
 

The coalition was originally founded in 1968, by long time leaders in the Smithville  community before its 

annexation to Cornelius.  The coalition was re-formed in 2011. The coalition  was strengthened when the 

NCDOT decided to create an alternative plan for Exit 28 traffic that did not cut through Smithville. The 

coalition is also leading the fight to Save Smithville from gentrification and displacement. In addition to its 

political history, the Smithville Community Coalition is responsible for managing the Cornelius Communi-

ty Garden, raising funds to support neighborhood youth programs, and helping seniors qualify for re-

sources to repair their  homes. 

 
Smithville CommUnity Coalition Smithville is one of the historical African American communities, in Mecklenburg County,  formed after the Civil War. West Davidson, Pottstown, and 

Crestdale are African American communities in Mecklenburg County that are significantly smaller than the 1980s. Founded in 1910, Smithville is one of 

the oldest communities and the largest concentration of African Americans in Cornelius, with roots dating back to the 1880s. Originally called Limley by 

freed slaves around 1869, it was renamed Smithville in honor of Jacob L. Smith. Jacob Smith was a local landowner and cotton farmer drawn by the 

opening of the Cornelius Cotton Mill in 1880. Many of the men in the neighborhood worked as laborers and sharecroppers for Smith. In 1908 Jacob Smith 

began to parcel out his land to black families, hoping they would create a community where families could live together.  

 

Before being annexed, Smithville had been denied annexation due to lack of a tax base, however, after the damming of the Catawba River, development 

came to Cornelius that encouraged them to annex Smithville in 1972. Throughout its history and into the present, Smithville has suffered the impact of 

segregation and federal housing policies that have limited the appreciation of housing and real estate.  
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Smithville is facing four major threats to its existence: (1) A rapidly aging 
population where most descendants do not live in Smithville or Cornelius, (2) 
Relatively low land values due to isolation and blight will fuel outside investor 
purchases. (3) A very marketable location given the traffic problems in the 
area, and, (4)  Introduction of Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) stop at Exit 28 and 
Catawba will fuel land/home purchases within walking distance to the pro-
posed bus stop. 

What are the greatest risks facing the Smithville 
community over the next five years? 

Neighborhood Goals for 2021 

Our goals revolve around four outcomes we are working toward. First, we 
want to continue to enhance the quality of life for the low-income residents 
of Smithville. Second, we want to provide the resources for residents to 
clear ownership conflicts in their homes. Third, get the Town to address 
conditions that could force the relocation of affected households. Fourth, 
have the revitalization program approved in the community and voted on 
by the Town commissioners. 
  

We expect to return to Mecklenburg County for land acquisition and infra-

structure funding in the FY 2022 budget cycle. 
Goals of the Plan 

The revitalization program attempts to address four key objectives: (1) 
Eliminate displacement of current primarily low-income residents of 
Smithville, (2) Eliminate blight and create value for the remaining home-
owners in Smithville, (3) Connect Smithville to the town of Cornelius, and, 
(4) Reposition Smithville as an emerging mixed-income, mixed-tenure, 
and multi-ethnic neighborhood of the future, primarily occupied by house-
holds making less than 80% of the AMI.  

Activities for 2021 

Roll Out Digital Communication Plan 
The Smithville Community Coalition cannot have it regular monthly meetings, 
due to COVID 19, since February 2020. There have been several victims of the 
coronavirus in Smithville. Union Bethel AMEZ and Torrance Chapel AMEZ 
churches, and the Neighborhood CARE Center, have been quarantined. We 
could not share information and receive neighborhood input on several issues. 
The SCC is creating a digital platform for sharing information. This will be done 
in two steps. First, we will record the presentations we typically do each month 
at Union Bethel and place them on either Facebook Live or YouTube.  Second, 
we will hold “Zoom” meetings by street to receive feedback on the information 
shared. Third, we will circulate a door to door survey confirming the results of 
the “Zoom” meetings. That information will be shared with the community. We 
will drop leaflets by each door when the schedule is nailed down. 
  

Resolve Public Right of Way Issues  
Smithville has historically suffered from ambiguous lot lines, differentiating 
where streets begin and end, and where lots start. This confusion has been an 
ongoing problem affecting things like the ability to install sidewalks, and some-
times, houses appear to protrude into the public right-of-way. 
  

Continue Family Tree Investigations  
We started mapping out family trees to identify heirs who held ownership rights 
to land in Smithville. The expected result of this work is creating a pathway to-
ward clearing the title on the intestate properties. This process included inter-
viewing household members and identifying relatives, usually former household 
members, who were raised in the house one or two generations ago. We would 
then match that information up against census data, birth certificates, and death 
certificates to confirm household membership. 
  

Assist Neighborhood Homeowners with Flooding  
Smithville has three creeks cutting through the approximately 68 acres making 
up the sub-neighborhood. The SCC will follow up with all the homeowners who 
have complained about this problem and make sure their property is inspected 
by the Town. 
  

Clear Titles to Intestate Parcels  
We continue to have senior residents who need repairs to their homes. Low-
income senior homeowners are eligible for free emergency repairs on their 
homes, provided they have clear title to the houses. The SCC will continue to 
work with individual families to assist them in clearing clouds on their titles. We 
also have several parcels of “heir” land where the titles need clearing. We have 
identified the most strategic parcels, based on the master plan, and will work on 
those first. 
  

Land Acquisition  
Start the site acquisition program with public funding. Our plan calls for public 
funding in FY 2022 for acquisition and infrastructure construction. The SCC will 

Continue the Estate Planning Program  
Since most residents of Smithville do not have wills, we created training 
sessions planned for March and April of 2020. These sessions were post-
poned because of the quarantines for COVID 19. As soon as it is safe to 
resume the training sessions, we will reschedule the sessions. The meet-
ings will still be available for families with scholarships available from the 
Smithville Community Coalition. The sessions will come with a reduced 
price from attorneys for producing wills. The County has agreed to fund 
this program. If the quarantine continues beyond October 2020, we will 
redesign the program to work on a digital platform.   
  

Complete the Neighborhood Review and Approval of the New 
Master Plan 

The updated neighborhood revitalization plan was available in June 2020. 
Typically, this plan would have been a major agenda item on our monthly 
community meetings. Due to the coronavirus, we have not had a communi-
ty meeting since February 2020. We have piggybacked on the education 
process used in most churches, which includes a presentation on Face-
book Live, followed by a Q&A session on “Zoom.” We will break the neigh-
borhood into street clusters to facilitate the “Zoom” meeting. Once we com-
plete the process with the groups, we will do a door-to-door neighborhood 
survey to confirm the verbal results of the neighborhood meetings. We will 
notify each street of the schedule two weeks before we start. 
  

 Secure the Town’s Approval of the New Land Use Plan  
After the SCC completes the neighborhood review of the revitalization 
plan, we want to have it approved by the Cornelius Board of Commission-
ers. The Land Use Plan is a prerequisite to the proposed zoning we antici-
pate needing for the revitalization. 
  

Staffing 
The SCC expects to contract with a consultant who will work with us to 
implement the goals identified for the upcoming year. The position will be 
funded from grants that we have either received or expect to receive. The 
staffing will help provide consistency to our organizing efforts. We plan to 
sign a one-year contract with a consultant. The consultant will work an 
average of 20 hours per week.  
 

Legal Assistance 
In late June, the law firm Robinson Bradshaw took us on as a pro bono 
client. Their firm has a real estate development practice area. Besides 
helping us with land acquisition and mortgage documents, they also have 
experience in condemnation, land use and zoning, fund formation, and 
public finance. This is in addition to the legal services provided by McPhail 
& McPhail, who has performed most of our title work. The McIntosh Law 
Firm has provided advice and support as SCC considers creating a Smith-
ville CDC to execute the master plan for the SCC.  
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Updated Master Plan. This version on the Master Plan is different from the previous plan in the following ways: (1) The Southern boundary has been ex-

panded to cover the parcels created by the completion of Nannie Potts Lane. (2) This is a 7-10 year plan instead of a 5 year plan. It shows new housing where 
some currently occupied homes exist. If those houses become available, the replacements will be consistent with the plan. (3) The majority of the homes in the 
plan targets workforce incomes, between 50% to 120% of the Area Median Income. (4) The total 10 year plan is now 318 units, 278 new and 40 existing. 

Development Principles 
 
The “Target Area” for revitaliza-
tion covers approximately 60 
parcels on 30 acres of vacant 
land or homes.  T 
 
This plan is projected to happen 
in phases over 7-10 years. This 
plan, with community approval, 
will be submitted to the Board of 
Commissioners to become the 
new Land Use Plan for the com-
munity. his plan will replace the 
current 

7 Revitalization Guiding  
Principles 

 
1. No residents in currently occu-
pied homes will be displaced.  
 
2. The new “Smithville” will hon-
or its heritage as a historically 
African-American neighborhood.  
 
3. Seniors who own their homes 
can continue to live in them until 
they are ready to sell at some 
point in the future.  
 
4. Redevelopment will be limited 
to blighted sections of Smithville, 
those with empty land and empty 
buildings.  
 
5. New development should be 
done in such a way that current 
residents will not be displaced by 
escalating real estate taxes. 
 
6. New development in Smith-
ville will be mixed income and 
mixed tenure, covering the spec-
trum from 30% of AMI to 120% 
of AMI, with the majority of new 
development targeting incomes 
below 80% of AMI.  
 
7. Less than 5 currently occu-
pied homes may need to be 
purchased to provide street up-
grades. but those households 
will be able to remain in Smith-
ville and be compensated .as a  

 RENTAL = 124 Units  

Senior Apartments 93 

Rental Townhomes 31 

OWNERSHIP = 154  

3  BR Single Family 36 

4 BR Single Family 5 

2 BR TH No Garage 44 

2 BR TH - Garage 10 

3 BR TH No Garage 39 

3 BR TH - Garage 13 

4 BR TH - Garage 7 

Existing Units to Remain - 40 


