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Cary: Yesterday and Today
Starting as a small, rural crossroads community with a rich 
agricultural heritage, Cary has evolved into a nationally 
recognized community of distinction.  The arrival of the North 
Carolina Railroad in 1854 and the development of the Research 
Triangle Park in 1959 were both game changers for the region 
and for Cary.  Over the last thirty years, the Town has attracted 
Fortune 500 companies, a series of high quality attractive 
residential developments, commercial growth, and community 
amenities that put it on the map as the place “where better living 
begins.”  The Town’s population grew from approximately 8,000 
residents in 1970 to more than 152,000 in 2015.  Today, Cary is 
known as one of the best mid-sized communities in the nation to 
live and work, to find a home or start a business, and to raise a 
family or retire.

Cary is...
3rd Safest City in the Nation (2014) – wallstreet.com

Top Town for Families (2014) – Forbes and @bizjournals

Sound Investment for Good Living (2014) – Nerdwallet, CNN 
Money, Forbes

Best Mid-Size City for Relocation (2013) – Movato

Best City for Early Retirement – Kiplinger

Top City for Tech – Forbes

1. FOUNDATIONS



IMAGINING CARY'S FUTURE

Imagining Cary’s Future
The purpose of the 2040 Cary Community Plan is to articulate 
the Town’s vision and values and set a course for achieving Cary’s 
desired future.  Cary’s vision statement below describes the 
aspirations to continue to be a premier community that will offer 
new opportunities to live, work, play, shop, and dine in the town 
we call home.

Our Vision for Cary
The Town of Cary will continue to be the model of a highly-
regarded and well-managed community. The interests of 
residents and businesses will be at the forefront of policies and 
public investment that foster sustained prosperity. 

Since the community is mostly developed, the existing suburban 
pattern of high quality residential, office, and shopping areas 
will remain dominant. In strategic and appropriate locations, 
emerging new development patterns—greater intensity in a 
walkable, mixed use form—will be encouraged to provide existing 
and future residents additional choices for living, connecting, 
working, playing, and shopping.  

The attractive physical setting—including both the natural 
and built environment—strengthens community pride and 
encourages private investment. This is also true with the 
consistent delivery of high quality community infrastructure, 
services and facilities.

The community also continues to prosper through attention to 
quality and a commitment to a sense of community, culture, and 
history, revealing the authentic and special Cary. 

We Value...
•	Leveraging the Town’s Regional Context
•	Managing Future Land Use
•	Encouraging Redevelopment and Infill Efforts
•	Fostering Strong and Sustainable Neighborhoods
•	Creating a Vibrant Arts and Cultural Environment
•	Fostering a Prosperous Economy and Fiscal Health
•	Protecting Nature and the Environment
•	Providing Comprehensive and Top Quality Facilities and 	                                               

Infrastructure
•	Preserving Historic Resources
•	Providing Extensive and High Quality Parks and Recreation
•	Providing High Quality Public Services
•	Providing an Efficient and Well-Designed Transportation System

3



CHAPTER 1:FOUNDATIONS

CARY IN CONTEXT

Cary is located in heart of the Research Triangle Region of 
North Carolina. Neighboring communities directly adjacent 
to Cary include Apex, Morrisville, Raleigh, and portions of 
unincorporated Wake County. Cary is a short drive from the 
Research Triangle Park and Raleigh Durham International 
Airport.

This plan focuses not just on the Town of Cary, but more 
appropriately on Cary’s entire land planning area.  This area 
is a boundary that outlines the outermost extent of where the 
Town of Cary may grow in the future.  According to agreements 
with neighboring jurisdictions, Cary cannot extend beyond this 
boundary.  The land planning area consists of four distinct 
geographies:

Town of Cary Corporate Limits
This is the formal area known as the Town of Cary.   The Town 
provides utility services within this area and plans and zones 
for all land within the Town limits.  Residents living in Cary pay 
Town taxes and can vote for Town Council members. 

Town of Cary Extraterritorial Jurisdiction (ETJ)
These are special planning areas granted jointly by the Town 
and Wake County as permitted by the State of North Carolina.  
ETJ areas lie outside of the Town’s corporate limits.   The 
purpose of ETJ in North Carolina is to allow for municipalities 
to plan for areas that may become part of the community’s 
corporate limits in the foreseeable future and that may require 
public utility services, such as potable water and sanitary 
sewer.  Properties in the ETJ are planned and zoned for by the 
Town of Cary; however, residents living in the ETJ are not Cary 
citizens and they do not pay Town taxes, nor can they vote for 
Town Council members.  The ETJ does have representation on 
the Town of Cary’s Planning and Zoning Board.

CARY’S PLANNING AREA

Town of Cary Urban Services Boundary
These are special planning areas designated by Wake County 
for the Town of Cary and the other 11 municipalities in the 
County.  Cary’s Urban Services Boundary is a geographic area 
contiguous to the Town’s corporate limits and ETJ in which 
Wake County has determined that the Town may someday 
provide public utilities.

Chatham County – Town of Cary Joint Planning Area
Chatham County does not define formal Urban Services Areas 
for its municipalities.  However, the Chatham-Cary Joint Land 
Use Plan, adopted June 2012, effectively identifies the portion 
of Chatham County that might someday be served by, or 
is eligible to be served by the Town of Cary for public utility 
services.  This area is included within the Cary land planning 
area.

Research Triangle Region

4



IMAGINING CARY'S FUTURE

Cary’s Planning Area
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CHAPTER 1:FOUNDATIONS

Trends & Influences

AGING AND DIVERSIFYING POPULATION
As is the case in many communities across the country, Cary’s 
population is aging and diversifying.  We see retiring baby 
boomers, professional workers choosing to wait longer to 
start a family or not have a family at all, an increasing number 
of single person households, and growth in racial and ethnic 
diversity.

Cary has, over the years, developed a family-friendly reputation 
based on a suburban community model.  But national trends 
show that the demographic changes being experienced here 
and elsewhere are increasingly accompanied by changes in 
household preferences that impact housing, transportation, 
and other lifestyle choices.  This Community Plan offers 
an opportunity to identify ways that Cary can maintain its 
high quality suburban community experience, while also 
accommodating the lifestyle preferences of this changing 
population.

The high quality of life enjoyed in Cary has propelled its growth 
up until now.  However, national, regional, and local trends 
suggest a changing context for the Town, and have spurred 
community conversations about the future of Cary.  Early on 
in the Imagine Cary planning effort, several key trends and 
influences were identified that will likely impact Cary’s future.

2000

2000

2010

More Seniors
Cary residents over the age of 55 increased 
from 12% to 18% between 2000 and 2010.

Smaller Households
Cary’s average household size and family 
size decreased between 2000 and 2010

Fewer Millenials
The % of the Millennial aged population in 
Cary is lower than in NC and the US.

More Singles
Unmarried singles in Cary increased from 
23.5% in 2000 to 28.2% in 2010

12%
18%

23.5%

28.2%

2010

2000 2010

10.9%   
Cary

13.7%   
NC

13.9%   
US

LIMITED LAND FOR DEVELOPMENT
Land available for new development in Cary’s planning 
jurisdiction is limited by formal agreements with neighboring 
communities.  These agreements delineate the boundary 
within which Cary can provide utility services in the future and 
ultimately the areas Cary can annex into the Town.  Today, only 
18% of land in the Town’s planning jurisdiction is available for 
development.  

In the past, Cary has been a model for high quality new 
developments built on vacant or agricultural land.  Now, with 
both limited land for development and the presence of aging 
commercial and residential developments, the Town faces 
a changing paradigm where new projects will increasingly 
come in the form of infill development and redevelopment 
of existing properties. With this shift comes the need to 
redefine development opportunities and the regulations and 
design standards that will shape evolving areas of Town, while 
continuing to protect Cary’s natural resources.  

Because only 18% of Cary’s planning and zoning area is undeveloped, 
future development will come more and more in the form of infill 
development and redevelopment of existing developed sites.

23.5%

2.69 average household

2.61 average 
household

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau

18%
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INCREASING TRANSPORTATION
DEMANDS
Today, Cary’s transportation network provides an excellent 
system of streets, award-winning greenways, miles of sidewalks, 
and bicycle facilities.  Combined, these transportation facilities 
support a commuting local workforce, recreational enthusiasts,  
and regional travelers. But with the expected regional population 
growth, projected future travel demand on roadways over the 
next 20 years increasingly will exceed existing roadway capacities.  
As Cary’s roadway network becomes built out and as Federal and 
State transportation funding sources continue to diminish, there 
will likely be a shift in focus from building new infrastructure to 
maintaining the existing system. Compounding these challenges 
is the increasing cost of infrastructure improvements resulting in 
the need to use existing infrastructure more efficiently.  

Cary’s residents have demonstrated their support for 
transportation choices that will allow residents and workers to 
drive, walk, bike, take the bus, or even possibly ride regional 
rail to destinations.  Expanding alternative travel options 
while maintaining vehicular mobility will require changes 
in development patterns as well as improvements to the 
transportation network.  The challenge facing Cary is to provide 
future residents with a complete range of choices that are 
operationally and fiscally efficient.   

37%

43%

32%

25%

32%

5% 5%

15%

7%

15%

10%

19%

32%

17%

23%

13%
16%

12%
16%

12%

22%

13%

5%
9%

13%14%

2% 3%

26%

4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Work Shopping Park School Fun

How Would You Like to Get to These Destinations in the Future?

Car Bike Walk Bus Rail Other

When Cary residents were asked how they would like to get around in 
the future, they expressed a desire for a variety of transportation choices 
regardless of the final destination.

DEMAND FOR 21ST CENTURY
DEVELOPMENT OPTIONS
Cary is known for its high-quality suburban neighborhoods, 
commercial  centers, and business parks.  These developments 
have helped make Cary the community of distinction that it is 
today.  However, preferences for these places may be changing. 
As evidenced by input from Cary’s citizens and business leaders, 
there is demand for new 21st century developments that reflect 
evolving lifestyles and workplace environments. National trends 
show that people want to be more connected, and they want to 
live and work in an active and vibrant environment that makes it 
easier to be connected to friends and neighbors, to community 
services and activities, and to easily access destinations. Many 
polls show that retirees and young professionals both desire 
the same type of living environment:  one that is walkable, 
connected, affordable, and vibrant.

It will be important for Cary to accommodate the housing needs 
of its aging and diversifying residential population and growing 
local workforce.  Likewise, the Town will need to consider the 
locational needs of target industries to make sure employment 
centers offer the type of workplace environment that modern 
businesses desire. 

Making a great place doesn’t happen by accident.  There are many key 
attributes and design features needed to create successful places.



CHAPTER 1:FOUNDATIONS

Cary is fortunate to have a strong fiscal base to support the 
delivery of community amenities and services ranging from police 
and fire protection to the Town’s wonderful parks and event 
spaces.  Town government in Cary has proven to be an effective 
and conservative guardian of the Town’s assets and resources, 
enabling the Town to gain a strong fiscal position and maintain 
one of the lowest tax rates in Wake County. Cary has experienced 
significant levels of growth and development for several decades 
under sound fiscal management. During this period of growth, 
the Town’s revenues increased along with property valuations, 
covering the expenses of delivering additional services and 
maintaining existing infrastructure. An estimated 80% of that 
revenue growth, on average, has been generated by the addition 
of new tax base to the Town. In fact, the Town has seen a direct 
correlation between population growth and tax revenue growth. 

As Cary runs out of land for development and enters a new phase 
of slower growth in the next 10 to 20 years, the Town could 
experience a declining rate of revenue growth. Meanwhile, the 
cost of providing services and maintaining infrastructure like 
parks and recreation and water and sewer service is expected 
to rise and the annual increase in costs could eventually surpass 
the increase in revenues at current tax rates.  Added to the 
challenge is demand for increasing services and new community 
amenities, and an aging infrastructure that will require future 
maintenance investments.  Cary’s challenge will be to identify 
fiscally sustainable revenue generation models supported by the 
community that can continue to provide high quality services 
and facilities to existing and future residents.

FUTURE FISCAL CHALLENGES

In Cary, new development drives the growth of public revenues that 
have supported the Town’s ability to provide high quality community 
amenities and services.  On average, 80% of new revenue growth comes 
from new tax base to the Town.  As growth slows due to limited land 
for development, new revenue generation models will be needed to 
maintain the level of service residents have come to expect.

8
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Using the Plan

The Cary Community Plan is organized into ten chapters: this 
Foundations chapter (plan introduction and background), 
seven thematic chapters (Live, Work, Shop, Shape, Engage, 
Move, Serve), the Act chapter (sets a course for strategically 
implementing the plan), and the Appendix (includes supporting 
documents developed during the course of Imagine Cary).

The seven thematic chapters set out a policy context and 
policy framework, with each chapter including sections that 
address three main topics: challenges and opportunities, goals 
and policies, and strategic actions. In addition, these chapters 
conclude with cross-references to related policy direction in 
other chapters.

Plan Organization

Purpose of Plan
The plan should serve multiple purposes:

• as a guide for public decision-making related to development 
proposals;

• for coordinating planning efforts between the Town and 
adjacent jurisdictions;

• for planning for future service and facility needs;
• for qualifying for state and federal grant programs;
• as a marketing tool used to showcase the key initiatives that 
will continue to maintain Cary’s competitive edge as a premier 
community to live, work, play, learn, and raise a family; and

• as a guide for establishing annual work plans for Town 
departments.

Vision

Value Statements

Policies

Actions

Policy Guidance
The plan’s policy guidance is set out in a four part structure:

(1) An overarching vision statement that articulates the future 
aspirations for Cary. This statement is provided at the beginning 
of each chapter.

(2) Value statements that set out the critical values the 
community holds that drove development of this plan. The value 
statements are presented on the cover page for each chapter.

(3) Specific policies that aid in day-to-day decision-making 
to achieve the community’s vision, including policy intent 
statements that provide guidance about implementation of 
policies. The policy statements are provided within the body of 
each chapter.

(4) Specific actions that the Town may take to make the vision a 
reality. (Note: The stated actions provide general direction, but 
may vary in response to changing circumstances.) The actions are 
described towards the end of each chapter, and brought together 
in Chapter 9, ACT.

FOUNDATIONS

LIVE

WORK

SHOP

ENGAGE

SHAPE

MOVE

SERVE

ACT

APPENDICES

introduction
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places to shop
and dine
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land planning
character of growth
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CHAPTER 1:FOUNDATIONS

Community-Based Planning Effort

Cary has had a long, successful history of creating plans that 
guide growth and investment in the community.  Starting with 
the Town’s first comprehensive plan in 1991, “Cary . . . Growing 
With a Vision”, Cary has maintained a commitment to its 
comprehensive plan and uses it to guide decisions related to 
capital investments, desired development patterns, and design 
of new developments. That plan was followed in 1996 with a 
new land use plan, and a series of individual plans for affordable 
housing, parks, growth management, and other topics, and 
multiple small area plans. By 2012 the Town had 20 planning 
documents and 12 volumes in its comprehensive plan. 

In late 2010, the Town of Cary began considering the need to 
update several of the Town’s existing plans for a few geographic 
areas.  It became clear that a more pressing need was to undertake 
a comprehensive update to the entire policy context rather than 
updating individual component parts.  As a result, in 2011, the 
Cary Town Council directed Town staff to conduct a complete 
review of all plans and create a new and more consolidated 
comprehensive Community Plan -- a consensus vision document 
to guide decisions and achieve a desired future.  This process 
included an update to all volumes of the current comprehensive 
plan, including the Town’s Comprehensive Transportation Plan to 
better integrate it with the Town’s growth framework that guides 
development decisions.  

PART 1: THE CHARTER FOR CREATING THE                          
CARY COMMUNITY PLAN (2012)
Due to the complexity of the undertaking, the Town decided 
to approach this initiative in two parts.  In 2012, the project 
team worked with Town Council and Town departments to 
develop the Charter for Creating a Cary Community Plan – the 
plan for effectively creating “the plan.”  The Charter provided 
detailed guidance for development of the plan and the public 
engagement process.

PART 2: THE IMAGINE CARY PLANNING EFFORT 
(2013-2016)
Building on its commitment to planning, transparency and 
citizen involvement, the Town of Cary undertook an ambitious 
four-year planning effort to update Cary’s comprehensive plan. 
Imagine Cary was a first-of-its-kind effort by the Town to update 
and connect its many specific topic plans into a single, integrated 
and comprehensive policy guide for the future.  It also marked 
the first time in the Town’s planning history to simultaneously 
generate a coordinated and integrated economic, land use, and 
transportation vision for the Town.

Through the guidance of the Charter, the Imagine Cary process 
was designed to be inclusive, focused, inspirational, and 
sustainable.  The plan was generated through the integration 
of technical analysis and community aspirations set out in four 
distinct phases of plan development:

1.	 Values and Vision
2.	 Community Choices
3.	 Plan Framework
4.	 Plan Adoption

DEVELOPING THE PLAN

10
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The 2040 Cary Community Plan was developed using the most 
robust public engagement process in the Town’s history.  The 
planning process actively sought public input using a variety of 
traditional and innovative web-based methods to educate and 
engage the community.

 Phase 1: Vision & Values Input
 14 events

 Online testing
 4,000 unique ideas generated

1,191 participants

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

 Phase 2: Community Choices
 4 events

Online testing
866 participants
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What is new in 
the 2040 Cary 
Community Plan?

Building upon the sound plans already in place, the 2040 Cary 
Community Plan sets out a new policy framework that incorporates 
many relevant policies developed under previous planning efforts, 
as well as many new policy objectives.  New topics include:

Economic Policies and Strategies
The plan establishes economic policies and strategies to guide the 
Town’s economic development efforts.

Integration of Land Use and Transportation Plans
The plan integrates land use and transportation plans using a new 
approach (the Future Growth Framework) that tested the impacts 
of future development ideas on the Town’s transportation network, 
and that provides design guidance for transportation improvements 
to align with the vision for future land use.

Focus on Downtown Cary
The plan emphasizes downtown as the heart and soul of Cary, 
and a priority for redevelopment and community investment. 

Neighborhood Protection and Housing Choices
The plan sets out policies and strategies to provide greater 
housing choices, including housing for a variety of incomes, 
lifestyles, and stages of life, while also protecting and stabilizing 
Cary’s established neighborhoods.

New Infill and Redevelopment Opportunities
The plan encourages and guides future infill and redevelopment 
efforts in targeted locations, and encourages development of 
new tools to guide design of redevelopment and infill projects.

Destination Centers
The plan fosters development of strategically located and 
vertically integrated mixed use developments to serve as key 
destination centers for regional attraction.

Transit-Oriented Development
The plan sets the stage for future regional transit improvements 
that will likely be developed during the planning horizon (2040),  
and the associated transit-oriented development that will 
support transit ridership in the future.

12
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The Cary Community Plan is a long-range policy document that 
provides guidance to the Town’s current and future decision-
makers regarding land development, capital improvements, and 
public programs.  In contrast, the Town’s Land Development 
Ordinance is the set of Town laws that govern land development.  
The regulations in the Land Development Ordinance set out the 
specific uses permitted on individual properties, the density and 
intensity of development that can occur, and how developments 
are designed. These regulations also provide property owners in 
Cary with certain rights to development.

The Town of Cary’s Land Development Ordinance consists of 
a zoning map and a written ordinance that divides the Town 
into zoning districts, including various mixed use, residential, 
commercial, and industrial districts. The land development 
regulations describe what type of land use and specific activities 
are permitted in each district, and also regulate how buildings, 
signs, parking, and other construction may be placed on a lot. 
These regulations also provide procedures for re-zonings and 
other planning activities.

While the 2040 Cary Community Plan and in particular, the 
Future Growth Framework Map found in Chapter 6, provides 
guidance to decision-makers regarding the future development 
or use of property, capital investments, or community 
programs; the Land Development Ordinance defines the 
actual laws that apply to each property in the Town’s planning 
jurisdiction.  Implementation of this plan may in some instances 
require amendments to the Land Development Ordinance. Any 
proposed amendment to the Land Development Ordinance will 
require a separate public hearing and review process, with a final 
decision made by Town Council.

Relationship of Plan to 
Town’s Land Development 
Ordinance

Cary’s ability to adopt and implement a comprehensive plan is 
drawn from its state-authorized general police power to “define, 
regulate, prohibit, or abate acts, omissions, or conditions 
detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of its citizens” per 
North Carolina General Statute § 160A-174.

In North Carolina, municipal zoning enabling statutes have long 
required that zoning regulations be made “in accordance with 
a comprehensive plan.”  However, neither the North Carolina 
statutes nor case law mandate preparation of comprehensive 
plans, define their elements, or set a mandatory procedure for 
their adoption.  Local governments can choose to develop or not 
to develop a plan. 

In 2005, the state zoning statutes were amended to strengthen 
the role of adopted plans where they do exist.  This law requires 
that boards reviewing proposed zoning amendments include 
a written recommendation that addresses the consistency of 
the proposed amendment with the comprehensive plan and 
any other relevant plans (such as a small area plan, a corridor 
plan, or a transportation plan) that have been adopted by Town 
Council.  The Town Council is also required to adopt a statement 
on plan consistency when adopting or rejecting any zoning 
amendment.  While this statement is required, it does not limit 
the Town Council’s discretionary power to adopt or not adopt 
zoning amendments.

Town’s Authority to Adopt 
a Comprehensive Plan

 Provided by Other JurisdictionsServices and Facilities Provided by Cary
•	 Libraries
•	 Public schools
•	 Social services
•	 Streets not owned and managed by Cary

•	  Community facilities and greenways 
•	  Emergency management service (EMS)  
•	  Maintenance of town-owned streets 
•	  Parks, recreation, and cultural resources
•	  Police and fire protection
•	  Regulating development
•	  Solid waste and recycling
•	  Water and wastewater services
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