
Coalition of Asheville Neighborhoods Opposes Public Safety Committee Recommendation
for Excessively High Decibel Limits

On June 1, the Asheville Public Safety Committee unanimously passed a motion to send the
city’s proposed noise ordinance to the full City Council for consideration at its June 22 meeting.
The motion includes a recommendation, based on Wilmington’s noise ordinance, to allow noise
as loud as 70 to 75 decibels, as measured at the site of complaint, including residences, in
Asheville’s Central Business District (CBD).

The Coalition of Asheville Neighborhoods (CAN) is strongly opposed to this recommendation,
which contradicts the City’s top two guiding principles for a new noise ordinance: (1)
“excessive noise is a public health, welfare and safety hazard” and (2) “the community has a
right to an environment free from excessive noise that may degrade their quality of life or
diminish property values”.

CAN has worked closely and tirelessly with the city staff for two years to develop a new noise
ordinance, a complex and challenging task.  In doing so, CAN compiled extensive input from
residents for this critically important effort and is dismayed the committee did not take this
input into consideration when making its recommendation.

The committee members’ stated rationale was the notion that higher limits for noise producers
could stimulate economic recovery for Asheville’s music and performance industries. However,
they did not present substantiating evidence and facts.

Their recommendation would unjustifiably apply Wilmington’s permissive noise ordinance to
Asheville without consideration for the stark differences between the cities in terms of
population size and density, topography, nature of central business districts, complex zoning
border issues, and proximity of industrial and commercial sources of noise pollution to
residential areas.

Moreover, the committee did not discuss Asheville residents’ real suffering from unwanted,
excessive noise from commercial and industrial sources, concerns residents of the CBD,
Kenilworth, and other neighborhoods have continuously cited for years as well as in written and
recorded comments for that very meeting.  With safety, health, wellbeing, quality of life, and
socio-economic justice for all Asheville residents at stake, CAN believes that recommendations
must be based on careful analysis and clear understanding of the science of noise.

Although challenging, the science of noise can be demystified.  Imagine living with the
continuous noise of an operating vacuum cleaner surrounding your residence.  That is the



equivalent of 75 decibels of noise, according to noise experts.  Decibel levels are measured
using a logarithmic scale, like the Richter scale for earthquakes, in which each increase in 10
dB represents a multiplication of intensity by 10. The human experience or perception of
hearing approximately doubles with each 10 dB increase. A small increase in decibels can
mean a significant increase in potential damage to hearing.  Continued exposure to excessive
noise negatively impacts children’s development, and it can lead to cardiovascular illness and
diabetes, among other serious diseases.

For decades, the American Public Health Association and the World Health Organization
(WHO) have studied noise pollution’s negative effects on human health.  Based on proven
medical science, WHO has issued recommended guidelines that include a nighttime limit of 45
dB for noise in residential zones.

CAN maintains that a healthy live music industry and proper noise limits are not mutually
exclusive.  Other cities have found ways to support music industry jobs without causing harm to
their residents by prioritizing noise mitigation.

CAN remains committed to its ongoing collaboration with the city staff and other stakeholders.
During the meeting discussion, the committee praised stakeholders’ efforts to find solutions
and, in a follow-up message, encouraged further talks to seek compromise on the committee’s
recommendation.

Nonetheless, CAN urges the City Council to reject the Public Safety Committee’s current
recommendation to adopt Wilmington’s high decibel limits and, with care, compassion, and
respect for all residents as a North Star, to propose the much lower limits recommended by
leading public health organizations.  Asheville deserves a noise ordinance based on its unique
conditions and on the proven science that will protect all residents and create a healthier, more
sustainable, more livable Asheville for everyone.


