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To: Mark Hetrick & Julie Spriggs, Town of Zebulon 

From: Chad Meadows, CodeWright Planners 

Date: September 25, 2017 

RE: Downtown Focus Group Meeting #2 Summary 

 

On Tuesday, September 25, 2017 from 6:30 to 8:30 PM, CodeWright conducted the second of three 
focus group meetings with the Downtown Focus Group.  

Eight focus group members attended the meeting, representing a range of downtown business and 
property owners. A representative from the Chamber of Commerce was also present in a listening role. 
Attendees included:  

Downtown Focus Group Members Town Staff and Consultants 
Brian Bullock 
Nelle Carrol 
Prior Myrick 
Jennifer Palmer 
Dallas Pearce 
Derek Pruitt 
Lesley Richards 
Carnell Taylor 
 
Denise Nowell (Chamber of Commerce) 
 

Donald Horton 
Mark Hetrick 
Julie Spriggs 
Chad Meadows 
Cara Isher-Witt 
 

The meeting began with a short review of the input received at the previous session. In response to a 
question about what was missed in the recap of the previous meeting, a focus group meeting brought 
up two related issues:  

1. The appearance and maintenance of the backs of buildings, indicating concerns about 
unmonitored spaces, boarded-up windows, and littering issues.  

2. Concerns about lighting in certain parts of downtown, including alleyways and backs of 
buildings.  

The group discussed the possibility of a BID or MSD to address this type of issue, which is beyond the 
scope of the UDO project but vitally important to the health of downtown. 

Following this discussion, CodeWright led the group through a discussion of six key topics that relate to 
sections of the UDO relevant to downtown. Each topic (and the subtopics within it) was introduced with 
some background information and options, followed by a period of open discussion, questions, and 
comments from group members. Topics included:    

1. Downtown Boundary and Regulatory Structure 
2. Dimensional Requirements 
3. Development Standards 
4. Infrastructure 
5. Uses 
6. Maintenance & Appearance 
7. Other Comments  
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The focus group’s collective responses to each of the topics follow. Similar or related comments have 
been grouped and are presented without attribution to any particular group members. The topics are 
presented in the order they were discussed.  

Downtown Boundary & Regulatory Structure 

1. New Downtown District vs. Downtown Overlay District  
Focus group members were generally receptive to transitioning to a downtown district rather 
than the current downtown overlay district. They liked the simplicity of having just one district 
rather than the current base and overlay for downtown, and the ability to tailor the district to 
address downtown’s particular set of challenges and opportunities.  

One concern was about how a downtown district would treat different uses, particularly heavy 
industrial uses, which group members expressed a desire to exclude from downtown.  

2. Expanding the Boundary of Downtown 
Focus group members did not reach consensus on the topic of potentially expanding the 
downtown boundary to include more land. While a few people said it should be, others had 
reservations, and most were unsure about whether the tradeoffs of expanding the boundary 
were favorable at the current time.  

Some members had concerns about the effect of rising tax values on downtown or near-
downtown families whose property taxes might increase as a result of expanding the district.  

Another concern was potentially pushing out residents due to changes in use that would likely 
result from a less restrictive zoning district. There were worries that this might work against the 
goal of having robust residential communities in downtown.  

Diluting growth and having a too-large business district were also concerns. One person raised 
the suggestion that the market will tell us when to expand the boundary, and that it is premature 
to expand the boundary now. As a counter-point, one person voiced concerns that towns often 
don’t prepare properly for an expanding market, and that due to a lack of property in downtown, 
Zebulon might miss out on potential investment. It was stressed that the code and 
administration need to move proactively to have sound options in place for meeting market 
demand when it arrives.  

3. Core vs. Periphery 
Focus group members were generally receptive to the suggestion of differentiation within the 
downtown district regulations to account for character differences between the historic, compact 
core of downtown and the remainder, which is more auto-oriented.  

4. Establishment & Amendment 
There were no comments from group members at this time about the mechanisms for 
establishment and amendment of district boundaries.  

Dimensional Standards 

1. Building Placement 

There was no strong consensus on the topic of how to address the placement of buildings in the 
downtown. There was some support for a variable scheme of building placement that would 
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recognize either uses or locations that are more auto-oriented. The suggestion that building 
placement be incentive-based was met with general agreement.  

2. Side & Rear Yards 

There were no comments on the topic of whether or not side and rear yards should be required 
in the downtown.  

3. Height 

On the topic of minimum height standards, group members had few comments, but a couple of 
members were generally supportive of requiring redeveloped or new buildings to build to two 
stories.  

4. Maximum Floorplate 

There were no comments on the topic of maximum floorplate limitations at this stage.  

5. Limits on Impervious Surfaces 

There were no comments on the way the town regulates impervious surfaces in the downtown 
at this point.  

Development Standards  

1. Parking 

There were no additional comments on parking requirements (there was a robust discussion of 
parking concerns at the previous meeting).  

2. Loading 

There were no comments collected on whether or not loading should be required, and whether it 
should be subject to placement restrictions on downtown buildings.  

3. Landscaping 

Some group members expressed support for mandatory landscaping in the downtown area. 
Group members said that making downtown look nice using landscaping is a great way to 
increase interest and enjoyment of downtown.   

While one person expressed a complaint about the existing street trees, which cover the sign for 
their business, another person said that the trees make the older buildings look nice and they 
like them.  

4. Open Space 

CodeWright suggested that urban gathering spaces, such as seating and outdoor dining areas, 
be counted as open space in the downtown. No group members had objections or other 
comments on this topic.  
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5. Lighting 

Group members said that both the town and building owners should be required to provide more 
lighting in the downtown. Group members felt that it would be fair to require building owners to 
provide security lighting on the backs of buildings.  

6. Signs 

Two group members said that downtown businesses need more signage because people don’t 
know what businesses exist currently. One person expressed a dislike for neon signs in the 
historic downtown, and prefers unlit or externally illuminated signs that add to the quaint, small-
town feel of downtown.  

Another person expressed the desire to have visibility through downtown windows, and said that 
there are currently problems with signs covering windows, darkened interiors, and generally 
poor visibility that does not foster a good pedestrian experience.  

7. Architectural Standards 

CodeWright presented some information on fenestration requirements, door placement, building 
materials, and overall architectural character.  

There was general support for some level of architectural standards to be applied. There was 
support for buildings downtown to have windows facing the street and to be positioned close to 
the sidewalk. There was also general agreement that some kind of architectural interest is 
desirable. On the topic of building material transitions, there was some support for controls on 
transitioning building materials in logical ways.  

Infrastructure 

CodeWright introduced concepts of infrastructure related to the UDO including sidewalks, alleys, 
water/sewer, streetscapes, street lights, street furniture,  

1. Sidewalks 

Some group members thought the Town should be responsible for providing sidewalks, but 
others thought that developers should bear the responsibility. One person suggested a grant or 
matching program for wider sidewalks in the downtown.  

2. Street Lights 

It was noted that the lighting along Arendell is scaled and placed for cars, not for  

3. Utility Lines 

One group member brought up the possibility of putting powerlines underground or relocating 
them along Arendell. CodeWright brought up the high cost of burying powerlines, and 
suggested moving them midblock.  
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Uses 

1. Uses Generally 

Group members felt that it is still important to regulate uses in downtown, and that there are 
some uses that should be prohibited to protect downtown’s character.  

2. Night Clubs 

On the subject of nightclubs, group members did not have strong rejections about having night 
club uses downtown, given that they bring in  

3. First Floor Commercial 

Group members were generally amenable to the suggestion that first floors of buildings be built 
to commercial specifications, but allow residential uses in the interim.  

4. Parking Structures 

Group members commented that they would rather have plenty of parking in downtown than 
prohibit parking structures, though one person said that parking structures don’t fit in small 
towns like Zebulon.  

Maintenance & Appearance 

Following up on the conversation from the previous meeting, CodeWright presented some suggestions 
for a minimum maintenance and appearance standard: prohibiting installation of bars on windows and 
doors, prohibition of one-way mirrored glass,  

One person clarified (and Town staff agreed) that there are regulations about many of these issues, but 
that they are difficult to enforce.  

Other Comments 

The following were additional comments collected from focus group members:   

1. Focus group members pointed to Wake Forest as a good example of a nearby community 
that has recently revitalized its downtown in ways that might make sense for Zebulon to 
emulate and learn from.  

2. There was a recommendation to put a process is in place for the Town (or a partner like the 
Chamber) to follow up with businesses who consider locating in Zebulon but ultimately 
decide not to?  

3. Note from staff: on the “Other Issues” slide, the highway referenced should read Highway 
96, not Highway 98.  

4. Group members agreed that the gateways into downtown could be improved with signage, 
landscaping, and development.  

5. Group members suggested installation of a roundabout near the gateway to downtown to 
invite automobile traffic.  

 


