 
per square foot.  With only one vacant space available in 
Mount Holly at $4.00 per square foot, the city’s rents are 
lower than Gaston County’s.  The low rent could delay 
construction of a new retail center without demand from a 
supermarket anchor.  At the same time, the availability of 
lower-cost space in Mount Holly makes it competitive for 
arts, recreation, or other civic organizations.
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Graph 10: Charlotte Region Retail Rents, 2006

Making Mount Holly more competitive for young families 
should include a plan to accommodate more privately-
operated day care centers.  A downtown center would be 
particularly desirable as a strategy to generate morning 
and evening traffic and potential retail customers.  

Downtown
The four blocks surrounding the Main Street/Charlotte 
Avenue intersection in downtown Mount Holly contain an 
estimated 333,512 square feet of building space (Table 3).  

Retail uses occupy 134,556 square feet, or 40.3% of the 
total.  The retail vacancy rate is approximately 15%-20%, 
with the two largest spaces on North Main Street formerly 
occupied by Kimbrell’s Furniture and a department store.  
Residential uses, including apartments and single family 
houses, comprise another 82,835 square feet, or 24.8% of 
the inventory.  

Square % of
Use Feet Total
Residential 82,835 24.8%
Retail 134,556 40.3%
Office 64,557 19.4%
Civic/Institutional 51,564 15.5%
Total 333,512 100%
Note: Includes four blocks at Main St. and

Note: Charlotte Ave.

Source: Gaston County

Table 3: Land Uses in Downtown by Square Feet, Mount Holly, 2007

The four-block area around Main Street and Charlotte 
Avenue contains a total of 48.8 acres (Table 4).  
Residential uses occupy 47.2% of the land in a low-
density development pattern that could transition to higher 
density townhouses and condominiums over time.  The 
5.6 unimproved (or vacant) acres represent additional infill 
development opportunities.

% of
Total

Use Acreage Acres
Residential 23.0 47.2%
Retail 7.9 16.1%
Office 4.4 8.9%
Civic/Institutional 8.0 16.3%
Unimproved 5.6 11.6%
Total 48.8 100%
Note: Includes four blocks at Main St. and

Note: Charlotte Ave.

Source: Gaston County 

There are an estimated 50 residential units in the four-
block core of downtown Mount Holly, including 32 single 
family houses, 16 apartments, and a duplex (Table 5).  
Increasing this residential inventory is a primary economic 
development goal to boost retail spending, employment, 
and pedestrian activity.    

Type Units Sq. Ft.
Single Family 32 65,371
Multi-Family 2 2,690
Apartment 16 14,774
Total 50 82,835
Source: Warren & Associates

Note: Assumes 900 sq. ft. average

Note: apartment size.

Table 5: Downtown Residential Uses by Type, Mount Holly, 2007
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Note: Includes four blocks at Main St. and 
Charlotte Ave.
Source: Gaston County

Note: Includes four blocks at Main St. and 
Charlotte Ave.
Source: Gaston County

Note: Assumes 900 sq. ft. average    
apartment size
Source: Gaston County

Source: Warren & Associates and Karnes

Table 4: Mix of Land Uses in Downtown by Acreage, Mount Holly, 2007



Growth Challenges and Opportunities

                     
    Map 2: Mount Holly Growth Challenges & Opportunities

I-485                                                                        
Interstate 485 (I-485) is the planned 67-mile outer beltway 
around Charlotte.  Approximately three quarters of the 
beltway is complete. The latest section from NC-27 to   
NC-16 opens in June 2007, The phase from NC-16 to 
I-77 by the end of 2007.  The northeast segment from I-77 
North to I-85 North has been delayed until 2013.
IMPACT: Increased residential growth.

NC-16 Widening
NC-16 is in the process of being expanded to a four-lane 
divided highway on new right-of-way from NC-273 in 
Mount Holly to NC-150 in Catawba County.  The phase 
from   NC-273 to NC-73 opened in June 2007.  The next 
phase from NC-73 to NC-150 is scheduled for completion 
by 2011.
IMPACT:  More traffic and potential for “inflow” retail 
sales. 

U.S. National Whitewater Center
The U.S. National Whitewater Center (USNWC) is the 
world’s only multi-channel re-circulating man-made 
whitewater river.  Located on the eastern edge of the 
Catawba River approximately one mile north of I-85, the 
park has over 300 acres of woodlands along the Catawba 
River, including mountain-biking and running trails, a 
climbing center, and a challenge course.  The United 
States Olympic Committee (USOC) has designated the 
USNWC an official Olympic Training Site, and the national 
governing body for the sport, USA Canoe and Kayak 
(USACK), is also based there. The USNWC hosts World

Cup competitions and Olympic Trials, and serves as the 
home of international Olympic athletes.
IMPACT:  13,812 square feet of retail and restaurant 
demand for Mount Holly (Table 6), 40 hotel rooms, and 
100 jobs (Table 7).  Marketing materials at the ticket 
booth will raise visibility of Mount Holly.

Indirect/ Sales/ Demand Mt. Holly Mt. Holly
Use Direct Induced Total Sq. Ft. Sq. Ft. Capture Sq. Ft.
Whitewater $6,037,344 $3,078,165 $9,115,509 $250 36,462 20% 7,292
Other Activities 2,275,594 1,160,222 3,435,816 $250 13,743 20% 2,749
Special Events 3,121,910 1,591,719 4,713,629 $250 18,855 20% 3,771
Total $11,434,848 $5,830,106 $17,264,954 $250 69,060 20% 13,812

Table 6: Off-Site Retail and Restaurant Demand from US National 
Whitewater Park

Use Total Mt. Holly
Retail/Restaurant Sq. Ft. 69,060 13,812
Hotel Rooms 154 40
Jobs 460 100

Table 7: Impact Potential of US National Whitewater Park, Mount Holly

Daniel Stowe Botanical Garden
Opened in 1999, the Daniel Stowe Botanical Garden 
occupies 450 acres between Lake Wylie and NC-279, 
approximately eight miles south of Mount Holly.  The 
center has been constructed in phases, and now includes 
a visitor pavilion, nine themed gardens, 12 fountains, and 
a woodland trail.
IMPACT: Collective marketing effort for “ecotourism” 
inflow, retail spending, and hotel guests. 

Carolinas HealthCare System Rehabilitation Hospital
In June 2006, Carolinas HealthCare System broke ground 
on a $20 million rehabilitation hospital in southern Mount 
Holly on approximately 31 acres on NC-273 just north of 
I-85.  The 48,000-square-foot hospital will have 40 beds 
for patients with brain or spinal injuries, stroke, or other 
debilitating illness.  The hospital will employ 90 full-time 
medical, administrative, and support staff.  Construction is
scheduled to be completed in 2008.
IMPACT: Additional 90 jobs and catalyst for office and 
retail development around hospital.
 
Little Italy – Bechtler Arts Colony
Dr. Andreas Bechtler, a well-recognized artist and 
collector, operates Little Italy as a visual arts colony 
along the shores of Mountain Island Lake immediately 
north of Mount Holly.  The 294-acre property hosts 
visiting artists, some of international notoriety, in a natural 
setting accessed from Horseshoe Bend Road near the 
Stonewater Bay subdivision.  
IMPACT: Presence of well-known visual artists who 
could exhibit works and validate Mount Holly as a 
progressive arts and culture community.
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Crosland - Whitewater
Whitewater is Crosland’s master planned development 
between NC-27 and the U.S. National Whitewater Center 
east of the Catawba River and less than one mile from 
Mount Holly.   The 908-acre community will be phased-in 
over a ten-year period.   The 642 acres south of NC-27 
will be developed first, with 975 single-family houses, 
165 townhouses, 90,000 square feet of retail, and 20,000 
square feet of office space.  Later phases north of NC-27 
will include more commercial space, including a hotel and 
multi-family housing.    
IMPACT: Market support for downtown Mount Holly 
retail and restaurants.  Business owners will lease 
office and flex space downtown and at the I-85 
Gateway.  Challenge will be diverting traffic flow 
toward Mount Holly.

 

Example Communities

Four precedent communities have successfully 
integrated arts, culture and recreation uses into economic 
development (Table 8).  They include:

•	 Redding, California
•	 Clarksville, Tennessee
•	 Mangum, Oklahoma
•	 Lambertville, NJ and New Hope, PA

As a result of grassroots efforts by local organizations, 
these five towns have renovated and reused older 
downtown buildings.  Redding and Clarksville have also 
connected urban redevelopment to natural areas along 
rivers.

Visual Performing
City Population River Recreation Arts Arts
Redding, CA 100,000       Sacramento Sundial Bridge, Sacramento River Trails Old City Hall Arts Center Cascade Theater
Clarksville, TN 100,000       Cumberland Riverwalk, wharf Public art/statues Roxy Theatre
Mangum, OK 2,924           N/A Art galleries/Artist Co-ops
Lambertville, NJ 3,868           Delaware Delaware/Raritan Canal State Park Art Galleries Roxey Ballet Company
New Hope, PA 2,252           Delaware Delaware River access Art Galleries/New Hope School Bucks County Playhouse
Source: Warren & Associates

Table 8: Downtown Recreation & Arts, Example Communities, 2007

Redding, CA

Redding, California is a community of 100,000 residents 
on the banks of the Sacramento River 150 miles north 
of Sacramento.  Tapping into the extensive Sacramento 
River Trail System, Redding has spent over $7 million to 
create the Turtle Bay Exploration Park in two campuses on 
either side of the river.  The dramatic, harp-shaped Sundial 
Pedestrian Bridge connects downtown Redding with the 
park and trails.  Redding has restored the historic Cascade 
Theater, which now operates as a multi-use performance 
arts venue.  The city has also invested in the Old City Hall 
Arts Center, which now serves as a gallery, classroom, 
and video production facility.  A small city park and brick 
courtyard host receptions, and an upstairs performance 
hall seats 150 people.  
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Map 3:  Crosland Whitewater Site Plan

 Sundial Bridge

Source: Warren & Associates



Clarksville, TN

             

Clarksville, Tennessee, population 100,000, is located 50 
miles west of Nashville on the Cumberland River.  In 
1983, two area artists opened the Roxy Regional Theatre 
in downtown Clarksville, hosting Roxy’s Professional 
Company and a Summer Drama Camp.  It became the 
cornerstone of downtown redevelopment, including a 
downtown artist co-op.  After two years, it restructured to 
become a non-profit.  Clarksville prides itself on public art, 
with the Millennium Fountain, a statue of Wilma Rudolph, 
the eternal flame, and the Mural of Spires.  The city’s 
waterfront is showcased in the River Walk, which provides 
recreation opportunities, picnic areas, a wharf, and walking 
and biking trails.

Mangum, OK

In the rolling hills and cotton fields 160 miles southwest 
of Oklahoma City, tiny Mangum (population 2,924) has 
begun an arts renaissance.  Using a grant from the 
Oklahoma Arts Council in 2006, Mangum developed an 
artist alley just off the town square, with potters, painters, 
and sculptors.  Resulting from restored fountains and 
revitalized shops on the square, the town has realized an 
increase of 9% in local sales taxes attributed to the arts.  

Lambertville, NJ and New Hope, PA

Lambertville, NJ and New Hope, PA, on opposite sides of 
the Delaware River 28 miles north of Philadelphia, have 
long histories as arts communities.  Together, they boast 
30 art studios and galleries. Lambertville, population 
3,868, bills itself as the antiques capital of New Jersey.  
Historic homes and restored public buildings are now art 
galleries, antique stores, bed-and-breakfasts, inns, and 
restaurants.  The Delaware and Raritan Canal State Park 
runs through the heart of downtown, providing walking, 
jogging, biking, and water sports.  Each year the town 
hosts Shadfest, with artists, crafters, food, and music, 
drawing on twin commitments to the river and the arts.  
Nearby New Hope (population 2,252) turned the old Parry 
gristmill into the Bucks County Playhouse, and paper mills 
have been converted into condos.  New Hope was the 
birthplace of The New Hope School, an artist community 
founded in 1939.  

Visual Preference Survey

A visual preference survey was conducted at the May 2007 
public meeting in Mount Holly.  Participants were given two 
series of photos: one showed existing conditions, and the 
other potential arts and recreation opportunities.  

Existing Conditions Visual Preferences
In the existing conditions series, the three photos below 
were chosen most frequently as what participants liked 
about Mount Holly.       
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 Artist Alley in Mangum, OK

Clarksville Streetscape with Roxy Theater
Sundial Bridge

Mount Holly Cotton Mill



Participants focused on the waterfront and the potential 
to renovate existing buildings to bring added character 
to the town, particularly the Mount Holly Cotton Mill on 
Dutchman’s Creek.

Future Opportunities Visual Preferences 
The second series of photos contained images of a variety 
of community options and environmental scenes from 
other markets.  

The five photos below were selected as the preferred 
alternatives for Mount Holly to realize its recreational, arts, 
and cultural opportunities.  Participants chose images that 
conveyed recreation and pedestrian-oriented activities.
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Market Opportunities

Mount Holly’s market opportunities are characterized 
below within the context of the six core values of the 
Strategic Vision Plan. 

Small Town Character
Small town character is an attribute that resonates with 
a large portion of today’s home-buying market.  Mount 
Holly has a unique opportunity in the Charlotte region 
to redefine small-town character.  Embracing a diverse 
population would be the catalyst for economic vitality.  

Essentially, the target market must be expanded to 
include persons of varying ages, professions, incomes, 
and personal interests. The City has invested heavily in 
a new streetscape program that has made downtown a 
more walkable and urban environment.  This is the first 
step in pursuing higher-density infill development that 
complements the existing historic fabric.  

Some of Mount Holly’s most valuable assets, particularly 
the Mount Holly Cotton Mill and Dutchman’s Creek, are 
ignored or forgotten by many residents.  These community 
anchors could become more integrated into the community 
fabric as icons for Mount Holly’s small town character.  
As part of the proposed Woods and Waters District, they 
would also support a more diverse demographic.    

Natural Environment
There are numerous opportunities to reconnect Mount 
Holly with the Catawba River.  Much effort has been 
focused on the new design for Tuckaseege Park between 
downtown and I-85.  From a market perspective, however, 
the City should concentrate on a continuous trail system 
along the river and Dutchman’s Creek in the proposed 
Woods and Waters District.  The trail system would serve 
Mount Holly residents and attract visitors from across 
the Charlotte region.  The trail system could also be 
connected with the U.S. National Whitewater Center by a 
high-visibility pedestrian bridge across the Catawba River.  

River Street Park is currently hidden and underutilized, in 
spite of its strategic location at the mouth of Dutchman’s 
Creek less than one mile from downtown.  The area 
around this park provides numerous development 
opportunities, particularly along the Catawba River on the 
site of the current City of Mount Holly Service Yard.  

Visionary Leadership
The City of Mount Holly has virtually no municipal voice in 
economic development.  As a result, the all-volunteer

Mount Holly Community Development Foundation 
functions as unpaid City staff.  Long-term, this model 
will not survive.   The Town should reclaim ownership 
of economic development, with a funded structure for 
operations and investment.  A paid staff person would 
champion the cause and implement change.  

Volunteer organizations typically fade when their leaders 
move, priorities change, and there is no dedicated funding 
source.  A City of Mount Holly Economic Development 
Department would operate independently of the 
Gaston County Chamber or Gaston County Economic 
Development Commission.  The City could fund this effort 
with minimal impact on the $0.54 per $100 tax rate.  The 
investment would be more than offset by returns to the 
community.

Broad Business Base
Mount Holly has the capacity to accommodate a wide 
variety of businesses, focusing on two different target 
markets for downtown and the I-85 Gateway.  Existing 
downtown buildings would be very competitive for 
grassroots arts and cultural organizations, as well as 
entrepreneurial businesses that seek less expensive 
space.  

The I-85 Gateway has vacant land that could be 
developed as professional office and flex space for 
companies seeking proximity to I-85 in a lower-tax 
environment than Charlotte.  This area provides an 
opportunity for businesses to own buildings as the supply 
of developable business park land continues to decline 
in adjacent Mecklenburg County.  Tightly defined design 
standards would guarantee long-term building investment 
values and create a more commanding entrance into 
Mount Holly.  
  
Partnering with the Gaston County Economic 
Development Commission (EDC) is essential to attracting 
jobs and business investment to Mount Holly.  The City 
should actively pursue “product”, or buildings, that can 
be marketed through the EDC.  The buildings would 
supplement land opportunities for larger industrial facilities. 

Efficient Transportation
There are few small cities in the Charlotte region that have 
attempted to integrate pedestrian, bicycle, and automobile 
transportation systems.  As part of its recreation-
themed marketing efforts, Mount Holly could promote 
an environmentally-conscious system of greenways and 
alternative modes of transportation.  Negotiations with 
CSX Railroad should be accelerated to determine the 
availability of unused lines for purchase by the City.  
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The most critical elements in this network are the 
connections between downtown and the NC-27 and I-85 
gateways.  Sidwalks and bike paths should be present 
along NC-273 and NC-27, complemented by a greenway 
in the Woods and Waters District along the Catawba River.

Excellence in Education
East Gaston High School could become a model of 
improvement for Gaston County, spurred by a commitment 
of money and resources from Mount Holly residents.  
Investments in facilities and teachers can be pursued 
through a variety of public, non-profit, and private funding 
sources, separate from Gaston County.  

Foundations frequently select public schools for targeted 
improvements, with matching funds from the community.   
A unique magnet program could also be pursued that 
would be mutually supportive of Mount Holly’s evolution 
toward arts, culture, and recreation.  This magnet, which 
would generate positive publicity for Mount Holly, could 
operate concurrently with a more standard curriculum.  

Colleges and universities across the region are opening 
satellite campuses to serve burgeoning enrollment by 
Generation Y, the children of the Baby Boom generation.  
Examples include Pfeiffer, Wingate, and UNC-Charlotte.  
The City of Mount Holly could provide a long-term lease 
for Gaston College, Gardner-Webb, Lenoir Rhyne, or 
another area college to conduct classes in City-owned 
buildings that would generate evening traffic downtown.  
The strongest opportunity would be the second floor of the 
current City Hall, which could be expanded after the City 
offices are relocated.  

In conjunction with a possible events venue at the Mount 
Holly Cotton Mill, culinary classes and a co-op could be 
operated in partnership with Johnson & Wales University 
in Charlotte.  A garden in the Dutchman’s Creek floodplain 
could provide organic ingredients for the facility.  

In order to expand the presence of families in downtown 
Mount Holly, a full-time day care center should be opened 
in a highly-visible location.  It is possible that this facility 
could be accommodated in or adjacent to the future City 
Hall.  It could also be operated by a church, but should be 
open to the public without preference to members.

Action Items

Implementation of Mount Holly’s market strategy will be 
multi-faceted, requiring a long-term commitment by City 
leaders.  

Municipal Investments

•	 Purchase strategic property in the Woods and Waters 
District and downtown for greenway right-of-way, 
conservation, or future development. 

•	 Establish a City of Mount Holly Economic Development 
office to market the community and specific real 
estate opportunities, provide a liaison to the Gaston 
County Economic Development Commission for 
business relocation and retention efforts, represent the 
City’s interests with developers, and pursue funding 
partnerships.

•	 Encourage preservation and possible re-use of the 
Mount Holly Cotton Mill  as an events venue with an 
educational component.

•	 Negotiate with CSX Railroad to purchase or obtain 
easements for abandoned or surplus lines outside of 
the Woods and Waters District that could become part 
of a regional trail system.

•	 Explore the feasibility of a downtown service 
district with a supplementary tax rate to fund public 
improvements and marketing efforts.

Marketing 

•	 Hire an outside consultant to prepare a comprehensive 
and consistent marketing program that includes a new 
City logo and tag line, web site redesign, signage, and 
written materials.  Focus visuals on the Woods and 
Waters District, Mountain Island Dam, Catawba River 
boat launch, and the historic district.

•	 Conduct a photographic contest of Mount Holly’s 
assets with a cash prize to the winning entry. Use the 
winning entries on promotional material.

•	 Negotiate agreements to display marketing materials 
at the U.S. National Whitewater Center and the sales 
center for Crosland’s planned Whitewater community.

•	 Implement a Wayfinding system with signage directing 
visitors from I-85 and NC-16 to the Woods and Waters 
District and downtown.  Also identify downtown public 
parking areas.  

•	 Create a Downtown Merchant’s Association to 
represent the collective interests of business owners.

•	 Expand the current downtown river festival and 
farmer’s market schedule to attract residents from 
across the Charlotte region.  

(continued next page)
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Our Community Assets

 Mount Holly Community Planning 2006-2007:

 Strategic Vision Plan

 Market Study & Annexation Strategy

 Gateways & Downtown Plans

Where does Mount Holly want to go?

Can we get there?

Where should different land uses go?

What should it look like?

How to get started...

Market Study

03
02

01

Mount Holly Community Planning 2006-2008, a collaborative effort of 
City Planning Staff, a Citizen Advisory Team, the public in Mount Holly, and consultants from 
the Charlotte Community Design Studio, the UNC Charlotte Urban Institute, and Warren and Associates.

04
05

 02

 Design Guidelines

 Implementation Plan

Action Items (continued from page 11)

Regulations and Policies
•	 Implement a sign ordinance that improves the 

visual approach into Mount Holly and preserves the 
character of downtown.

•	 Allow and promote outdoor dining in the downtown 
area, including beer and wine sales.

•	 Promote higher-density housing in and around 
downtown.

Real Estate
•	 Open a downtown visitor’s center in a visible location, 

possibly in conjunction with a Museum of History. 
•	 Provide a City-owned property for a grassroots arts 

organization.
•	 Designate a business park site for assembly and 

negotiate a joint venture with prospective developers.  

Education
•	 Provide a City-owned property for a college or 

university satellite facility. 
•						Invest resources to reposition East Gaston High 

School. 
•	 Encourage the opening of a full-time downtown 

daycare facility.

About the Market Study

This market study was conducted from November, 2006 
to April, 2007.  It includes a review of Mount Holly’s 
demographics and real estate markets.  It identifies growth 
challenges and opportunities, and refers to the City’s 
Strategic Vision Plan to guide assessment of market 
opportunities.  It outlines a preliminary market strategy and 
provides illustrative examples from other cities.  As part of 
a May, 2007 public meeting, a visual preferences survey 
was conducted to gauge residents support for key aspects 
of the proposed market strategy. 

Recommended actions were developed over the summer 
of 2007, and the completed draft Market Study was 
presented to City Council for review in August, 2007.  
The final Market Study was accepted by City Council on 
November 12, 2007 and adopted on May 12, 2008.


