NC
RURAL
CENTER

Lk

Road to Recovery:
The Outdoor Economy
of Western NC

PREPARED BY

Dalton Bailey

Research & Data Manager
9-1-26

© 2026 NC Rural Center



Road to Recovery:
The Outdoor Economy of Western NC

Our Hurricane Helene recovery report series to date has explored both general labor
force and unemployment impacts and housing recovery. In this third and final report, we
will examine the status of an industry with an outsized role in Western North Carolina —
tourism and the outdoor economy.

Most people who have lived in North Carolina have likely heard the term “leaf-peeper,”
travelers who visit the mountains as the leaves change colors. The resulting increase
in visitors and spending provides an annual economic boon for the region. For many
businesses and workers, leaf-peeping season can be the difference between having a
successful year or not.

Prime leaf-peeping season can vary each year, but in the mountains, it is typically a
5-week period from late September to early November, with colors reaching their peak
in mid-October." Hurricane Helene hit Western North Carolina on September 26, 2024,
and the Fall 2024 tourist season was effectively erased. This initial shock had immediate
impacts and continued into 2025. However, there are positive signs that the industry is
recovering, signaling a larger regional recovery.

Tourism’s Role in Western NC

It can be difficult to quantify exactly how important the outdoor economy is to a region.
A well-designed outdoor economy can support a variety of industries. Tourism and

the outdoor economy directly support businesses such as retail stores, downtown
businesses, restaurants, recreation, and even manufacturing. Much of Western North
Carolina has been able to capitalize on its natural resources to help support the larger
economy with tourism as a cornerstone. According to an annual report from Made x
Mtns, outdoor recreation in Western North Carolina generates $4.9 billion in economic
output and supports approximately 48,000 full-time jobs, not to mention the tax revenue
generated from spending.?

Not every county in the Helene region — the 16 counties most impacted by storm,
according to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development — is as heavily
invested in tourism as others. The USDA county typology codes, which identify counties
with a high concentration of particular industries, show that seven of the 16 Helene
counties are considered high recreation counties. Just outside of the Helene region are
seven other counties in Western North Carolina identified as high recreation, further
highlighting the importance of the industry to the region.
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https://www.ncruralcenter.org/2025/08/road-to-recovery-labor-force-and-unemployment-post-helene/
https://www.ncruralcenter.org/2026/02/road-to-recovery-housing-recovery-in-western-north-carolina/
https://cnr.ncsu.edu/news/2025/09/foliage-north-carolina/
https://madexmtns.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/WNC-Survey-Report-FINAL-5_28_24.pdf
https://madexmtns.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/WNC-Survey-Report-FINAL-5_28_24.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/county-typology-codes

Counties with a High Concentration of Recreation Industries

. High Recreation Concentration

|:| Not a High Concentration

Rutherford

Henderson,

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, County Typology Codes
Note: Recreation industries include Accommodation & Food Services, Arts & Entertainment & Recreation, and Real Estate & Rental & Leasing

The only other counties identified as high recreation in North Carolina are found on the
coast and Moore County in central North Carolina. Many of the jobs and housing stock
are tied up in recreation in Western North Carolina, and a large portion of the regional
economy is supported by tourism/recreation.

Available data shows that even those counties in the region not identified as high
recreation still show signs of a larger local tourism industry than the rest of the state.
For example, the share of gross domestic product (GDP) — the value of all goods
and services produced within a geographic area — that comes from tourism-related
industries (see note in graph) is higher in the Helene-impacted counties than in North
Carolina as a whole. Only four Helene counties fall below the state rate of 10.4%.
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Share of Total GDP From Tourism-Related Industries: 2023
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis; Calculations by the NC Rural Center
Note: Tourism related industries include Accommodation & Food Services, Arts & Entertainment & Recreation, Retail Trade
Real Estate & Rental & Leasing excluded due to missing/suppressed data

Around 14% of the Helene region’s GDP came from recreation and tourism. This
indicates that while the region may not have a fully tourism-based economy, it does lean
into tourism as a major part of its economy.

Another way to see the relevance of the tourism industry can be found when looking at
the share of housing units that are reserved for recreational, seasonal, or occasional
use. These are homes that are solely used for recreational purposes, such as vacation
rentals or secondary homes for people primarily living elsewhere. Recall this measure
was included in the county typology codes data above. In counties that heavily rely on
tourism, there is often a high concentration of these types of housing units.

Like with GDP, the Helene region has a high concentration of these recreational homes.
For the state, 3.9% of housing units are identified as recreational units. For the Helene
region, it is 8.7%.
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Share of Housing Units For Recreational, Seasonal, or Occasional Use

43.4%

21.8%
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year (2020-2024); Calculations by the NC Rural Center

Most counties in the Helene region have a higher concentration of these types of units
than the state, some remarkably so. Only four have a lower concentration. Those with
the highest concentration are nestled firmly in the mountains and are home to sections
of the Blue Ridge Parkway.

Living On the Margins

While the tourism/recreation industry is an important part of the Western NC economy,
many businesses and workers in these industries are susceptible to economic shocks.
The industries more common in a tourism/recreation heavy region typically have lower
wages than other industries common in other rural regions, as shown below.
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Wages and Employment Share for Tourism-Related Industries

Employment Share

(Q2-2024)

Average Weekly Helene North

Industry Wage (2024) Region Carolina
Tourism-Related Industries — 28.3% 23.6%
Accommodation & Food Services $487.00 11.8% 9.5%
Arts & Entertainment & Recreation $802.00 2.3% 1.8%
Real Estate & Rental & Leasing $1,335.00 1.3% 1.5%
Retail Trade $751.00 12.9% 10.8%

Other Common Rural Industries — — _

Construction $1,429.00 — —
Educational Services $1,170.00 — —
Health Care & Social Assistance $1,296.00 — —
Manufacturing $1,434.00 — —

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment & Wages; Retrieved from the NC Department of Commerce

In the quarter immediately preceding Helene, the region had a higher share of
employment in tourism-related industries, nearly 5 percentage points more than the
state. Keep in mind that several counties in the region, particularly those with a high
recreation concentration, have an even higher employment share in these industries.

Having a higher share of workers in these industries means that when this economic
engine is disrupted, more people are impacted. Given their lower wages, these workers
could be more at risk due to a lack of significant savings or other financial safety nets.
With Helene arriving right before one of the busiest seasons, many businesses and their
workers missed out on a large portion of their earnings for the year. This could have
contributed to a greater challenge to long-term recovery for the region and its workers.

Many businesses in the tourism industry are small, too, and therefore more susceptible
to economic shocks. As shown below, the vast majority of businesses in these industries
are small (have fewer than 500 employees). For each industry, over half of the
businesses have only 20 or fewer employees. The retail trade industry has the fewest
businesses defined as small, yet over 70% of businesses are still defined as such. For
every other tourism-related industry, at least 80% of businesses are small.
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Share of Establishments in Helene Region by Business Size: 2022

Accommodation & Food Services

Arts & Entertainment & Recreation

Real Estate & Rental & Leasing

Retail Trade

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Business Size

. <20 employees . 20-99 employees 100-499 employees 500+ employees Unknown/Suppressed

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Statistics of U.S. Businesses (2022)

Many of these businesses were already operating on thin margins, a challenge
exacerbated by Helene. According to recent research by the Richmond Federal
Reserve, a fall 2025 survey of businesses in Western North Carolina found that only
28% of responding businesses reported profitability and that businesses reliant on
visitors were more likely to report being at risk of closing. Several businesses also
reported unresolved challenges around staffing and property damage as well.®> The
reality for many businesses, particularly small ones, is that a lost season could lead to
severe financial distress. Even if businesses did not outright close, many of them might
have had to downsize or lay off employees.

Impacts and Recovery

As previously mentioned, Hurricane Helene struck Western North Carolina at possibly
the worst time possible for the tourism industry, right before leaf-peeping season. While
there are many data points to quantify the impacts, we will primarily investigate 1) the
change in visitor spending and 2) employment supported by the industry.

Losses to Visitor Spending Minimized

Monthly data on visitor spending is not readily available, so assessing the month-to-
month impact of Helene on the tourism industry can be difficult. One solution is to look
at sales tax data from the North Carolina Department of Revenue. These monthly
data sets capture the dollar value of taxable sales and purchases, as well as the
taxes collected on said purchases. For this report, we are interested in the sales and
purchases, as it gives us a better sense of transactional activity in the region.
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While this data is reliable, it is imperfect for research into the tourism industry. It is not
possible to identify sales in specific industries, so we cannot determine how deeply
businesses in tourism-related industries were impacted. Purchases may increase right
after a storm, but they might be for recovery items such as generators or construction
materials. A return to standard sales amounts does not mean that the businesses which
rely on tourism are recovering, nor does it mean those purchases are sustainable.

Additionally, after a disaster like Hurricane Helene, many recovery workers and
volunteers flow into the region. While these workers are in the area helping with
recovery efforts, their purchases on places to stay, things to eat, and even directly on
recreation can inflate sales. However, after recovery efforts slow, many of these workers
could leave the region and sales could decline. In other words, the influx of workers into
a region could give an illusion of a full recovery in the tourism industry, an illusion that
could end when workers start to leave.

Despite these challenges, taxable sales data does provide some insight into the
economic activity in the region and some immediate impacts. Given the seasonal nature
of the data in this region (sales swell during tourist seasons), a good way to analyze it is
by comparing monthly sales to the previous year. For example, if a county had $100 in
taxable sales in January 2024 and $102 in taxable sales in January 2025, then January
2025 would show a 2% change. The taxable sales data is displayed below for all 16
Helene-impacted counties and the region as a whole.

Change in Taxable Sales and Purchases ($ Value) From Previous Year

80% :
70% :
60% |
50% :
40% 1
30% :
20% )
i

10%

Helene Region

0% === == N ffm mmr = = L N T T - e e e e e - - - - - - -
-10%

-20%

Taxable sales in the region fell

~10% from the previous year
-40%

|
|
|
30% !
|
|
|
|

-50%

Source: NC Department of Revenue, Monthly Sales and Use Tax Statistics
Note: This data was not adjusted for inflation. The vertical dashed line represents the month of Hurricane Helene

8 THE OUTDOOR ECONOMY OF WESTERN NC

a "
® < NCRURALCENTER
N



Before Hurricane Helene, the region had moderate, steady growth in taxable sales
during 2023 and 2024. Immediately after Helene, in October and November, sales
were down about 10% for the region compared to the prior year, but several counties
experienced greater losses. Counties with an annual decline of at least 15% in October
or November include Avery, Buncombe, Madison, Mitchell, Transylvania, and Yancey.

Those declines did not last long for the region. By December, sales in the region
returned to consistent annual growth. In fact, growth is greater than before, possibly
supporting the idea that an influx of recovery workers was supporting sales. Growth
spiked again in October and November 2025, showing sales recovery from the year
prior. This suggests that at least some visitors returned to the region. If they had not,
we would not expect to see that bump in sales. Sales growth then returns to pre-storm
levels for the most part. Again, these numbers are not perfect indicators of recovery, but
it does give us a sense of spending.

Thankfully, we are not without any data that directly measures visitor spending. VisitNC,
part of the Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina, produces annual data
on visitor spending and the number of jobs supported by that spending. A recent release
of data allows us to examine how spending and supported employment has changed.
We first turn our focus to visitor spending.

Annual Visitor Spending for the Helene Region

$6.0B
$5.85 B
$5.68 B
$5.56 B $5.56 B
$55B $5.46 B
$5.0B
$458B
$408B
2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Source: VisitNC, County Level Visitor Expenditures
Note: This data was not adjusted for inflation.
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After two years of consecutive growth, spending drops by nearly $300 million. Though
not clear in the graph, spending declines just over $7 million in 2025. On face value,
this paints a negative picture for recovery. If spending growth continued at the same
rate as it did in 2022 and 2023, spending could have reached roughly $6.25 billion by
2025, meaning the region could be missing out on nearly $700 million in potential visitor
spending.

Another consideration is that the spending data is not inflation-adjusted. We are not
considering the rising costs of the region, nor are we considering the costs of recovery
for businesses that rely on visitor spending. Losses to visitor spending could be much
more severe than they appear if we were to incorporate controls for these pressures,
not just looking at raw change in spending.

There could, however, be some positive signs hiding in this data. The $7 million loss in
2025 is quite small, only about a 0.1% decline from 2024. For a region actively dealing
with one of, if not the worst, natural disasters the state has ever faced, avoiding a
substantial loss of visitor spending in the year following is quite remarkable.

Additionally, while Helene effectively wiped out the 2024 fall season for much of the
region, the summer season was unaffected. For most of the year, visitor spending was
normal, and the impact observed was only for part of the year (end of September and
onward). If an entire year of visitor traffic was lost, more significant impacts might be
expected. The fear was that 2025 could be such a year, where a decline in interest in
the region could contribute to much lower spending overall. That decline did not show
up though, perhaps suggesting that the region was able to attract visitors later in the
year after initial recovery efforts. While the region did not return to previous visitor
spending levels, avoiding a greater loss could be a positive sign.

Examining visitor spending changes by county can provide further insight into where
the impacts were most severe, as well as which areas are recovering fastest. In 2024,
Buncombe County experienced the greatest loss in spending, with most counties
around it experiencing losses as well. An interesting finding is that many of the counties
to the east, in North Carolina’s “foothills,” saw gains in spending, perhaps benefiting
from visitors moving their regular mountain vacation to areas that were not as severely
impacted by Hurricane Helene. Spending was relatively small in these counties
compared to others with more dedicated outdoor economies, so in terms of real dollars
the gains were small, but still an important trend to monitor.
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Change in Total Visitor Spending

2023-2024 2024-2025

Watauga
-0.3%
Avery
-3.1%
%
Yancey
-2.6%
cDowel
-2.8%

Rutherford

Henderson =
2.5% Polk
: -3.3%

Madison
-3.7%

Haywood
2%

% Change in Spending

-10.8% 14.0%

Source: VisitNC Research, Visitor Spending Profiles

Most counties saw growth in spending from 2024-2025, even if that growth was small.
Only four counties saw spending decline two years in a row: Buncombe, Madison, Polk,
and Rutherford. Rutherford County saw the largest relative decline in spending from
2024 to 2025, while Buncombe County saw the largest overall decline for the two years
combined. Importantly, even after declines, Buncombe County was still the county with
by far the most visitor spending. It had visitor spending of $2.6 billion in 2025. At $531
million, Watauga was the next closest county.

Employment Declines Continue in 2025

As one might expect, employment in the region has followed the trend of visitor
spending. With fewer dollars flowing in the region and high recovery costs, many
businesses needed to shed jobs to stay afloat (not to mention those businesses that
closed or left the region, taking employment with them). After two years of sustained
growth, Helene brought about declines in employment that continued into 2025.
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Employment Supported by Visitor Spending in the Helene Region

40K

36,899
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Source: VisitNC, County Level Visitor Expenditures

There is a key difference between employment and spending. While the region was able
to effectively stop the loss of spending in the region, employment continued to decline

in 2025, with over 1,000 jobs lost from the previous year. Why did employment continue
to decline while spending stayed roughly the same? Many businesses may have held
onto employees as long as possible, but the extended economic stress of recovery and
fewer travelers two years in a row could have continued to mount until jobs needed to
be eliminated (or businesses closed).

Buncombe County lost the most jobs in the region — 2,600 tourism-supported positions
since 2023. Several smaller counties have seen employment gains since then,
lessening the overall job loss of the region. A full table of visitor spending and visitor-
supported employment is provided in Appendix A.

Employment declines in the region would likely be found in a variety of industries due to
widespread damage from Helene, not just industries directly linked to tourism and the
outdoor economy. Unemployment rates were quite high in the aftermath of the storm,
too high to be accounted for by just the four tourism-related industries we have looked
at previously. However, the changes to employment for these industries are important
to understanding how the tourism economy is recovering. To investigate employment
declines in more depth, we now look at employment in those four industries.
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Change in Quarterly Employment for Tourism-Related Industries

Accommodation & Food Services Arts & Entertainment & Recreation
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Wages and Employment; Retrieved from the NC Department of Commerce
Note: Data represented as a percentage change of employment from Q1 2022, calculated by the NC Rural Center
The vertical dashed line represents the quarter of Hurricane Helene

The two industries with the greatest impacts are Accommodation & Food Services and
Arts & Entertainment & Recreation. These industries rely more on visitor traffic than

the others, hence the larger impact. For both, average quarterly employment drops
precipitously and does not fully recover in the peak seasons of Q2 and Q3 in 2025. As
for Real Estate & Rental & Leasing and Retail Trade, employment drops only by a small
margin and largely recovers the next year.

Recall that most of these industries have a rather low average weekly wage. Many
workers were already living on the margins, and losing employment could have induced
serious financial strain. While there were signs of recovery in Summer and Fall of 2025,
employment was still lower than previous years, meaning many may have had to find
employment in a different industry.

The positive sign in this industry-specific data is that the seasonal shift of employment
returned. Employment rose in the busy seasons and fell in the off-season. Combined
with the spending data, this further supports the idea that the 2025 season was not a
total loss. However, the slow recovery for some of the industries makes it clear why
employment might have continued to decline in 2025. As future data becomes available,
it will become clearer how employment and the outdoor economy is recovering further
from the immediate impacts of Helene.
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The Test of 2026

As this report is released, the true test for Western North Carolina is upon us. In the two
years since Hurricane Helene, the region has taken meaningful steps toward recovery.
Many businesses in the region are now preparing for the leaves to change color and
for visitors to return. The question that remains is how many visitors are coming to the
mountains in 2026, and will it continue to grow in the future?

While data that can fully answer that question are still at least a year away, the data we
have show signs of recovery and resilience. Visitor spending has stayed relatively flat,
and while tourism-supported employment has fallen two years in a row, more granular
employment data shows some recovery. In all, the region appears to have been able to
prevent massive losses for the outdoor economy and positioned itself for a rebound.

Despite positive signs, there is still a long way to go until full recovery. The employment
decline in 2025 is a concern, even if there are signs of growth elsewhere. In 2026, those
losses need to slow to feel better about the recovery of the tourism industry. Importantly,
the vast majority of losses to employment are found in Buncombe County, which also
experienced declines in visitor spending. That is worth focusing on for a moment.

Buncombe County is the primary economic engine for Western North Carolina and
serves as the foundation for many regional industries; tourism included. Even after two
years of decline, roughly 47% of visitor spending and 52% of supported employment
for the Helene region are found in Buncombe County. Simply put, a full recovery of the
region is reliant on a full recovery in Buncombe County, which has yet to happen.

There are reasons to be hopeful for the future. High travel prices in 2026 have pushed
many travelers to consider more domestic trips. Western North Carolina is one of the
locations that is gaining more attention as a travel destination in 2026. Data from Kayak,
a travel services website, shows that searches for flights to Asheville are up 24% from
the previous year. These are not necessarily booked flights, and that increase is coming
after a slower year in 2025, but this strong growth in interest is a positive sign that
people are starting to see the region as a travel destination again. One of the biggest
barriers to bringing back visitors is the overall perception of the region. Findings like the
one from Kayak show that the public’s perception of the region could be improving, but
this is something that the region will need to continue to address.

Western North Carolina has also demonstrated remarkable resolve, cohesion, and
regional collaboration in working towards recovery. Local philanthropic and financial
institutions have supported recovery efforts, leaders have been outspoken advocates of
the needs of the region, and communities have banded together to leverage assets and
resources. For a rural region, the collective effort has been outstanding, and a variety of
major industries stand to benefit from it, including tourism and the outdoor economy.
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Appendix A

Annual Change in Visitor Spending and Supported Employment

2023-2024 2024-2025

County Spending Employment Spending Employment
Ashe $11.3 M (10.0%) 34 (6.1%) $5.0 M (4.1%) 10 (1.7%)
Avery -$8.0 M (-3.1%) -37 (-2.4%) $7.5 M (3.0%) 75 (5.0%)
Buncombe -$320.6 M (-10.8%) -1,500 (-7.6%) -$56.1 M (-2.1%) -1,151 (-6.3%)
Burke $16.5M (12.0%) 66 (7.6%) $8.6 M (5.6%) 39 (4.2%)
Caldwell $4.8 M (6.8%) 14 (3.1%) $5.0 M (6.5%) 17 (3.6%)
Cleveland $21.0 M (14.0%) 40 (4.2%) $7.8 M (4.6%) 33 (3.4%)
Haywood $7.0 M (2.0%) 92 (4.3%) $1.2 M (0.3%) -21 (-0.9%)
Henderson $10.7 M (2.5%) 34 (1.3%) $15.9 M (3.6%) 106 (3.9%)
Madison -$3.0 M (-3.7%) -11 (-2.8%) -$0.2 M (-0.3%) 0 (0.0%)
McDowell -$3.2 M (-2.8%) -17 (-2.6%) $0.8 M (0.7%) 4 (0.6%)
Mitchell -$1.5M (-3.2%) -6 (-2.5%) $0.2 M (0.6%) -1 (-0.4%)
Polk -$1.9 M (-3.3%) -17 (-5.4%) -$0.9 M (-1.7%) -11 (-3.7%)
Rutherford -$11.0 M (-3.8%) -41 (-2.5%) -$22.9 M (-8.2%)  -73 (-4.5%)
Transylvania -$8.1 M (-4.1%) -19 (-1.6%) $1.0 M (0.5%) -18 (-1.6%)
Watauga -$1.7 M (-0.3%) -48 (-1.6%) $15.9 M (3.1%) -32 (-1.1%)
Yancey -$1.9 M (-2.6%) -21 (-5.8%) $4.0 M (5.5%) 3 (0.9%)

Helene Region

North Carolina

-$289.7 M (-5.0%)

$1,098.4 M (3.1%)

1,437 (-3.9%)

3,114 (1.4%)

-$7.2 M (-0.1%)

$494.1 M (1.3%)

-1,020 (-2.9%)

659 (0.3%)

Source: VisitNC, County Level Visitor Expenditures
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