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Executive Summary 
 

 The Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Plan is intended 
to offer guidance to local leaders on expanding and improving the availability of 
outdoor recreation activities and related economic impacts in the region. This plan is 
meant to complement and build on prior efforts including the Mitchell Works 2016 
strategic plan and the NCGrowth asset mapping project completed in 2020. 
  
 This plan was drafted using input from conversations with the Mitchell County 
Outdoor Recreation (MCOR) Task Force, community stakeholders, feedback from 
Mitchell County residents, and experts and participants in the outdoor recreation 
economy between December 2020 and June 2021. 
 
 This plan makes a total of 45 recommendations under the following 8 
categories:  
 

• Culture 
• Walking & Hiking Activities 
• Cycling Activities 
• Other Trail-based Activities 
• Fishing 
• Floating Activities 
• Entrepreneurship & Small Business 
• Industry Readiness 

 
 

With pristine natural assets, an active business support structure in place, and 
involved outdoor recreation enthusiasts, Mitchell County is well suited to capitalize on 
growing participation trends in outdoor recreation. Key to achieving this goal is 
further development of outdoor recreation assets such as river access points and 
trailheads and drawing visitors from scenic vistas into commercial centers such as 
downtown Spruce Pine and Bakersville.  

 
Above all else implementation of the recommendations in this plan or any 

other requires coordination and collaboration among local leaders. Elected leaders 
and government staff must continue to work alongside the business community, 
educators, non-profit organizations, outside agencies, and outdoor recreation 
participants. Continuing regular meetings of the MCOR Task Force and formalizing 
other local workgroups around specific tasks and activities is one way to further these 
efforts. 
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Background 
 
Project Development 
 
Mitchell Works 

In April 2016, Mitchell County leaders completed and adopted Mitchell Works: 
An Economic Development Strategic Plan for the county. That plan was created by 
the Mitchell County Economic Development Commission (EDC) in partnership with 
local stakeholders from both the public and private sector and with assistance from 
the North Carolina Department of Commerce (NCDOC) and the High Country Council 
of Governments (HCCOG). 

 
Mitchell Works identified assets and challenges for the county in various 

sectors including Workforce, Physical Infrastructure, Industry, Small Business, 
Tourism, Agriculture, and Land Development. The plan also highlighted Outdoor 
Recreation as a potential growth sector and recommended that the community 
“expand outdoor recreation opportunities.” 
 
NCGrowth Asset Mapping 
 In the Spring of 2020, local leaders 
continued to pursue the goal of expanding 
outdoor recreation in the county. The 
Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
initiated a partnership with NCGrowth to 
complete a mapping project focused on 
outdoor assets in the region. This project 
mapped outdoor recreation assets and 
opportunities, related businesses and 
organizations, and strategies and best 
practices. 
 
 The NCGrowth team also made 
several recommendations for next steps 
that County leaders could take. 
Recommendations included forming an 
outdoor industry task force made up of local 
stakeholders and industry professionals and 
creating a county-wide outdoor recreation strategic plan. The NCGrowth asset 
mapping project was largely completed prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.1 
 
 
 

 
1 (Taylor, 2020) 

Figure 1: NCGrowth asset map 

https://ncgrowth.unc.edu/
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COVID-19 Impacts 
The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent limits placed on indoor 

gatherings and activities by various state and local governments further highlighted 
the opportunity in Mitchell County for increased economic development through 
outdoor recreation. 

 
 In 2020, popular recreation areas such as the Roan Highlands saw an 
overwhelming influx of visitors as individuals from around the state and region sought 
refuge in the outdoors. Many of these individuals were participating in outdoor 
recreation activities regularly for the first time and reports suggest that they intend to 
continue participation after the pandemic has subsided.2 This presents a unique 
opportunity for Mitchell County to increase the potential for economic development 
based on the area’s outdoor amenities and recreational assets. 
 
Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Plan 

In September 2020, the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce established 
the Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Task Force made up of local, regional, and 
statewide outdoor recreation representatives and interested parties along with local 
officials and organizers. 

 
In the Fall of 2020, the Executive Director of the Mitchell County Chamber of 

Commerce reached out to North Carolina Appalachian Regional Commission (NC 
ARC) Program staff to discuss the local desire to develop a county-wide outdoor 
recreation economy strategic plan. After further discussion with the Mitchell County 
Manager, the county government agreed to serve as the primary client for the project 
and to work in partnership with the Chamber and NC ARC staff to create a plan. 

 
 NC ARC staff created a project outline and memorandum of understanding 
that was adopted by the Mitchell County Board of Commissioners at their regular 
meeting on November 15, 2020. 
 
 
Setting 
 
 Mitchell County is located in what is called the Three Peaks Region of 
northwestern North Carolina. It is positioned at a central point between Grandfather 
Mountain, Mount Mitchell, and Roan Mountain, the latter of which sits on the northern 
border of Mitchell County with the State of Tennessee.  
  

The world famous Appalachian Trail follows the Mitchell County’s northern 
border across the Roan Highlands, an area that is known as one of the most scenic 
sections of the 2,190 mile trail. Along the southern border, the Blue Ridge Parkway 
brings thousands of visitors through the area every year. The Overmountain Victory 

 
2 (Outdoor Industry Association, 2021) 
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Trail, a National Park Service managed National Historic Trail, has plans to create a 
walking trail connection across the north-south length of the County. 
 
 The North Toe River runs from the southern end of the county and passes 
through downtown Spruce Pine before following the western border north. The North 
Toe River is known to locals for quality fishing, canoeing, tubing, and other river 
activities. One of the rivers tributaries, Cane Creek, passes through downtown 
Bakersville. At the northern end of the county, the North Toe flows into the Nolichucky 
River through the Nolichucky Gorge and into Tennessee. 
 

 Mitchell County is approximately 50 miles from the Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas (MSAs) of Johnson City, TN; Asheville, NC; and Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton, NC. It 
is approximately 100 miles from the MSAs of Charlotte, NC; Greenville, SC; and 
Winston-Salem, NC. Proximity to these population centers provides the county with a 
large number of potential outdoor recreation participants within a short drive.  

Figure 2: Photo courtesy of Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
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Economic Impacts of Outdoor Recreation 
 
The Outdoor Economy  
 
 There are three key factors required for a healthy outdoor recreation economy: 
the presence of people participating in recreation activities, existing businesses 
supporting these participants, and spending by visitors. Additionally, “growing and 
maintaining a healthy recreation sector that benefits residents over the long term 
requires balancing natural resource management, conservation efforts, infrastructure 
investment, business development, and many other factors.”3 
 
Economic Impact 
 The US Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) has examined the impacts of 
outdoor recreation on gross domestic product in various industries and states and 
found that not all states benefit from outdoor recreation in the same way. Although 
the Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodation, and Food Services industry 
sectors show the greatest impact in 31 states, retail trade is actually the largest 
contributor in 13 states, and manufacturing shows the highest impact in Texas and 
Indiana. 
 

These varying impacts are due to the fact that recreators require more than just 
a trail to ride or a river to paddle. For example, mountain biking activity begins with 
mineral extraction, alloy research and development, and manufacturing of frames 
and components. Participants require bike bags, roof racks, rain gear, special shoes 
and helmets, water bottles, physical and digital maps, training or guide assistance, 
signage, food and beverage, gasoline, and lodging. There is also sports medicine and 
major impacts to health and quality of life that do not show directly in gross domestic 
product. The sector that a community may see the most immediate and easiest to 
develop economic growth is tourism through accommodation and food services. 

 
Each one of these needs represents an economic opportunity.4 

 
Recreation Dependent Economies 
 Headwaters Economics defines a “recreation-dependent” economy as one with 
a significant share of employment and personal income in entertainment and 
recreation, accommodations, eating and drinking places, and real estate as well as the 
share of vacant housing that is available for seasonal use. Under this classification, 
Mitchell County is identified as a rural, non-recreation county. 
 
 In a study of rural recreation counties between 2010-2016, Headwaters found 
that rural, non-recreation counties saw an outmigration of 20 people per 1,000 while 
rural, recreation counties gained 1 person per 1,000 on average. Additionally, 

 
3 (USDA Rural Development, 2020) 
4 (Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2020) 
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households moving into recreation counties had incomes $8,700 higher on average 
than those moving to non-recreation counties. 
 
 While Headwaters did find that earnings per job in rural, recreation counties 
were lower on average than in non-recreation counties, this can be explained in part 
by the types of seasonal employment that many rural, mountain communities are 
familiar with. Earnings per job in recreation counties did grow at six times the rate of 
non-recreation counties.  

 
Recreation counties 

also saw both short and long 
term benefits for businesses 
and industry growth. Short 
term impacts were boosts to 
all tourism-related businesses 
while long term benefits 
included attracting new 
residents, workers, and 
entrepreneurs.5 
 
 Statistics indicate that 
outdoor recreation is a 
significant economic driver, 
and the presence of outdoor 
recreation assets and 
activities can promote 
economic development within a county. With appropriate local engagement and 
actions Mitchell County can capture an increased share of this economic sector. 
 
 
Visitors & Tourism 
 

Resident interest and participation in outdoor recreation activities is crucial to 
building a local culture that values natural assets and amenities. However, visitor 
participation for nearly all activities creates a much higher impact on the local 
economy. A recent report by the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) points out 
that there are both direct and indirect impacts from tourism in communities that 
include quality of life factors and entrepreneurial opportunities for locals. “Even a small 
number of visitors can have a large impact on a small community.”6 

 
The goal then is to develop facilities that support exhilarating experiences that 

take enough time to induce overnight stays and return visits along with equally 

 
5 (Headwaters Economics, 2019) 
6 (Ezzell, et al., 2020) 

Figure 3: Headwaters Economics 
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interesting experiences for others in the group who may not enjoy participating in the 
activity at all or for as long a time. 
 
Mountain Region Visitor Profile 
 According to VisitNC, the Mountain Region of North Carolina saw 
approximately 12.7 million person trips in 2019 with 10.4 million of those being 
overnight stays. Ninety-five percent of visitors stated pleasure was the primary reason 
for travel. Just over half were frequent visitors, meaning they had visited the same area 
more than three times over 
the previous five years. This 
indicates that just under half 
were infrequent or new 
visitors and shows a potential 
for increased visits. While 
spring and summer months 
were the busiest, travel to the 
region was consistent year 
round. 
  
 The average party size 
for all visitors was 2.2 people 
and overnight visitors 
averaged 3.5 nights per stay. 
About 30% of visitors brought 
children along for their trip. 
Ninety-two percent of visitors 
drove to their destination, 
including those with RVs and 
campers. 
 
 The top activity participated in by overnight visitors in 2019 was rural 
sightseeing. A number of top activities were related to outdoor recreation, such as 
visiting state parks-monuments-recreation areas, national parks-monuments-
recreation areas, hiking-backpacking-canyoneering, wildlife viewing, and fishing. 
 
 Forty-six percent of overnight visitors to the Mountain Region came from 
within the state. The Charlotte and Raleigh-Durham areas were the top markets. 
Another 27% visited from Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. 
 

Spending by Mountain Region visitors increased in nearly every category from 
2018 to 2019. The top three spending categories were lodging, gasoline-other 
transportation, and food-beverage-dining.7 
  
 

 
7 (Visit North Carolina, 2020) 

Figure 4: VisitNC 
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Visitor Spending  
 VisitNC’s report on Economic Impact of Travel in North Carolina Counties shows 
$25.13 million in visitor expenditures in Mitchell County in 2019. This is an increase of 
spending by 1.19% over the previous year and the county showed steady growth in 
visitor spending over the previous five years. In 2019, visitor spending contributed to 
an estimated $143.06 in tax savings per Mitchell County resident. 
 

 Travel to rural areas increased in popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
Mitchell County was no exception. The Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
reports a 71% increase in local occupancy tax receipts for fiscal year 2020-21 over fiscal 
year 2019-20. 
 
 The U.S. Forest Service report on economic contributions of recreation lands in 
North Carolina further illustrates the impact of visitor spending on the local economy. 
In 2016, 503,703 local visits 
contributed to $15.5 million in 
expenditures for wildlife and 
fish activities on recreation 
lands in North Carolina. Non-
residents, with only 103,168 
visits, contributed $18.3 million. 
This calculates to $31 per visit 
for locals and $178 for non-
residents. The same is true for 
all other recreation activities 
where the per visit total for 
locals is $13 and $212 for non-
residents.8 
 
 Non-residents typically 
stay in the area longer which 
requires lodging, additional 
food and beverage spending, 

 
8 (U.S. Forest Service, 2017) 

Figure 6: U.S. Forest Service 

Figure 5: VisitNC 
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additional travel expenses, and the opportunity for increased miscellaneous spending. 
This additional visitor spending supports a variety of local jobs and creates opportunity 
for entrepreneurs to capitalize on visitor needs. 
 
Lodging 
 More than 60% of visitors to the North Carolina Mountain Region in 2019 chose 
a traditional hotel as their preferred lodging option followed by 20% who chose to stay 
in a private home. This indicates a high percentage of second homeowners in the 
region along with those who stayed with friends or family. Shared economy 
properties, such as Airbnb rentals, were the third most popular option and were 
selected by 9% of visitors. 
 
 Mitchell County collects a 3% occupancy tax. In fiscal year 2017-18, the county 
reported total net collections of $72,000 on rentals of accommodation. 
 
 
Hiking & Walking Activities 
 
Participation and Impact 
 Hiking and walking activities typically require minimal equipment or 
specialized gear and little to no previous experience for participation. While this 
means that direct spending on these activities may be limited, it also means that 
these types of activities require a low a barrier of entry and see more participation 
overall than any other outdoor recreation activity type. 
 
 A 2016 study by the United 
States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA), found that many activities 
related to walking and hiking 
were among the most popular 
and fastest growing among 
outdoor recreation. These 
categories included hiking, 
visiting primitive areas, bird 
watching, nature viewing and 
photography, and visiting 
developed and interpretive sites. 
 
 While most of these 
activities are expected to see 
increases in participation, threats 
to them include an aging population and a decrease in available public lands for 
recreational use.9 

 
9 (White, et al., 2016) 

Figure 7: Photo by Josh Willink 
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 A vital component to increasing the economic impact of hiking and walking 
activities is connectivity. Successful trail systems should be planned through 
comprehensive, multi-jurisdictional efforts and link key outdoor assets with local 
commercial centers. Once these areas are connected, creating and marketing 
itineraries for experiences that bring recreators from scenic vistas to downtown shops 
and restaurants is a way to support the local business community and increase the 
overall economic impact of these activities. 
 
Preferences and Trends 
 A survey conducted of local hiking groups which included bird and nature 
viewing enthusiasts found that those participating in these activities generally 
traveled shorter distances than those participating in other recreation activities. These 
users typically take day trips and stay within 50 miles of their home. 
 
 Most participants of these activities travelled with a group of friends or with a 
formal club of other enthusiasts. These groups often included children and families. 
Users did report occasionally hiring a local guide service for specialized activities. 
 
 Survey respondents reported that they often expected to pick up some 
supplies on the way to their activity and that they valued eating at local restaurants 
as a part of their experience. They added that visiting historic sites as a part of their 
activity or in addition to it was also something that appealed to them. 
 
 Above all else, hikers and walkers value well-maintained, quality trails. This 
factor, along with scenic views and quality experiences respectively, ranked as the top 
reason that they would be attracted to visiting a new location. 
 
 When asked specifically about experiences they may have had in Mitchell 
County, this group responded positively and felt that there was good public access 
overall. Some mentioned that the county has a number of quality birding sites. Almost 
all reported eating in a local restaurant and visiting a downtown district while in the 
county. 
 
 Of the recommendations they made for Mitchell County, this group 
emphasized trail maintenance and sanitary facilities to ensure return visits. They also 
felt that improved parking at some trailheads and wayfinding and informational 
signage would be beneficial to their experience. 
 
 
Cycling Activities 
 
Impacts of Mountain Biking  
 The Outdoor Industry Association (OIA) studied the economic impacts of 
mountain biking in the Grandfather Region which included the mountain biking 
areas of Boone Fork, Old Fort, Wilson Creek, and Woods Mountain. According to OIA, 
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mountain biking activity in this region saw 34,800 visits, supported 39 full-time jobs, 
and brought in $4 million in estimated annual expenditures in 2017.  
 

As with other activities, visitors 
contributed to the economy at rates 
significantly higher than residents. Top 
spending categories for visitors were 
lodging, food and drink, and gasoline. 

 
An exception was in the category 

of retail purchases and mountain biking 
gear where residents outspent visitors by 
72%. This number signals that most 
mountain biking participants purchased 
gear for their activity close to home and 
not at their destination. Visitors did spend 
in the rental gear category while 
residents did not.10 
 
Preferences and Trends 
 A survey conducted of local cyclists 
which included mountain biking, road 
cycling, and gravel cycling participants 
revealed that this user group was willing 
to travel more than 100 miles to 
participate in their preferred activity. 
Cyclists averaged 1.5 days per trip and 5.5 hours of riding per day. 
 
 Most often cyclists travelled in groups with friends and family including formal 
cycling clubs. In many cases they brought children along when travelling but those 
children did not always participate in the activity. 
 
 Cycling enthusiasts stayed in a variety of lodging options when travelling, 
however, preference was given to cabin or Airbnb-type rentals where bicycles could 
be stored safely and conveniently. Most participants said that they typically planned 
to stop for food or supplies along the way to their destination. 
 
 The majority of respondents said that they had participated in training for their 
activity and that they saw a greater need for training and education in the region. They 
also saw a need for more bike skill parks and introductory programs for beginners. 
 
 When asked specifically about cycling experiences in Mitchell County, the 
length of trip for the local user group dropped to a single day. Nearly all respondents 

 
10 (Maples & Bradley, 2017) 

Figure 8: OIA 
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claimed to have visited another attraction while in the area and to have eaten at a 
local restaurant on their trip. 
 
 Those participating in mountain biking said that current public access for their 
activity is limited in the county which can lead to overcrowding in certain areas. They 
would like to see more partnerships with state and federal agencies for greater access 
in the region. 
 

 Those participating 
in road or gravel cycling 
claimed that Mitchell 
County is one of the best 
places in the nation for 
their activity. The Blue 
Ridge Parkway was cited 
as a favorite place to ride 
but also various routes 
throughout Mitchell and 
the surrounding 
counties.  
 

A growing 
concern among road 
cyclists is vehicular safety 
which is leading to 
growth in cycling on 

gravel roads. Participants in this activity would like to see more signage and education 
for locals around road cycling. They would also like to see a formalized map of routes 
around the county and region that includes gravel roads. 
 
 
Fishing 
 
 Fishing is a top activity among existing Mitchell County residents and attracts 
a number of visitors to the area each year. The county is known for several species of 
fish with trout being the most popular. Sections of the North Toe River in downtown 
Spruce Pine and Cane Creek in Bakersville are designated as NC Mountain Heritage 
Trout Waters by the N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission (NC WRC). 
 
Impacts of Trout Fishing 

The NC WRC reports that in 2014 anglers had a $383 million impact and 
supported 3,593 jobs in North Carolina. Wild trout waters specifically saw an economic 
impact of $60 million that same year with approximately 276,804 total fishing days. 
Hatchery-supported and delayed-harvest trout waters saw nearly $250 million impact 

Figure 9: Photo by Darcy Lawrey 
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statewide with stocked trout providing a return on investment of $250 for every $1 
spent on production. 

 
The economic impact of trout fishing is measured in several categories 

including licenses and fees, trip expenditures, equipment expenditures, and tax 
revenue. Fishing is a rare exception to the rule in regard to resident versus visitor 
spending. As shown below, residents spent $1,870 per angler in 2014 while non-
residents spent $1,539 per angler for the same period. As noted in the chart, this is 
partially due to the fact that anglers generally purchase any equipment near their 
home.11 
 

 As with other activities, the economic impact of fishing on a community comes 
primarily from drawing participants into commercial centers and capturing food and 
beverage purchases, supplies and retail purchases, and other trip expenditures in 
local businesses. This activity also presents opportunities for entrepreneurship for 
locals who may wish to serve as fishing guides, retail suppliers, or other related 
businesses. 
 
 
Floating Activities 
 
Blueways 
 Blueways, or paddle trails, offer a variety of benefits to residents and visitors by 
creating recreation opportunities that contribute to the general health of the 

 
11 (N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission, 2016) 

Figure 10: NC Wildlife Resources Commission 
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community, encourage visitors, and support business development. A blueway is a 
“designated route that is primarily designed for small, usually non-motorized 
watercraft, such as kayaks [and] canoes.”12  
 

Blueways can receive designation from national, state, and local agencies. 
Designated trails can benefit from committed organizational management, 
maintenance, and opportunities for increased visibility. 

 
Like other types of trails, blueways benefit economic development by 

attracting visitors, new residents, new businesses, and entrepreneurs. Blueways serve 
the greatest economic benefit when they are connected to commercial districts and 
lead paddling participants to local businesses. 
 
Impacts of Paddling on the Nolichucky 
 According to Outdoor Alliance, non-commercial paddlers in the Nantahala and 
Pisgah National Forests spent $3.2 million on visits in 2017 while commercial paddlers 
spent an estimated $36 million.  
 

Commercial paddling 
also contributed significantly 
more to the number of jobs 
and job income. While non-
commercial paddling 
supported 35 full-time 
positions and $827,000 in job 
income, commercial 
paddling was estimated to 
support 446 full-time position 
and $10 million in job income. 

  
 As with nearly all 
outdoor recreation activities, 
visitors outspent resident 
participants in most 
categories. Visitors often 
require lodging, spend more 
on food and drink options, 
gasoline and travel expenses, 
and paddling guides. 
 

In the Nolichucky Region specifically, non-commercial paddling saw an 
estimated 3,100 visits with annual expenditures of $105,000, supported 1 full-time job, 
and generated an estimated $11,073 in labor income in 2017. Comparatively, 
commercial paddling saw an estimated 4,791 visits with annual expenditures of 

 
12 (NCGrowth SmartUp, 2021) 

Figure 11: Outdoor Alliance 
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$714,000, supported 9 full-time jobs, and generated an estimated $156,535 of labor 
income.  

 
Tax revenues collected from visitor expenditures around commercial paddling 

were more than seven times greater for the French Broad River region than for the 
Nolichucky Region and sixty-three times greater for the Nantahala region. Results 
were similar for non-commercial paddling. 

 
Overall, activity on the Nolichucky River showed a lower economic impact than 

either the Nantahala or the French Broad Rivers, indicating potential for growth 
around floating activities in the area.13 
 
 
Manufacturing & Entrepreneurship 
 
Industry Cluster 
 The Appalachian region of North Carolina is experiencing a growth in the 
number of outdoor recreation-oriented businesses, thus establishing an industry 
cluster within the region. These businesses range from outfitters and retailers to 
manufacturers specializing in producing outdoor gear. The companies include locally 
founded startups as well as successful economic development recruitment projects. 
Momentum for establishing western North Carolina (WNC) as the east coast hub of 
the outdoor recreation industry is increasing. 
 

According to the Outdoor Gear 
Builders of Western North Carolina 
(OGB), as of 2019 its 50+ member 
companies employed over 1000 people. 
Outdoor Gear Builders offer sector 
specific support and networking for 
outdoor related companies from the 
startup stage to mature firms. Annual 
revenues of the companies range from 
less than $100 thousand to more than 
$100 million.14 OGB has since expanded 
its scope and grown to more than 150 
member companies. 

 
Much of this advancement is led 

by intentional efforts to grow this 
industry cluster on the part of economic 
and community development 
organizations. There are resources in 

 
13 (Maples & Bradley, 2017) 
14 (Outdoor Gear Builders of Western North Carolina, 2019) 

Figure 12: Photo courtesy of SylvanSport Manufacturing 
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place intended to support and assist outdoor recreation companies. The Growing 
Outdoors Partnership is a stakeholder group spanning industry, education, finance, 
economic development, and more focusing on expanding WNC’s outdoor recreation 
industry.  

 
The Waypoint Accelerator is an entrepreneurship and business development 

program designed specifically for outdoor recreation focused companies. Since 2019 
the business assistance program has helped 19 early-stage, outdoor-focused startups 
improve operations and establish their companies in WNC. They work in collaboration 
with other business support services available in the area to strengthen the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem.  
 
 
COVID-19 
 
Impacts of the Pandemic 
 The COVID-19 pandemic impacted nearly every industry and organizations 
continue to try and understand the full effects it will have on future economic activity. 
The timeframe for recovery from the pandemic is uncertain and there remain many 
unknowns. 
 
 For over a year, many individuals and families chose to isolate and avoid travel 
due to safety precautions and many state and local governments imposed restrictions 
on travel and business activity. These conditions in turn created both opportunities 
and threats to the outdoor recreation industry. With businesses closed and travel 
limited, many individuals and families looked to the outdoors for solace and escape.  
 

Many people were participating in outdoor recreation activities for the first time 
which created an opportunity to retain participants and 
grow the industry. However, the influx of new recreators 
produced a strain on natural resources and has caused 
damage to some ecologically sensitive areas. In order to 
maintain the growth in outdoor recreation, natural 
amenities must be preserved and protected. 
 
New Participants 
 In a recent report, the Outdoor Industry 
Association (OIA) found that most new participants chose 
an activity with a low barrier to entry and participated 
alone at a location close to their home.  
 

The top activities for new participants were 
walking during free/leisure time, running/jogging 
outside, bicycling outside, birdwatching, fishing, wildlife 
viewing, and camping. Participants primarily learned Figure 13: OIA 

https://outdoorswnc.com/
https://outdoorswnc.com/
https://www.mountainbizworks.org/waypoint-accelerator/
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about new outdoor activities from friends and family or from online searches and 
social media. 
 
 New participants reported a variety of reasons for trying a new recreation 
activity ranging from getting some exercise and staying healthy, managing stress and 
getting out of the house, or just having something fun to do. Having more free time 
and increased screen fatigue also contributed to new participants’ motivations. 
 

At least one half of participants in the top five categories above said they would 
be likely to continue participation even after the pandemic subsides and that 
information online about opportunities close to home would be helpful to them. 
 
 New participants were slightly more likely to be female and to be more 
ethnically diverse than previous outdoor recreation participants. They were also more 
likely to live in urban areas, to have a slightly lower income, and to be younger on 
average.15 
   
 
 
 
 

  

 
15 (Outdoor Industry Association, 2021) 
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Planning Process 
 

Planning Committee & Meetings 
 
 Beginning in December 2020, the NC ARC Team met with the MCOR Task 
Force for a series of discussion sessions which included topics on local outdoor 
recreation experiences, small business and entrepreneurship, and the outdoor 
industry. All meetings were held virtually via Microsoft Teams. 
 

The Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Planning project 
sought to identify economic drivers in Mitchell County related to outdoor recreation 
and to create a blueprint for economic growth through the development of the 
county's outdoor assets and experiences. 
 
Project Goals 

• Identify primary outdoor experiences in Mitchell County 
• Prioritize facilities and areas for development 
• Identify support services and businesses needed 
• Strategize for potential outdoor industry recruitment 
• Determine a marketing direction 

 
During the planning process, the MCOR Task Force was divided into specialized 

sub-committees to create workplans around three categories: trails-based activities, 
river-based activities, and business development.  

 
The technical team also completed interviews of community stakeholders, a 

survey of the MCOR Task Force members, a survey of outdoor recreation user groups, 
a survey of Mitchell County residents, and a review of prior economic development 
and outdoor recreation plans for the region.  

 
A full outline of the planning meetings can be seen in the table below and 

meeting minutes can be found in Appendix III. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 
Mitchell County, NC  Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Plan 

 
22 

 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Strategic Planning Outline 
 
 

Meeting Date Topic(s) 
December 17, 2020 Mitchell County Virtual Tour 

January 14, 2021 Orientation and Defining Priorities 
Review of Task Force Survey Results 

February 11, 2021 Tourism 
Trail Activities (Hiking & Cycling) 

March 18, 2021 River Activities (Floating & Fishing) 
Select Sub-committees 

April 8, 2021 Trail Activities Sub-Committee 
Discussion 

April 15, 2021 Small Business & Entrepreneurship 
Outdoor Industry 

April 28, 2021 River Activities Sub-Committee 
Discussion 

May 13, 2021 Stakeholder Feedback Review & 
Industry Readiness 

May 24, 2021 River Activities Sub-Committee 
Work Planning 

May 26, 2021 Trail Activities Sub-committee 
Work Planning 

June 4, 2021 Business Development Sub-
Committee Work Planning 

September 2, 2021 Strategic Plan Draft Presentation 
 
 

 
MCOR Task Force Priorities 
 Prior to the January 14, 2021 meeting of the MCOR Task Force, technical team 
members created a short survey to determine priorities of the group. The survey 
results showed that task force members prioritized lifelong, nature-based activities for 
both visitors and locals that would couple environmental conservation with an 
adventurous, recreational experience. The task force believed that these priorities 
should lead to increased revenue for existing businesses while also attracting new 
business to the county. 
 

From this survey and the subsequent discussion four activity areas were 
identified as priorities for the strategic plan. These categories were walking and hiking 
activities; cycling activities including mountain biking, road, and gravel cycling; 
floating activities such as tubing, kayaking, canoeing, and rafting; and fishing. 
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Data Gathering 
 
User Group Survey and Interviews 
 The technical team developed a survey to be distributed to identified user 
groups and outdoor recreation organizations whose members participate in the types 
of activities represented in this report. Additionally, the team conducted interviews 
with representatives of these organizations and some individual outdoor recreation 
participants to gain further insight into the needs and trends of these user groups. 
The information gleaned through the survey and interviews was used to inform the 
recommendations made throughout this document.  
 
Resident Sentiment Survey 
 The technical team developed a digital survey to gauge Mitchell County 
residents’ attitudes towards and interest in outdoor recreation activities. The survey 
was distributed via the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce’s website and through 
various social media channels with the assistance of MCOR Task Force members. The 
survey received a total of 87 responses from Mitchell County residents. 
 
 The survey found that 
Mitchell County residents 
generally enjoy outdoor 
recreation as a benefit of rural 
living and many residents 
participate in outdoor 
recreation activities at least 
once per week. The top 
activities preferred by locals 
are hiking and fishing and 
they believe that there are 
sufficient opportunities for 
these activities currently in the 
county. 
  
 Cycling activities such 
as mountain biking and road 
or gravel cycling had the 
largest gaps in terms of perceived availability of locations to participate in those 
activities within the county. This shows a clear opportunity for more of these types of 
activities and a need for the infrastructure required to participate in them. 
  
 Residents stated a desire to see new trails of all kinds in the county and they 
placed an emphasis on paved, accessible greenways. Existing greenways such as the 
Bakersville Creek Walk and Riverside Park were viewed fondly and reportedly well 
used by residents. The desire for more greenways was driven specifically by the need 

Figure 14: Bakersville Creek Walk 
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for activities for all ages including families with young children, the elderly, and those 
with physical disabilities. 
 
 Residents would also like to see better access to the North Toe River for fishing 
and floating activities including better parking and restroom facilities at access points. 
 

Locals also believe there is a 
need for more general 
activities available to children 
and youth in the county 
although they were not 
specific about what types of 
activities would be preferred. 
 
Most residents currently 
spend their money on 
outdoor recreation supplies 
outside of the county either 
online or in big box stores in 
nearby cities such as 
Asheville, NC or Johnson City, 
TN. While many expressed a 
desire for more outdoor 

recreation retailers or businesses in the county, they were also skeptical of the ability 
of the local economy to support those additional businesses at this time. 
 
 Most residents saw tourism as an important component of the local economy 
in Mitchell County and would like to see that industry grow. Many expressed a pride 
in their community and the natural beauty of the area and wished to share this with 
visitors. 
 
 Residents were split on the question of whether COVID-19 had impacted the 
local tourism economy. 
 
Stakeholder Interviews 
 Between February and April 2021, the technical team contacted 36 local and 
regional stakeholders in 30 interview sessions to discuss outdoor recreation in Mitchell 
County. These stakeholders included representatives from local small businesses, 
local industry leaders, elected officials, local government staff, local education leaders, 
local arts community members, local and regional non-profit leaders, state and 
federal agencies, and other relevant entities. Over the course of these conversations, 
the following themes emerged. 
 
 Local business owners reported consistently that the largest market for tourism 
in Mitchell County is the Charlotte, NC area. After that Raleigh, NC, Atlanta, GA, and 

Figure 15: Photo courtesy of the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
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the State of Florida were the next most referenced. Many believed that the cooler 
mountain climate was a primary factor in bringing visitors from these regions to 
recreate Mitchell County. 
 

 Local business owners 
and other stakeholders 
consistently made two 
recommendations regarding 
marketing strategies. First, 
locals, including business 
owners, would like to be 
better informed about 
outdoor access points and 
amenities. Second, 
stakeholders believed that 
Mitchell County leaders 
should collaborate with other 
regional entities for a more 
consistent regional strategy. 
 
 Many stakeholders saw 
overcrowding as an issue on 
popular trails in the area 

especially since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. They would like to see the 
creation of more trails and public greenways made available including a connector 
trail from the Blue Ridge Parkway to Downtown Spruce Pine. Several individuals also 
mentioned that they felt bicycles should be allowed on current greenway trails such 
as the Bakersville Creek Walk and Riverside Park because they believed there are 
currently few places for children to ride safely in the community. 
 
 Several stakeholders saw an opportunity for guided eco-tours in the area. This 
could serve as a business opportunity for a local guide service and highlight the 
unique native species found in the Roan Highlands area. Many stakeholders also 
emphasized the conservation of natural resources as a top priority. 
 
 Stakeholders generally felt that the North Toe River was underutilized as an 
outdoor recreation asset, but believed several things were needed before it could 
reach its potential. First, more developed put-ins and updated information about river 
experiences is needed. Second, a local shuttle service to make experiences more 
convenient for those not using a local guide. Finally, multiple interviewees mentioned 
a desire to see a tube rental business or other river guide service in Downtown Spruce 
Pine. 
 
 Several individuals mentioned a ~4-acre property along Stroupe Road as a 
prime location for new river access. This property, which is currently owned by the 

Figure 16: Toe River Canoe Trail access point 
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Town of Spruce Pine, is already an unofficial put-in and a great area for fishing 
according to several stakeholders. 
 
 In addition to the activity-related businesses previously mentioned, 
stakeholders saw a major need for additional lodging options in Mitchell County. 
Specifically, locals believed that a chain hotel is needed to attract certain types of 
travelers who are looking for a more traditional experience. Multiple individuals also 
mentioned that they would like to see a country-style breakfast restaurant. 
 

Many stakeholders 
believed that more needs to 
be done to draw traffic from 
the Blue Ridge Parkway and 
into the community. Of the 
suggestions made, the most 
common was improved, 
coordinated signage to 
guide visitors from the 
parkway into town. 

 
One of the most 

consistent comments from 
local stakeholders was the 
need for more activities for 
children and youth 
throughout the community. 
Recommendations ranged 
from traditional sports 
facilities to mountain biking and other outdoor activities. This was seen as one of the 
key issues in attracting and retaining residents by many stakeholders. 

 
Additional Research 
 Along with the methods listed above, the technical team identified and 
reviewed a variety of studies, toolkits, and data sources that were used to influence 
the final recommendations of this report. Much of this information was presented to 
the MCOR Task Force at regular meetings. A comprehensive list of these resources is 
included in the appendices of this document. The team would also like to highlight 
the significant influence of the 2020 NCGrowth asset mapping project and the 2016 
Mitchell Works strategic plan on this report. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 17: Photo courtesy of the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
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Economic Positioning Statement 
 
 The following statement was crafted with input from the MCOR Task Force to 
capture both the current position of Mitchell County’s outdoor recreation assets in the 
region and the vision for increasing the economic impact of those assets: 
 

Situated between the Blue Ridge Parkway and the Appalachian Trail and 
featuring pristine outdoor amenities such as the North Toe River and the Roan 
Mountain area, Mitchell County is the center of outdoor recreation in the Three 
Peaks region. The County’s exceptional natural assets offer a range of 
experiences in nature appreciation and education, hiking, cycling, floating, and 
fishing activities for people of all ages and abilities to enjoy. Guided by an 
inclusive local committee, these natural assets are stewarded, and experiences 
crafted to serve as an anchor for the local economy, creating an exemplary 
quality of life and attracting residents, visitors, and industry partners to invest in 
Mitchell County. 
 
 
Goals 
 
 The following goals were developed by the MCOR Task Force through 
conversations with local stakeholders, community surveys, and communication with 
industry experts:  
 

• Improve the local knowledge and marketing of trail-based activities. 
• Increase the quality and diversity of cycling experiences. 
• Increase the quality and diversity of hiking and walking trails and 

experiences. 
• Identify and pursue additional trail-based activities such as equestrian 

and motorized activities. 
• Increase the quality and accessibility of river activities. 
• Improve the local knowledge and marketing of river activities. 
• Encourage entrepreneurship around new and existing outdoor 

activities. 
• Collaborate with the existing small business community to better serve 

locals and visitors participating in outdoor recreation. 
• Create and maintain a welcoming business environment and identify 

outdoor recreation industry assets. 
• Collaborate with economic development professionals to recruit 

outdoor recreation facing businesses. 
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Development of Recommendations 
 
 In April 2021, the MCOR Task Force divided into three sub-committees to begin 
developing recommendations for this plan. Each committee focused on a topic 
related to the expertise of its members. The three sub-committee topics were trail-
based activities, river-based activities, and business development.  
 

The technical team created an initial vision statement, goals, and objectives for 
each sub-committee which were then revised and refined by the workgroup before a 
final version was approved. 

 
 
Plan Review & Adoption 
  
 A draft of this document was produced in July 2021 and shared with the MCOR 
Task Force for review and comment. Following review, the Mitchell County Board of 
Commissioners adopted the Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategic 
Plan on November 15, 2021.  
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Analysis & Recommendations 
 
 The Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Task Force developed the following 
recommendations for policies, programs, and projects that may advance the quality 
and availability of outdoor recreation opportunities in the area. These 
recommendations center around the underlying goal of using outdoor recreation to 
improve the overall vitality of the Mitchell County economy. 
 
 The recommendations are organized into the following categories: 
 

• Culture 
• Trail-Based Activities 

o Walking & Hiking Activities 
o Cycling Activities 
o Other Trail-Based Activities 

• River-Based Activities 
o Fishing  
o Floating Activities 

• Business Development 
o Small Business & Entrepreneurship 
o Industry Readiness 

 
To create a more comprehensive picture of the outdoor recreation economy in 

Mitchell County, each of the following categories includes a short summary of some 
of the more significant assets and challenges as they relate to the larger goals. 
 

Culture 
 
All successful community development begins with an engaged local culture. 

The community, which is made up of residents, visitors, businesses, local 
governments, and a variety of other stakeholders, must support and sustain any 
development efforts around outdoor recreation if they are to be successful. When 
visitors or potential developers research or arrive in the community it should be 
evident that outdoor recreation is valued. This can be achieved through promotions 
and marketing efforts, accessible information on nearby activities, physical 
infrastructure such as bike racks or developed trail heads and river access, and a local 
culture that is excited to share their love of the outdoors. 

 
Cultural change can be a lengthy process; however, Mitchell County residents 

are already proud of their outdoor amenities and enjoy a variety of recreation options. 
Elected leaders, local governments, and the business community can assist in 
advancing this culture by continuing to invest in outdoor recreation amenities in the 
county and by promoting and educating locals, including children and youth, about 
these efforts. They can also encourage and support outdoor recreation participants in 
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the community who wish to be involved in the development process including those 
with entrepreneurial ideas. 

 
 

Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are made to create and advance the local 

culture of outdoor recreation in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Continue regular meetings of the MCOR Task Force and support further 
development of specialized activities workgroups. 

a. Formalize a local volunteer group for individuals interested in trail 
building, maintenance, and clean up to ensure the quality of local trails. 

b. Formalize a local cycling advocacy group to continue to encourage 
development around cycling activities in the county and assist in the 
planning process. 

c. Formalize a local volunteer group for individuals interested in river 
maintenance and clean up to ensure the quality of local waterways. 

d. Offer support and mentoring to outdoor recreation facing small 
businesses and entrepreneurs.  
 

2. Promote the work being done by the MCOR Task Force and its members. 
a. Make regular reports to local elected leaders and civic groups to ensure 

coordination of efforts. 
b. Organize a booth at local events to promote the outdoor recreation 

amenities around the county.  
 

3. Include outdoor recreation as a part of community-wide events. 
a. Invite outdoor recreation facing businesses to participate in community 

events. 
 

4. Expand the current tourism website or develop a new website to promote 
outdoor recreation activities. 

a. Research potential funding sources for website development. 
b. Develop a mobile application to showcase Mitchell County outdoor 

recreation. 
i. Collaborate with the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce for a 

potential tie-in with their ongoing app development project. 
c. Collaborate with other counties, towns, and organizations in the Three 

Peaks Region to promote more comprehensive outdoor recreation 
experiences.   
 

5. Continue collaboration with the Growing Outdoors Partnership. 
a. Utilize the MadeXMtns brand where appropriate.  

 

https://www.madexmtns.com/
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Trails-Based Activities 
 
Vision 

 
 The following statement was crafted with input from the MCOR Task Force to 
capture the vision for growth in the community around trails-based outdoor 
recreation activities and their economic impacts: 

 
An active and inclusive local stakeholder group advocates for, programs, 

maintains, and develops additional on and off-road cycling activities and a 
network of world-class hiking and walking paths in Mitchell County. Trails and 
routes form loops of various lengths and difficulties linking local towns, parks, 
attractions, and neighborhoods to longer, nationally known trails. Trails serve 
visitors and resident recreators of all ages and abilities with access never more 
than a few miles from home. 

 
 

Hiking & Walking 
 
Assets 
 
 Mitchell County currently offers a wide-range of walking and hiking trails 
managed by local, state, and federal agencies. These trails range from the nationally 
recognized Appalachian Trail to local greenways like the Bakersville Creek Walk and 
Spruce Pine’s Riverside Park walking trail. 
 
The Appalachian Trail 
 The Appalachian National Scenic Trail is a 2,190 mile long trail that follows the 
Appalachian Mountains from Georgia to Maine. The trail is managed by the National 
Park Service. From south to north, the trail dips into the northwestern corner of 
Mitchell County before following the state-line through the Roan Highlands. Due to 
the unique balds and long-range views, this is often cited as one of the most scenic 
sections of the entire trail. 
 
The Overmountain Victory Trail 
 The Overmountain Victory National Historic Trail follows the original path of the 
Overmountain Men, a group of militia men who marched from Virginia through 
Tennessee and North Carolina to ultimately turn the tide of the Revolutionary War at 
the Battle of King’s Mountain in South Carolina. The trail is managed by the National 
Park Service. While currently incomplete, the planned route intersects with the 
Appalachian Trail at Roan Mountain, continues south through Mitchell County into 
Spruce Pine, and crosses the Blue Ridge Parkway. The completion of this trail will 
provide an incredible opportunity to residents and visitors of Mitchell County by 
connecting popular outdoor attractions with commercial centers. 

https://www.nps.gov/appa/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/ovvi/index.htm
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Riverside Park Greenway 
 Located in Downtown Spruce Pine along the North Toe River, Riverside Park 
offers a paved walking trail for public use. The park and walking trail are popular 
amenities for residents of all ages. Restroom facilities, picnic shelters, a playground, 
and other amenities are also available in the park. Recently, a short story trail was 
created along the walking path with plans for expansion. 
 
Bakersville Creek Walk & Town Walk 
 The Bakersville Creek Walk is a paved walking trail constructed along a 0.6 mile 
section of Cane Creek near downtown Bakersville. The area is also used to host local 
festivals and events and offers picnic tables, a playground, and other amenities to the 
public. The Bakersville Town Walk connects at multiple points to the Creek Walk, 
creating several loop trails that connect important community destinations, and 
adding 4 miles to the walkable area. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Overcrowding & Environmental Damage 
 Due to the relatively low number of developed trails in Mitchell County, some 
popular hiking areas have seen a problem with overcrowding causing damage to the 
trail infrastructure and to the environment. The Carver’s Gap trailhead in the Roan 
Mountain area has been the prime example of this issue. Prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, overcrowding had already developed as a problem in the area, but the 
increase in outdoor recreation inspired by the pandemic exacerbated the issue. 
 
Lack of Additional, Marketable Trails 
 There are a number of trails throughout Mitchell County that are known to the 
local population but are not well marked or mapped and are therefore not frequently 
marketed to visitors. Many of these trails, such as the Grassy Creek Falls trail, require 
access via private property and in many cases no formal use agreements are currently 
in place. 
 
Need for Additional Greenways 
 Through conversations with local stakeholders and a survey of Mitchell County 
residents, the existing community greenways were very popular with locals. Many 
expressed a desire to see these expanded and made more accessible to individuals 
with disabilities, the elderly, and families with young children. 
 
Connectivity to Commercial Centers 
 Connectivity of trails systems to commercial centers is also a challenge in 
Mitchell County. While the Appalachian Trail and the Blue Ridge Parkway bring 
thousands of visitors through the area each year, there are no current walking trails 
connecting those attractions to the commercial districts in the county. In addition to 
increased economic impacts, connectivity to commercial centers can provide 

http://www.townofsprucepine.com/town-departments/parks-recreation/
http://www.bakersville.com/walking.html
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additional parking options for trail users, minimizing the need for greater investment 
at trailheads. 
 
Economic Impact of Walkers & Hikers 
 Walking and hiking activities require few supplies and often have minimal, 
individual economic impacts. The majority of participants in these activities stay 
within driving distance of their home. By connecting walking trails to commercial 
centers, communities can encourage participants to extend their visits and 
participate in additional activities such as shopping at local retail establishments, 
enjoying food and beverage establishments, and patronizing local lodging options. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are made to improve the local knowledge and 
marketability as well as the quality and diversity of hiking and walking trail 
experiences in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Identify existing or potential trails throughout the county that can be further 
developed and marketed to ease the burden of overcrowding on naturally 
sensitive areas. 

a. The 2014 Mitchell Greenway Plan created by the HCCOG and adopted by 
the county is included in Appendix II. 

b. Identify currently overcrowded trails and experiences in order to 
determine if similar experiences could be provided elsewhere in the 
county. 

i. Reach out to partner organizations, such as the US Forest Service 
and the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy, for 
assistance and input regarding trail identification. 

c. Work with the US Forest Service to identify improvements that could be 
made at the Hughes Gap trailhead including additional parking and 
accommodations. 

d. Include Leave No Trace tips and guidance in all future trail promotions 
and signage. 

e. Implement trash and recycling bins and service at trailheads and 
sensitive areas.  
 

2. Prioritize connectivity to commercial centers for any future trail building 
projects. 

a. Continue supporting local efforts for the completion of the 
Overmountain Victory Trail. 

b. Collaborate with other local or regional trails such as the NC Main-to-
Main Trail or Blue Ridge Craft Trails to encourage visitors to engage with 
local businesses and increase economic impact.  
 

https://lnt.org/
https://www.ncmainstreetandplanning.com/nc-main-to-main-trail
https://www.ncmainstreetandplanning.com/nc-main-to-main-trail
https://www.blueridgeheritage.com/blue-ridge-craft-trails/
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3. Continue developing partnerships with any individuals or organizations 
seeking to appreciate, interpret, study, conserve and protect the natural 
amenities of Mitchell County. 

a. Formalize a local volunteer group for individuals interested in trail 
building, maintenance, and clean up to ensure the quality of local trails.  

b. Partner with local non-profits and existing conservation organizations 
such as Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy or Blue Ridge 
Resource Conservation and Development Council on current and future 
conservation efforts.   
 

4. Develop a partnership with the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy 
and other land conservation groups to collaborate around potential outdoor 
recreation access on conservation properties. 

a. Identify the less sensitive but still significant natural areas for potential 
controlled use and access and establish appropriate uses and carrying 
capacities for those uses. 

b. Advocate for guided trail services on conservation properties with an 
emphasis on the potential for local entrepreneurship and business 
development to capitalize on the exceptional and rare plant life of 
Mitchell County’s unique ecosystems. 

c. Work collaboratively with conservation groups to develop economic 
activity around the properties and any permitted recreation activities. 

d. Offer to assist with any new wayfinding or trailhead signage to maintain 
consistent themes and branding efforts.  
 

5. Create a comprehensive map and guidebook to trails in Mitchell County. 
a. Complete an inventory of the current walking and hiking trails 

throughout the county including information about accessibility and 
level of difficulty. 

b. Create outdoor recreation itineraries that can be marketed to visitors 
that offer a full-circle experience including information on where and 
how to recreate, other cultural and historic attractions, and guidance on 
where to eat, drink, shop, and stay. 

c. Collaborate with surrounding counties and partner organizations on 
outdoor recreation planning and marketing efforts to further define the 
Three Peaks Region as a recreation destination.  
 

6. Implement county-wide wayfinding signage to guide locals and visitors from 
trailheads to commercial centers. 

a. Implement educational signage, including trail descriptions, difficulty, 
and conservation information, at key trailheads. 

b. Work with the N.C. Department of Transportation to place general 
services (blue) and recreational and cultural facilities (brown) signage 
between the Town of Bakersville and Roan Mountain.  
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7. Work to establish the Town of Bakersville as “the Gateway to the Roan” to draw 
visitors from the Roan Mountain area into the commercial center. 

a. Coordinate with local business owners or encourage the creation of a 
new business to serve as an “outpost,” or gathering place, where visitors 
can find information, maps, guidebooks, educational experiences, and 
more to help inform their visit to Roan Mountain and the surrounding 
area. 

b. Host special events highlighting the Roan Mountain and various outdoor 
recreation activities at the “outpost.” 

c. Identify and encourage a local entrepreneur to operate a shuttle 
between the “outpost” and Roan Mountain. 

d. Consider enhancing the ride from Roan Mountain to Bakersville with 
informative public art, historic markers, pull-offs and scenic view 
enhancements, and other attractions to minimize the feeling of 
distance.  
 

8. Coordinate with the local arts community to incorporate arts and educational 
components into local trails and greenways. 

a. Create a local committee to guide the partnership between the outdoors 
and the arts communities. 

b. Identify primary locations for incorporating art along trails and walking 
paths. 

i. Encourage “active” art – sculptures and other pieces that can be 
interacted with by the public. 

ii. Expand the current story trail in Riverside Park. 
iii. Develop a participatory artwork – something that the community 

helps to build or create. 
c. Incorporate local art into various outdoor recreation components such 

as wayfinding and trailhead signage, bike racks, etc. 
 
 

Cycling 
 
Assets 
 
 Mitchell County is home to a growing community of cyclists including trail 
builders, coaches, guides, and even a world-record holder. Current infrastructure for 
mountain biking is limited in the county, but there is a drive by residents to build new 
trails and open access to existing facilities for mountain biking. With the Blue Ridge 
Parkway along the southern end of the county and winding mountain roads 
throughout, Mitchell County is already a popular destination for road and gravel 
cyclists and has the potential to grow this activity with relative ease. 
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Blue Ridge Parkway 
 The Blue Ridge Parkway is a 469-mile long scenic route that follows the 
Appalachian Mountains through Virginia and North Carolina. Originally established in 
1936, the Parkway saw more than 14 million visitors in 2020. A section of the Parkway 
runs along the southern border of Mitchell County. The Mitchell County Visitors’ 
Center located at the intersection of the Parkway and NC Highway 226 is operated by 
the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce and boasts nearly 200,000 visitors per 
year. 
 
Scenic Views and Rural Roads 
 For road and gravel cyclists, Mitchell County and the surrounding region 
provide an ideal environment for their preferred activity. A number of routes around 
Mitchell and Yancey County are already defined by local cyclists and have been 
mapped in previous planning efforts including a popular route between Roan 
Mountain and Mount Mitchell. At least one local cyclist coaches seasonal training 
camps and hosts participants from around the globe. 
 
Enthusiastic & Knowledgeable Cycling Community 
 Among the most important components for developing and executing 
community development projects is the presence of local champions. Mitchell County 
is fortunate to have a group of local cycling enthusiasts with a passion for seeing the 
sport grow in the region. This group includes knowledgeable trail builders, mountain 
bikers, cycling coaches and guide services, a road cycling record holder, and a number 
of community organizers. 
 
The Thickets Pump Track 
 Local cycling enthusiasts, including MCOR Task Force member Tim Kearns, 
along with the Town of Spruce Pine and the Mitchell Chamber of Commerce came 
together recently to build the first pump track in Mitchell County and one of only a 
few in the region. The track was constructed in the Town of Spruce Pine’s Brad Ragan 
Park and opened in May of 2021. Projects like this show the commitment of local 
governments and stakeholders to furthering outdoor recreation in the county and 
can provide an inspiration to others. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Lack of Existing Mountain Bike Trails 
 Mitchell County currently does not have very many existing mountain biking 
trails. Before the county can claim itself as a mountain biking destination, more trails 
will need to be constructed. Additionally, much of the potentially available land for 
trail development is controlled by outside entities such as the N.C. Wildlife Resource 
Commission, the US Forest Service, or conservation groups which makes 
development of partnerships crucial to any future efforts. 
 

https://www.blueridgeparkway.org/
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Connectivity to Commercial Centers 
 While the Blue Ridge Parkway brings large numbers of road cyclists through 
the area each year, the county has had difficulty capitalizing on the traffic by drawing 
those visitors into commercial centers. This must be addressed in order to capture the 
economic impact of cycling activities. 
 
Lack of Cycling Friendly Amenities & Businesses 
 Mitchell County does not currently offer many of the amenities that 
participants look for in cycling friendly communities such as bike racks and repair 
stations in prominent locations. Additionally, signage is needed not only for 
wayfinding purposes but also to promote safety and education around the activity. 
While there are a few in surrounding counties, no businesses in Mitchell County 
currently serve the cycling community through retail sales of gear and equipment or 
repair services. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
 The following recommendations are made to improve the local knowledge and 
marketability of mountain biking trails and cycling routes and to increase the quality 
and diversity of cycling experiences in Mitchell County:  
 

1. Formalize a local cycling advocacy group. 
a. Convene a group of local cycling enthusiasts to continue advocating for 

additional cycling amenities and infrastructure in the community. 
i. Include children and youth participants from school 

organizations, the Spruce Pine Housing Authority, and other 
interested groups or individuals in this process. 

b. Encourage a local business(es) to host a recurring group ride to foster 
community among the group and support the local economy. 
 

2. Identify and map road and gravel cycling routes throughout Mitchell County. 
a. Assess and update any previous efforts at mapping cycling routes in the 

county. Include water and restroom facility access points. 
b. Communicate with the US Forest Service about use of gravel roads on 

public lands. 
c. Advocate for maintaining gravel roads in current condition in an effort to 

promote cycling opportunities to drive economic development.  
 

3. Promote the Three Peaks Region as a premier road and gravel cycling 
destination. 

a. Collaborate with any statewide or regional promotional opportunities 
around outdoor recreation. 

b. Create road and/or gravel racing event in Mitchell County to showcase 
the area.  
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i. Contact cycling event organizers and advocacy groups about 
organizing an event in Mitchell County.  
 

4. Encourage cycling traffic from key assets, such as Roan Mountain or the Blue 
Ridge Parkway, to commercial districts. 

a. Create a cycling corridor between the Blue Ridge Parkway and the Town 
of Spruce Pine. 

i. Include the route(s) in promotional itineraries, maps, and other 
materials. 

ii. Implement wayfinding signage to safely guide cycling traffic from 
the Parkway to Downtown Spruce Pine. 

b. Formalize a cycling route from the Roan Mountain area to the Town of 
Bakersville. 

i. Include the route(s) in promotional itineraries, maps, and other 
materials. 

ii. Revive the “Roan Moan” cycling race or develop a similar event to 
promote the area. 

c. Advocate for the implementation of cycling friendly amenities 
throughout the county and towns including bike racks, repair stations, 
and signage in downtowns, at trailheads, and other relevant locations.  
 

5. Pursue mountain bike access on N.C. Wildlife Resource Commission (NCWRC) 
maintained property along White Rock Road. 

a. Pursue a formal use plan for the property with NCWRC including 
permission to promote the property for cycling uses. 

b. Formalize a volunteer group to assist in clearing gravel roads of fallen 
trees and other debris along the property. 

c. Build mountain bike trail loops off gravel roads and establish a volunteer 
group to maintain the new trails. 

d. Coordinate a schedule for hunting and cycling activities with NCWRC.  
 

6. Advocate for Mitchell County, the Town of Spruce Pine, and the Town of 
Bakersville to incorporate paved bike paths into future recreation facilities to 
allow safe areas for children and inexperienced cyclists to ride safely. 

 
 

Other Trail-Based Activities 
 
Assets 
 
 While hiking trails, walking trails and cycling were the primary activities 
identified by the MCOR Task Force for the purposes of this plan, it should be noted 
that there are additional trail-based activities that could provide an economic impact 
to the county. These include but are not limited to equestrian activities and motorized 
activities.  
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Existing Equestrian Activities 
 Equestrian activities are currently available in Mitchell County and some 
businesses, such as Springmaid Mountain Resort, offer classes and camps around the 
activity. There is local knowledge and a desire to see this activity grow among some 
individuals in the community. 
 
Demand for Motorized Activities 
 A limited number of local stakeholders and respondents to the Resident 
Sentiment Survey did show a desire for more motorized activities to be made available 
in the county. While this was not the majority of responses received, these individuals 
were enthusiastic about motorized activities. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
High Impact 

Equestrian and motorized activities generally incur a higher environmental 
impact on lands where they are permitted. Due to the sensitive and protected nature 
of a number of species in Mitchell County, especially around the Roan Mountain area, 
it may be difficult to find available property for these uses. Additionally, motorized 
activities often create noise concerns if located near residential areas. 
 
Lack of Available Property 
 These activities, motorized in particular, require significant acreage for viable 
off-road trails. Due to the relatively small size of Mitchell County and the lack of 
publicly controlled lands available, it may be difficult to find available property for 
these uses. 
 
 
Recommendations 

 
The following recommendations are made to identify and pursue growth of 

equestrian, motorized, and other trail-based activities in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Explore case studies for various trail uses and successes in other regions. 
a. Connect with local and regional resources, such as the Growing Outdoor 

Partnership, to identify examples of successes in other communities. 
b. Set up trips for the local workgroup and elected leaders to visit these 

identified communities.  
c. Identify parameters of success for these potential projects, including size 

of area needed, maintenance and management structures, design, user 
fees, and sustainability.  
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2. Identify and evaluate current equestrian uses in Mitchell County. 
a. Continue conversations with Springmaid Mountain Resort and any other 

potential partners about expansion of equestrian trails and services. 
b. Evaluate potential for multi-use trails that may overlap with other trail-

based activities. 
c. Identify and communicate with local and regional equestrian groups to 

assess demand and needs for any new trails, missing experiences, or 
services.  
 

3. Communicate with local land managers, private property owners, and industry 
partners to identify disturbed lands that may be suitable for these uses. 

a. Investigate legal requirements for liability concerns for these uses. 
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River-Based Activities 
 
Vision 

 
 The following statement was crafted with input from the MCOR Task Force to 
capture the vision for growth in the community around river-based outdoor 
recreation activities and their economic impacts: 

 
Mitchell County is renowned for full-service river recreation with 

experiences ranging from relaxing, family friendly fun to world-class whitewater 
challenges. River activities are designated by an active user committee for safety, 
best use, demand, conservation, education, and most enjoyable experiences. 
Detailed information on the type of activities available and level of difficulty, 
convenient and safe access, and supportive services are provided to ensure 
accessible and enjoyable recreational opportunities on Mitchell County’s rivers 
and streams. Small businesses enhance river-based experiences with products 
and services that provide visitors with equipment, shuttling, facilitation, and 
other needs during their stay. 

 
 

Fishing 
  
Assets 
 
 Fishing is one of the top outdoor recreation activities among Mitchell County 
residents and brings in a number of visitors each year. The North Toe River is known 
as a prime location for several species including smallmouth bass, muskellunge 
(musky), and trout. While fishing is an activity that can be enjoyed by a variety of ages 
and skill levels, regular participants in this activity often require very little in the way 
of amenities and enjoy a moderately rugged experience. 
 
River & Streams 
 The North Toe River flows the length of Mitchell County from south to north 
and passes through Downtown Spruce Pine and the Penland School of Crafts 
property before following the county line along the western border. Upstream 
sections of the river are shallower and gradually build in volume and speed as they 
flow towards the Nolichucky Gorge. A number of smaller streams flow into the North 
Toe including Cane Creek which passes through Downtown Bakersville. Locals and 
visitors currently enjoy a variety of fishing experiences along the river and streams. 
 
Mountain Heritage Trout Waters 
 “The Mountain Heritage Trout Waters (MHTW) program is a cooperative effort 
between the N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission and local governments to 
encourage trout fishing as a heritage tourism activity in western North Carolina 

https://www.ncwildlife.org/Fishing/Learn-Resources/Programs/Mountain-Heritage-Trout-Waters-Program
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cities.”16 There are two designated MHTW areas in Mitchell County. One runs along 
Cane Creek near Downtown Bakersville while the other runs along the North Toe River 
in Downtown Spruce Pine. 
 
Professional Guide Services 
 A number of professional fishing guide services operate in the region and serve 
Mitchell County. The largest of these operates out of Asheville, but there are a number 
of others, including individuals in the area that provide these services on a full or part-
time basis. These businesses estimate that a majority of their clients come from 
outside of western North Carolina with top markets being Charlotte, Raleigh, Atlanta, 
and other parts of the southeastern United States. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Increase of Expenditures for Anglers 
 Capturing the economic impact of fishing can be challenging because local 
anglers do not spend as much on average as other visitors and many bring their own 
gear and supplies with them. There are currently no retailers specializing in fishing 
gear in the county although a few stores do carry bait, tackle, and other supplies in 
addition to other inventory. Furthermore, many visiting anglers choose to stay the 
night closer to urban centers outside of the county and travel in for day trips which 
significantly impacts the potential economic benefit to the county. 
 
Conservation Concerns 
 One local expert claimed that Mitchell County has some of the “cleanest water 
in the southeast” which makes it a prime location for certain species of fish. However, 
the overcrowding concerns caused by the increased popularity of outdoor recreation 
in recent years along with new homes and general development along the river pose 
a threat to the natural habitat of the fish. 
 
Private Property & Difficult Access 
 Local experts report that many of the best fishing areas in Mitchell County are 
bordered by private property which can make access difficult at best. If the county 
wishes to grow this activity for greater economic impact, coordination and 
collaboration with local property owners may be necessary. Additionally, even some 
areas with moderate public access, such as the section of the North Toe River near the 
Spruce Pine water treatment facilities, are not well marked or developed which makes 
access exclusive to those with local knowledge and determination. 
 
 
 
 

 
16 (N.C. Wildlife Resource Commission, 2021) 
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Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are made to improve the quality, accessibility, 
local knowledge, and marketability of fishing activities in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Be mindful of the impacts of increased development and growth among other 
activities on the natural habitat of the fish species in Mitchell County. 

a. Work with local guide services, anglers, the N.C. Wildlife Resources 
Commission, and other experts to better understand the needs of 
species native to the county. 

b. Educate, incentivize, and encourage local property owners about land 
stewardship and conservation efforts along the river and streams. 

c. Encourage conservation efforts that balance the growth of any other 
outdoor recreation activities that may impact the rivers and streams in 
the county. 

d. Coordinate with floating activity guides and participants regarding 
priority fishing areas and seasons. 

e. Include Leave No Trace tips and guidance in all future maps, promotions, 
and signage.  
 

2. Coordinate with local property owners to provide additional access to fishing 
areas in the county that is safe, controlled, and appropriate. 

a. Ensure the cleanliness of the river and banks by coordinating regular 
local cleanup efforts.  
 

3. Update the Toe River Canoe Trail map and itinerary and connect it with the 
Three Peaks brand. 

a. Include popular fishing areas, guidance, and itineraries in updates.  
 

4. Develop an annual community event that celebrates the rivers and streams. 
a. MCOR Task Force should lead the event organization and identify other 

potential local partners including the Troutacular and other local event 
organizers.  

i. Reach out to the Growing Outdoors Partnership for ideas and 
recommendations on events that will capture the attention of the 
outdoor recreation community.  
 

5. Consider improvements to the 4.17 acre property along Stroupe Road, owned 
by the Town of Spruce Pine, as a river access point to increase recreation activity 
near the downtown business district. 

a. Collaborate with the Town of Spruce Pine to review any plans for the 
property and volunteer assistance with planning as needed. 

b. Research and identify potential funding sources for the project. 
c. Identify local partner organizations to assist on the project.  

 

https://lnt.org/
https://craftyouradventure.com/page/on-the-water/canoe-trail/
https://www.discoversprucepinenc.com/calendar/troutacular
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6. Inventory current access points along the North Toe River and identify needs 
for upgrades, amenities, and additional safety features. 

a. Document and photograph current conditions at all access points. 
b. Identify locations where general upgrades and amenities are needed 

including wayfinding and educational signage, restroom facilities, and 
expanded parking access. 

 
 

Floating Activities 
  
Assets 
 
 The natural rivers and streams in Mitchell County are a largely untapped asset 
for outdoor recreation in the region. While many locals know the best swimming holes 
and canoe put-ins, many of these assets need some improvement before they can be 
widely promoted to visitors. However, with waterways running through both 
municipalities and the entire length of the county, there is significant potential for 
economic impact from floating activities.  
 
North Toe River 
 The North Toe River flows the length of Mitchell County from south to north 
and passes through Downtown Spruce Pine and the Penland School of Crafts 
property before following the county line along the western border. Upstream 
sections of the river are shallower and gradually build in volume and speed as they 
flow towards the Nolichucky Gorge. Locals and some visitors currently enjoy a variety 
of floating activities along the river including tubing, canoeing, kayaking, and more. 
The Toe River Canoe Trail is marketed through local tourism agencies such as the 
Mitchell Chamber of Commerce. 
 
Nolichucky River & Gorge 
 The North Toe flows into the Nolichucky River in the northwestern corner of 
Mitchell County on US Forest Service lands. The world-renown section of whitewater 
flows through the Nolichucky Gorge and boasts incredible scenery that is only 
accessible from the water. This trip includes more than 25 named Class II, III, and IV 
rapids. While rafters exit the river in Erwin, TN, the majority of the 9.5 mile experience 
occurs in Mitchell County. 
 
Professional Guides and Outfitter Services 
 Two professional river guide services currently operate in Mitchell County. 
These services offer a variety of experiences ranging from leisurely tubing trips to 
whitewater rafting and even educational river snorkeling activities. Both guide 
businesses are headquartered in the northwestern corner of the county along the 
North Toe River. 
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Challenges 
 
Lack of Amenities at Access Points 
 Many of the access points along the river are primitive in nature. Several 
locations offer little to no parking availability. While signage does exist at some 
locations managed by the N.C. Wildlife Resource Commission, additional, uniform 
wayfinding and educational signage explaining the length and difficulty of each river 
section would be useful to visitors. Only two of the current access points along the Toe 
River Canoe Trail include restroom facilities. 
 
Need for Updated Maps & Itineraries 
 Local organizations including the Chamber have promoted the Toe River 
Canoe Trail map and itineraries along the river. While still useful, these documents are 
in need of updates. 
 
Need for Regular Maintenance 
 Stakeholders including local guide services have expressed the need for 
general maintenance services along the river including removal of downed trees and 
other debris. Currently, this task has been undertaken by a few volunteers, concerned 
citizens, and corporate partners but a more official river cleanup program may be 
necessary before these activities are able to grow. 
 
Guide Service on the Nolichucky River 
 While the two existing river guide outfitter services offer a wide-range of 
experiences to guests, neither are permitted to guide on the Nolichucky Gorge. 
Because the gorge and the whitewater section of the river flow through US Forest 
Service lands, permits are handled through that agency and access is limited to a 
small number of companies. Currently, all available permits are held by guide services 
operating out of Tennessee which severely limits the economic impact of the 
whitewater experience has in Mitchell County. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are made to improve the quality, accessibility, 
local knowledge, and marketability of floating activities such as tubing, canoeing, 
kayaking, and rafting in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Formalize a local workgroup made up of river-activities related businesses, avid 
users, conservation organizations, and other relevant stakeholders to 
appropriately guide growth of floating activities.  
 

2. Update the Toe River Canoe Trail map and itinerary and connect it with the 
Three Peaks brand. 

https://craftyouradventure.com/page/on-the-water/canoe-trail/
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a. Review and assess the current map and itinerary and make updates 
where applicable. 

i. Create a digital version of the map that can be easily accessed via 
a mobile device. 

ii. Create print copies of the updated map for use at regional visitor 
centers, businesses, lodging sites, and other relevant locations. 

iii. Incorporate all updates into ongoing and future promotions of 
Mitchell County tourism. 

b. Include language encouraging visitors to include downtown Spruce 
Pine and Bakersville in their trip itineraries to encourage local economic 
impact.   
 

3. Develop an annual community event that celebrates the North Toe River 
and/or Nolichucky River. 

a. MCOR Task Force should lead the event organization and identify other 
potential local partners and other local event organizers.  

i. Reach out to the Growing Outdoors Partnership for ideas and 
recommendations on events that will capture the attention of the 
outdoor recreation community.  
 

4. Consider improvements to the 4.17 acre property along Stroupe Road, owned 
by the Town of Spruce Pine, as a river access point. 

a. Collaborate with the Town of Spruce Pine to review any plans for the 
property and volunteer assistance with planning as needed. 

b. Research and identify potential funding sources for the project. 
c. Identify local partner organizations to assist on the project. 
d. Create and promote a quality tubing experience from downtown Spruce 

Pine to the Stroupe Road property.  
 

5. Inventory current access points along the North Toe River and identify needs 
for upgrades, amenities, and additional safety features. 

a. Document and photograph current conditions at all access points. 
b. Identify locations where general upgrades and amenities are needed 

including wayfinding and educational signage, restroom facilities, and 
expanded parking access. 

c. Identify long stretches of the river where emergency outputs are 
needed. 

d. Identify river access points with limited cell service. This could be an 
opportunity for installation of emergency phones or implementation of 
rural, small-scale fixed wireless infrastructure. 

e. Research potential funding sources for identified projects.  
 

6. Identify and encourage a local entrepreneur to operate a shuttle service 
between commercial centers and river experiences.  
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7. Implement wayfinding signage for river access points in Mitchell County 
including safety markers and signage along the water. 

a. Create a plan for blueway signage along the North Toe River 
incorporating local branding efforts and any other county-wide 
wayfinding efforts. 

b. Consider the need for educational signage and/or kiosks at access points 
as well as safety markers, bridge signs, and other signs along the water.  
 

8. Identify a new and unique river activity that could help Mitchell County to stand 
out as a destination. 

a. Continue meetings of the MCOR Task Force to brainstorm potential 
activities. 

b. Invite outdoor recreation and water sports experts to assist in identifying 
an activity that is feasible on the North Toe or Nolichucky Rivers.  
 

9. Reference NCGrowth’s Field Guide to Blueways as a resource for blueway 
development. 

 
  

https://ncgrowth.unc.edu/index.php/blueway-guide-launch/
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Outdoor Recreation Business Development 
 
Vision 

 
 The following statement was crafted with input from the MCOR Task Force to 
capture the vision for growth in the community around outdoor recreation related 
entrepreneurs, small businesses, and industry: 

 
Entrepreneurs and small businesses are inspired by, engaged with, and 

enjoying all aspects of outdoor recreation in Mitchell County. By strategically 
capitalizing on its natural amenities and fostering growth in local outdoor 
recreation opportunities, Mitchell County actively grows and recruits appropriate 
small businesses, encourages entrepreneurship serving the outdoor recreation 
and tourism industries, and provides the quality-of-life amenities that major 
industry leaders desire for their employees. 

 
 

Small Business & Entrepreneurship 
  
Assets 
 
 Mitchell County has several strong, existing community partners that support 
entrepreneurship and small businesses in the area. These organizations operate at a 
municipal, county, and regional level to provide business-to-business connections, 
educational opportunities, and guidance to potential entrepreneurs and existing 
small businesses. Additionally, residents of the county are known for their interest in 
shopping local and their pride in the community. 
 
Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
 The Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce serves the area’s business 
community through business-to-business connections and other networking 
opportunities. The Chamber works to attract new investment in Mitchell County and 
support existing businesses of all sizes. The Chamber also operates the Mitchell 
County Visitor Center along the Blue Ridge Parkway. The organization is primarily 
supported through voluntary memberships.  
 
Mayland Small Business Center 
 The Small Business Center at Mayland Community College assists prospective 
entrepreneurs and existing small business owners in further developing their ideas 
and opening or expanding their businesses. The SBC offers confidential business 
counseling services, educational opportunities, and networking events. 
 
 
 

https://mitchellcountychamber.org/
https://www.mayland.edu/continuing-education/business-industry-solutions-and-services/mayland-small-business-center/
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Spruce Pine Main Street Program 
 The Spruce Pine Main Street Program is a non-profit organization supporting 
small business and community development in Downtown Spruce Pine. The 
Executive Director is funded by the Town of Spruce Pine and works alongside a 15-
person board and community volunteers to host local events and engage in projects 
to support the health and vibrancy of the downtown. 
 
Bakersville Community Foundation 
 Formerly known as the Bakersville Improvement Group (BIG), the Bakersville 
Community Foundation is “a group of community volunteers working to improve, 
promote, and ensure the quality of life” in the town.17 The organization hosts local 
events, organizes volunteer work projects, and offers community grants to support 
the business community and others. 
 
Penland School of Craft 
 The Penland School of Craft is world-renown institution for craft education that 
supports artist residencies, local education programs, a gallery, and more. Students 
and instructors at the school come from around the globe to study and teach. Many 
find a home in Mitchell County and stay behind long after their courses are complete, 
opening galleries and businesses in the community. The property on which the school 
is located includes riverfront access and offers a variety of semi-private walking and 
hiking trails around the campus. Many artists, students, and their families also 
participate in other outdoor recreation activities around the county. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Lack of Lodging Options 
 Nearly all community stakeholders, including business and industry leaders, 
cited a lack of lodging options as a major hurdle for growing the local tourism industry 
in the county. Stakeholders felt there was a need for lodging options of all kinds from 
campgrounds to modern vacation rentals to traditional hotels. The Mitchell County 
Economic Development Commission recently completed a feasibility study to 
support recruitment of a traditional hotel to the area. The results of this study should 
be consulted prior to any additional action by the county. 
 
Lack of Existing Outdoor Recreation Businesses 
 There are currently very few outdoor recreation facing businesses including 
guide services, repair services, and retailers in the county. A comprehensive list of 
existing businesses was created as a part of the asset mapping project completed by 
NCGrowth in 2020. An increase in these types of businesses would be expected with 
an increase in outdoor recreation participation in the county. Retail businesses in 

 
17 (Bakersville Community Foundation, 2021) 

http://www.downtownsprucepine.com/
http://www.bakersville.com/contact.html
http://www.bakersville.com/contact.html
https://penland.org/
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particular are a challenge to operate in any small community due to competition from 
big box stores in nearby urban centers and online sales platforms. 
 
Local & Regional Collaboration 
 While there are a number of community and business development 
organizations doing great work in the region, many local stakeholders reported 
frustration at the lack of local and regional collaboration between these entities. 
Stakeholders felt that a spirit of competitiveness, as opposed to cooperation, stifled 
economic progress in the county and the region. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are made to encourage entrepreneurship 
around new and existing outdoor recreation activities and to support existing small 
businesses serving the outdoor recreation community in Mitchell County: 

 
1. Inventory existing small business and entrepreneurial support structures to 

identify any gaps in services and ensure coordination among supporting 
organizations. 
 

2. Create structures to support outdoor recreation related entrepreneurship. 
a. Convene a group of small business owners, local business support staff, 

such as the Small Business Center, Mitchell Chamber of Commerce, and 
others to guide business development. 

b. Create a uniform document to guide entrepreneurs through the process 
of starting a business in Mitchell County including requirements at 
municipal, county, state, and federal levels. 

i. Identify and remedy any gaps or missing resources in the process 
of starting a business in Mitchell County. 

ii. Include contact persons for support at all levels.  
 

3. Create an entrepreneurial culture throughout Mitchell County. 
a. Recognize and promote new and ongoing entrepreneurial efforts in the 

county. 
b. Identify ways to celebrate star entrepreneurs in the community. 
c. Invite entrepreneurs involved in the outdoor recreation industry to be 

included at local career fairs to showcase them alongside other, more 
traditional workforce options.  
 

4. Foster a spirit of collaboration among local governments, non-profits and other 
organizations in the county and region.  

a. Organize regular gatherings of organizational leaders to increase 
communication and provide updates on local and regional planning 
efforts and business development opportunities around outdoor 
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recreation.  
 

5. Identify service gaps and business opportunities to support new and existing 
outdoor recreation experiences in the county. 

a. Establish an online communication channel for promoting 
entrepreneurial ideas, gaps, and opportunities in outdoor recreation. 

i. Identify a community partner willing to host and support an 
online communication tool. 

ii. Maintain communication with existing outdoor recreation facing 
businesses to understand and identify gaps in experiences and 
services. For example, during the planning process a number of 
business owners and stakeholders identified the need for a local 
shuttle service to support multiple, ongoing outdoor recreation 
activities. 

b. Identify and develop tools and policies to encourage existing small 
businesses that could expand services for outdoor recreation to do so.  
 

6. Offer support and mentoring to outdoor recreation facing businesses. 
a. Facilitate networking of existing businesses serving the outdoor 

recreation community. 
i. Host topical learning sessions with outdoor industry experts and 

small businesses. 
b. Provide local businesses with physical and digital maps, brochures, and 

guide sheets for outdoor recreation experiences to offer customers 
looking for outdoor activities in the area. 

c. Explore business-to-business marketing and service opportunities for 
outdoor recreation experiences.  
 

7. Facilitate communication between the outdoor recreation community, 
supporting businesses and community leaders. 

a. Host regular social events with local user groups, activity experts, and 
small businesses. 

b. Organize familiarization tours for local business leaders, elected leaders, 
and others to better understand and promote the outdoor recreation 
opportunities in the county. 

 
 

Industry Readiness 
  
Assets 
 
 Mitchell County’s many natural assets and potential for improved outdoor 
recreation experiences can offer the types of quality of life amenities that outdoor 
recreation industry businesses and other industry sector businesses look for during 
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the site selection process. Continuing to develop a local culture of outdoor recreation 
and experience could benefit the county in any future industry recruitment efforts. 
 
Mitchell County Economic Development Commission 
 The Mitchell County Economic Development Commission (EDC) acts to 
promote development of residential, retail, commercial, and industrial assets within 
the county. The EDC operates with a 9-member board and an Executive Director. The 
organization works collaboratively with others in the county to support existing 
businesses and to recruit new ones. 
 
Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina 
 The Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina (EDPNC) offers a 
variety of services including “recruiting new businesses to the state, supporting the 
needs of existing businesses, connecting exporters to global customers, helping small 
business owners get their start, and attracting tourists and visitors from all over the 
world.”18 EDPNC staff work in statewide and regional offices to support local 
governments and industry professionals with a variety of needs. 
 
North Carolina Outdoor Recreation Industry Office 

In 2019, EDPNC created the Outdoor Recreation Industry Office (OREC) “to 
grow and support the outdoor recreation economy at the state level through 
collaboration with existing outdoor businesses, local governments, and communities 
who rely on a richly diverse outdoor recreation landscape.”19 The OREC Director works 
statewide with local governments, industry partners, and others to identify industry 
needs, create connections, provide educational opportunities, promote conservation, 
and more. 
 
Growing Outdoors Partnership 
 Funded by the Appalachian Regional Commission and led by Mountain 
BizWorks, the Growing Outdoor Partnership is a collective of financial, educational, 
economic development, and outdoor industry organizations that works to support 
the outdoor recreation industry of western North Carolina. The group’s five focus areas 
include workforce development, entrepreneurship support, expanding national and 
global markets, fostering connections, and encouraging economic development. 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Lack of a Local Site Inventory 
 A first step in recruitment of any industry is a comprehensive understanding of 
available properties for development. While local experts often know the available 
sites well, a local site and property inventory that can be marketed to potential 
industrial partners and updated as changes occur is a vital tool for recruitment. If a 

 
18 (Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina, 2021) 
19 (Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina, 2021) 

https://mitchellcountyedc.org/
https://edpnc.com/
https://edpnc.com/industries/orec/
https://outdoorswnc.com/
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community is interested in attracting industry from a particular sector, such as 
outdoor recreation, it is also important to have a thorough understanding of the site 
requirements for those types of businesses. 
 
Quality of Life Amenities 
 In addition to competitive salaries, workers are more likely to pursue 
employment in communities that offer attractive features that range from access to 
education and healthcare to local culture to recreation activities and walkability. 
Across all industries employers are increasingly interested in these “quality of life” 
amenities for their employees. When selecting a community to locate their business, 
industry leaders are looking more frequently not just at the financial incentives or site 
requirements for their business, but also at the quality of the amenities available to 
their potential workforce. 
 
Youth Participation 
 Most outdoor recreation businesses will be homegrown by passionate locals or 
people who visit the county to recreate. This might be supported and accelerated by 
increasing access and participation of local youth in the outdoor recreation activities 
that visitors come to enjoy. There is a need for additional clubs, training, access to 
equipment, and friendly competition. This local culture can lead to a strong workforce 
and talent pool to entice investors and entrepreneurs to identify the problems that 
lead to new businesses. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are made to establish an environment that is 
welcoming to future outdoor recreation industry in Mitchell County: 
 

1. Maintain and strengthen relationships with regional economic development 
professionals and outdoor recreation industry leaders. 

a. Schedule and hold regular meetings and communication with regional 
economic development professionals and outdoor recreation industry 
leaders to stay informed of industry needs and growth opportunities in 
the region. 

i. Communicate local outdoor recreation industry needs, such as 
supply chain and workforce issues, to regional economic 
development professionals.  
 

2. Create a local site inventory that is scale-appropriate to meet the needs of 
potential outdoor recreation industry development. 

a. Identify an organizational partner to assist in development of a local site 
inventory. 
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i. Create a map and listing of descriptions of parcels of appropriate 
size and characteristics for potential outdoor recreation industry 
development. 

ii. Create a map and listing of descriptions of existing buildings of 
appropriate size and characteristics for potential outdoor 
recreation industry development. 

iii. Market the identified properties on appropriate economic 
development websites and listings.  
 

3. Promote outdoor recreation and quality of life amenities as a tool for other 
potential industrial recruitment. 

a. Review existing and/or create new industry targeted marketing 
materials that include outdoor recreation amenities, activities, and 
success stories. 

b. Develop new and innovative marketing tools as needed. 
 

4. Collaborate with regional outdoor recreation groups, clubs, outfitters, and 
others to develop and implement local trainings and activities for children and 
youth. 

a. Consider hosting competitions and events between regional clubs. 
b. Mitchell County Parks and Recreation should work with local outfitters 

and guide services to offer training programs, activities, and access to 
equipment for the community. 
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Agencies & Organizations: 
 
American Whitewater 
 Mailing: P.O. Box 1540, Cullowhee, NC 28723  

Phone: 828-586-1930 
 Website: https://www.americanwhitewater.org/  
 
Appalachian Trail (NPS) 
 Address: P.O. Box 50, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425 
 Phone: (304) 535-6278 
 Website: https://www.nps.gov/appa/index.htm  
 
Appalachian Trail Conservancy 

Regional Office (GA, NC, TN) 
 Address: 160A Zillicoa Street, Asheville, NC 28801 

Phone: 828.254.3708 
Fax: 828.254.3754 

 Website: https://appalachiantrail.org/  
 
Bakersville Community Foundation 
 Website: http://www.bakersville.com/contact.html  
 
Blue Ridge Conservancy 
 Address: 416 Aho Road, Blowing Rock, NC 28605 

Mailing: PO Box 568, Boone, NC 28607 
Phone: 828-264-2511 
Email: info@blueridgeconservancy.org  

 Website: https://blueridgeconservancy.org/  
 
Blue Ridge Parkway (NPS) 
 Address: 199 Hemphill Knob Road, Asheville, NC 28803-8686 
 Phone: (828) 348-3400 
 Website: https://www.nps.gov/blri/index.htm  
 
Blue Ridge Resource Conservation and Development Council 
 Address: 31 Cross Street, Suite 215, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Mailing: PO Box 782, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Phone: 828.284.9818 
 Email: hartselljonathan@gmail.com  
 Website: http://www.blueridgercd.com/  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.americanwhitewater.org/
https://www.nps.gov/appa/index.htm
https://appalachiantrail.org/
http://www.bakersville.com/contact.html
mailto:info@blueridgeconservancy.org
https://blueridgeconservancy.org/
https://www.nps.gov/blri/index.htm
mailto:hartselljonathan@gmail.com
http://www.blueridgercd.com/
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Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina 
 Statewide and Northwest Existing Industry Expansions 

Phone: (828) 592-1029 
Email: bill.slagle@edpnc.com  
Website: https://edpnc.com/  

 
Growing Outdoors Partnership 
 Address: 153 S. Lexington Avenue, Asheville, NC 28801 

Phone: 828-253-2834 
Email: noah@mountainbizworks.org  

 Website: https://outdoorswnc.com/  
 
Mayland Community College 
 Address: 200 Mayland Dr, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Phone: (828) 765-7351 
 Website: https://www.mayland.edu/  
 
Mayland Small Business Center 
 Address: 200 Mayland Dr, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Phone: (828)766-1295 
 Email: acook@mayland.edu  
 Website: https://www.ncsbc.net/  
 
Mitchell County Government 
 Address: 26 Crimson Laurel Circle, Suite 2, Bakersville, NC 28705 

Phone: 828.688.2139 
Email: manager@mitchellcounty.org  

 Website: https://www.mitchellcounty.org/  
 
Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
 Address: 11 Crystal Street, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Phone: (828) 765-9483 
 Email: pjensen@mitchellcountychamber.org  
 
National Trails System (NPS) 
 Address: 1849 C. St. NW, Washington, DC 20240 
 Phone: 202-354-6938 
 Website: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationaltrailssystem/index.htm  
National Wild and Scenic Rivers System 
 Address: 64 Maple Street, Burbank, Washington 99323 
 Phone: (509) 546-8333 

Email: rivers@fws.gov   
 Website: https://www.rivers.gov/  
 
 

mailto:bill.slagle@edpnc.com
https://edpnc.com/
mailto:noah@mountainbizworks.org
https://outdoorswnc.com/
https://www.mayland.edu/
mailto:acook@mayland.edu
https://www.ncsbc.net/
mailto:manager@mitchellcounty.org
https://www.mitchellcounty.org/
mailto:pjensen@mitchellcountychamber.org
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationaltrailssystem/index.htm
mailto:rivers@fws.gov
https://www.rivers.gov/
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North Carolina Department of Transportation 
Division of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation 
Address: 1552 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, NC 27699-1522 
Phone: (919) 707-2600 
Website: https://www.ncdot.gov/divisions/bike-ped/  

 
North Carolina Outdoor Recreation Industry Office 

Phone: 828-575-7920 
Email: amy.allison@edpnc.com  

 Website: https://edpnc.com/industries/orec/  
 
North Carolina State Parks System 
 Address: 121 W. Jones St. Raleigh, NC 27699-1615 

Mailing: 1615 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, NC 27699-1615 
 Phone: 919-707-9300 

Email: state.parks@ncparks.gov  
 Website: https://www.ncparks.gov/  
 
North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission 
 Address: 1701 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, NC 27699-1700 
 Website: https://www.ncwildlife.org/  
 
Outdoor Gear Builders of Western North Carolina 
 Email: info@outdoorgearbuilders.com  
 Website: https://www.outdoorgearbuilders.com/  
  
Overmountain Victory Trail (NPS) 
 Address: 338 New Pleasant Road, Gaffney, SC 29341 

Phone: 202-690-5138 
Website: https://www.nps.gov/ovvi/index.htm  

  
Partners Aligned Toward Health (PATH) 
 Address: 202 Medical Campus Dr #9004, Burnsville, NC 28714 

Phone: (828) 682-7899 
Email: info@pathwnc.org  

 Website: https://pathwnc.org/  
 
Penland School of Craft 
 Address: 67 Doras Trail, Bakersville, NC 28705 

Mailing: PO Box 37, Penland, NC 28765-0037 
Phone: 828.765.2359 
Email: info@penland.org  

 Website: https://penland.org/  
 
 

https://www.ncdot.gov/divisions/bike-ped/Pages/default.aspx
mailto:amy.allison@edpnc.com
https://edpnc.com/industries/orec/
mailto:state.parks@ncparks.gov
https://www.ncparks.gov/
https://www.ncwildlife.org/
mailto:info@outdoorgearbuilders.com
https://www.outdoorgearbuilders.com/
https://www.nps.gov/ovvi/index.htm
mailto:info@pathwnc.org
https://pathwnc.org/
mailto:info@penland.org
https://penland.org/
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Small Business & Technology Development Center 
 Appalachian State University Office 
 Address: 130 Poplar Grove Rd. Connector, Boone, NC 28607 

Phone: (828) 262-2492 
Email: asu@sbtdc.org  

 Website: https://sbtdc.org/offices/asu/  
 
Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy 
 Address: 372 Merrimon Ave, Asheville, NC 28801 
 Phone: 828.253.0095 
 Fax: 828.253.1248 

E-mail: sahc@appalachian.org  
 Website: https://appalachian.org/  
 
Spruce Pine Housing Authority 
 Address: 11 Fairground St, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 

Phone: (828) 765-9182 
  
Spruce Pine Main Street Program 
 Address: 165 Locust Street, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 

Email: spms@downtownsprucepine.com  
 Website: https://www.discoversprucepinenc.com/  
 
Town of Bakersville 

Address: 26 S Mitchell Ave, Bakersville, NC 28705 
Phone: 828.688.2113 
Email: info@bakersvillenc.com  

 Website: https://www.bakersvillenc.com/welcome.html  
 
Town of Spruce Pine 
 Address: 11050 S. 226 HWY, Spruce Pine, NC 28777 
 Phone: (828) 765-3000 
 Email: manager@sprucepine-nc.gov  
 Website: http://www.townofsprucepine.com/  
 
United States Forest Service 

Appalachian Ranger District 
 Address: 632 Manor Dr, Mars Hill, NC 28754 
 Phone: (828) 689-9694 
 Website: https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/nfsnc/home  
 
Williams YMCA of Avery County 
 Address: 436 Hospital Dr, Linville, NC 28646 
 Phone: (828) 737-5500 
 Website: https://www.ymcaavery.com/  

mailto:asu@sbtdc.org
https://sbtdc.org/offices/asu/
mailto:sahc@appalachian.org
https://appalachian.org/
mailto:spms@downtownsprucepine.com
https://www.discoversprucepinenc.com/
mailto:info@bakersvillenc.com
https://www.bakersvillenc.com/welcome.html
mailto:manager@sprucepine-nc.gov
http://www.townofsprucepine.com/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/nfsnc/home
https://www.ymcaavery.com/
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Toolkits & Resources: 
 
Appalachian Gateway Communities Initiative  
 Appalachia’s gateway communities — towns bordering national and state 
parks and forests– balance their need for economic growth with their interest in 
preserving the surrounding natural ecosystems, landscapes, and cultural heritage. 
Since 2007, ARC, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), and the Conservation 
Fund have partnered on the Appalachian Gateway Communities Initiative (AGCI) 
offering targeted technical assistance, community tourism assessments, tourism 
planning workshops, and small grants for project implementation for these 
communities. In addition to enhancing a community’s natural assets, the AGCI also 
emphasizes the role of the arts –particularly in revitalizing downtowns – in the 
development of a comprehensive natural and cultural heritage tourism development 
strategy. 
 
 Website: https://www.arc.gov/investment/gateway-communities-initiative/  
 
High Country Regional Trail Plan 
 The North Carolina Division of Parks and Recreation – State Trails Program is 
working with various agencies across North Carolina to develop regional trail systems 
that will interconnect in a statewide trail network. The goal of these regional plans is 
to guide federal, state, and local efforts for trail development, park development, and 
land conservation. Building on the successful Mountains to Sea Trail project, the 
regional plans provide a blueprint for connecting public lands, communities, and 
significant natural features across the state. 
 
 Website: https://trails.nc.gov/documents/high-country-regional-trail-plan  
 
McDowell Tech Trail Construction and Sustainability Program 

McDowell Technical Community College's Trail Construction and Sustainability 
Program offers a great opportunity for both the novice and professional. Basic courses 
offer a beginner level array of classes for individuals that wish to build and maintain 
trails as a hobby or for those that wish to move on to the advanced courses for career 
opportunities for advancement. The advanced courses help individuals develop the 
skills necessary to become a viable leader and create career opportunities in trail 
building, maintenance, and sustainability. In addition to the basic and advanced 
courses, students can gain specialized certifications in specific trail construction types 
such as hand-built trails, mechanized trails, and greenways. Specialized course series 
are offered in trail business and contracting. Students will also gain work-based 
learning credit through on-the job experience during basic and advanced course 
programs.   

 
Website: https://www.mcdowelltech.edu/apps/pages/trails  

 
 

https://www.arc.gov/investment/gateway-communities-initiative/
https://trails.nc.gov/documents/high-country-regional-trail-plan
https://www.mcdowelltech.edu/apps/pages/trails


 

 
Mitchell County, NC  Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Plan 

 
64 

 

The Outdoor Recreation Roundtable Rural Economic Development Toolkit 
 The Outdoor Recreation Roundtable (ORR) is America’s leading coalition of 
outdoor recreation trade associations and organizations working to promote the 
growth of the outdoor recreation economy and outdoor recreation activities. 
 
 Through interviews with over 60 practitioners - including elected officials, land 
managers, economic development specialists and business leaders - the Outdoor 
Recreation Roundtable has developed this toolkit to help communities build an 
outdoor recreation economy of their own. 
 
 Website: https://recreationroundtable.org/rural-development-toolkit/  
 
National Park Service - Rivers, Trails & Conservation Assistance Program  

The mission of the Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance (RCTA) program 
is to assist community-led natural resource conservation and outdoor recreation  
initiatives. RTCA staff provide guidance to communities so they can conserve 
waterways, preserve open space, and develop trails and greenways. 
 
 Website: https://www.nps.gov/orgs/rtca/index.htm  
 
NCGrowth Field Guide to Blueways 
 Blueways, or paddle trails, are marked routes on rivers, lakes, canals, or 
coastlines for recreational use. NCGrowth’s new Blueway Guide provides tools to help 
your community plan and build these paddle trails, and strategies to connect visitors 
to local businesses. The Blueway Guide includes an introduction to blueways, water 
trail designations, key elements to building a blueway, strategies to leverage blueways 
for economic development, and resources to generate community buy-in. 
  
 Website: https://ncgrowth.unc.edu/index.php/blueway-guide-launch/  
 
Pennsylvania Downtown Center Nature-Based Placemaking Handbook 
 The first step in creating a nature-based place is to recognize and embrace the 
natural asset as a generator for economic activity. Nature-Based Placemaking is about 
the connection and collaboration among the focus areas of civic, tourism and 
business in the following ways: civic, where the focus is on education and emotion; 
tourism, where the focus is on hospitality and guest services; and business, where the 
focus is on shopping and entertainment. The Pennsylvania Department of 
Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR) has engaged Pennsylvania Downtown 
Center (PDC) to develop a strategy that will address these opportunities and provide 
communities with the ability to develop them to their fullest potential. 
 
 Website: https://padowntown.org/programs/nature-based-placemaking-
program/  
 
 

https://recreationroundtable.org/rural-development-toolkit/
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/rtca/index.htm
https://ncgrowth.unc.edu/index.php/blueway-guide-launch/
https://padowntown.org/programs/nature-based-placemaking-program/
https://padowntown.org/programs/nature-based-placemaking-program/
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WCU Professional Outdoor Industry Certificate 
  Western Carolina University's Professional Outdoor Industry Certificate 
program provides skills, insight, knowledge, and networking opportunities to 
students and learners from a variety of backgrounds who are interested in a 
rewarding career or thriving business in the outdoor recreation industry. 
 
 Website: https://www.wcu.edu/engage/professional-
enrichment/profdev/outdoor-industry-certificate.aspx  
 
 
 

Funding Sources:  
 
Appalachian Regional Commission 
 The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) is an economic development 
partnership agency of the federal government and 13 state governments focusing on 
420 counties across the Appalachian Region. ARC’s mission is to innovate, partner, 
and invest to build community capacity and strengthen economic growth in 
Appalachia. 
 
 Website: https://www.arc.gov/  
 
Hydro Flask® Parks for All 
 Parks for All supports the development, maintenance, and accessibility of 
public green spaces so people everywhere can live healthier, happier, and more 
fulfilled lives. Through Parks for All, Hydro Flask®, in partnership with the Outdoor 
Foundation, offers grants and product donations (insulated stainless steel drink 
bottles with the Parks for All logo) to nonprofits dedicated to building, restoring, 
maintaining, or providing access to parks and recreational public lands and/or 
beaches and coastal areas. Nonprofits can request product donations year-round. 
 
 Website: https://www.hydroflask.com/parks-for-all  
 
National Park Service Rivers, Trails & Conservation Assistance Program 
 The mission of the Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance (RCTA) program is 
to assist community-led natural resource conservation and outdoor recreation 
initiatives. RTCA staff provide guidance to communities so they can conserve 
waterways, preserve open space, and develop trails and greenways. 
 
 Website: https://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca  
 
North Carolina Community Foundation Community Grantmaking Program 
 Supports the work of charitable organizations serving communities within 
NCCF's statewide network of affiliate foundations. Grant decisions are made by the 
affiliate's board members. Funds a broad range of purposes to meet local needs, 

https://www.wcu.edu/engage/professional-enrichment/profdev/outdoor-industry-certificate.aspx
https://www.wcu.edu/engage/professional-enrichment/profdev/outdoor-industry-certificate.aspx
https://www.arc.gov/
https://www.hydroflask.com/parks-for-all
https://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca
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including arts, historic preservation, health, recreation, and the environment, among 
others. Organizations that serve the counties within NCCF's affiliate network and 
that either operate as 501(c)(3) tax-exempt public charities or are classified as units of 
local government are eligible to apply. 
 
 Website: https://www.nccommunityfoundation.org/apply/grants  
 
North Carolina Environmental Enhancement Grant 
 Attorney General Josh Stein awards grants annually to projects that will help 
improve and protect North Carolina’s natural resources through the Environmental 
Enhancement Grant (EEG) program. 
 

Since the EEG Program began, the Attorney General has awarded almost $34 
million to more than 150 projects. These projects have resulted in the closure of 240 
abandoned hog waste lagoons and the restoration or permanent conservation of 
more than 31,000 acres of land, wetland restoration, stormwater remediation, stream 
stabilization, as well as several environmental education and research initiatives. 
 
 Website: https://ncdoj.gov/protecting-the-environment/eeg/  
 
North Carolina Land and Water Fund 
 Since its creation in 1996 by the General Assembly, the North Carolina Land and 
Water Fund (formerly known as the Clean Water Management Trust Fund) has 
conserved well over one-half million acres and protected or restored 3,000 miles of 
streams and rivers. 
 
 Website: https://nclwf.nc.gov/  
 
North Carolina Trail Grants 
 The Recreational Trails Program has provided funding for construction of new 
trails, maintenance and repair of existing trails, land acquisition, purchase of trail tools 
and planning, legal, environmental, and permitting costs. 
 
 Website: https://trails.nc.gov/trail-grants  
 
Parks and Recreation Trust Fund 
 Since 1994, the North Carolina Parks and Recreation Trust Fund (PARTF) awards 
matching grants to local governments for parks, public beach access, and 
improvements in state parks. The statewide program helps local governments reach 
their park and public access goals to improve the quality of life in their communities. 
 
 Website: https://www.ncparks.gov/more-about-us/parks-recreation-trust-
fund/parks-and-recreation-trust-fund  
 
 

https://www.nccommunityfoundation.org/apply/grants
https://ncdoj.gov/protecting-the-environment/eeg/
https://nclwf.nc.gov/
https://trails.nc.gov/trail-grants
https://www.ncparks.gov/more-about-us/parks-recreation-trust-fund/parks-and-recreation-trust-fund
https://www.ncparks.gov/more-about-us/parks-recreation-trust-fund/parks-and-recreation-trust-fund
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Federal Aid Highway Program 

The Federal-Aid Highway Program supports State highway systems by 
providing financial assistance for the construction, maintenance, and operations of 
the Nation's 3.9 million-mile highway network, including the Interstate Highway 
System, primary highways and secondary local roads. The Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) is charged with implementing the Federal-aid Highway 
Program in cooperation with the States and local government. 
 
 Website: https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/federal-aidessentials/federalaid.cfm  
 
USDA Business and Industry Guaranteed Loans 
 Business conversion, enlargement, repair, modernization, or development; 
purchase and development of land, easements, rights-of-way, buildings, or facilities. 
For example, lodges and hotels can use this program to upgrade facilities and 
improve visitor experience.  
 
Website: https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/business-industry-loan-
guarantees  
 
USDA Community Facilities Guaranteed Loan Program 
 Improve, develop, or finance essential community facilities for rural 
communities in rural areas and cities and towns of fewer than 50,000. For example, 
this program can be used to develop museums, public restrooms, and multi-use trails 
in recreation areas. 
 
 Website: https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/community-facilities-
guaranteed-loan-program  
 
USDA Rural Microentrepreneur Assistance Program 
 Microloans for microenterprise startups and growth through rural microloan 
revolving funds. This program can provide loans to small rural businesses, such as 
restaurants, dry cleaners, or automotive repair shops. 
 
 Website: https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-
microentrepreneur-assistance-program  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/federal-aidessentials/federalaid.cfm
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/business-industry-loan-guarantees
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/business-industry-loan-guarantees
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/community-facilities-guaranteed-loan-program
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/community-facilities-guaranteed-loan-program
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-microentrepreneur-assistance-program
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-microentrepreneur-assistance-program
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USDA Rural Business Development Grants  
 Targeted technical assistance, training and other activities leading to the 
development or expansion of small and emerging private businesses in rural areas. 
Feasibility studies or economic impact studies for a recreation activity may be eligible. 
For example, this program can help small towns develop an economic impact analysis 
to evaluate the area’s capacity to become a recreational destination. 
 
 Website: https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-business-
development-grants  
 
USDA Rural Cooperative Development Grant 
 Provide support to centers for cooperatives. Eligible work plans can include trail 
development/maintenance, feasibility studies, marketing, lodging development, 
business development, strategic planning. For example, nonprofit organizations can 
use this program to develop a business plan for a cooperative focused on recreational 
activities such as rock climbing, guided tours, mountain biking, skiing, and hiking. 
 
 Website: https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-cooperative-
development-grant-program  
 
USDA ReConnect Program Grants and Loans 
 Financing to construct, maintain, improve and expand telephone service and 
broadband in rural areas. For example, broadband e-Connectivity can help individuals 
access wireless internet while participating in outdoor activities like hiking a trail or 
touring a rural community. 
 
 Website: https://www.usda.gov/reconnect/program-overview  
 
US EDA Travel, Tourism & Outdoor Recreation Program Competitive Grants 
 Through the Travel, Tourism & Outdoor Recreation program, EDA is focused on 
accelerating the recovery of communities that rely on the travel, tourism, and outdoor 
recreation sectors. Competitive Grants totaling $240 million will help communities 
that have been hardest hit by challenges facing the travel, tourism, and outdoor 
recreation sectors to invest in infrastructure, workforce or other projects to support 
the recovery of the industry and economic resilience of the community in the future. 
 
 Website: https://eda.gov/arpa/travel-tourism/  
 
 

  

https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-business-development-grants
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-business-development-grants
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-cooperative-development-grant-program
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/rural-cooperative-development-grant-program
https://www.usda.gov/reconnect/program-overview
https://eda.gov/arpa/travel-tourism/
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Maps & Images 
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Mitchell County Public Lands including Penland, major trails & waterways 
Produced by the NC Main Street & Rural Planning Center 
 
 
The following map highlights publicly controlled properties in Mitchell County at the 
Federal, State, and local levels. The map includes the private property owned by 
Penland School for Craft, some of which is already used for recreation purposes. The 
map also includes the town boundaries for the Town of Bakersville and the Town of 
Spruce Pine as well as the major trails and waterways. 
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Mitchell County Conservancy Easement Properties 
Produced by the NC Main Street & Rural Planning Center  
 
 
The following map highlights conservancy easement properties located in Mitchell 
County managed by the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy and other 
conservancy organizations. This represents a total of 12,822 acres and emphasizes the 
need for partnerships between the MCOR Task Force, local leaders, and these 
organizations for potential future recreation access and amenities. 
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Undeveloped Stroupe Road Property 
Produced by the NC Main Street & Rural Planning Center  
 
 
The following map highlights properties controlled by the Town of Spruce Pine 
including the undeveloped 4.17 acre property along Stroupe Road. This property’s 
proximity to Downtown Spruce Pine and Riverside Park makes it a priority asset for 
additional river recreation activities. 
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NC Wildlife Resources Commission Property near White Rock Road 
Produced by the NC Main Street & Rural Planning Center  
 
 
The following map highlights properties managed by the NC Wildlife Resources 
Commission near White Rock Road in the southern end of Mitchell County. Hunting 
is the primary activity currently permitted on these properties, however, MCOR Task 
Force members have been working with NCWRC to provide mountain biking access 
here as well. Old logging roads on the property make this area ideal for mountain bike 
usage and further discussion with NCWRC could yield positive results for this activity. 
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Potential Area for Development near Hughes Gap Road 
Produced by the NC Main Street & Rural Planning Center  
 
 
The following map highlights properties controlled by the US Forest Service along 
Hughes Gap Road (Parcels 0878-00-22-5292, 0878-00-12-9072, and 0878-00-22-1042). 
The proximity of these tracts to scenic areas along the Appalachian Trail make it 
potential spot for further development of parking and amenities. The MCOR Task 
Force believes that development at this location or some similar location could help 
to alleviate some of the overcrowding issues at existing trail heads in the Roan 
Mountain area. Additional discussions with the US Forest Service are needed. 
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Mountain Heritage Trout Waters 
Source: North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission 
 
 
 
Bakersville Mountain Heritage Trout Water  
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Spruce Pine Mountain Heritage Trout Water 
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Images of Toe River Canoe Trail Access Points: 
Photo Credit: Starli Phillips McDowell 

 
 
 
Penland River Access Parking 
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Penland River Access 
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Red Hill River Access (from river) 
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Red Hill River Access (from parking area) 
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Red Hill River Access Parking 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Mitchell County, NC  Outdoor Recreation Economy Strategic Plan 

 
87 

 

Red Hill River Access Signage 
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Red Hill River Access (downed tree) 
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Toecane River Access 
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Toecane River Access Parking 
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Wolf Song Ridge River Access Parking 
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Wolf Song Ridge River Access Signage 
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2014 Mitchell Greenway Plan 
Source: High Country Council of Governments 

 
 
 
Mitchell County Hiking Trails – North Section 
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Mitchell County Hiking Trails – South Section 
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Town of Bakersville, NC – Existing and Proposed Trail 
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Town of Spruce Pine, NC – Existing and Proposed Trail 
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Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Task Force 
Meeting Minutes 

 
 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  

Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

12:00 pm – 1:30 pm 

Thursday, January 14, 2021 

Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 

 

 

AGENDA 

 

Welcome + Directive      Patti Jensen, Executive Director 

       Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 

 

Introductions 

 

MSRP & ARC Overview     Kyle Case & Ann Bass 

         ARC Team 

 

Review of Data & Prior Work 

• NC Growth – asset mapping project 

 

Discussion 

• What is outdoor recreation in Mitchell County? 

o Review of survey results 

 

Next Meeting and Steps 

• Tourism & Visitor Experience 

• 12 pm – Thursday – February 11, 2021 

 

Adjourn 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 

Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 

 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 

Ann L. Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 

 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 

David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 

 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 



 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Advisory Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, January 14, 2021 – 12:00 pm 

 

In attendance: 

Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Joe Glenn, Springmaid Mountain Resort and Campground 
Tim Greene, Mitchell County Manager 
Jonathan Hartsell, Blue Ridge RC&D 
Phil Trew, High Country COG 
Starli McDowell, Overmountain Victory Trail & Toe River Watch 
David Billstrom, CEO – Kitsbow 
Amy Allison, Outdoor Industry Office, EDP-NC 
Noah Wilson, Growing Outdoors Partnership 
Mickey Duvall, Mitchell County EDC 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 

 

Summary – This initial meeting served as an introduction to the task force, explanation of NC 
Commerce & ARC Program roles, and began the conversation around what defines “outdoor 
recreation” in Mitchell County specifically. 

Note – Harley Masters (small business owner) had planned to attend but with a meeting over 
lunch it is difficult to get away from the restaurant. Alternative meeting times were 
discussed. 

Introduction – Patti Jensen opened the meeting with a review of the progress that the team 
has made over the last two years in working toward a strategic plan for outdoor recreation. 

• The group started with a meeting with the Growing Outdoor Partnership two years 
ago. 

• Engaged NC Growth to do asset mapping from January through May 2020. 
• Established this task force in August/September. 
• County Commission signed an MOU for the ARC team to begin this process in 

December 2020. 

Each participant introduced themselves, their organizations, and interests.  There were some 
technical issues that were addressed. 

ARC & MSRP Overview – Kyle Case started a slide show to introduce himself, Ann Bass and 
David McCrae and the ARC Program. He outlined the anticipated process for the project and 
timeline. He then reviewed outdoor recreation-oriented business numbers from the NC 



Growth asset mapping report and shared a table of expected local participation in outdoor 
recreation by activity. 

Data & Survey Review – Kyle presented the results of the advisory committee survey taken 
prior to the meeting to help define preferences in defining outdoor recreation for this 
planning process.  

Discussion and comments regarding the survey included: 

Activities – Kyle asked about hiking/running as the number one activity; Patti – most visitors 
go hiking; Joe – hiking is also a year around activity, some come to walk in the snow; Noah – 
crossover with the arts makes sense to him for the type of people who enjoy hiking and 
makes a powerful experience. 

Locations – Kyle noted that the rivers did not make the list for general tourism; Amy visited 
last week to see an artist and stopped to fish in Spruce Pine, surprised that Little Switzerland 
(LS) was closed; Patti – LS is harder to find when Parkway is closed, usually November to April; 
David agrees with Kyle that communities work hard on facilities and then don’t always 
market them well, Roan Mountain is not as iconic everywhere as the AT, also the quality of LS 
should be promoted more, it is an asset to already be known for quality service, mostly 
people need to know how to get where they want to go and what the experience is before 
they leave home—bring the right gear; Patti – LS has assets like Diamondback that need to 
be built out into a fuller experience; Jonathan – trail is planned to bring visitors from Roan 
Mountain into Bakersville; Starli – there is a part of OVT from Spruce Pine (SP) that also 
connects with LS. 

Potential Issues – Kyle asked for further clarifications on what constituted “facilities”; Amy – 
NW has no trails for mountain biking; Joe – restrooms, parking and signage are needed; Tim – 
more on biking especially after the Tour; Lodging made both lists – Mickey – need for hotels 
for growing number of festival goers, brewery opening soon to expand length of visits, some 
investor interest in 85 room/$125 per night hotel plus Pine Bridge will serve higher price point 
visits, Penland (12k/year) visitors stay in Asheville, County is borderline on predicted 
sustainability of hotel. Patti - Events could be expanded to an additional day with more 
activities – BBQ and Fire on the Mountain, Gem + Mineral is four days, Rhododendron in 
Bakersville is 2-3 days, the Penland auction is a weekend event; Patti – Currently lodging is all 
independent—no lodging chains; Joe - Springmaid is camping and Rusty’s Roost is 
glamping; Starli noted that the Chamber has excellent marketing materials. It was noted that 
David Billstrom is an avid long distance, road bicyclist and rides gravels which require 
different bicycles – demonstrates importance of marketing/differentiating trail types. 

What is Missing – Patti – noted the lack of mountain bike trails and efforts by Tim Kearns to 
develop beginner trails in county-owned Brad Ragan park; noted the gap in support services 
for outdoor recreation visits, desire expressed by many to have a map showing all trails 
including those proposed to evaluate missing pieces; Mickey suggested getting copy of USFS 
new Management plan as a resource. 

Business and Industry – Kyle asked about role of Mining Companies – Patti – they have 
hosted annual volunteer day for clean-up and other community projects, Sibelko has helped 
build trails, good supporters of the community. 

Closing & Next Steps – Meeting times were discussed as Harley, running a restaurant cannot 
participate over lunch time but could after 1:30pm. Noah and Amy could meet if after 3pm on 
Thursdays. Kyle agreed to share the slides with the group. 

Next meeting will be Thursday, February 11, 2021 at 3:00 pm. 
Meeting signed off at 1:36 pm. 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  

Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

3:00 pm – 4:30 pm 

Thursday, February 11, 2021 

Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 

 

 

AGENDA 

 

Welcome/Introductions 

 

Review of Regional Tourism Data 

 

Review of Economic Data for Activities: 

• Hiking 

• Cycling 

 

Discussion 

• What is Mitchell County’s role in the regional tourism economy? 

• How does Mitchell County become a hiking/cycling destination? 

• What are the unique opportunities? Top priorities? 

 

Next Meeting and Steps 

• Resident Survey Distribution 

• Next meeting topics: Quality of Life & the Local Experience, plus Floating and Fishing 

• Next meeting time: 3 pm – Thursday – March 18, 2021 

 

Adjourn 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 

Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 

 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 

Ann L. Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 

 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 

David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 

 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 



 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Advisory Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, February 11, 2021 – 12:00 pm 

 

In attendance: 

Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Joe Glenn, Springmaid Mountain Resort and Campground 
Harley Masters, Mitchell County Commissioners 
Brandon Pittman, Mitchell County Commissioners 
Phil Trew, High Country COG 
Starli McDowell, Overmountain Victory Trail & Toe River Watch 
David Billstrom, CEO – Kitsbow 
Noah Wilson, Growing Outdoors Partnership 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 
David McRae, ARC Grant Specialist –  NC DOC 

 

Summary – Outdoor Recreation Focus Areas for this meeting will be hiking and biking. We 
will also cover tourism. 

Tourism 
Kyle Case – prompted question about the Mitchell County TDA? 

• Patti Jensen – Chamber of Commerce is the Tourism Board agency 
• County government currently has no tourism line item in budget, but they are the 

pass through fiscal agent for the Chamber  
• There is a tourism committee with the authority to use funds for marketing, etc.  
• The committee shifted their tourism marketing strategy during COVID when many 

other communities pulled all marketing materials completely, Mitchell County 
decided to shift the messaging but increase marketing outreach.  

• Mitchell County Occupancy Tax collection increased in 2020  

Ann Bass – asked a question about whether the TDA could use up to 30% for “development” 

• Patti – They do not fall under this legislation 
• They receive approximately $70,000 in funding annually from occupancy taxes  
• They administer a tourism grant with this money. Eligible for a project that would 

bring people from outside the county into Mitchell for tourism. 

There is a discrepancy between the Mitchell County data and the state tourism office in 
regard to the occupancy tax that should be owed to the County. This is a topic of concern. 



• Air BnB may not currently be included in tourism tax revenue calculations. Or Roan 
Mountain annual visitor numbers. 

• This may be an “action item” for the County to pursue to ensure that it is receiving an 
accurate amount of occupancy tax revenue which could then be used to enhance the 
local tourism economy. 

• U.S. Travel Association’s Travel Economic Impact Model (TEIM) 
https://partners.visitnc.com/files/files/teim/2015-Travel-Economic-Impact-Model-
TEIM.pdf  

Mickey Duvall – Mitchell County EDC currently in talks with a traditional hotel about 
potentially locating in Mitchell County.  

• “Price point hotel” - $89-$110/night.  
• Vacancy rates in WNC currently approx. 70% - according to the hotel executives EDC 

is speaking to the vacancy rates in the surrounding region need to be around 50% 
before they are comfortable moving forward on in new projects.  

Cycling  

Brad Reagan Park  

• Monday (02/08) they group got the go ahead to begin construction on the “pump 
track” (Mountain bike skills area)  

• Will be finished sometime around April   

Bike Shop being considered in Spruce Pine – operated by Chris Boone – no storefront yet but 
the entrepreneur is looking at options.  

Closest mountain bike trails to Mitchell County/Brad Reagan Park  

• Patty’s Creek @ Lake James (45 mins)  
• Rock Knob in Boone (~1 hr)  

Cycle to Sea – bike “race” 

• Route changes each year – the start of the race originated in Spruce Pine one year 
and each participant received a map of quality road bike routes in the area with hopes 
they would return to MC in the future.  

David Billstrom – In Brevard they love bicycles, other places do not necessarily. Therefore, 
there are a lot of bike related events, etc. around Brevard. If the community wants to 
encourage bicycling, or any other outdoor event, the community needs to make active 
strides to embrace the activity.  

Marketing 

Mitchell Chamber – marketing plan 

• Thought it wise to market more regionally using the idea of the 3 peaks (Roan, 
Mitchell, and Grandfather) and marketing that MC is the epicenter of these three 
natural assets. 

Trails 

Trails, trails, trails – this is what is needed to draw people and keep people in the area – open 
to development on public or private land, however it gets the trails built. 

 

https://partners.visitnc.com/files/files/teim/2015-Travel-Economic-Impact-Model-TEIM.pdf
https://partners.visitnc.com/files/files/teim/2015-Travel-Economic-Impact-Model-TEIM.pdf


Economic Impact 

Patti – what is needed is a “road map” with recommendation on how their community can 
move forward.  Want information that will allow them to prove to local leaders that this is an 
important initiative for the county, and a “big deal” economically. 

They wish to create a climate and local business environment that leads to job creation in 
outdoor recreation, gear building, and more.  

Closing & Next Steps 

Next meeting will be Thursday, March 18, 2021 at 2:45 pm. 
 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  
Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

2:45 pm – 4:30 pm 
Thursday, March 18, 2021 

Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 
 

 

AGENDA 
 
Welcome/Updates 
 
Trails Discussion Continued 

• Updates on current projects? 
• How does Mitchell County become a hiking/cycling destination? 

 
Discussion of River Activities: 

• Fishing 
• Floating (rafting, tubing, kayaking, etc.) 

 
Discussion of Resident Sentiment Survey: 

• Initial takeaways 
 
Work-Planning Sessions: 

• Identify sub-committees: Trail Activities, River Activities, Business Opportunities 
 
Next Meeting and Steps 

• Begin meeting with sub-committees 
• Next meeting topics: Entrepreneurship & Small Business 
• Next meeting time: 3 pm – Thursday – April 8, 2021 (virtual meeting) 

 
Adjourn 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 
Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 
 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 
Ann L. Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 
 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 
David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 
 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 



 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Advisory Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, March 18, 2021 – 2:45 pm 

 
In attendance: 

Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Joe Glenn, Springmaid Mountain Resort and Campground 
Tim Greene, Mitchell County Manager 
Jonathan Hartsell, Blue Ridge RC&D 
Phil Trew, High Country COG 
Starli McDowell, Overmountain Victory Trail & Toe River Watch 
Amy Allison, Outdoor Industry Office, EDP-NC 
Noah Wilson, Growing Outdoors Partnership 
Mickey Duvall, Mitchell County EDC 
Tim Kearns, Mountain Biking 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 
David McRae, ARC Grants Specialist 

 
Summary – This meeting revisited the discussion of trails in Mitchell County and discussed 
river activities such as fishing, rafting, tubing, and canoeing. The team also asked for volunteers 
to begin working on the work plan by breaking up into sub-committees. 
 
Discussion –  
• Mitchell County would like to have information/data to refer to in the plan that will help 

guide local leaders on possible future installation of wayfinding signage that identify key 
outdoor recreation locations such as trail heads or river put-ins.  

o Be creative with the signage. This includes placement, branding, funding 
strategy, intent, and purpose of the signage. 

o Is there an opportunity for the signage at trail heads/ends to point them in the 
direction of a local business (restaurant, brewery, art or cultural location)? 

o Brand the signage with something unique to Mitchell County and/or something 
that instills Mitchell County’s commitment to outdoor recreation such as the 
Three Peaks marketing strategy. 

o Opportunity for local business/organization sponsorship of each sign (make so 
that business names can be amended). 

o Kyle is going to speak with the GIS Specialist on the MSRP team to assist with 
mapping public lands and potential locations for signage, trail heads, etc. 

▪ Phil mentioned that HCCOG has some data sources that could be helpful 
and will share with Kyle. 

 
• There was discussion of the opportunity for public art along trails. 



o Partnerships with Penland School or other local artists could boost economic 
benefit of trails. 

 
• River Access is a concern that has come up in stakeholder interviews. 

o Some see a need for parking or restroom facilities – generally, more public river 
access. 

o Fixing the “Red Hill” river access is a priority. 
o This can be another component of the mapping project – to identify potential 

locations for developed put-ins. 
 

• The team would like to encourage a guide service to start operation in Spruce Pine. 
o Two current guide services in the county – Loafers Glory mainly does tubing 

while NCOA offers a variety of experiences. 
o Both are located away from town – brining a business into town would boost 

traffic to downtown. 
 

• Patti Jensen - Kayak Trail/Kayak Slalom course in river – white water slalom course 
would be a great attraction. 

o Amy/Noah can send examples to look at – Nantahala has something similar for 
training purposes. 

 
• How to get participants in guided outdoor recreation activities (with official outfitters)? 

o Encourage guide services to look into planning float trips that terminate 
downtown to encourage guest to visit downtown businesses. 

o Shuttle service – there seems to be ample opportunity and support for a shuttle 
service for river activities. 

o Further opportunity to expand this shuttle into other areas including simply 
running it as a cab/uber, etc. particularly in the evening from restaurants, 
brewery, etc. 

 
• Shuttles 

o Local rafting/outfitters operate their own shuttles for their clients. Spring Maid 
used to but stopped when they partnered with NCOA. 

o Could there be an opportunity for the outfitters to plan (at least some) trips so 
they pick up clients in downtown, take them to do the rafting activities, and then 
drop them back off downtown so that clients are more likely to patronize local 
businesses? 

o Starli - There is already a business setup (LLC) that can be operated – just needs 
someone to “take the reins” 

 
• Toe River Canoe Trail 

o Updates and improvements to the actual trail document are needed, but it is a 
good starting point. 

o How can MC improve the trail itself as well as the “guiding” document? 
o Improvements to put ins/take outs desired. 

 
• Phil - The American Recovery Act will allocate significant money directly to local 

governments which may be able to be used for infrastructure, including outdoor 
recreation assets. There may be an opportunity to leverage this funding to enhance 
certain facilities in Mitchell County. 

 
Next steps –  



• Kyle explained that he would like to have volunteers for three sub-committees to begin 
the work planning for this project. The groups would be divided on themes: Trail 
Activities (hiking/cycling), River Activities (fishing/floating), and Business Activity (small 
business/entrepreneurship/industry). 

o Trails Sub-committee – Jonathan Hartsell, Andy Williamson, Micky Duvall, Patti 
Jensen, Tim Kearns 

o Rivers Sub-committee – Starli McDowell, Jonathan Hartsell, Joe Glenn, Patti 
Jensen 

o Business Sub-committee – Noah Wilson, Mickey Duvall, Amy Allison, Patti 
Jensen 

▪ Kyle will be reaching out to these volunteers in the coming week to set 
up a time to meet. These committees will meet at least once but possibly 
more depending on needs. 

• Kyle will also be sending out a full report of the Resident Survey 
• Next Task Force meeting will be Thursday, April 15, 2021 at 3:00pm 



 
 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Trails Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, April 08, 2021 – 3:00 pm 
 
In attendance: 
Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Jonathan Hartsell, Blue Ridge RC&D 
Pat Dale, Land Manager 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 
David McRae, ARC Grants Specialist 
 

Summary – This was the first meeting of the Trails Committee in which the group discussed 
current and potential trails assets as well as a vision for the future of trails in Mitchell County. 

 
Discussion –  

• Story Trail – potential to install a expand story trail signage to other areas 
• Grassy Creek Falls – 

o Close proximity to Blue Ridge Parkway 
o Easy to moderate difficulty level 
o Safe 
o Photography opportunities 
o Pat Dale – property is currently for sale 
o Patti Jensen – does not seem to be overly crowded on a regular basis; not 

overused or “pressured” 
o Allow approximately 2-3 hours for total hike (includes “hanging out” at the 

falls) 
• Roan Mountain 

o Patti – Chamber directs visitors through Bakersville in an effort to maximize 
potential for visitors to visit Bakersville businesses and other attractions. Want 
to tie the town of Bakersville directly to Roan Mountain as a “Gateway to Roan” 

▪ See ARC “Gateway Communities Initiative” - 
https://www.arc.gov/investment/gateway-communities-initiative/ 

o Patti – Just Local – Bakersville shop that caters to Roan visitors 
o Patti – No current visitors’ center presence in Bakersville but they are looking 

at possibilities 
o Duration – you can spend a wide range of time at Roan – from 30 minutes to 

the beginning or end of a multi-day section hiking trip. 
o One of the most popular and iconic sections along the App Trail 
o Carvers Gap to 19E 

▪ Shuttle and hostel services available for this section of the AT hike 
▪ Overmountain shelter 
▪ Overnight parking available at Carver’s Gap 

https://www.arc.gov/investment/gateway-communities-initiative/


o Patti – Goal – Identify other trails that can give people alternatives to Roan Mtn 
– reduce overcrowding, parking issues, ecological damage concerns; 

o Issues – There are other balds within the broader Appalachian range but not a 
lot. Therefore Roan will continue to be a popular attraction. The ease of access 
and range of “difficulty” levels for experiencing Roan from very basic beginner 
to challenging mutli-day hikes are what make Roan a destination. 

o Alternatives –  
▪ Hughes Gap 

(https://www.google.com/maps/place/Hughes+Gap+Rd/@36.1255094,-
82.1598114,13.88z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c44d3df4385:0xb215126b8fa
d8dec!8m2!3d36.1310142!4d-82.1605851) – possible alternative to Roan’s 
most accessible and widely known access point. Similar experience to 
Roan generally (except direct access to the Rhododendron gardens) 

▪ Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy is exploring options 
and opportunities to help develop this trail (and trail access) in 
some capacity 

▪ No parking currently available 
▪ Forest Service owns property that could reasonably be used to 

develop parking for this trail area 
▪ Former logging road just south of where AT crosses Hughes Gap 

road – potential for parking and trail connections 
 

• Pat Dale – At some point all of the land owned by the Epic Games owner will be 
owned or managed by some form of conservation agency 

• Epic Games Property 
o Trail development to form complete connection from Roan to Blue Ridge 

Parkway – status – planned but not formal 
o Significant variety of endangered species along this route/ridgetops – so any 

human activity within these properties will need to be carefully planned, and 
managed 

o Great potential for educational visitation and the ecological sensitivity could 
lead to potential for guided only access for small groups 

o Loop trail possibilities within Epic Games property – there is strong 
possibility that a loop or otherwise “convenient” trail could be developed 
on these properties that connects directly to downtown Spruce Pine – a 
shuttle service could increase the potential for these opportunities 

• Patti – There are two state owned tracts of land with existing trails 
o Currently used/managed only for hunting – the state prefers this current 

management setup because it is largely hands-off and does not cost them any 
money 

o Is there a potential to manage the potential conflict between uses of hiking 
and hunting? How is this managed on game lands? 

• Patti – both a short term and a long term benefits focus, and objectives for dealing 
with these assets 

o Short=tourism; local use; quality of life benefits 
o Long-term= potential to attract, recruit, develop homegrown outdoor 

recreation industries (gear manufacturers, small businesses, etc.) 
• Jonathon Hartsell – Carter’s Ridge Road (southern Mitchell county just south of 

Spruce Pine 
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Carters+Ridge+Rd,+Grassy+Creek,+NC+28777/@
35.9011102,-
82.0608385,4796m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850a4c129e731a1:0x80ee14cb6e7878
8!8m2!3d35.8921681!4d-82.0531358 ) – trailhead currently underdevelopment 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Hughes+Gap+Rd/@36.1255094,-82.1598114,13.88z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c44d3df4385:0xb215126b8fad8dec!8m2!3d36.1310142!4d-82.1605851
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Hughes+Gap+Rd/@36.1255094,-82.1598114,13.88z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c44d3df4385:0xb215126b8fad8dec!8m2!3d36.1310142!4d-82.1605851
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Hughes+Gap+Rd/@36.1255094,-82.1598114,13.88z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c44d3df4385:0xb215126b8fad8dec!8m2!3d36.1310142!4d-82.1605851
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Carters+Ridge+Rd,+Grassy+Creek,+NC+28777/@35.9011102,-82.0608385,4796m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850a4c129e731a1:0x80ee14cb6e78788!8m2!3d35.8921681!4d-82.0531358
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Carters+Ridge+Rd,+Grassy+Creek,+NC+28777/@35.9011102,-82.0608385,4796m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850a4c129e731a1:0x80ee14cb6e78788!8m2!3d35.8921681!4d-82.0531358
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Carters+Ridge+Rd,+Grassy+Creek,+NC+28777/@35.9011102,-82.0608385,4796m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850a4c129e731a1:0x80ee14cb6e78788!8m2!3d35.8921681!4d-82.0531358
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Carters+Ridge+Rd,+Grassy+Creek,+NC+28777/@35.9011102,-82.0608385,4796m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850a4c129e731a1:0x80ee14cb6e78788!8m2!3d35.8921681!4d-82.0531358


o Potentially open/complete this summer 
o Ends at “Pot Rocks” currently (potential to connect with other lands/trails???) 
o Approx. 1 mile out and back total 
o Patti – where is the greatest help/assistance needed to make this a reality/to 

finish? 
• Patti – Brad Ragan Park may be a good place for paved bike paths – at least a place to 

start 
• Potential to promote Hwy 226 from Blue Ridge Parkway to Spruce Pine as a common 

road bike corridor 
• Trail towns – need to establish features of trail towns for both Spruce Pine and 

Bakersville 
• Henredon railway spur – Altapass Highway – old rail spur connecting to former 

manufacturing plant – there was a thought it may be able to be utilized as a trail 
connector – but Pat Dale mentioned that he thought the right of way was abandoned 
and deeded back to private ownership and therefore not likely to be able to be used 

 
• Former mining sites – some future, long term potential to be reclaimed and 

converted into appropriate spaces for recreational uses – Mountain biking in 
particular 
 

• Potential for gravel road bike riding? – Forest service land contains some gravel roads. 
– South of Roan mountain (Roan Mountain Road 
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Roan+Mountain+Rd,+North+Carolina+28705/@3
6.0952869,-
82.1295735,14.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c02cf945ca1:0x56ec67a10b06aad5!8m2!3d
36.0937178!4d-82.137877) NCDOT maintained - 2.72 Miles one way – not sure of terrain 
or topography 
 

• Patti – any potential to use any Epic Games property for activities other than hiking? 
 

o Pat Dale – maybe, but most not conducive to mountain biking in their opinion 
due to concerns regarding erosion, rare/endangered plants, etc. 
 

• Economic Positioning Statement 
o Include improving community/public health as a key factor in 

visioning/positioning of overall plan goals 
o Kyle Case – What does MC have that other nearby counties do not? 

▪ Patti – have great natural assets but need to be better developed, 
established, etc. in order to be a driver of the economy 

▪ Blue Ridge Parkway 
▪ Need to create more unique experiences 

o Kyle Case – What do you imagine MC having in the future that you do not 
now? 

▪ Ways to tie together the history, heritage and other cultural 
components (such as arts) of Mitchell County into outdoor recreation 
assets 

▪ Conservation as a cornerstone of outdoor recreation plans 
▪ Pat Dale – think regionally – 3 peaks – MC is the center of this regional 3 

peak mtn landscape – make MC the “jumping off point” for visitation to 
the 3 mountains 

▪ Endangered/rare species – André Michaux (French botanist that 
visited the region in the 1700s to explore and study the rare local flora) – 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Roan+Mountain+Rd,+North+Carolina+28705/@36.0952869,-82.1295735,14.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c02cf945ca1:0x56ec67a10b06aad5!8m2!3d36.0937178!4d-82.137877
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Roan+Mountain+Rd,+North+Carolina+28705/@36.0952869,-82.1295735,14.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c02cf945ca1:0x56ec67a10b06aad5!8m2!3d36.0937178!4d-82.137877
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Roan+Mountain+Rd,+North+Carolina+28705/@36.0952869,-82.1295735,14.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c02cf945ca1:0x56ec67a10b06aad5!8m2!3d36.0937178!4d-82.137877
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Roan+Mountain+Rd,+North+Carolina+28705/@36.0952869,-82.1295735,14.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509c02cf945ca1:0x56ec67a10b06aad5!8m2!3d36.0937178!4d-82.137877


include quotes from Michaux in the plan that reference Mitchell County 
and the special botany/species that exist here –  
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/michaux-andre 

▪ Jonathan Hartsell – headwater streams 
o Kyle Case – What do residents take pride in about Mitchell County? 

▪ Independence – pioneer attitude 
▪ Beauty of MC 
▪ Mining 
▪ Heritage of helping to build the BRP 
▪ Moonshine 
▪ Pride 
▪ Stories, characters, it’s people 
▪ Diversity of Minerals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/michaux-andre


 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  
Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

3:00 pm – 4:30 pm 
Thursday, April 15, 2021 

Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 
 

 

AGENDA 
 
Welcome/Updates 
 
Summary of Previous Meeting Notes 
 
Trails Committee update 
 
Review of Full Resident Sentiment Survey Report 
 
Discussion of Small Business Ecosystem: 

• What is status of the current small business support system? 
• What is the entrepreneur pipeline? 
• What are opportunities for growth/support? 

 
 
Next Meeting and Steps 

• Sub-committees will continue to meet 
o Rivers Committee meeting – April 28, 3-5pm 
o Business Committee meeting – TBD 

• Next meeting topics: Outdoor Industry 
• Next meeting time: 3 pm – Thursday – May 20, 2021 (virtual meeting) 

 
Adjourn 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 
Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 
 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 
Ann Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 
 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 
David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 
 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 



 
 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Advisory Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, April 15, 2021 – 3:00 pm 
 
In attendance: 

Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Joe Glenn, Springmaid Mountain Resort and Campground 
Tim Greene, Mitchell County Manager 
Jonathan Hartsell, Blue Ridge RC&D 
Phil Trew, High Country COG 
Starli McDowell, Overmountain Victory Trail & Toe River Watch 
Amy Allison, Outdoor Industry Office, EDP-NC 
Mickey Duvall, Mitchell County EDC 
Tim Kearns, Mountain Biking 
Brandon Pittman, Mitchell County Commissioner 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 
David McRae, ARC Grants Specialist 

 
Summary – This meeting heard an update from the Trails Committee, reviewed the full report 
of the MCOR Resident Sentiment Survey, and discussed the Small Business Ecosystem in 
Mitchell County.  

 
Discussion –  

• Resident Survey Feedback 
o Greenways – many residents see need/desire for increased greenway and other 

improved, easily accessible, “casual” walking, running, biking trails 
o Keen Outdoors in SP – open to a local Spruce Pine based outfitter/guide co-

locating at their business location 
 

• Lack of available buildings in town that can accommodate outfitters – potential to look 
outside of town 

o No current property inventory of available buildings for any type of new business 
• River access – 4 acre parcel (Mitchell County PIN 0880-16-83-8449) owned by the Town 

of Spruce Pine just North of town right on the North Toe – would provide increased and 
better quality access to the river 

o Stakeholders mentioned the town envisioned driveway, parking, restrooms, and 
improved water access on site 
 

• Outdoor Recreation oriented directional signage 
o This idea prompted a discussion about access, information about trails 

(difficulty, location, parking, length, duration of activity, etc.) 



• Patti – potential for a bike rental business in the area. Particularly as a biking assets 
begin to be developed 

• Patti – Skirtworks – Bakersville kayak skirt manufacturing business – currently not 
operational due to supply chain limitations brought on by COVID 

o Amy Allison mentioned that if she could get connected with the business 
owner, she may be able to help them in a variety of ways to get back operational 
 

• Patti – there is an effort underway to advance the idea of Bakersville to serve as the 
“outpost” to Roan Mountain – there is potential to use a portion of an existing business 
storefront to provide a physical location for this type of “outpost” 

o There are many examples of similar locations in WNC – these locations serve not 
only as information stations, but also have great potential to serve as gathering 
places for people participating in outdoor recreation, “after the hike” or “after 
the ride” locations. Where people potentially have a beer and recap the 
experience. Potentially to have outdoor picnic tables and food trucks to setup (if 
no other restaurant/food option available to serve the facility). 

o Examples of other similar locations include: 
▪ Brevard – The Hub – offers bicycle rental, bicycle repair, service and parts, 

retail location for other outdoor gear, beer and coffee, frequent food 
trucks on site 
https://www.thehubpisgah.com/ 

▪ Black Mountain – WNC Outdoor Collective – retailer focusing on offering 
predominantly local, WNC-made gear and goods, beer and coffee sales, 
food truck offerings, gathering space geared toward people engaging in 
outdoor recreation, host local events, etc. 
http://wncoutdoorcollective.com/ (website coming soon) – shop has 
recently officially opened 

▪ Old Fort – Old Fort Ride House – “A Gathering Place for Cyclists & Outdoor 
Enthusiasts!” – “MEET UP WITH YOUR FRIENDS AND RIDE OUT! HERE AT 
THE OFRH, OUR OWN RANGERS STAFF A VISITOR CENTER TO HELP 
YOU PLAN YOUR ADVENTURE. FIND ALSO CLEAN BATHROOMS, 
FILTERED-WATER REFILL STATION, FREE PARKING. OUR LOCAL FOOD, 
SNACKS, ESPRESSO, COFFEE DRINKS, AND BEER WILL KEEP YOU 
FUELED.” 
https://www.kitsbow.com/pages/old-fort-ride-house 

o These locations are creative, agile, and often offer multiple types of services 
including gear rental, retail, food, and beverage options in addition to standard 
information on local attractions, accommodations, and a general gathering 
space which will help to enhance the community culture around outdoor 
recreation – progress “trail town” concepts 
 

• Patti – There are current efforts underway for “relocation” of outdoor manufacturing to 
Mitchell County 

o The local Mitchell County stakeholders who are working to attract this company 
need to speak with the larger coalition engaged in outdoor gear manufacturing 
ecosystem including Growing Outdoors Partnership, Outdoor Gear Builders, 
and Amy Allison/EDPNC, etc. 

o There are concerns regarding workforce availability to serve this company 
 

• Block by Block program – McDowell County sewing training program 
• Support for Entrepreneurship available in Mitchell County? 

https://www.thehubpisgah.com/
http://wncoutdoorcollective.com/
https://www.kitsbow.com/pages/old-fort-ride-house


o Bakersville Community Foundation – formerly Bakersville Improvement Group 
(BIG) 

o Bakersville Merchants Association – emerging business networking group 
▪ Working on creek walk project and other town improvement projects 
▪ Rhododendron Festival, Mountaineer Festival 
▪ They actively want to include younger populations in these efforts 
▪ Not specifically a business/entrepreneurship centric organization, but it 

is an organization where networking and capacity can build and could 
potentially shift to improve economics if opportunity arises 

o Spruce Pine/Main Street 
▪ If a business/entrepreneur goes through Mayland CC courses they 

become eligible for a small grant from Main Street to help start business 
o Business Breakfast – Mayland CC was hosting a business breakfast meeting that 

had good momentum prior to COVID. Informal breakfast where people would 
talk and network – sometimes a speaker 

o Chamber of Commerce after hours meetups at various local businesses – 
similarly informal, networking events – well attended 

▪ Potential for the Chamber to host an Outdoor Recreation oriented after 
hours meet up event 

▪ Invite others from broader outdoor industry sector outside of just 
Mitchell County. Particularly representatives from the Outdoor Gear 
Builders group. Help expand knowledge that this type of initiative is 
ongoing within WNC. 

▪ Perhaps it should not be limited or marketed solely to “outdoor rec” 
businesses, but instead promoted to all chamber members, and then 
outdoor recreation highlighted? Could potentially help connect supply 
chains, spark ideas, etc. 

• Patti – Outdoor oriented magazine (did not say which) – is committed to sponsorship 
for a local festival 

• Currently there is no local investment group geared toward investment in small 
business (no angel investment, impact funds, etc.) 

o Although there is a “High Country Impact Fund” which serves Mitchell County. 
Perhaps need to share the availability of this resource more widely 

• Chamber website has a business startup “roadmap” 
o https://mitchellcountychamber.org/business-services/business-

resources/#starting&cid=318&wid=901  
• Ann Bass – a good idea may be to create a list of businesses or business services that 

are not currently available in the community – could provide a “spark” or an idea for a 
potential entrepreneur. 
 

• Patti – Create an outdoor recreation business and manufacturing support packet  
o “connect all the dots” – include all potential resources and assets available both 

locally and regionally that will support this type of business. 
o This will be good for end users, but also simply the process of the task force 

going through the process will create capacity and will inform the people 
involved of the “ecosystem” what is available to support entrepreneurs and 
industries. Will increase the familiarity and comfort level of reaching out to 
contact the various individuals and entities that are involved. – Communication 
and collaboration increased 

o Amy – EDPNC is working on a similar resource for the region/state 
 

• Springmaid Mountain – Adventure Seekers Camp 

https://mitchellcountychamber.org/business-services/business-resources/#starting&cid=318&wid=901
https://mitchellcountychamber.org/business-services/business-resources/#starting&cid=318&wid=901


o Offers archery, fishing, camping, and other outdoor rec centered activities.  
o Scholarships available for local Mitchell County youth 

• Ann Bass – Macon County Annual Small Business Awards Program 
o 5 businesses get professional videos made showcasing their businesses and 

they are recognized at an annual event. Good exposure, County emphasizing 
the importance of the small business community 
 

• Relevant Information from previous workplan 
o Farmland Protection Plan – Mickey Duvall – not much work has been performed 

on this objective thus far 
 

• Tim Kearns – May 22nd – 10am-2pm – Brad Ragan Park Bike Pump Track grand 
opening event 

o Other task force members requested promotional information so they could 
send this out to their networks. 

• Patti – Spruce Pine is applying for PARTF Grant for Brad Ragan Park, will forward town 
managers information to reach out about letters of support 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Mitchell County Outdoor Recreation Economy Plan 
Rivers Committee Meeting – via MS Teams 

Thursday, April 28, 2021 – 3:00-5:00 pm 
 
In attendance: 

Patti Jensen, Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce 
Joe Glenn, Springmaid Mountain Resort and Campground 
Starli McDowell, Overmountain Victory Trail & Toe River Watch 
Felix Stith, Blue Ridge RC&D 
Kyle Case, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW – NC DOC 
Ann Bass, ARC Community Economic Development Planner, W – NC DOC 
David McRae, ARC Grants Specialist – NC DOC 

 

Summary – This was the first of two planned meetings for the Rivers Committee. This meeting 
served as a review of current assets, a discussion of current and potential river experiences, and 
a visioning session focused on river activities. 

 

Discussion –  

• Springmaid access point to Queen property 
o Easy, 4-mile float 
o Could get into some difficulty getting out of the river in an emergency 
o Access point at Queen property could be developed 

• Recommendation - Consider emergency out-puts when considering future 
experiences 

o Rural, nature experience is the appeal, but it is important to be mindful of 
accessibility 

• No floating between Queen property and Downtown Spruce Pine 
o Mining areas, generally unsafe and unattractive 

• Downtown Spruce Pine/Riverside Park 
o Well developed area for fishing, tubing, kayaking, etc. 
o Potential for great experience tubing to Stroupe Rd. property 

▪ 4-acres owned by town 
▪ Too steep to get out of river currently 
▪ Town has discussed development but no current plan/timeline 

• Penland put-in 
o 4-miles from Riverside Park (2 hour float; estimate 2 mph for average trip) 
o A bit rougher than previous section but still good for beginner 
o Ideal for kayak/canoe – not tube 



o NC Wildlife Resources Commission (WRC) official put-in, have their signage here 
and they handle maintenance 

o Parking for 2-3 vehicles on side of road 
o Railroad follows river from downtown so it is easier to get out in an emergency 

due to railroad tracks 
• Recommendation – Need uniform signage at access points 

o Signs should describe the next/upcoming section 
• Toecane put-in 

o About 15-miles from Penland 
o This is a nice put-in with a parking area 
o Guide services use this section frequently, do not recommend to individuals 

unless experienced 
o Ideal for funyaks/canoes – not tubing 
o Opportunity with Patrick Phillips property – he is putting camping along the 

river near bridge at Snow Creek Rd. – may be willing to collaborate to allow 
better access 

o WRC working on access at the same bridge 
▪ DOT requirement to provide river access when completing 

updates/repairs to bridges was not met here and they are trying to 
correct that issue 

o Difficulty is stepped up in this section, some Class II rapids 
o Do not recommend floating past the bridge here, it becomes more dangerous 

for a long section 
• Red Hill put-in 

o At 197 bridge 
o WRC maintained 
o Guide services located in this area 

• NC Outdoor Adventures 
o Renovating barn 
o Looking to add retail, AirBNB/yurt, camping, etc. 
o Offers a variety of outdoor experiences 

• Rusty’s Roost 
o Has 6-8 glamping properties along river 
o Allows access to guests 

• Loafer’s Glory 
o Mostly does tubing experiences 
o Has a little retail 
o Just across from Bonnie & Clyde’s Restaurant 

• Greg Fiddler 
o Interested in doing primitive camping 
o Recently purchased property about 1-mile down from Red Hill 

• Wolf Song Ridge put-in 
o Flat, easy section to float 
o About 3-miles 
o Good fishing area as well 
o WRC maintained, nice big parking lot and signage 

• Stanley’s Landing put-in 
o More advanced, less desirable section, has a tricky series of ledges that can be 

fun for experienced folks 



o Guides don’t use this section 
o About 6-miles that runs along the road 

• Recommendation – look into putting in emergency phones at put-ins, cell coverage 
can be difficult in many sections – especially farther north 

o Worst section for coverage is Booneford to Toecane 
o Railroad uses solar stations – possibility of tapping into those? 
o NC Emergency Management Team uses Springmaid for training exercises, 

potential connection 
o All local EMS/Fire are volunteer 

• Pigeon’s Roost put-in 
o One of the best put-ins 
o Small parking area, very accessible/beautiful 
o Moderate 1.5-mile float 
o Great fishing section as well – bass, musk 

• Huntdale put-in 
o Public access by DOT, WRC maintained 
o Old convenience-type store across street 

• Poplar put-in 
o Called “the boat landing” 
o Most popular fishing section 
o Mostly deep floating, very pretty section entering the gorge 
o Some minor rapids 
o Good takeout with public restrooms 
o WRC maintained 
o Last spot to exit before major rapids, guides only section of Nolichucky 

• Top Experiences to Recommend 
o Springmaid Mountain to Altapass/Queen’s 
o Spruce Pine to Penland 
o Toecane section guiding experience 

• Needs 
o Would like to see guide service located in Spruce Pine – a place to rent tubes 

▪ Patti/Starli may reach out to Keen’s 
o Shuttle service 

▪ Pick up and drop off from town to support businesses 
▪ Lunch delivery – meet folks at points along the river 

o Springmaid offers tube rentals but not shuttle 
o Starli has shuttle service incorporated and is interested in selling business 

• Concerns 
o Staffing is a major problem right now – Big Lynn Lodge is offering housing for 1 

year as an incentive 
• Recommendation – update canoe trail map to ensure accuracy, make digital – tie-in 

Three Peaks branding campaign 
• Economic Vision 

o “live in the moment” – “leave it all behind” 
o “life melts away” on the river 
o Natural beauty – rural/remote, farmland, no houses 

▪ Clean, mountain water 
▪ Cliffs and rocks 

o Quiet 



▪ You can hear your footsteps on the trail 
▪ Visitors from cities are always surprised by the lack of noise 
▪ Brings your blood pressure down 
▪ Even in Downtown Spruce Pine you can here the sounds of nature 

o Darkness at night 
▪ Little to no light pollution 

o Location – Three Peaks region, most famous peaks in NC 
▪ River runs through three counties/three peaks 

o History/Heritage 
▪ OVT 
▪ Native American heritage 
▪ “step back in time” 

o River runs from BRP to AT - connection 
▪ “water creates mountains” 

o Cleanliness – water and air quality 
▪ You can breathe 
▪ You can see the streambed 

o Sense of safety in nature 
o Designated trout waters 

▪ Clean, cold water a requirement for habitat 
• Recommendation – Look for something new and unique that could be implemented 

o Kayak slalom course/training course on river 
• Resource – Bob Benner, A Paddler’s Guide to Western NC 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  
Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

3:00 pm – 4:30 pm 
Thursday, May 13, 2021 

Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 
 

 

AGENDA 
 
Welcome/Updates 
 
River Committee update 
 
Summary of Previous Meeting Notes 
 
Discussion of Industry Readiness: 

• Amy Allison - Examples of Successful Communities 
• Quality of Life amenities – what is missing? 
• Fostering growth from inside vs. Recruiting from outside 

 
Review of Stakeholder Interviews Summary 
 
Additional Comments 
 
Next Meeting and Steps 

• Sub-committees will continue to meet 
o Rivers Committee meeting – May 24, 12-2pm 
o Trails Committee meeting – May 26, 3-5pm 
o Business Committee meeting – TBD 

• Next meeting: Review of Final Report Draft 
o Time: TBD, In-person? 

 
Adjourn 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 
Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 
 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 
Ann Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 
 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 
David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 
 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Mitchell County  
Outdoor Recreation Economic Strategy 

12:00 pm – 2:00 pm 
Thursday, September 02, 2021 
Virtual Meeting (MS Teams) 

 

 

AGENDA 
 
Welcome/Updates 
 
Review of Strategic Plan Draft Document 

• Presentation of Recommendations 
• Presentation of Maps 
• Questions & Comments from the Task Force 

 
Additional Comments 
 
Next Meeting and Steps 

• Presentation to the Board of Commissioners for Adoption 
 
Adjourn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
NC ARC Program Team Members: 
Kyle Case – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, NW Region (Morganton) 
 (984) 275-5209  kyle.case@nccommerce.com 
Ann Bass – ARC Community Economic Development Planner, Western Region (Sylva) 
 (828) 508-0107  ann.bass@nccommerce.com 
David McRae – ARC Grants Specialist (Raleigh) 
 (984) 365-0853  david.mcrae@nccommerce.com 


