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July 22, 2013 

 
To: Mayor Randy Voller, and Members of the Pittsboro Town Board of Commissioners 

 

Additional Comments on Chatham Park  

Planned Development District Master Plan and Re-zoning Request 
 

“Spreading southwestward from the banks of the Haw River and the shore of Jordan Lake lies an 

undeveloped wilderness of more than 10,000 acres. Just a few roads and a scattering of homes 

break up this forested landscape dotted with the remnants of previous settlement: old family 

cemeteries, stone walls, and home sites. Laying within the Cape Fear River Basin and draining into 

Jordan Lake--the second largest drinking water supply for Triangle area communities--the Southwest 

Shore Wilderness is one of the largest remaining unfragmented areas in the six-county Triangle 

region. Within this setting, Preston Development Company has assembled nearly 6,500 acres of 

land with plans to develop a large, mixed-use project--the largest project in Chatham County’s 

history. The Preston property extends from Bynum in the north to just shy of the Deep River in the 

south and is characterized by rolling hills, steep ravines, upland forests, open water, wetlands and 

floodplains”                              -  Southwest Shore Conservation Assessment, 2008 

 

 
                                                Lower Haw River State Natural Area   

 
At the time the report quoted from above was published, Chatham Park did not yet have a name, 

and was many fewer acres than it is today. When I think about development proposals I find it is 

always helpful to have a sense of place – and to consider all of what might be lost, in order to 

decide what might be gained. 
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These comments are an additional response to those I sent earlier, having now had more time to 

study the numerous documents concerning the Chatham Park PDD Master Plan.  Thank you for 

extending the time the public has had to comment, and for continuation of the public hearing.  

 

The Planned Development District Ordinance states in Section 5.8.3 that the application for 

rezoning to a Planned Development District and the Master Plan shall be treated as a single item 

when acted up by the Board of Commissioners.  I do not believe that this rezoning request for 

Chatham Park as submitted is in the best interests of the people of Pittsboro, the ETJ or for the 

thousands of people in Chatham County who think of Pittsboro as their home town for shopping, 

dining, schools, churches, health care, and more. As Haw Riverkeeper, I am especially concerned 

about what will happen to the waters of Jordan Lake, the Haw River and the many creeks that will 

be impacted by this enormous development.  I think the language in the PDD Ordinance is not 

protective enough of the town’s interests for what will happen to this land and how it will develop. I 

do not see either the details or the intent in the Master Plan for the kind of innovative land planning, 

design and layout that the PDD was intended for.  

 

 

The PDD ordinance gives 6 points that spell out the benefits of this special zoning district. Taking 

these points one by one raises many important questions that I hope the Town of Pittsboro will take 

time to address before moving forward with this approval process. 

 

1. Reducing or eliminating the inflexibility that sometimes results from strict application of zoning 

and development standards or regulations that were designed primarily for individual lots;    

The developers of Chatham Park would certainly benefit from the flexibility of the PDD and to not 

being held to Pittsboro’s regular standards and regulations. But what does Pittsboro get in return? 

The Master Plan lays out a density of 70% impervious surface  - the equivalent of urban density in a  

landscape that is currently mostly used and zoned for residential, rural and agricultural. The current 

zoning for this area shown on the developers map for residential use is for minimum lot sizes of 1 to 

5 acres per dwelling unit. The Master Plan would create 22,000 new housing units – perhaps 10 

times more than what could be done at full build-out under current zoning.  What is the benefit to 

Pittsboro of such a huge population that will surely swallow up its current identity, cultural 

uniqueness, historical significance and political structure?  

 

(2) Allowing greater freedom in selecting the means to provide access, light, open space, and 

design amenities; 

Looking at the Master Plan it would appear that these “freedoms”, due to the sheer numbers of 

people, vehicles and buildings proposed, would create more traffic, more light pollution, and a very 

minimal amount of open space and unknown design amenities. Again, what is the benefit to 

Pittsboro?  Does it really make sense to try to connect the properties above and below Hwy 64 as a 

continuous Planned Development District?  In actuality there is really no connection between these 

two areas except for a conceptual road.   

 

(3) Allowing greater freedom for a broad mix of various land uses in the same development; 

The Master Plan shows the kind of commercial development along highway corridors and 

sprawling residential growth that is typical of regular development. Where is the innovation and the 

need for this to be a PDD?  Where is the affordable housing going to be  so that this development 



will be inclusive of a broad mix of people?  Where is the working farmland that could take 

advantage of Pittsboro’s world class sustainable agricultural programs at the Community College? 

This would be an innovative use that would also be very place based, recognizing Chatham 

County’s long and proud agricultural history. Working sustainable and organic farms with local 

food would be a great asset to the new and old residents of this future city. 

 

(4) Promoting quality urban design and environmentally sensitive development by allowing 

development to take advantage of special site characteristics, locations, and land uses; 

There is extremely little in this Master Plan that takes advantage of the very special site 

characteristics of this piece of land. Where is the connection of this plan to the Southwest Shore 

Conservation Assessment that was done for this land with the encouragement of the developers in 

2008 by the Triangle Land Conservancy, the UNC-Chapel Hill Institute for the Environment and 

many scientists and planners from local, state and federal agencies and organizations including the 

Haw River Assembly? This very detailed report used boots on the ground to get first hand 

information of the landscape, cultural history, streams, plants, animals and geology of this very 

special land between the Haw River and Jordan Lake. Excellent recommendations were made in the 

report on how to best protect the most valuable ecological places on this land when developing it. It 

is really a blueprint and a gift to those who are trying to plan what is best for our area. At the very 

least we would have expected to see large conservation areas of undisturbed natural forest and 

habitat with development clustered away from the sensitive riparian buffers and significant natural 

areas.  The Master Plan shows only about 234 if the total 7120 acres to be dedicated to something 

called Park/Institutional.  Although additional greenways are proposed, this will be basically a 

landscape of impervious surface and a great loss of the existing forest, wildlife habitat and of 

course, the wildlife itself.  The stream buffers proposed meet the minimums required by Pittsboro 

for development so close to Jordan Lake, but pale in comparison with Chatham County’s much 

more protective buffers of all streams including the smaller headwaters, springs and buffers around 

wetlands. Did the Chatham Park developers ever create an overlay map of the excellent 

“Conceptual Open Space Plan” Figure 31 of the Southwest Shore Conservation Assessment with 

their property? It does not appear that they used this Assessment, otherwise the Master Plan would 

look quite different.  Is it possible for the Town to do an overlay map?  

 

(5)  Encouraging quality urban design by allowing higher densities when such increases are 

supported by superior design or the provision of additional amenities;  

Why is it assumed that urban design and high density – basically a new city bigger than either 

Pittsboro or Burlington – is a desirable use of this land between Pittsboro, Jordan Lake and the Haw 

River?   Pittsboro’s own Land Use plan map of future land use did not envision this as the preferred 

scenario. Pittsboro has long understood that it has a very special role to play in the stewardship  of 

these waters used and enjoyed by its residents.  The Master Plan does not place those stewardship 

roles as a priority, even though Jordan Lake and the Haw River are a tremendous asset to not just 

Pittsboro and Chatham County, but the greater Triangle area as a whole. They would be taking an 

existing natural amenity of our area and creating something that would look a lot like Cary. 

 

(6) Advancing public health, safety and general welfare 

This is the point that I think is most lacking in this Master Plan. How does Chatham Park advance 

our public health, safety and general welfare? As Haw Riverkeeper I have not yet seen a major 

development built that did not have Notices of Violation for sediment and erosion control or other 

water quality standards– and sending tons of mud into nearby streams, the Haw River and Jordan 

Lake. This has been true of Briar Chapel, Chapel Ridge, Amberly and on and on.  The Haw River 



Assembly has been fighting the pollution that comes from the polluted stormwater, impervious 

surfaces, roofs, lawns and roadways  for over 30 years. This pollution is why Jordan Lake is on the 

EPA Impaired Waters list. So are parts of the Haw River and Robeson Creek. I see nothing in the 

Master Plan’s stormwater section that would increase water quality by building a high density 

development of this size near these waters.   This is not a small matter to those 300,000 people who 

drink water from Jordan Lake or the over 1 million people a year that use it for recreation.  How 

will Pittsboro meet nutrient reductions for Jordan Lake with new inputs from a development this 

size. The enormous amount of impervious surface they are proposing cannot be mitigated on site, 

especially in times of heavy and protracted rainfall. 

 

And how does it advance the general welfare of those who call Pittsboro home?  What will happen 

to historic Pittsboro communities, and especially historic African American communities who are 

adjacent to this huge new mega-development.  How will historic Pittsboro co-exist with something 

twelve and half times bigger than it is?  Will there be environmental justice issues when we look at 

who will be impacted by the burden of new roads and pollution caused by the project?    

 

Is this a new city being built or an enormous expansion of Pittsboro. Is it a private development or 

is it truly public in the way a city is?  

 

How will a development of this size affect the total carbon footprint and climate change when such 

a large tract of existing forest is cut down?  How will it affect our own microclimate in eastern 

Chatham County with so much new roofs and pavement?   

How will the Town be protected from a failure scenario if one arises, in terms of abandoned 

infrastructure, or difficulties selling properties. How will the Town’s interests be protected when 

land is flipped to subsequent developers? How will environmental protections ordinances apply in 

the future to vested interests?  Should Pittsboro require bonds posted for infrastructure guarantees?  

We need look no further than up the road in Chatham to see the lingering effects of unsold and 

foreclosed development land.  And what about the eventual size of this? Chatham Park has 

contracted to purchase 536 additional acres once owned by Townsend just south of the US15/501 

and Pittsboro-Moncure Rd. intersection. This means Chatham Park will now be 7,656 acres in size. 

 And finally – water use.  The Master Plan is not specific enough about where the source drinking 

water will come from, and it seems that information – for a new population of perhaps 50,000 or 

more people, should be known upfront.  Same with the wastewater.   The Haw River Assembly has 

long fought against wastewater effluent being dumped into the Haw River near Hwy 64 – at a 

permitted site just upstream from what will be Chatham Park. We would welcome a truly 

innovative water reclamation and reuse project that the Plan discusses. But we believe more 

specifics need to be in place in order for there to be confidence in these ideas. And where will 

sludge extracted from wastewater be applied?  What lands will be used for that? 

When we consider the enormity of this project, and so many unanswered questions, we would 

recommend the following steps be taken next: 

1.  Require an Environmental Impact Statement to be prepared by the Chatham Park 

developers with peer review of the EIS before the rezoning request is considered. Use the 

existing Southwest Shore Conservation Assesssement, 2008 for the valuable information it 

contains. 



2. Following the results of the EIS, ask for a revised version of the Master Plan that will better 

address the many questions raised here and by others before any decision to re-zone is made.   

3. Allow enough time for in-depth understanding of this project and further input by citizens 

whose lives will be impacted, forever, by a project of this magnitude.   

I urge you to allow enough time to get this right – and to help guide new development that is fit for 

the 21
st
 century and the many challenges that we will be faced with. We cannot solve the issues of 

sustainable energy, food and water and the changes climate change will bring with 20
th

 century 

thinking. 

Again, thank you for your consideration of these comments and the many questions raised.  

Sincerely, 

 

 

Elaine Chiosso 

Haw Riverkeeper and Executive Director, Haw River Assembly 

 


