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The Index provides data and information on the following topics:

A Holistic View of the Community

“Our culture and heritage are an integral and necessary 
component of our economy and quality of life. Those 
things are sometimes taken for granted, but 

The Vitality Index gives us the ability to show the 
relationships between the economy, our culture, and 
the environment that may not otherwise be apparent.
Angie Chandler, Executive Director, Blue Ridge National 
Heritage Area

“[These] findings underscore the importance of 
considering public health and wellness in land use 
planning and the need for cooperation between 
environmentalists and developers. 

Jason Ingle, President, Asheville Board of REALTORS®

“This will be an extremely useful tool for local  
planners, providing information needed to 

while protecting the natural  
resources so important to the area.

Susan Fox, former Assistant Director, USDA Forest Service’s 
Southern Research Station 
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This is a powerful collaboration.

they are the reason people live, visit, 
and relocate their businesses here.

help grow business

The 27 counties of the Mountain Resources Commission 
covered by the Vitality Index.

“
“

“



How to Use the GIS Viewer
Once the viewer loads in your web browser, 
the 27 counties of the the MRC region are 
displayed along with their major roads and 
highways. To change the basemap, click the 
drop-down box in the toolbar at the top, and 
select your preferred basemap. 

Navigation
The top toolbar is home to the hand and magnifying glass icons    

, which allow you to pan around the map by clicking and 
dragging, or to zoom by drawing a box around your area of focus. 
You can zoom and pan at controlled increments using the slider 
and arrows on the left side of the screen. You can also type the 
name of an area into the “Find Area” search box to have the viewer 
automatically locate it. To return to a view of the entire 27-county 
region, click the globe icon   .

Exploring Data
The “Map Layers” box contains the 
data layers used to overlay specific 
metrics onto the basemaps. The grey 
tabs represent each of the sectors 
covered in the Vitality Index, and 
within each tab are the data layers, 
categorized by type.

To activate or deactivate a data layer, check the box next to it. 

More than one layer can be active at a time, but the other active 
data layers may appear hidden. The gear icon beside the 
layer name allows the transparency of each layer to be adjusted 
so that others can be made visible. To do this, click the gear and 
move the slider to adjust layer transparency. With this function, the 
relationships between multiple data layers and 
the underlying geography can be examined. 

The “Map Tools” window contains the legend 
for active layers, and provides options to share 
your created map by providing a link that you 
can copy and paste into your browser. 

For additional support, click the question mark 
icon and follow the on-screen instructions .

Built upon the collaboration of many local and regional partners, 
the WNC Vitality Index draws data from local professionals whose 
expertise ranges from agriculture to geology to housing to cultural 
heritage. The information portrayed reflects the diverse elements 
that make up Western North Carolina. 

The Vitality Index is designed to assist local governments, interest 
groups, and the public in furtherance of the Mountain Resources 
Commission’s mission to “take care of our natural resources to 
enhance and sustain quality of life and ensure the long-term health 
of our region and our people.”

Interactive Map Tool
The Vitality Index also includes a geographic information systems 
(GIS) map viewer that allows users to interact with the datasets 
featured within the Index. GIS allows layers of data to be placed 
over a map of the region to create a visualization that can be used 
to investigate the relationships between the diverse elements that 
make up Western North Carolina.

The GIS viewer can be accessed from anywhere in the Vitality 
Index by clicking on “GIS Viewer” in the black navigation toolbar at 
the top of each page.

From the pristine streams and rivers to the towering 
Blue Ridge Mountains, this analysis of Western North 

Carolina’s natural resources reports on the vitality of our 
topography, geology, and biological resources, and the state of our 
weather and climate, water quality, and air quality.

With generations of experience honed to an efficient 
craft, local music, art, heritage, and spiritual values are 
elements that reflect all Western North Carolinians. This 
study observes the region through a lens focused on our 
population, human health, education, and culture.

Looking at the region’s status on land use, housing, 
transportation, water supply, energy, and natural 
stressors and risks, this analysis covers the places 
we work, shop, play, travel, and live. Through careful 

planning, these can be balanced to minimize their environmental 
impacts in order to ensure a lasting and productive community.

A look at the region’s standing on income and poverty, 
employment, agriculture, forestry, and tourism is essential 
to promoting a locally healthy and resilient economy.

the Natural Environment

the Human Environment

the Built Environment

the Economic Environment

What is the WNC Vitality Index?

Cultural Heritage

Western North Carolina Vitality Index

www.wncvitalityindex.org

The mountains and foothills of North Carolina have over many centuries fostered 

a rich mosaic of cultural heritage. The birthplace of the Cherokee’s advanced early 

civilization, the region is home today to the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians which 

continues to preserve many facets of traditional Cherokee culture.

Beginning in the eighteenth century, European and enslaved Africans 

moved into the mountains. The relative isolation of mountain life helped 

these settlers refine and preserve many traditions, most notably 

handmade crafts, traditional music, and local agricultural practices.

Today, these distinctive cultural legacies are celebrated as living 

traditions, providing employment to master artists and tradition 

bearers and drawing tourists from across the globe to experience the 

region’s craft galleries, music halls, festivals, museums, farms, and local 

cuisine.
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Housing

Western North Carolina Vitality Index

www.wncvitalityindex.org

What factors influence housing?
The map below shows the total number of housing units, and resembles 
the total population for the region; the more people you have, the more 
houses you need. However, the map only begins to tell the story. 

Graham and Clay Counties, for example, show 
to have the fewest housing units available 
in the whole of the MRC region while 
Haywood and Buncombe show to 
have among some of the region’s 
highest. 
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Average precipitation has remained constant over the past century, although 

some areas are more vulnerable to periods of excessive flooding or drought. 

The map above of average annual precipitation from 1981-2010 shows 

that water accessibility is not equal throughout the region, which can stress 

groundwater sources that supply well water to some homes.

Water

Western North Carolina Vitality Index

www.wncvitalityindex.org

Patterns affecting water availability

Western North Carolina has abundant rainfall, 

surface water, and groundwater.

The Palmer Hydrological Drought Index (PHDI) is influenced by precipitation and shows long-term dry and wet conditions. 

The PHDI reflects how precipitation affects groundwater, water tables, and reservoirs. On the graphs, the red indicates dry 

conditions, while the green indicates wet conditions. Any green value above 2 indicates severe wet (flooding), while any 

red value below -2 indicates severe dry (drought). Uncharacteristically frequent or extended dry or wet periods indicate an 

interruption in the seasonal pattern of precipitation.
With climate change, there may not be any change in total precipitation, but there may be 

extended wet and dry periods that might result in more flooding or drought. The PHDI for 

Western North Carolina shows that the longest dry periods over the past century have 

occurred in the past three decades. While flooding and drought are natural 

disturbances in Western North Carolina, increased frequency or severity of 

these disturbances will negatively impact the forests, which influence the 

productivity of our watersheds.

The elevation of the southern Appalachian Mountains carries cool, moist air upward, 

contributing to the precipitation patterns of the MRC region. The various forms of precipitation 

– such as rain, snow, or sleet – feed the river basins, which provide the conditions that 

support wildlife and our diverse aquatic ecosystems while also supplying fresh water to towns 

and cities throughout the region. Additionally, WNC river basins contain the headwaters of 

streams and rivers for areas outside of the region, including the Mississippi and other rivers 

flowing east, as well as outside cities and towns. This places the MRC region in a position of 

importance as stewards of this highly-demanded and life-giving resource.  

Future water use in MRC region
It is estimated that 214,265 acres of land area (an area about the size of Yadkin County) forested in 2006 will be converted 

to developed land by 2030 in 25 of the 27 counties covered by this Index. Continued development leads to several 

challenges, including the amount municipal governments must spend to provide services to residents. For example, 

continued development leads to an increase in landslide risk from the erosion of steep slopes, more frequent flooding 

from altered terrain and hydrology, and an increase in wildfire 

potential. As demand for recreation grows, land use patterns will 

shift towards the center of mountain ranges, thus threatening 

vulnerable habitats.

An increase in population could place stress on water quality 

and quantity, and alter the economic vitality of the MRC region. 

As more people in-migrate, demand for space and resources 

increases, leading to land conversion and the increased use of 

water. However, by looking at the trend in the Population Growth 

Index below, the MRC region is growing at a rate slower than the 

national or state standards. This, in conjunction with new water 

management procedures, makes areas vulnerable due to periodic 

stresses on water supply less susceptible to water-related risks.
The management of lands around water bodies is an important 

step in maintaining healthy watersheds and protecting the 

industries that rely on water. As land is converted from “undeveloped” to 

developed, the economics, politics, infrastructure, and quality of life of the 

region also change. New partnerships and constituencies are needed to 

assist communities, developers, and property owners in making informed 

decisions. From this, mechanisms that enable and encourage cooperative 

and cross-boundary management become necessary for areas more 

vulnerable to water-related stressors, thus responsibly demonstrating 

stewardship among the MRC region with this invaluable resource.

Despite population growth over the years, 

water use trends over the past 20 years have 

been showing decreases in many areas due 

to changes in the manufacturing base of the 

economy, conservation practices, treatment 

efficiencies, leak detection, incentive 
programs, and public education. 

Palmer 
Hydrological Index for the Southern 

Mountains of WNC

www.wncvitalityindex.org/weather-and-climate/

precipitation-patterns

www.wncvitalityindex.org/land/conversion-developed-land

www.wncvitalityindex.org/population/historical-population-trends
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Local and Regional Collaborations

The Vitality Index’s metrics are available in their entirety online at 
www.wncvitalityindex.org, allowing the public to interface with the 
region’s data in an interactive way, including a mobile-friendly map 
application. In addition to the website, a booklet version of the Index 
is available for download as either an interactive PDF or in ready-to-
print book form. It is formatted to dynamically display on a variety of 
devices, including smartphones and tablets.

The downloads section of www.wncvitalityindex.org features 
pamphlets that show how the Vitality Index can be used to illustrate 
meaningful relationships among the natural, human, built, and 
economic aspects of the Western North Carolina community. Other 
promotional materials such as information sheets and posters are 
available.

Additionally, supporting data used to create all content for the Vitality 
Index is accessible by download to the community, to encourage 
further collaboration.

An Accessible Resource

The Western North Carolina (WNC) Vitality Index reports on the 27 
counties of Western North Carolina through the perspectives of four 
categories. This resource provides the information necessary to 
protect our region’s abundant and unique natural resources, promote 
development and planning that accommodates healthy growth, and 
preserve the heritage and culture that defines our communities, all 
while strengthening public health and expanding the influence of the 
region’s local economic activity

Community Outreach


