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From Brownfields to Homes: Key Insights for NC 

Affordable Housing Projects



Overview of the NC 
Brownfields Program

• Established in 1997 under the NC 
Brownfields Property Reuse Act

• 800+ Brownfields Agreements 
statewide

• $30 Billion+ in economic 
development 

• 15,000+ acres returned to 
productive use

• Over 1,000 property owners with 
annual certifications



Summary

• Affordable housing trends on NC Brownfields sites

• Motivation and drivers for brownfields redevelopment

• Affordable home developments

• Technical and financial challenges affecting redevelopment

• Best practices and considerations
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NC Affordable Housing Trends 

• Significant population growth increasing overall residential need 

• Increase in affordable housing developments on brownfields

• Mix of high-density residential and townhomes

• Both new construction and refurbished buildings

• Prioritizing timing over cost?

• Due to real estate values, affordable housing developments 
may be in areas that require environmental mitigation.
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Motivation and Drivers for Using 
Brownfields for Affordable Housing

• Property tax incentives

• Liability protection from existing 
contaminants

• Lenders Requiring for Financing

• Lower Cost Land 

• Competitive pressure from higher-end 
housing developments
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Affordable Home Brownfield Redevelopments
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Sawmill Hollow

• Rental home community

• Strong demand for 
affordable housing – 
Hurricane Helene affected 
area

• VOC contamination

• Buried organic material - 
methane

• Passive vapor mitigation 
required



J.M. Bernhardt Mill

Department of Environmental Quality

• Former textile mill to Apartments

• TCE contamination

• Requires vapor mitigation retrofit
Projected similar construction



Cherryville
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• High Density Residential – 5 apartment 

buildings

• Adjacent to pre-regulatory landfill and 

upgradient TCE plume from industrial 

source

• Multiple vapor intrusion risks requiring 

evaluation



Key Challenges to Affordable Housing Brownfields Development
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Key Challenges 

• Failure to anticipate and budget for 
assessment, monitoring, and mitigation

• Vapor Mitigation

• Retrofitting existing is more 
challenging

• O&M 

• Residential use typically requires more 
extensive monitoring

• Pre-occupancy and post-occupancy 
vapor intrusion sampling
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Monitoring



Key Challenges

• Competing agendas – developers, 
construction managers, environmental 
consultants, contractors

• Require Source Removals

• Pre-occupancy VI sampling is often not 
conducted until immediately before 
occupancy 
• Delays due to unfavorable results

• VI or construction materials? 

• Need to transition to active VIMS?

• Building occupancy has been 
delayed due to poor planning!
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Advance Planning



Key Challenges

• Former textile mill

• Affordable housing development planned

• The mill imported goat hair for textile 
manufacturing
• Several mill workers exposed to anthrax in the 1970s

• Identified in Phase I ESA

• The site was assessed for anthrax spores 

• The housing development was delayed for 
7 years
• Now under construction!

• Mix of apartments and townhome style units

• Playground

• PAH impacted soils managed onsite
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Unexpected Delays – Sackville Mill Story



Key Challenges 

• Plan for ongoing monitoring costs 
after occupancy

• O&M issues – who repairs?

• Single-family homes no longer 
allowed in NC Brownfields

• Ensure homeowners associations 
(HOAs) have Authority and 
Obligation for maintenance and 
repair

• Confirm HOA financial reserve 
funding for long-term mitigation, 
O&M, and reporting obligations
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Stewardship



Bill Schmithorst
Brownfields Redevelopment Section

Email: william.schmithorst@deq.nc.gov

www.ncbrownfields.org

mailto:william.schmithorst@deq.nc.gov
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