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Our Natural Resources

All air pollutants in 
Roanoke have decreased 

over time: CO NO2, O3, PM, 
SO2.

Impaired conditions in the 
Roanoke River limit 

opportunities for swimming 
or fishing for food.

Roanoke is a great place to 
get out, with easy access to 
Mill Mountain, Carvin’s Cove, 

Dixie Caverns, Natural 
Bridge, Peaks of Otter, the 
Appalachian Trail and the 

Blue Ridge Parkway.

5% of Roanoke’s total land 
area is covered by parks and 
recreation land. This is equal 

to 1,355 acres.

5%

5%
The average slope of the 
Roanoke Valley is 5.8ᵒ. 
Mill Mountain’s average 

incline is 18.2ᵒ.

86% 
Almost all land in Roanoke 
is developed, which means 

of land with impervious 
surfaces such as buildings, 

parking lots, greenway, 
and streets.

Roanoke became an 
attainment zone for 
ozone (O3) in 2007. 

This means Roanoke 
achieved an acceptable 

O3 emission level.

According to the AARP, 
Roanoke has zero 

unhealthy air quality days 
in a year.

8% of land in Roanoke is 
covered by deciduous 

forests. This is equal to 
2,163 acres.

8% 5.8ᵒ

3

5% of Roanoke residents 
who were exposed to 

drinking water that did not 
meet quality standards in 

the last year.

7% of Roanoke’s 
population lives within 
walking distance (1/2 

mile) of the City’s 
greenway trails.

7%

0
There are 6 greenway trails 
in Roanoke: Roanoke River, 
Garden City, Mill Mountain, 
Murray Run, Lick Run, and 

Tinker Creek.

6

Sources: AARP (2017), EPA : Air quality (2016), EPA: Water Quality (2014)
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Natural Resources
Undeveloped Land, Conservation Areas, Parks, and Floodplains



Physical Footprint
Roads, Greenways, and Waterways

N

LEGEND



Natural Setting
Hills & Valleys

N
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NEIGHBORHOODS ROADS
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Our Cultural Resources

The level of federal direct 
investment in Roanoke to 
restore historic buildings. 

$35 million

5
The number of historic 

districts in Roanoke; they 
cover about 450 acres.

$250 million 
The economic impact 

from federal direct 
investment historic 

renovations in Roanoke.

38
The number of art-
oriented places of 

interest, which include 
art galleries, theatres, 

concert spaces.

6
The number of museums in 

Roanoke, some of which 
include the Virginia Museum 

of Transportation, O. Winston 
Link Museum, The Taubman 

Museum of Art. 

28 
The City has 28 

neighborhood organizations 
demonstrating a strong civic 

culture.

12
The number of heritage and 
historic places, which include 
places like the Historic City 

Market and the Historic 
Grandin Theatre.

12th

According to the Penny 
Hoarder, Roanoke’s rank for 
the top places in the US that 

millennials can afford and 
want to live.

7

According to Blue Ridge 
Outdoors, Roanoke is 
becoming the outdoor 
recreation capital of 

Southwest Virginia and one 
of America’s top trail towns.

Roanoke City has been a 
railroad transportation hub 

for Southwest Virginia 
since the end of the 19th

century (around 1882).

12
The number of breweries 
within a 30 minute drive  

of Roanoke City.

The City was originally known 
as Big Lick because large salt 

marshes near the Roanoke 
River attracted buffalo, elk, and 
deer. In 1881 it was re-named 
Roanoke, a Native American 

term for shell money, or 
‘Rawrenock.’

Sources: Blue Ridge Outdoors (2013), Roanoke Times (2017), Penny Hoarder (2017), Virginia Department of Tourism 



Cultural Resources
History, Heritage, and Arts 

ROANOKE CITY BOUNDARY

ART PLACES (38) 

HERITAGE & HISTORIC PLACES (12) 

MUSEUMS (6)

NEIGHBORHOODS (28)

LEGEND

HISTORIC DISTRICTS (5)

N

0

MILL MOUNTAIN STAR (1) 
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+5.3%
Roanoke's population 
has grown by 5.3% 
from 2000 to 2017.

94,806
Roanoke City’s 

population in 2010.

96,784
Roanoke City’s 

population in 2010.

100,233
Roanoke City’s 

population in 2017.

40%
By 2022, Roanoke’s 

nonwhite population is 
projected to be higher 

than 40%.

1.7x 
Roanoke’s Asian and 

Pacific Islander 
population has almost 
doubled since 2000.

4x
Roanoke's Hispanic 

population has 
quadrupled from 2000 

to 2017.

52% F / 48% M
Roanoke’s population is 

becoming more balanced-
the female population has 
been fallen by 1.7% over 

the past two decades. 

44,845
Households in Roanoke, 

reflecting a 6.5% 
increase since 2000.

+12% 
There has been a 12% 

increase in our 25-35 age 
cohort, both a productive 

and vital portion of the 
valley population. 

Our Growing Population

15%
15% of the City’s 
population are at 

retirement age or higher.

38
Roanoke’s median age is 
five to six years younger 

than that of the 
surrounding counties. 

Sources: US Census Bureau (1980-2017), Alteryx Data Analytics, Experian, and Emsi (2018) 



Population
Population Density / Acre by Block Group

ROANOKE CITY BOUNDARY

11 PEOPLE / ACRE

1 PERSON / ACRE
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Our Evolving Economy
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1/3
Approximately one third 
of Roanoke’s workforce 
earns over $1,000 each 

week. 

84%
Employment in 

Roanoke’s Healthcare 
industry has grown by 

84% since 1990.

30%
Employment in Roanoke’s 

transportation and 
warehousing companies has 
grown by 30%  since 1990.

90%
Employment in 

managerial positions has 
grown by 90% since 

1990.

Executive Positions are 
returning to the City. 
Following the 2007 

recession, “white-collar” 
jobs decreased by 10%. 
These numbers are back 

on the rise for 2017.

Manual, factory, & trade-
related employment is up 

13%. Meaningful job 
creation in this area can 

provide the most economic 
opportunity for our 

residents.

2/3rds

Approximately 67% of 
Roanoke City 

businesses have fewer 
than 10 employees.

$494
Average weekly wages 

have grown by $494 since 
1990. 

10%
The Carilion Clinic is the 
City’s largest business, 
employing over 10% of 

the city’s total 
workforce.

The City offers seven 
different investment 

incentives to local 
businesses including both 
tax credits and exemption, 

and grants. 

3.8%
Unemployment

recorded for February 
2018, which is 0.3% less 

than the National 
average.

70,778
200 jobs have been created 

in Roanoke over the past 
five years, increasing the 
total number of jobs to 

70,778.

Sources: Virginia Labor Market Information (1990-2016), Alteryx Data Analytics, Experian (2022)



Our Affordable Homes
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70%
Single-family units make 
up 70% of the houses in 

Roanoke City.

$125,500
Median home value, 

This has decreased over 
the past 5 years.

-5%
Vacancies have decreased 

by 5% since 2012.

+22%
Median household income 

has increased by 22% since 
2005.

-18%
Since 2012, the number of 
homeowners paying more 
than 30% of their annual 
income for housing has 

decreased.

1957
Half of the houses in 

Roanoke City were built 
after 1957. 

52%
Owner-occupied units 
make up 52% of the 

houses in Roanoke City.

7.1%
Housing costs 7.1% less 

than the state capital.

+10%
Since 2012, the number 
of renters paying more 

than 30% of their annual 
income for housing has 

increased.

$1.98
Property taxes are $1.98 
less than the US median 

property tax rate.

29%
Multifamily units make up 

29% of the houses in 
Roanoke City.

2nd
In 2017, HomeSnacks

named Roanoke the 2nd 
cheapest place to live in 

Virginia.

Source: American Community Survey (2005-2016), 5-year estimates, HomeSnacks (2017), BestPlaces (2018)



Zoning
Living-Working Zones

N
INDUSTRIAL/COMMERCIAL

INSTITUTIONAL/GOVERNMENT

RESIDENTIAL

MIXED
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Housing Affordability
Cost Burdened Households: >30% of Income Spent on Housing Costs 

ROANOKE CITY BOUNDARY

LEGEND

N

66% of Households are Cost Burdened 

6% of Households are Cost Burdened 



Our Transportation Network
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1,011
There were 1,011 
crashes in 2017.

(1% fatal)

RIDE Solutions is a 
service offered to connect 

commuters in Roanoke 
and the surrounding 

region to carpool to work. 

Interstate 581, Orange 
Avenue, Franklin Road, 

Elm Avenue are the 
busiest roads in the City.

90%
90% of the City’s 

commuters choose to 
drive or carpool to work.

6.5%
6.5% of commuters choose 

to bike, bus, or walk to work.
(Compared to 7.5% for VA)

1 in 10
10% of commuters 
choose to carpool.

10
There are 10 Zagster 
bikeshare stations in 

Roanoke City.

19.8
Roanoke City’s greenway 

trails extend for 
approximately 20 miles.

7,000
Valley Metro Transit 

makes around 7,000 trips 
in Roanoke each day.

6
Transportation options 
extending out of City:

• 4 bus routes
• 1 passenger rail (Amtrak)
• 1 airport

46%
46% of residents live 

within a half mile from a 
bus route.

25
There are 25 bus routes 
offered by Valley Metro

Source: Virginia Department of Transportation. TREDS. 2011-2018; U.S. Census. 2016.



Human Network
Bike, Bus, and Commuter Routes
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Traffic Flow Patterns
Usage and Crash Details

AVERAGE ANNUAL CRASHES

ROANOKE CITY BOUNDARY

9 139

TOP CONGESTED INTERSECTIONS

BUSIEST ROADS

TOP COMMUTER ROUTES

MOST CRASHES

BUS RATE INCREASE SINCE 2005

DELIVERY TRUCK INCREASE SINCE 2005

LEGEND

N

Source: Virginia Department of Transportation. TREDS. 2011-2018



Our Expanding Minds

+4%
The percentage of 

Roanoke’s population who 
have completed high school 
has increased by 4% over 

past seven years.

Educational attainment 
levels in Roanoke have 

been steadily increasing 
over the past seven years.

23%
23% of the Roanoke 

population has a 
bachelor’s degree or 

higher.

85%
85% of Roanoke’s 

population are high school 
or college graduates.

+1%
The percentage of 

Roanoke’s population with 
a bachelor’s degree or 

higher has increased by 1% 
over past seven years.

90%
90% of high school 

students graduate on 
time, which is up from 
86% two years ago.

3
There are 3 major colleges, 

They had 1,068 graduates in 
2017.

$56,610
The median earnings per year 
for Roanoke residents with a 

graduate or professional 
degree is $56,610.

27
The Roanoke educational 

system has 3 high schools, 5 
middle schools, and 19 
elementary and primary 

schools.

$38,470
The median earnings per 

year of Roanoke residents 
with a bachelor’s degree 

is $38,470.

96%
23 out of 24 (equal to 

96%) of Roanoke public 
schools are fully accredited. 

18

Sources: US Census Bureau (2009-2016), Virginia Dept. of Education School Quality Profiles (2014-2016)

Although educational 
attainment levels have 

improved, Roanoke’s post 
high school degree 

completions are still lower 
than both Virginia and US 

averages.



Our Improving Health
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88%
88% of the Roanoke 

population has adequate 
access to locations for 

physical exercise.

1,170 : 1
There is approximately 1 
primary care physician for 

every 1,170 citizens in 
Roanoke City.

2
Carilion Roanoke 

Community and Carilion 
Roanoke Memorial 

Hospital are the two 
hospitals in Roanoke City.

Roanoke health rankings 
have improved over the 

past seven years, but they 
are still ranked in the 

bottom quadrant, when 
compared to other Virginia 

counties.

102
Roanoke ranks 102 out of 

133 VA counties and cities, in 
terms of various health 
outcomes in 2017.  This 

improved from 116 in 2010.

115
Roanoke ranks 115 out of 133 

VA counties and cities, in 
terms of factors affecting 

health. This improved from 
127 in 2010.

3rd

Roanoke Memorial Hospital 
was ranked 3rd in the Best 

Regional Hospitals 
Category in Virginia.

17% 
17% of the Roanoke 

population is uninsured.  
This slightly improved 

from 18% in 2014.

-7%
The percentage of 

Roanoke’s population who 
smoke has decreased by 
7%, from 26% in 2014 to 

19% in 2017.

-4%
The percentage of 

Roanoke’s population who 
are obese has decreased by 
4%, from 36% in 2014 to 

32% in 2017.

18%
18% of Roanoke’s 

population report poor or 
fair health.

12,800
Carilion Clinic group in 

Roanoke employs around 
12,800 workers.

Sources: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation County Health Rankings (2010-2017); U.S. News & World Report on Health Rankings



Our Public Resources
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-11%
Incidence of property 

crime has decreased by 
11%,  from a high of 
4,735  incidents per 

100,000 people in 2010.

-39%
Incidence of violent crime 
has decreased by 39%,  

from a high of 677  
incidents per 100,000 

people in 2010.

Roanoke City has 
accomplished significant 
improvements in its crime 
rates but it still compares 
unfavorably with average 

crime statistics for Virginia. 
Crime

Fire

Utilities

Facilities

47
There are 47 miles of 
fiber optics running 
through Roanoke 

City.

$200
People in Roanoke 

typically pay around $200 
per month on water, gas, 

electric, and internet.

There is adequate 
coverage of electricity, 

gas, water, and sewage 
services throughout the 

City.

20
There are 20 fire and EMT 

stations.

250
There are approximately 

250 firefighters and 
EMTs.

70
On average, there are 70 
calls per day for engine, 
ladder, medical, or other 

units.

7
There are 7 libraries.

5
There are 5 post 

offices.

64 
There are 64 parks & 
recreation facilities.

Source: UCR Crime DATA (2010-2016)



Public Resources
Public Services Shared in the City
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Introduction  
The City of Roanoke is in the preparatory stages for an update of its Vision 2001/2020 Comprehensive 
Plan.  The process requires a conditions and trends report that will serve either as an appendix (or an 
entirely separate technical report) to the updated comprehensive plan. Wayne Leftwich, Senior City 
Planner in Roanoke's Planning, Building and Development Department, agreed to partner with Virginia 
Tech's Urban and Regional Planning program for this initiative. 
 
This technical report is the result of that partnership. It was prepared as part of the course requirements 
for an Urban and Regional Planning Studio (Spring 2018) under Professor Diane Zahm. The studio is a 
requirement for the Master of Urban & Regional Planning (MURP) program at Virginia Tech. 
 
The report provides information on the city's history, existing conditions, and emerging trends related to 
the following six sections in the current Comprehensive Plan: 
 
(1) Environmental and Cultural Resources 
(2) Economic Development 
(3) Housing and Neighborhoods 
(4) Transportation and Infrastructure 
(5) People and Human Development 
(6) Public Safety and Services 
 
The report contains some very positive performance trends in each of these six areas. We believe that 
the city’s diversity, and its wealth of environmental, cultural and other resources will continue to propel 
it forward, attracting investments, increasing tourism, and making its residents proud and happy. 
 
In addition to this technical report, Mr. Leftwich requested a summary of our key findings that could be 
used to communicate the relevant data/indicators to the public. Our summary is presented in an 
infographic style we have called a "Snapshot," which is provided in a separate document. We have also 
compiled an Excel spreadsheet containing the background data used to develop the technical report, 
which will accompany our materials. 
 
The remainder of the technical report addresses each of the six areas noted above. 
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1. Environment 
 
We begin with a section on the environment because Roanoke's founding and its early development are 
directly tied to its physical geography along the Roanoke River. In its history the city has been recognized 
as a railroad hub, and it is a leading healthcare city today. Roanoke is also identified as a great location 
for outdoor recreation. We therefore decided to start by examining Roanoke as a place before 
describing the people who make up that place.  
 

Environmental Resources 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.1 Terrain of Roanoke City  
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Figure 1.1 shows Roanoke's position in a valley surrounded by more mountainous terrain. Mill Mountain 
is prominent at the bottom of the map. The city's location means that Roanoke is surrounded by natural 
assets that make it attractive for outdoor recreation.  

 

Air quality 
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) calculates an Air Quality Index for the five major air 
pollutants (shown in Table 1.1, below) that are regulated by the Clean Air Act: carbon monoxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, ground-level ozone, particle pollution (also known as particulate matter), and sulfur 
dioxide. The Air Quality Index "tells you how clean or polluted your air is, and what associated health 
effects might be a concern for you." There are seasonal variations with each pollutant. For example, 
ozone can be worse in the summer due to increased sunlight and heat. According to the EPA, all of the 
air quality indicators for Roanoke are GOOD, which means they range from 0-50. The five major air 
pollutants are discussed in greater detail in the next section. 

 

Table 1.1. EPA Air Quality rankings 

Rating 
Air Quality 
Index Range Description 

Good 0-50 
Air quality is considered satisfactory, and air pollution poses little or 
no risk. 

Moderate 51-100 Air quality is acceptable. 

Unhealthy for 
Sensitive Groups 

101-150 General public is not likely to be affected. 

Unhealthy 151-200 
Everyone may begin to experience some adverse health effects, and 
members of the sensitive groups may experience more serious 
effects. 

Very Unhealthy 201-300 
This would trigger a health alert signifying that everyone may 
experience more serious health effects. 

Hazardous > 300 
This would trigger health warnings of emergency conditions. The 
entire population is more likely to be affected. 

 

Carbon monoxide 
Carbon monoxide is odorless and colorless and can be toxic when inhaled in large quantities. Vehicles 
are the largest pollutants of carbon monoxide; it is released whenever anything is burned. Additionally, 
carbon monoxide contributes to carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, a greenhouse gas that contributes to 
climate change. 
 
Carbon monoxide is more harmful in contained spaces—outside it is rarely found at high enough 
concentrations to be an issue for human health. The EPA notes that if carbon monoxide levels are high 
outdoors, people with heart conditions would be at a higher risk of being negatively impacted by high 
carbon monoxide levels.  
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Figure 1.2 Average Annual Carbon Monoxide (CO) Air Quality Index in Roanoke City 

 
 
Figure 1.2 demonstrates that carbon monoxide levels have decreased since the 1980s. The EPA deems 
any value below 50 signifies good air quality. As of 2016, the average annual carbon monoxide index was 
around 3, whereas it was at about 19 at its worst, so carbon monoxide has never been a problem for 
Roanoke. Carbon monoxide levels have remained consistent over the last few years. [Note: The break in 
the graph represents a gap in available data from 1991 to 1992.]  

 

Nitrogen Dioxide 
Nitrogen dioxide is a reddish-brown gas that forms as a result of burning fossil fuels in vehicles as well as 
off-road equipment. It has a strong odor and gets darker at higher temperatures. Nitrogen dioxide 
contributes to smog in the atmosphere and also to acid rain. It can make people with respiratory 
problems, such as asthma, worse, and it can increase the likelihood that people without previous 
respiratory problems will develop respiratory issues.  
 
Nitrogen dioxide pollution contributes to nutrient loading in coastal waters, known as eutrophication, 
which can be toxic for aquatic life. The EPA has also notes that nitrogen dioxide pollution can combine 
with other chemicals in the air to form particulate matter and ozone.  
 

Figure 1.3 Average Annual Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2) Air Quality Index in Roanoke City 

          Source: EPA 
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In Roanoke, the level of nitrogen dioxide has decreased over time, even as the city’s population has 
been increasing. This, in part, signifies that the amount of fossil fuels burned has improved over time.  
 
Figure 1.3 shows the nitrogen dioxide air quality index has been as high as 33, whereas it was at 10 in 
2016, the lowest level of nitrogen dioxide since the early 1980’s. Even at their highest, nitrogen dioxide 
levels were still within the range that the EPA deems as good.  
 

Ground-level Ozone  
Ozone, also known as O3, is found in the Earth’s atmosphere and at ground level. Ozone found in the 
atmosphere protects the Earth from the sun’s ultraviolet rays. Ozone at ground level reacts with 
nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds from cars and factories, which can make it harmful. 
Ozone can travel via wind from urban to rural areas. 
 
According to the EPA, ozone negatively impacts the human respiratory system, especially when people 
with certain genetic characteristics, children, people with asthma, older adults, and people who are 
active outdoors breathe ozone in the air. Ozone levels are likely to be higher in on sunny days, mostly in 
the summer, but sometimes even in winter. Checking forecasts can be helpful to avoid being outdoors 
when the ozone level is particularly high. 
 
Ozone negatively affects photosynthesis for certain types of vegetation. This can ultimately reduce a 
plant’s growth and can also increase the risk for disease and damage from insects. 
 
The EPA monitors ozone levels to ensure that places meet – or “attain”-- its standards for ozone air 
quality. Those that do not meet the EPA standards are called non-attainment areas. Roanoke was 
designated a non-attainment area for eight-hour ozone levels in the late 1990s, when ground level 
ozone levels reached a maximum air quality index of 74, which is considered moderate by EPA 
standards. (As mentioned previously, 50 is the point where the EPA standards change from good to 
moderate.) 
 

Figure 1.4 Average Annual Ground Level Ozone (O3) Air Quality Index in Roanoke 
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Figure 1.4 shows that ozone levels have decreased ever since, and Roanoke become an attainment area 
in 2007. Since 2007, Roanoke’s ozone levels have reached about 55 at their worst. In 2015, the ozone 
levels were around 40, the city’s best ozone level since 1980.  
 

Particulate matter  
Particulate matter includes both solid particles as well as liquid droplets in the air. Some particulate 
matter can be seen by the human eye while others require a microscope. 
 
Particulate matter can include dust, dirt, soot and smoke, or a multitude of chemicals. The sources of 
particulate matter are more diverse than other air pollutants: construction sites, unpaved roads, fields, 
smoke stacks or fires. The EPA notes that particulate matter can produce adverse reactions in the 
atmosphere and combine with sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides. 
 
“Fine” particulate matter is smaller than 2.5 micrometers in diameter, and is the primary cause of haze 
in most of the United States. Fine particulate matter is more harmful than larger particles; it can harm 
both the respiratory and cardiovascular systems. The EPA only regulates inhalable particles to a size of 
10 micrometers, which does not cover larger particles such as dust and sand. 
 

Figure 1.5 Average Annual Fine Particulate Matter (PM) Air Quality Index in Roanoke City 

          Source: EPA 
 
Figure 1.5 shows that the level of fine particulate matter in Roanoke has decreased since 1999, the 
earliest year for EPA monitoring in Roanoke. Fine particulate matter was deemed moderate by EPA’s 
standards until about 2008; as of 2016, the air quality index for fine particulate matter was about 30, its 
lowest level yet. 
 
The same trends hold for larger particulates. Figure 1.6 shows the decline in particulates greater than 10 
micrometers between 1998 and 2013. The trend has been positive: while the amount of particulate 
matter has fluctuated, it has been below 50 since 1998, and was at its lowest level at 16 in 2012.  
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Figure 1.6 Average Annual Particulate Matter (PM) 10 Air Quality Index in Roanoke City 

         Source: EPA 

 

Sulfur dioxide 
Sulfur dioxide emissions result from the burning of fossil fuels by power plants and other industrial 
factories. Sulfur dioxide contributes to acid rain, and it can combine with other pollutants and increase 
atmospheric haze. 
 
As with many of the other pollutants mentioned in this report, sulfur dioxide can negatively affect the 
respiratory system, particularly for people with asthma. Sulfur dioxide at high concentrations damages 
foliage and hampers plant growth.   
 
Sulfur dioxide levels in Roanoke have fluctuated, but Figure 1.7 shows an overall downward trend until 
2016. The large increase in 2016 could be the result of a reporting error, or there could have been a 
large increase in industrial activities. Even with the spike in 2016, the sulfur dioxide air quality index has 
remained in the good category.  
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Figure 1.7 Average Annual Sulfur Dioxide (SO2) Air Quality Index in Roanoke City 

     
 
Our evaluation shows that, using EPA standards, air quality in Roanoke is good, and getting better. All of 
the pollutants have an air quality index below 50. The AARP has created livability indicators for cities and 
counties within the United States that include air quality; according to the AARP, Roanoke averages zero 
unhealthy air quality days per year.  

 
Additionally, only 6.9% of Roanoke residents live within 200 meters of a high-traffic road (more than 
25,000 vehicles a day) and are exposed to pollution from traffic. Industrial pollution is also quite low: on 
an index from zero to 311,000, Roanoke received a 1.29. This number appears small, but people are still 
affected by industrial pollution at their homes in Roanoke.  
 

Water quality 
The EPA measures water quality based on its use such as aquatic life support, drinking water supply, fish 
consumption, primary contact, and shell fishing. Much of the Roanoke River is considered “impaired” 
based on EPA data; and water quality has decreased over time. As of 2014, almost all segments of the 
Roanoke River in proximity to the city were impaired for aquatic life support, fish consumption, and 
primary contact. (Drinking water supply was not measured by the EPA.)  
 
According to the AARP livability indicators, about 4.93% of people in Roanoke use water from public 
water systems that have had at least one health-based violation during the past year. AARP notes that 
the median percentage of people who experiences violations is only 0.50%. The higher percentage for 
Roanoke could be related to the level of development and the amount impervious surfaces in the city, 
leading to issues with stormwater runoff. About 86% of the City of Roanoke is developed, which includes 
about 10.5 square miles of impervious surfaces.  
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Greenways and Parks 
Figure 1.8 is a map of the roads, waterways, parks, trails and greenways in Roanoke. The map identifies 
the locations of Roanoke’s 64 parks, or 19.3 square miles of the city.1 The map also includes a network 
of six greenway trails that total 19.75 miles in length: Roanoke River, Garden City, Mill Mountain, 
Murray Run, Lick Run, and Tinker Creek. 
 
Greenways along rivers are known to help reduce water pollution from entering rivers as well as serve a 
function for outdoor recreationists. Only about 7% of the city’s population lives within walking distance, 
or a half-mile of a greenway trail. 
 

                                                        
1 Roanoke City Planning and GIS Department. 
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Figure 1.8 Map of Roads, Greenways and Waterways in Roanoke City 
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 Figure 1.9 Natural Resources in Roanoke City
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Land Use 
Land use refers to how the land is actually being used. Figure 1.9 shows the location of natural assets in 
Roanoke like its waterways, floodplains and forested areas. Additionally, the map depicts areas that are 
being conserved and rehabilitated. 
 
Figure 1.10 shows the shift from undeveloped land to developed land since 2001. Undeveloped land 
consists of open spaces, parks, forests, and pastures. Eighty-seven percent of land is privately owned, 
12% is owned by the City government and about 1% is Federal- or State-owned.  
 
 

Figure 1.10 Land Area of Developed and Undeveloped Land in Roanoke City over Time  
 

          Source: National Historical Geographic Information System Land Cover Summaries (2001, 2006, 2011) 

 
 

Figure 1.11 Percentage of Developed and Undeveloped Land in Roanoke City in 2011 

    Source: National Historical Geographic Information System Land Cover Summaries (2011) 
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Figure 1.11 demonstrates the percentage of developed and undeveloped land in Roanoke. As previously 
mentioned, about 86% of Roanoke’s land is developed while the rest of the land is undeveloped; this 
includes water bodies such as the Roanoke River. 
 

Figure 1.12 Percentage of Developed Land by Type in Roanoke City 

   Source: National Historical Geographic Information System Land Cover Summaries (2011) 

 
Figure 1.12 demonstrates the percentage of developed land in Roanoke and how intense development 
is in Roanoke. Intensity in this case refers to the percentage of land with impervious surfaces such as 
residences, buildings, parking lots and streets. For example, open space can include large lots of single 
family homes where 20% of the land or less consists of impervious surfaces as well as golf courses and 
parks. Most the development in Roanoke is low density (43%), which is followed by open space and 
medium density development—both equal about 23% of developed land. There are few areas with high 
intensity development, or 80% to 100% land cover consisting of impervious surfaces, in Roanoke as only 
11% of development in Roanoke is comprised of this type of development.  
 

Figure 1.13 Percentage of Undeveloped Land by Type in Roanoke City 

              Source: National Historical Geographic Information System Land Cover Summaries (2011) 
 
Figure 1.13 represents the types of undeveloped land in Roanoke such as forests. Of the undeveloped 
land in Roanoke, deciduous forests exist most frequently (59%). In addition, about 25% of undeveloped 
land is pasture or hay followed by evergreen forest and mixed forests, 8% and 6% respectively.
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Figure 1.14 Map of Cultural and Historical Resources in Roanoke City 
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Cultural Resources  
Roanoke’s history dates to the 1740s when skilled workers and farmers moved to this area.2 The place 
was originally called Big Lick because large salt marshes near the Roanoke River attracted wildlife such 
as buffalo, elk, and deer.3 

Roanoke was established officially in the 1800s.4 At the time, it had a population of about 500 people. 
The name Roanoke is said to have come from Rawrenock, an Algonquian Native American word for shell 
money.5 People believe this name was chosen because the Roanoke River emptied into the ocean near 
Roanoke Island were Algonquians lived.  

Roanoke has always been a hub of commerce and transportation for Southwest Virginia. The Great 
Wagon Road passed through Roanoke, which connected the region to Pennsylvania via the Shenandoah 
Valley. Railroads entered the Roanoke Valley in 1852; the Norfolk and Western Railway and Shenandoah 
Valley Railroad, both based in Roanoke, began servicing the area in 1882.6 Roanoke served as an early 
rail gateway to the coalfields in southwest Virginia and West Virginia – the “Capital of the Blue Ridge.” 
By 1884, Roanoke had become an independent city, informally known as the “Magic City” because of its 
rapid growth. 
 
Roanoke’s rich history has been preserved by five historic districts that cover 0.7 square miles or about 
450 acres of the City: Grandin Village, Old Southwest, Gainsboro, Roanoke Historic Warehouse District, 
Roanoke Downtown Historic District.7 Figure 1.15 also identifies historical structures and sites, within 
and outside these districts, such as the Historic Grandin Village, Historic Roanoke City Market, and the 
History Museum of Western Virginia.  
 
Historic designations, combined with Federal historic rehabilitation tax credits, have been important to 
revitalization efforts in Roanoke. The Federal tax incentive covers about 20% of the cost for approved 
projects over five years. The Roanoke Times reported that, in the last 15 years, $35 million in Federal tax 
credits has resulted in about $250 million of development in Roanoke.8 This has included Beamers 25, 
Fortunato, and the Big Lick Brewing Company. Unfortunately, recent changes in the tax laws mean this 
incentive no longer exists.  
 
Roanoke is known for its arts and culture scene; Figure 1.14 locates about 38 art/cultural places of 
interest in the city. Roanoke’s culture has been influenced largely by its history of manufacturing and 
railroad transportation, and the Virginia Museum of Transportation showcases the city’s roots as the 
transportation hub for Western Virginia.  
 

                                                        
2 History of Roanoke. Virginia Department of Tourism. Retrieved from: 
https://www.visitroanokeva.com/region/cities-and-counties/roanoke/history/. 
3 History. City of Roanoke. Retrieved from: https://www.roanokeva.gov/934/History. 
4 History. City of Roanoke. Retrieved from: https://www.roanokeva.gov/934/History. 
5 Roanoke. Encyclopedia Britannica. Retrieved from: https://www.britannica.com/place/Roanoke-city-Virginia. 
6 History of Roanoke. Virginia Department of Tourism. Retrieved from: 
https://www.visitroanokeva.com/region/cities-and-counties/roanoke/history/. 
7 Roanoke City Planning and GIS Planning Department. 
8 Chittum, M. (2017, November 19). Loss of historic tax credits, on the Republican chopping block, could have big 
impact in Roanoke Valley. Roanoke Times. Retrieved from: http://www.roanoke.com/news/local/roanoke/loss-of-
historic-tax-credits-on-the-republican-chopping-block/article_044c490a-b60d-5239-b028-2d12b8f32755.html. 
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Roanoke is home to six other museums: O. Winston Link Museum, The Taubman Museum of Art, Kids 
Square Children’s Museum, Roanoke Pinball Museum, the Harrison Museum of African American 
Culture, and the Science Museum of Western Virginia. Additional sites of interest include the Jefferson 
Theater, the Berglund Theatre, the Mill Mountain Star, and a number of art galleries.  
 
Finally, Roanoke has evolved into a city that promotes outdoor recreation and has a strong brewery and 
restaurant scene in comparison with the region. Roanoke has drawn on its natural assets to make 
outdoor recreation a major part of its culture with the Explore Park, Triple Crown, Carvins Cove, Dixie 
Caverns, and Natural Bridge. Twelve breweries are located within a 30-minute driving radius of 
downtown. 
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2. Demographics  
 
One hundred years ago, Roanoke was an incredibly different place. In the past century, the city has 
grown in multiple ways. Not only has the city’s population grown, but the city is also more diverse than 
ever. This section will detail this change as it relates to population, race, sex, and labor force.  

 

Population Demographics 
 

Figure 2.1 Population Density by Acre by Block Group in Roanoke City 
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Population 
Figure 2.1 above indicates which parts of the city have highest population density using a scale of blue to 
green to represent population density from low to high. 
 

Figure 2.2 Roanoke City and Roanoke County Population 

Source: US Census Bureau  
 
Historically, Roanoke’s population has been dynamic. Established in 1852 as “Big Lick,” it was not until 
the influence of regional and national rail that this small town would transform into the largest city in 
the region—all within a few decades. According to the decennial census, Roanoke’s population was 890. 
Ten years later, however, the population had grown by 2,315% to 16,159. As Figure 2.2 illustrates, this 
population growth continued at a rate above 30% until 1930. New Deal legislature and the close of the 
Second World War reinvigorated Roanoke’s population once more, growing approximately 22,000 
people at the close of the 1940’s; the city grew to about 97,000 people by 1970. However, it reached its 
peak population in 1980, climbing to over 100,000 people.  
 
Unfortunately, 1980 marked the last real population boom within the city. Since then, population 
growth in not only Roanoke, but also the entire region, has largely stagnated. Since 1990, Roanoke’s 
population growth has been reduced to 3%, considerably less than the city’s historically high growth. 
This recent stagnation, however, is not a representation of Roanoke’s current population that is both 
capable and diverse. In the past two decades, the city has worked to attract a new wave of young 
professionals through growth of specific economic sectors, such as healthcare, finance, and professional 
services. While the population has remained static for the past two decades, the city is hoping for a 
second renaissance.  
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Source: US Census Bureau 

Population by Age 
Historically, Roanoke was a hub for young professionals in search of factory and rail-related 
employment, in both the pre-war and post-war economy. Employment in both of these industries paid 
wages that could support families—a boon to both the County and City. However, as employment 
opportunities in Roanoke decreased young professionals and new families began to look outside of the 
City for employment opportunities that better suited their needs. As a result, median age in Roanoke 
has risen over the past three decades and is projected to keep rising.  
 
During the 2007 recession, adults between 35-44 and children between ages 8-14 left the City in the 
highest numbers indicating that families migrated out of the City. Additionally, the number of 
households within Roanoke decreased during this period. There has been a considerable increase in the 
senior citizen population in Roanoke, which has inflated the true median age. More recently, the City’s 
population has stabilized, with families and households increasing once again. 
 
The City is hopeful that new and expanding businesses will offer young professionals the same sort of 
meaningful employment the City once did during its industrial period. Increasing employment in 
healthcare, information services, management, finance, and professional services could provide 
economic opportunities that are attractive to a younger demographic. Further investment and growth in 
these industries, amongst others, could certainly attract a younger population as well as retain young 
professionals graduating from nearby universities.  
 

Population by Race  
 

 
 

         
 

Table 2.3 Population by Race, Roanoke 1900-2022 

Year 
Total 

Population 
White 

Black and 
African 

American 

American 
Indian or 
Alaskan 
Native 

Asian and 
Pacific 

Islander 

Hispanic or 
Latino 

 Count Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % 

1900 21,495 - - - - - - - - - - 

1910 34,874 26,924 77% 7,924 23% - - - - - - 

1920 50,842 41,499 81% 9,331 19% - - - - - - 

1930 69,206 56,834 82% 12,369 18% - - - - - - 

1940 69,287 56,472 81% 12,812 19% - - - - - - 

1950 91,921 - - - - - - - - - - 

1960 97,110 80,568 83% 16,527 17% - - - - - - 

1970 92,115 74,235 81% 17,753 18.6% - - - - 354 0.4% 

1980 100,220 77,494 77.3% 22,040 22% 73 0.1% 312 0.3% 681 0.3% 

1990 96,397 71,524 74.2% 23,275 24.1% 165 0.2% 717 0.7% 665 0.7% 

2000 95,104 65,764 69.2% 24,340 26.6% 267 0.3% 1,081 1.1% 1,198 1.3% 

2010 97,032 62,343 64.3% 27,612 28.5% 279 0.3% 1,757 1.8% 5,345 5.5% 

2017 99,683 62,233 62.4% 28,751 28.8% 311 0.3% 2,637 2.6% 6,078 6.1% 

2022 99,916 62,336 61.4% 28,927 29% 322 0.3% 2,915 2.9% 6,665 6.7% 
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Historically, Roanoke has been considerably more diverse than other population centers in 
Southwestern Virginia. According to the decennial census, over 25% of Roanoke’s 1900 population was 
non-white, compared to under 30% in 2017. As seen in Figure 2.3, however, Roanoke became less 
diverse between 1900 and 1960, with the nonwhite population reduced to approximately 17% in 1960. 
In the decades following, however, Roanoke has become increasingly more diverse, especially in terms 
of its Black and Asian populations. For instance, in 1960 Roanoke’s Asian population was recorded at a 
mere 14 people. In 1990, however, these Figures rose to 24% or 717 people.   
 
More recently, Roanoke’s population has continued to become more diverse. Since 1990, the City’s 
Black population has grown by about 5,000 people to approximately 29% while the Asian population has 
grown by about 2,000 people to just under 3% of Roanoke’s total population. Roanoke’s Hispanic 
population has also grown rapidly in the past three decades; increasing from 667 people in 1990 to 
approximately 5,500 people or 6% of the total population in 2017. The increase of minorities is 
projected to continue over the next five years. Experian Projections forecast that the Black population 
will increase to 29%, the Asian population will remain at 3%, and the Hispanic population will increase to 
7%, reducing the white population to just over 60%. Roanoke has always been celebrated for its 
diversity and when considering future of the region, it is clear that this diversity will only continue to 
increase.  
 

Gender 
The 1900 decennial census lists the female population for Roanoke at just over 51% with the male 
population at just below 49%. In 1950, the female population would grow again, accounting for over 
52% of Roanoke’s total population during this time period. This trend continued towards the turn of the 
century, with Roanoke’s female population reaching its peak of just over 53% in 2000. In the years 
following, however, there has been evidence that the ratio of males to females in Roanoke is becoming 
equal. For instance, 2010 marked the first true reduction in the female population with a loss of about 
2,000 people. 2017 estimates and 2022 projections echo this trend with the male population growing by 
approximately 500 people to slightly over 48%.  
 

Labor Force 
 

Figure 2.4 Labor Force Participation in Roanoke City 
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Since the construction of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad in 1850, Roanoke has prided itself on 
having a strong, resilient, and adaptable workforce, amid economic reorganization. Industry Census Data 
tells us that at the turn of the century, Roanoke’s residents were largely employed in manufacturing, 
rail, and retail. As time progressed, however, new sectors arose. For instance, Roanoke currently has a 
strong regional footing in finance, healthcare, and professional and technical services that emerged 
during the second half of the 20th century.  
 
The diversity of industries in Roanoke combined with its adaptable and resilient workforce has always 
resulted in low unemployment and high workforce participation, especially when compared regionally. 
Barring national economic strife, Roanoke has had long periods where unemployment remained below 
4.5%. In 1950, the post-war economy lowered unemployment below 1.9%. The economic crisis of 1970’s 
raised this Figure to 2.6%. Unemployment would rise yet again in 1980 to 3.6%, falling marginally to 
3.4% in 1990. Nevertheless, as illustrated by Figure 2.4 Roanoke’s workforce has remained remarkably 
stable.  
 
More recently, unemployment within Roanoke has been adversely affected by external factors such as 
nationwide recessions and economic reorganization. For instance, unemployment rose from 5.7% in 
2000 to 8.6% in 2010. Unemployment fell by nearly half to 4.4% in 2017 and is forecasted to continue 
decreasing in coming years, potentially returning to pre-recession Figures. As Roanoke continues to 
diversify its local economy, this trend towards lower unemployment and higher workforce participation 
could continue for decades.  
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3. Economy 
 
Roanoke’s economy has always been diverse. Over the years, it has struck a balance between a 
traditional metropolitan economy and that heavy industry and manufacturing. In recent years, however, 
Roanoke’s economy has changed significantly. This section will analyze recent economic trends as they 
relate to Roanoke’s largest sectors: Manufacturing, Healthcare, Construction, and Transportation.  
 

Overall Economy  
 

Figure 3.1 Roanoke’s Largest Sectors in terms of Employment (1990, 2016) 

       Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 
 
Roanoke’s economy has experienced a tremendous level of reorganization in the past three decades. 
Once a strong manufacturing and transportation community, Roanoke has shifted its economic priorities 
toward that of service and information. While many of the trends evident in Roanoke are more 
indicative of national trends, there are some patterns that are unique to this area.  
 
Roanoke was once one of the largest manufacturing communities in the state, largely due to its location 
at the convergence of a number of local, regional, and national rail lines. As time progressed, the city 
was introduced to a new wave of manufacturing jobs as a result of the construction of a number of 
arterial state highways, and Interstate 81. In the past 40 years, however, offshoring, outsourcing, rising 
labor costs, and increasing regulations imposed on manufacturers have shifted jobs overseas, greatly 
reducing employment in this sector in general.  
 
Roanoke’s location, however, has allowed for the expansion of other industries such as transportation, 
healthcare, and construction, each of which will be detailed below. Roanoke’s local economy is 
changing, but evidence suggests that some change may be for the good. Growth in high paying 
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industries could eventually raise revenues and attract the young professional dynamic the city is 
seeking. Many of these changes support this goal, which could certainly be a reality for the future.   
 
 

Manufacturing   
Roanoke’s manufacturing sector once lay at the core of its economy. Historically, this industry 
accounted for over one-third of the local economy in terms of employment. Roanoke’s proximity to 
large regional markets as well as its location at the convergence of a number of regional and national rail 
lines made it an ideal location for both heavy and light manufacturing. In the past 30 years, however, 
Roanoke’s manufacturing industry has been reduced by half in terms of employment. This large loss is 
due in part to trade agreements and the emergence of new foreign markets, as well as some regional 
and national trends that have pushed Roanoke’s market toward service sector employment.  

 
Figure 3.2 Employment Loss in Roanoke area Manufacturing Industry 

    Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 
Figure 3.2 illustrates the total change in employment in the manufacturing sector at the City, County, 
and MSA Level. According to Virginia Market Labor information, the industry has been reduced by nearly 
half. Furthermore, there has not been growth elsewhere in this industry, since it has declined 
nationwide, albeit to different extents.  
 
This loss of manufacturing jobs is particularly concerning to smaller cities such as Roanoke in that these 
positions have traditionally been the highest paying employment opportunities for those lacking formal 
education or professional degrees. Additionally, the loss of manufacturing jobs can lead to the 
outmigration of families that are unable to find comparable employment. In Roanoke this has been the 
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case; employment in this sector has experienced continued and drastic reductions with little evidence to 
indicate that these jobs are trickling out of the city and into the region. In Roanoke, there is a strong 
pattern of evidence that indicates that these jobs are being replaced by automation, exported to foreign 
markets, or eliminated through outsourcing.  
 
While Roanoke’s manufacturing sector has been significantly reduced, the industry is still large when 
compared to other large Virginia cities. Currently, there are over 100 manufacturing establishments and 
over 4,000 individuals employed in this industry.  
 

Figure 3.3 Growth in Average Weekly Wage for Roanoke Area Manufacturing Sector 

 Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 
 
Additionally, as seen in Figure 3.3, average wages and total wages have increased drastically within this 
industry. Concern, however, lies in the future. The national manufacturing industry has faced 
considerable challenges in the midst of low labor costs accommodated by foreign markets. While 
Roanoke’s sector exhibits a nascent pattern of stability, projections indicate that this industry will 
continue to decline.  
 
IBISWorld has forecasted the continuing decline of American manufacturing, noting that labor costs, 
aging infrastructure and machinery, and the relative strength of the dollar will likely work against efforts 
to return manufacturing jobs to the United States. Rather, trends indicate a shift toward more trade, 
service, and knowledge-based economies, like many of the firms Roanoke has successfully attracted in 
the past decade. 
 
It is important to distinguish Roanoke from other rustbelt communities facing this transition. While 
Roanoke has many rustbelt characteristics, there are many features endemic to the region that can be 
capitalized upon to further other types employment. Specifically, growth in the healthcare sector, the 
trades, and higher paying management and service positions could replace lost manufacturing positions. 
Furthermore, recent stability in Roanoke’s manufacturing sector could relieve some pressure to replace 
these jobs.  
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Figure 3.4 Transportation Sector Employment Growth in Roanoke Area (1990-2016) 

        Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 
Similar to Roanoke’s manufacturing economy, the transportation and warehousing sector was once one 
of the largest industries in the area. The convergence of national and regional rail lines as well as 
important roadways such as Interstate 81, Virginia Highway’s 460, 24, 220, and 22, and proximity to 
Interstate 66 has allowed Roanoke to monopolize transportation, acting as a gateway to America’s 
southeast. Unlike manufacturing, transportation remains a vital and growing sector within the greater 
Roanoke economy.  Figure 3.4 illustrates the regional transportation industry, noting employment in the 
County, City, and MSA level. As transportation is more regional than most other sectors, it is important 
to note the steady and continuing growth of this industry, as it will likely continue to provide a boon for 
the area.  
 
While Roanoke was once recognized as the rail capital of Virginia and a dominant region actor in rail 
shipping, many of Roanoke’s original rail ties have been replaced by innovations of over-the-road 
national, regional, and short hauling. The recent demands of online consumer markets have expanded 
over-the-road and airfreight operations nationwide particularly in Roanoke. Additionally, Roanoke’s 
location along Interstate 81 (the east coast’s largest shipping corridor) has made the city and region a 
popular location of dispatch, service, and dealerships, which contributes to the local economy both 
directly and indirectly. Finally, Roanoke’s airport and subsequent UPS, USPS, and FedEx sorting facilities 
have increased both employment and establishments within the transportation sector and others.  
 
Industry projections for this sector are favorable, especially as more consumers continue to utilize online 
retail outlets for everyday needs. Furthermore, Roanoke’s position as a regional hub will continue to 
benefit the area as more Southwestern Virginians gain access to Internet infrastructure and begin to use 
this service.  
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Healthcare 
 

Figure 3.5 Employment Changes in Roanoke City Manufacturing and Healthcare Sectors 
   

    Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 
Roanoke’s healthcare industry has grown tremendously. Since 1990, the number of healthcare 
establishments and employment within the sector has doubled. Figure 3.5 compares growth in 
employment for the healthcare industry with the decline of employment in the manufacturing sector. 
Growth in this sector could mean higher paying jobs for those facing unemployment as the local 
economy continues to shift towards new industries. Furthermore, the average weekly wage for those 
employed in this sector has risen by approximately $800, while total wages have increased by 
approximately 300% in the same period. Roanoke’s emergence as the health care center for the 
Southwestern region of the state has led to a dynamic and rapidly growing healthcare agglomeration, 
competing with larger cities in northwestern North Carolina, such as Greensboro and Winston Salem. 
Additionally, the growth of this sector has contributed to two medical education facilities, both of which 
train paramedics, nurses, and doctors, attracting young professionals to the region.  
 
Despite widespread uncertainty regarding legislative healthcare reform and cyber security threats, the 
hospital and healthcare industry is expected to have continued growth, especially in nascent markets 
such as Roanoke. IBISWorld, projects steady growth—largely due to the growing healthcare needs of the 
baby-boomer generation as wells as overall population growth. While population projections for 
Roanoke and the Southwestern region of the state do not forecast growth other parts of the state are 
predicted to see in the coming decades, mild growth and an aging population should ensure both the 
expansion and sustainability of the healthcare industry.  
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This is especially the case in that medical transfers from isolated areas of the state result in many 
patients being transferred to Roanoke. For instance, according to Virginia Healthcare Information, the 
Carillion medical group currently treats over 25% of the entire region’s medical needs. Most 
importantly, employment growth in this sector could replace other high paying positions as the local 
economy reorganizes. Figure 3.5 compares growth in employment for the healthcare industry with the 
decline of employment in the manufacturing sector. Growth in this sector could mean higher paying jobs 
for those facing unemployment as the local economy continues to shift towards new industries.  
 

Construction  
 

Figure 3.6 Construction Sector Employment Downturn (2007-2011) 

        Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 
 

Roanoke’s construction industry accounts for approximately 7% of the city’s economy in terms of 
employment. This industry’s growth over the past decade has been stifled by the recessionary 
implications of the housing market crisis of late 2007. As depicted in Figure 3.6, employment in this 
sector was reduced by approximately 25% or 1000 people from 2007 to 2011. 
 
Since this period, however, Roanoke’s construction industry has seen tremendous recovery, even 
surpassing pre-recessionary employment. Furthermore, average weekly wage and total wages for this 
industry have also seen generous increases with both measures being approximately 250% higher than 
2000 Figures.  
 
Furthermore, IBISWorld forecasts growth for the overall sector, especially in the commercial and 
consumer contracting subsectors. Roanoke’s position as a regional supplier for both products and 
services could mean the continued expansion of this sector, especially in subsectors that bid for regional 
contracts, such as commercial pavers, civil engineering outfits, and large scale commercial and 
consumer construction firms. In short, economic recovery and continued commercial and residential 
growth as well as statewide infrastructure investment will benefit this sector, especially in areas with 
regional dominance, such as Roanoke.  
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Retail 
 

Figure 3.7 Employment Loss in Roanoke City Retail Sector 

          Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 
Retail is typically a large part of any local economy, and Roanoke is no exception. Surprisingly, however, 
this industry has steadily lost approximately 4,000 employees and 230 establishments since 1990, 
according to Virginia LMI. Figure 3.7 demonstrates this steady trickle of employment over the past 26 
years, with large losses often offset by marginal gains. Both the Figure and recent QCEW data indicates 
that the market could be adjusting to this new equilibrium and remain at approximately 8,000 
employees.  
 
While this could be due to Roanoke’s stagnating population numbers, there is evidence that a larger 
trend is at play. Nationally, the retail trade has lost it’s footing to online retailers in that this form of 
retail often means little to no overhead and drastically lower labor costs. This can be seen through the 
decline of large retailers and America’s many suburban malls. This downward trend is echoed by 
IBISWorld, which forecasts a continued decline for consumer retails stores lacking online counterparts.  
 
As mentioned before, however, Roanoke serves as the gateway to the southwestern region, meaning 
that, in many cases, consumer packages bound for the southern part of the state are often sorted and 
transferred in Roanoke. While e-commerce will continue to hinder the growth of brick and mortar retail 
outfits, this shift towards online consumerism could benefit Roanoke as a new equilibrium is reached.  
 
While there has been considerable wage growth in this sector since 1990, it is unlikely that this industry 
will fully recover from external challenges. Fortunately for Roanoke, there are a number of expanding 
industries—many of which pay significantly more than that of retail. This could mean more employment 
in healthcare, transportation, construction, and public administration, all of which are more likely to 
provide basic healthcare coverage and other benefits.  
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4. Housing 
 

Figure 4.1 Map of Zoning: The Living-Working Spectrum in Roanoke City 
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According to Angel et. al, “the five key groups of housing indicators (prices, quantities, housing quality, 
demand and supply)” articulate one way to study an area’s housing market. Roanoke city’s housing 
stock has been measured using those five indicators in this technical report. Like most housing markets, 
Roanoke City’s housing stock was affected by broader economic changes between 2007-2009; however, 
briefly by the housing bubble and the subsequent recession. The following analysis addresses the land 
use characteristics in Roanoke City, VA, followed by the total population in housing units, median 
household income, cost-burdened households, median housing stock age, median housing value, vacant 
units, and unit type, all of which reflect the aforementioned housing indicators.  
 

Land Use and Housing 
In Figure 4.1 land use is broken into four categories: industrial/commercial, institutional/government, 
mixed use, and residential, which are dispersed within the Roanoke City boundary. The darker blue 
indicates residential zones. As the darker blue transitions into the lighter blue, the residential land use 
becomes mixed use. The light green indicates institutional uses such as hospitals, government buildings, 
etc. The darker green indicates places where people work in Roanoke. As displayed, the uses are 
incorporated throughout the city’s boundaries. 

 
Figure 4.2 Total Population in Occupied Housing Units by Tenure in Roanoke City 

Source: ACS 1-year Data, 2005-2016 
 

Units 
Figure 4.2 shows the trend of housing units in Roanoke City, Virginia from 2005 to 2016. Of the housing 
units in Roanoke City from 2005-2013, there were consistently more owner-occupied units than renter-
occupied units. From 2014-2015, there was a shift in the number of housing units, in which the renter-
occupied units surpassed the owner-occupied units. However, in 2016, owner-occupied units slightly 
surpassed the renter-occupied units.   
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Figure 4.3 Total Vacant Housing Units in Roanoke City 

Source: ACS 5-year Data, 2009-2016 

Vacant 
Figure 4.3 demonstrates the trend in vacant housing units in Roanoke City from 2005-2016. Of the 
vacant housing units in Roanoke City from 2009-2014, there was a steady increase in the number of 
vacant units. However, in 2014 there was a slight increase in vacancies followed by a slight decrease in 
2015-2016. In terms of vacancies at the neighborhood level, Melrose has the most vacant properties 
with around 200. Belmont has 187, Eastgate has 167, and Morningside has 140 vacant properties. 
 

Figure 4.4 Median household income in the past 12 months (2005-16 inflation adjusted dollars)  

   Source: ACS 1-year Data, 2005-2016 
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Median Household Income 
Figure 4.4 shows the trend in median household income in the past 12 months from 2005 to 2016 
inflation-adjusted dollars in Roanoke City. The overall trend for median household income from 2005-
2016 has been positive; however, in 2008, 2012, and 2015 the median household income decreased 
slightly. 

Figure 4.5 Number of Cost-Burdened Renters in Roanoke City 

 

 

Cost- Burdened Renters and Owners 
Figures 4.5 and 4.6 show the trends from 2005-2016 of the cost-burdened renters and owners, 
respectively, in Roanoke City. According to the Department of Housing and Urban Development, cost-
burdened families are those “who pay more than 30 percent of their income for housing” and may have 
difficulty affording necessities such as food, clothing, transportation, and medical care. Additionally, 
severe cost-burdened is defined as paying more than 50 percent of one’s income on housing. Of the 
cost-burdened renters in Roanoke City, VA, there has been a slight increase from 2005-2016; however, 
in 2005, there was a sharp decrease as well as in 2008—this was likely related to the recession. Of the 
severely cost-burdened renters in Roanoke City, VA, there has been an increase from 2005-2016 with a 
slight decrease from 2013 to 2015; however, the trend increased from 2015-2016.  
 

 

 

 

 

Source: ACS 5-Year Estimates Data 2005-2016 
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Figure 4.6 Number of Cost-Burdened Owners in Roanoke City 

   Source: ACS 5-year Data, 2005-2016 

Of the cost-burdened owners in Roanoke City, there has been a decrease from 2005-2016; however, in 
2006, there was a sharp increase in the number of cost-burdened owners. Of the severely cost-
burdened owners in Roanoke City, VA, there has been an increase from 2005-2016; however, there was 
a sharp decrease in 2006 and from 2013-2016 there was a negative trend of severely-burdened owners 
in Roanoke. The years following the housing burst and recession have experienced a steady declining 
trend. 
 

Figure 4.7 Median Year Housing Structure Built in Roanoke City 

    Source: ACS 1-year Data, 2005-2016 
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Median Housing Stock Age 
Figure 4.7 shows the median year structure built, which displays the average year housing structures 
were built. In Roanoke City, the modal year for the housing stock is 1957; however, in 2007, 2011, and 
2015 the housing stock age was below 1957. Comparatively, in 2006, 2009, and 2013 the housing stock 
age was above 1957. The fluctuations from 2007 to 2009 could be a direct cause of the housing balloon 
burst and recession. 

 

       Source: ACS 1-year data, 2005-2016 

Median Home Value 
Figure 4.8 demonstrates the median home value in Roanoke City, VA from 2005-2016. Generally, the 
trajectory shows a slight increase followed by a decrease in median home value; however, from 2009-
2010 there was a sharp increase and from 2010-2011 there was a sharp decrease. Perhaps, this could 
have been a delayed response to the Great Recession that occurred in 2007. 
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Figure 4.9 Number of Units in Structure in Roanoke City 

Source: ACS 1-year data, 2005-2016 

Units in Structure 
Figure 4.9 shows the number of units in structure (1 unit detached/attached, 2-9 units, 10 or more units, 
mobile home, and boat, RV, van, etc.) in Roanoke from 2005-2009. The housing stock is primarily 
comprised of one unit attached and detached homes, followed by multifamily units. Mobile homes 
comprise a small portion of the housing stock. 
 

Housing Affordability 
Figure 4.10 represents housing affordability in Roanoke City, VA, it shows the percentage of households 
that spend more than 30% of their household income on their houses as owners. The darker the green, 
the higher the percentage of households within a block group that are cost burdened. Therefore, blue 
represents block groups that are not as cost burdened. 
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Figure 4.10 Cost Burdened Households in Roanoke City 
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5. Transportation 
 
Figure 5.1 illustrates Roanoke’s transportation network consisting of local and regional roads, freight 
and commuter rail, greenways, bikeways, sidewalks, transit routes, and the Roanoke–Blacksburg 
Regional Airport. The regional network of roads is a mix of local residential, suburbanized streets with 
cul-de-sacs to main highways including I-81, I-581, US 220, US 460, and US 11 which serve as the primary 
corridors for the region. The freight system is provided by Norfolk Southern and commuter rail is offered 
by Amtrak. The greenway extends outward from the city’s center. 

 
 
 
 
 
   

Figure 5.1 Transportation Network in Roanoke City  
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Multimodal Transportation 
Figure 5.1 shows the interconnectivity of the physical infrastructure used by those choosing to drive, 

carpool, bike, bus, or walk. According to the US Census, 89.5% drive as their primary mode for 

commuting to work, of those, 79.8% drive alone, and 9.7% carpooled. Only about 4% of the population 

chose an alternative mode of transportation like bussing, biking, or walking as shown in Figures 5.3 and 

5.4. According to On the Map, an estimated 47,481 (54.5%) commute into the region for work while 

21,859 (25%) live in the city and commute out. One out of every five drivers, lives and works in the city. 

A subgroup of Roanoke City residents (2%) travel outside Virginia for work. 

Figure 5.2 Mode of Transportation 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Source: US Census (2016) 
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Figure 5.3 Traffic Flow Patterns in Roanoke City 
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Traffic 
Figure 5.3 shows the roads in Roanoke City with the highest average annual crashes with as few as 9 
crashes Brambleton Ave and as many as 139 on Orange Ave. Each icon represents a category which had 
the highest average traffic counts, change in usage since 2005, busiest interchanges, spike in work day 
usage, and increases in commuters, shipping trucks, and buses. This represents the transportation 
infrastructure that serve as the primary corridor for residents, workers, and visitors of Roanoke City.  
 
According to the Virginia Department of Transportation daily traffic volumes: 

• Households in Roanoke City drive 18,950 miles in a year; 

• Electric Road, Franklin Road, Orange Avenue, I-581, Elm Avenue, and Hershberger Road were 
the most frequented roads in Roanoke City as shown in Figure 5.3; 

• Hershberger Road, US 460, and Peters Creek Road had the highest increase in traffic on 
weekdays in 2016. This means that these corridors had an increased number of travelers during 
work days as opposed to normal weekly traffic flow, which may be used to better understand 
where people are traveling to their place of work from their home; 

• The Traffic Records Electronic Data Systems (TREDS) dataset demonstrated that the most 
crashes occurred from 2011 to 2016 on Orange Avenue, I-581, Williamson Road, Franklin Road, 
Hershberger Road, and Brandon Avenue; 

• According to VDOT data, the most traveled I-581 interchange ramps are at the Orange Avenue, 
Elm Avenue, and Peters Creek Road interchanges; 

• The most congested intersections stem from Williamson Road. These include intersections at 
Orange Avenue, I-581, Hershberger Road, and Peters Creek Road. In addition, Peters Creek Road 
and Orange Avenue intersection sees some of the greatest traffic volumes;  

• Orange Avenue, Brambleton Avenue, and Brandon Avenue have experienced the greatest 
increases in shipping truck usage from 2005 to 2016; 

• Brandon Avenue, Elm Avenue, and Brambleton Avenue had the largest increases in bus usage 
from 2005 to 2016; 

• The total average daily vehicle miles traveled (DVMT) per year since 2002 is 2,056,108 which 
reached a highpoint in 2010; 

• Figure 5.4 demonstrates that the Elm Avenue and US 220 were, on average, the most traveled 
roads in Roanoke City; 

• Figure 5.5 below shows that Orange Avenue, I-581, and Williamson Road had the most number 
of crashes; 

• Figure 5.5 shows that about 74% of the crashes are categorized as property damage accidents, 
25% as crashes resulted in an injury, and less than 1% being fatal accidents. 
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Figure 5.4 Average Annual Vehicle Miles Traveled by Road Name 

                        Source: Virginia Department of Transportation (2005-2016) 
 

Figure 5.5 Number of Crashes by Road Name 

                     Source: Traffic Reporting Electronic Dataset (2011-2017) 
 

Figure 5.6 Crashes by Severity 

         Source: Traffic Reporting Electronic Dataset (2011-2017) 
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Alternative Options  
A further analysis was conducted to demonstrate alternative transportation options in Roanoke City. 
Since most people live and work in Roanoke City, Roanoke County and the City of Salem, public 
transportation is more localized and therefore more feasible as a means of daily transportation for 
residents. The Cities of Roanoke and Salem offer the Valley Metro transit and Starline Trolley, which 
reaches between 46% and 66% of people depending on whether they live within a half-mile or one mile 
from bus stops. Since RADAR transit is ADA-compliant, it deviates from the Valley Metro network for 
people with disabilities who are approved for this service by an application process. About 17,450 of 
31,007 people who have a disability (56.3%) could qualify for this service. The Starline Trolley runs from 
7:00 am to 7:00 pm during weekdays. The Valley Metro runs from 6:15 am to 8:45 pm Monday to 
Saturday but does not operate on Sundays.  
  
Other public transit options in the region include the Ferrum Express which is free and only operates 
every hour from 5:00 pm to about 10:00 or 11:00 pm on Thursdays and Fridays and every two hours 
starting at 1:00 pm pm on Saturdays. Its route includes the bowling alley in Rocky Mount to Franklin 
County to Ferrum College and to Roanoke on Saturdays only. This gives approximately 59% of the Rocky 
Mount citizens, who live within a half-mile to these bus stops, the ability to use this service. 
Unfortunately, it does not run frequently as it only connects to Roanoke on Saturday, thus it does not 
help commuters living in Rocky Mount get to Roanoke. Upon further analysis, approximately 46% of 
people living in Roanoke City, Roanoke County, and the City of Salem live within a half-mile of a fixed 
transit route.  
 
Ride-sharing or carpooling is an economically viable option that more workers in Roanoke are utilizing 
for their commute to work. About one of every 10 people in Roanoke choose to carpool through 
programs like Ride Solutions to share rides to work. Participants using this program can choose to leave 
from a common origin-destination, their residence or, more commonly, from a park-and-ride lot which 
services the Roanoke MSA. This is a practical means of transportation for many allowing workers more 
flexibility in terms of their commute 
 
Biking also provides a great and healthy alternative transportation. Roanoke has a greenway that 
extends across the city. Approximately 7% of the city lives within a half-mile of the greenway trails. 
Roanoke City also offers a new bike share program with nine bike stations run by Zagster.  
 
The newest transit option is the Amtrak train, which was completed in October of 2017; this connected 
Roanoke to Clifton Forge, Lynchburg, Charlottesville, and Washington D.C.  
 

Cost 
According to the Housing and Transportation Affordability Index, there are an estimated three cars for 
every two households in Roanoke and approximately 22% of annual household income is spent on 
transportation costs. The average annual cost of owning a vehicle in Roanoke is around $8,500. Monthly 
gas expenditures range from $65 for commuters with fuel-efficient vehicles who travel short distances 
to as much as $130 for commuters traveling further distances with less fuel-efficient vehicles. Lastly, the 
average commuter in Roanoke spends around $50 on public transit. Valley Metro ranges from $0.70 to 
$1.50 depending on age as well as if the rider is a Roanoke City school student. The SmartWay Bus 
connects Roanoke to the New River Valley for $4 a ride. 
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6. Public Services 
 

Health 
Overall, the quality of health in Roanoke City is low, when compared to other counties in Virginia. In 
2017, Roanoke is ranked in the 4th (or last) quadrant among all other counties in Virginia, for both health 
outcomes and health factors. This ranking, however, has improved by 14 and 12 places respectively, 
over the past seven years.   
 
The overall quality of health in Roanoke was measured by a composite of indicators, which are broken 
down into (1) health outcomes and (2) health factors. These measures are based on factors used by the 
County Health Rankings and Roadmaps website, which is a health-initiative program undertaken by the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  
 
Table 6.1 Health Indicators & Ranking for Roanoke City, 2017 (in comparison with other VA counties) 

 

  

Rank                  
(out of 133 

VA Counties) 

Health Outcomes 102 

Length of Life 101 

Quality of Life 107 

Health Factors 115 

Health Behaviors 118 

Clinical Care 93 

Social & Economic Factors 112 

Physical Environment 90 
            Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Table 6.1 shows the health indicators and corresponding ranking of Roanoke City (among the counties in 
Virginia) under each major heading. The city ranked relatively better, in terms of its access to exercise 
opportunities (due to its physical environment) and its access to health care (due to the presence of 
major health care providers such as the Carilion group of medical centers). This is a good base to use, for 
the city to work on improving the residents’: (1) health behaviors and (2) availing of preventive health 
care.  
 
In continuing its positive trend performance for health indicators, the city needs to address adult obesity 
and its corollary behaviors of physical inactivity including quality of its food environment. Other critical 
areas Roanoke should consider monitoring in the future include: the rate of sexually transmitted 
infections, teen births, and alcohol-impaired driving deaths.   
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Health Outcomes 
 

Figure 6.1 Roanoke City Health Outcomes Ranking Virginia County Health Rankings (out of 133) 

    Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
 
Figure 6.1 shows that over the past seven years, the rank of Roanoke City in the Virginia County Health 
Rankings has improved by 14 levels, from 116 to 102. However, Roanoke City’s current ranking of 102 
(out of 133) for “Health Outcomes” category still places it in the bottom quadrant, among the state’s 
counties. The health outcome rating measures both: (1) length of life (accounting for 50% of the rating) 
and (2) quality of life (50%).   
 

Length of Life 
For 2017, Roanoke City ranks 101 (out of 133 counties in Virginia) in terms of length of life. This was an 
improvement of 16 places, versus the ranking of 117 in 2014. In 2017, the city had 9,100 years of 
potential life lost due to premature death, before age 75. This amounts to 1.5 times the Virginia average 
of only 6,100 years lost and 1.75 times the 5,200 years lost average for top US performers.   
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Quality of Life  
 

Table 6.2 Quality of Life Indicators Roanoke City versus Virginia & Top 10% US Performers (2017) 
 

Health Indicators 
Roanoke 

City  

Rank                  
(out of 133 
counties) 

Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Quality of Life  107   

Poor or fair 
health 

18%  15% 12% 

Poor physical 
health days  

3.7  3.2 3.0 

Poor mental 
health days  

3.7  3.3 3.0 

Low birthweight 10%  8% 6% 

           Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
 
Table 6.2 shows that Roanoke ranks 107 (out of 133 counties in Virginia) in terms of quality of life. This 
was an improvement of six places, from a rank of 113 in 2014. However, the city still compares 
unfavorably with the state average, across all indicators. Quality of life is measured in terms of (1) poor 
or fair health; (2) poor physical health days; (3) poor mental health days; and (4) low birthweight.   
 

• Poor or fair health. In 2017, the percentage of adults reporting fair or poor health (age-adjusted) for 
Roanoke City is 18%.  This is 3% higher (worse) than the Virginia average and 6% worse than the rate 
for the Top US performers.  This percentage has not improved since 2014.  

• Poor physical health days. In 2017, the average number of physically unhealthy days reported in the 
past 30 days for Roanoke City is 3.7 days. This is slightly higher than the state average of 3.2 days 
and the Top US performers’ average of 3.0 days. This has improved slightly from the 4.1 days 
measured in 2014.  

• Poor mental health days. In 2017, Roanoke City reported 3.7 mentally unhealthy days in the past 30 
days, versus 3.3 days for Virginia and 3.0 for the upper 10% of counties in the U.S. The city’s number 
of poor mental health days has improved significantly from 4.3 days in 2014.  

• Low birthweight. In 2017, a higher percentage of live births in the city had low birthweight, 
compared to the state and to the top US performers.  10% of the live births in Roanoke City had a 
low birthweight, versus only 8% in Virginia and 6% for the Top US performers. This indicator in 
Roanoke has decreased slightly from 10.7% in 2014 to 10% in 2017.  

 
 
  

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/2/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/2/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/36/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/36/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/42/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/42/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/37/map
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Health Factors 
 

Figure 6.2 Roanoke City Health Factors Ranking Virginia County Health Rankings (out of 133) 
 

 
      Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Figure 6.2 shows a significant improvement in the city’s ranking for health factors, from a rank of 127 in 
2010 to a higher ranking of 115 in 2017.  As of 2017, however, the city’s rank is still at 115 out of 133 
counties in Virginia.  This places the city within the lowest ranking quadrant in the state.   
 
The following indicators were used to measure the overall rating for the city’s Health Factors: (1) health 
behaviors; (2) clinical care; (3) social & economic factors; and (4) physical environment.   
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Health Behaviors  
 

Table 6.3 Health Behavior Indicators in Roanoke City in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US 
Performers (2017) 

 

Health Behavior Indicators 
Roanoke 

City  

Rank                  
(out of 133 
counties) 

Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Health Behaviors  118   

Adult smoking 19%  17% 14% 

Adult obesity 32%  27% 26% 

Food environment index  6.2  8.2 8.4 

Physical inactivity 26%  21% 19% 

Access to exercise 
opportunities  

88%  81% 91% 

Excessive drinking 15%  17% 12% 

Alcohol-impaired driving 
deaths 

50%  31% 13% 

Sexually transmitted 
infections  

660.1  436.4 145.5 

Teen births  66  25 17 
Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Table 6.3 indicates the city’s ranking for Health Behaviors and its various components. The city received 
an overall ranking of 118 (out of 133 counties) for health behaviors in 2017. This ranking fluctuated, 
starting from 125 in 2011, deteriorating to 127 in 2014, before improving to 118 in 2017. This ranking 
included measurement of health behaviors such as: (1) tobacco use; (2) diet and exercise; (3) alcohol 
and drug use; and (4) sexual activities. 
 

Tobacco Use 

Nineteen percent of the city’s adult population currently smoke. This measures unfavorably versus the 
state average of only 14%.  
 

Diet & Exercise  
Roanoke City scored high in “access to exercise opportunities,” with 88% of the population having 
adequate access to locations for physical activity, for 2017.  This compares favorably with Virginia, which 
only has 81% and the top 10% performing US counties, which is just a little higher at 91%.  Although this 
is a relatively high rating, this has gone down from 2015 levels, where 96% of Roanoke City’s residents 
were deemed to have “access to exercise opportunities.  
 
Despite good access to exercise opportunities, the city did not perform well in terms of physical activity 
and adult obesity. Twenty-six percent of adults ages 20 and over reported that they did not have leisure 
time physical activity. This is 5% higher (worse) than Virginia rate of 21%. Additionally, 32% of adults in 
the city reported a BMI of 30 or more. This is 5% higher (worse) than Virginia’s rate of 27%. Further 

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/9/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/11/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/133/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/70/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/132/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/132/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/49/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/134/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/134/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/45/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/45/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/14/map
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contributing to obesity is the city’s relatively low score in terms of its healthy food environment. 
Roanoke City ranks a 6.2 out of 10.0 for this index (which measures various factors contributing to a 
healthy food environment). This compares unfavorably with Virginia, which has a much higher score of 
8.2.  
 

Alcohol Use 
The prevalence of alcoholism is lower in Roanoke City, with only 15% of the adult population reporting 
binge or heavy drinking. This is better than the state average of 17%. Despite a lower level of excessive 
drinking, the percentage of driving deaths with alcohol involvement for the city is at a very high 50%.  
This compares negatively to the state average, which is only at 30%.  
 

Sexual Activity 
The city had 694 diagnosed chlamydia cases per 100,000 residents. This is 1.6 times more than the 
average for the state. Furthermore, Roanoke City had 66 births per 1,000 among its younger female 
population, ages 15 to 19. This is 2.6 times the average recorded for Virginia.   
 

Clinical Care 
 

Table 6.4 Clinical Care Indicators in Roanoke City in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US 
Performers (2017) 

 

Clinical Care Indicators 
Roanoke 

City 

Rank                  
(out of 

133 
counties) 

Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Clinical Care  93   

Uninsured 17%  12% 8% 

Primary care 
physicians 

1,170:1  1,320:1 1,040:1 

Dentists  1,540:1  1,530:1 1,320:1 

Mental health 
providers 

470:01:00  730:01:00 360:01:00 

Preventable hospital 
stays  

41  44 36 

Diabetes monitoring 87%  87% 91% 

Mammography 
screening 

57%  64% 71% 

           Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
 
Table 6.4 shows that in 2017, Roanoke City had a relatively better ranking of 93 (out of 133 counties) for 
clinical care, versus the other main health indicators. This places them in the 3rd quadrant, among all 
counties in Virginia.  However, the ranking of the city in terms of clinical care has declined significantly 
from its highest ranking of 25 (out of 133 counties) in 2012.  Clinical care is measured in terms of: (1) 
access to care; and (2) quality of care.  
 

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/85/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/4/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/4/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/88/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/62/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/62/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/5/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/5/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/7/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/50/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/50/map
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The city has a better performance ranking for clinical care due primarily to higher ratios of the number 
of medical practitioners to its population. These higher ratios are likely due to the presence of major 
medical facilities in the area, such as: 
 

• Carilion Roanoke Memorial Hospital  

• Carilion Children’s Hospital  

• Carilion Roanoke Memorial Hospital Rehabilitation Centers 

• Carilion Giles Memorial Hospital  

• Roanoke Neurosurgery by Lewis Gale Hospital 

The Carilion Roanoke Memorial Hospital was ranked third in the Commonwealth of Virginia (in the Best 
Regional Hospitals Category), as defined & rated by U.S. News & World Report on Health Rankings.  
Despite the large presence of these major medical facilities and the high ratio of medical practitioners to 
residents, the city fared worse than the state of Virginia for quality of clinical care indicators such as 
preventable hospital stays and screening for major illnesses such as diabetes and breast cancer. The high 
number of preventable hospital stays could be attributable to Roanoke’s higher levels of poverty and 
lower level of health insurance for the residents.  In 2017, 17% of the city’s population is uninsured, 
versus only 8% for the state.  
  

Socioeconomic Factors 
 

Table 6.5 Socioeconomic Indicators Roanoke City versus Virginia & Top 10% US Performers (2017) 
 

Socioeconomic Indicators 
Roanoke 

City 

Rank                  
(out of 

133 
counties) 

Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Social & Economic Factors  112   

High school graduation 76%  86% 95% 

Some college 58%  69% 72% 

Unemployment 4.90%  4.40% 3.30% 

Children in poverty  33%  15% 12% 

Income inequality  4.5  4.8 3.7 

Children in single-parent 
households 

50%  30% 21% 

Social associations  16.6  11.2 22.1 

Violent crime 456  194 62 

Injury deaths 82  55 53 
    Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Table 6.5 shows that in 2017, the city ranked 112 (out of 133 counties) in the evaluation of various social 
and economic factors affecting overall health. This has steadily improved from a ranking of 126 in 2012. 
Among the factors included in this ranking are: (1) education (accounting for 10% of the rating); (2) 
employment (10%); (3) income (10%); (4) family and social support (5%); and (5) community safety (5%).  
 
 

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/21/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/69/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/23/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/24/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/44/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/82/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/82/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/140/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/43/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/135/map
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Education 
Educational attainment in the city is generally lower than the state average, across all segments. High 
school graduation is only at 76%, versus the state’s average of 86%.  In addition, only 58% of the city’s 
population aged 25 to 44 has some level of post-secondary education.  
 

Unemployment 
Unemployment in Roanoke City is only slightly higher at 4.9%, versus the state average of 4.4%  
 

Income 
Despite relatively similar unemployment Figures as that of the state, the city’s household income 
compares less favorably to that of the state. Thirty-three percent of the city’s children are classified as 
living in poverty, almost triple that of Virginia (at 12%).    
 

Family & Social Support 
Overall social association, as measured by the number of membership associations per 10,000 
population is quite high and positive in the city, at 16.6 versus only 11.2 for the state. However, 50% of 
children in Roanoke City live in single parent households, versus only 21% in the state. This could have a 
negative impact on social support, which both the children and the parents need in supporting health 
and income objectives.   
 

Community Safety 
Roanoke City performed worse than the state of Virginia on measures for community safety.  In terms of 
the number of violent crimes committed per 100,000 population, the city had more than double the 
average for the state.  In terms of number of deaths due to injury, the city had 1.5 times more than the 
state.  
 

Physical Environment  
 

Table 6.6 Physical Environment Indicators Roanoke City in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US 
Performers (2017) 

Physical Environment Indicators 
Roanoke 

City  

Rank                  
(out of 133 
counties) 

Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Physical Environment  90   

Air pollution - 
particulate matter  

9.0  8.7 6.7 

Severe housing 
problems 

20%  15% 9% 

Driving alone to work  80%  78% 72% 

Long commute - driving 
alone  

17%  38% 15% 

              Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/125/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/125/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/136/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/136/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/67/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/137/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/137/map


50 
 

Table 6.6 indicates that in 2017, the city was in the third quadrant (with a ranking of 90 out of 133) in 
terms of quality of physical environment. The city’s ranking for physical environment has fluctuated over 
the years, with its highest ranking of 33 in 2012 and its lowest ranking of 115 in 2015. Factors in the 
physical environment which affect health include: (1) air and water quality; and (2) housing & transit 
conditions. 
 
The city had a slightly better performance in this category due to the lower percentage of its residents 
who commute more than 30 minutes (among those who drive alone).  At 17%, this compares favorably 
with the state average of 38%. However, the city’s ranking is generally still low, as it is still in the third 
quadrant of all Virginia counties.  
 
The quality of housing is also lower in the city, with 20% of its residents having severe housing problems 
(i.e. overcrowding, high housing costs, lack of kitchen or plumbing facilities.) This is 5% points higher 
(worse) than the state average. Air pollution (measured by the average daily density of fine particulate 
matter in micrograms per cubic meter) is slightly higher at 9.0 for the city versus 8.7 for the state.  
 

Education 
Overall educational attainment for Roanoke is lower than the state of Virginia for all segments. High 
school attainment (measured as a percentage of total population) is similar to the state, but slightly 
lower for Roanoke. Educational attainment for higher levels of education (i.e. bachelor’s degree or 
higher) is much lower for Roanoke, with a rate lower by 14%, when compared to the state average of 
36.9%. Roanoke City, however, has improved over the past 7 years in terms of educational attainment 
rates, for both high school and bachelor’s degree or higher.  
 
Comparing segments of the population with similar educational attainment, all of Roanoke City’s 
segments registered as much as 9 to 10% higher (worse) percentage rates for poverty levels.  The city’s 
working residents also registered an average median income which is lower by 28%, in comparison with 
the state average.  
 
The following factors likely impacted on the lower levels of educational attainment for the city: (1) lower 
enrollment levels for ages 18 to 24 years old; (2) slightly higher unemployment; (3) majority of children 
living in poverty; and (4) a high percentage of children in single parent households.  
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Educational Attainment 
 

Figure 6.3 Comparative Educational Attainment, as a Percentage of Total Population  
Roanoke City vs. Virginia (2016) 

 Source: US Bureau of Census 

 
Figure 6.3 shows that generally, the level of educational attainment for Roanoke City in 2016 is lower 
than that for the state of Virginia. The percentage of high school completion for total population is 
similar between Roanoke City and the state. However, the percentage completion for higher levels of 
education like a bachelor’s degree (or higher) is much lower, with the state average higher by 14%.  
 

Figure 6.4 Educational Attainment Population 18 to 24 years old in Roanoke City and Virginia (2016) 

   Source: US Bureau of Census 
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Figure 6.4 focuses on the younger working age group of 18 to 24 years old. In this chart, when we sum 
up the attainment for higher levels, a total of only 45.2% of this population segment have finished a 
bachelor’s degree or some form of college/associate degree. This compares unfavorably with the sum 
for the state average, where as much as 58.8% of the same age group has some type of college 
education.  
 
Figure 6.5 Educational Attainment, Population 25 years and older in Roanoke City and Virginia (2016) 

        Source: US Bureau of Census 

Figure 6.5 focuses on the population segment aged 25 years and over. Here, the same pattern of lower 
educational attainment in the city exists. When we add up the attainment for the higher levels, a total of 
53.4% of this working age group has some form of college education or higher in Roanoke City. For the 
state of Virginia, this is a much higher sum of 64.2%. Comparing educational attainment at various levels 
between the city and the Virginia average, the differences are markedly higher especially for higher 
educational attainment levels.   
 
Figure 6.6 Educational Attainment in Roanoke City (Percentage of Total Population with a High School 

Degree or Higher 2009-2016) 

             Source: US Bureau of Census 
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Figure 6.6 demonstrates a positive trend in educational attainment levels for the city. The percentage of 
the city’s total population who are high school graduates or higher has increased by five percentage 
points from 2009 to 2016.  
 

Figure 6.7 Educational Attainment in Roanoke City (Percentage of Total Population with bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher 2009-2016) 

            Source: US Bureau of Census 
 
According to Figure 6.7, the city also registered a slightly positive improvement in the educational 
attainment of its total population, as measured by those who have attained a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. This percentage improved by about 1%, from 2009 to 2014.  
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 Source: US Bureau of Census 

Poverty Rate & Educational Attainment  
 

Figure 6.8 Percentage of Population 25 years & over in Poverty, by Educational Attainment  
Roanoke City vs. Virginia (2016) 

 Source: US Bureau of Census 

 
Figure 6.8 compares segments of the population who have similar educational attainment in terms of 
poverty level. It shows that the level of poverty is higher in Roanoke versus that of the state, across all 
segments. This relationship is more pronounced among those with lower educational attainment levels.  
Poverty levels in Roanoke are 9 to 10% higher (worse) than that of the state average among workers 
who have only completed high school or less. 
 

Median Earnings & Educational Attainment  
 

Figure 6.9 Comparative Median Earnings in USD, by Educational Attainment Population 25 years & 
Older in 2016), Roanoke City vs. Virginia 
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Figure 6.9 compares the same segment of the population based on similar educational attainment and 
on their median earnings. Earnings in general are also lower in Roanoke, versus that of the state, across 
all educational attainment. For the total population 25 years and over with earnings, median income is 
lower in Roanoke City by 28% versus that of Virginia.   
 

Educational Services  
 

Table 6.7 Universities in Roanoke City & Number of Graduates in 2017 
 

College Number of graduates 

Virginia Western 
Community College 

1,107 

Jefferson College of 
Health Sciences 

342 

Skyline College 54 

 
Table 6.7 summarizes the largest educational institutions in Roanoke City and their number of graduates 
for 2017. This is based on the Data USA website.   
 

Public School Quality  
The over-all quality of public schools for Roanoke City has been improving over the past few years.  
However, it still fares unfavorably, versus the state average, in areas such as proficiency assessments, 
dependence on state funding, high school graduation rate, and college & career readiness.   
 
Table 6.8 Comparative Proficiency Assessments, Virginia vs. Roanoke City (School Year 2014 to 2017) 

 
        Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles 

 
Table 6.8 shows that the academic proficiency levels of Roanoke City’s public schools are lower than the 
average proficiency levels for Virginia. The city public school system showed some improvements in 
reading and writing proficiency.  However, this was offset by slightly worsening proficiency levels for 
math, science, and social studies.  
 
 

 
 

School year

2016-

2017

2015-

2016

2014-

2015

2016-

2017

2015-

2016

2014-

2015

Assessments

Reading Proficiency 80% 80% 79% 74% 73% 72%

Math Proficiency 79% 80% 80% 77% 78% 78%

Science Profiency 82% 83% 81% 74% 75% 77%

Social Studies 

Proficiency 79% 79% 82%

Writing Proficiency 79% 77% 77% 74% 65% 71%

Virginia Roanoke City
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Table 6.9 Comparative Sources of Funding, Virginia vs. Roanoke City 
(School Year 2015 to 2016) 

 
            Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles 

 
Table 6.9 indicates that almost 50% of the city’s education funding comes from the state. This is a higher 
level of dependence on the state, compared to other Virginia cities and counties.  For the state average, 
a bigger proportion of the funding comes from local government.  
 
Table 6.10 Comparative High School Graduation, Virginia vs. Roanoke City (School Year 2014 to 2017) 
 

 
        Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles 

 
Table 6.10 shows two measures for high school graduation rate.  For the Federal Graduation Indicator, 
the city has shown significant improvements for the past three years, but its performance is still 
significantly lower than the state average.  The Federal Graduation Indicator is the rate used by the U.S. 
Department of Education and it counts only the students who have earned Advanced Studies or 
Standard Diplomas.  On the other hand, the Virginia On-Time Graduation Rate counts the number of 
students who complete a Virginia Board of Education-approved diploma.  Using this measure, the city 
has significantly improved its performance and is now at par with the state average.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

School year

2015-

2016

2015-

2016

Per Pupil Spending                 

(% to Total)

Local Funding 52% 40%

State funding 41% 48%

Federal 7% 12%

Virginia Roanoke 

School year

2016-

2017

2015-

2016

2014-

2015

2016-

2017

2015-

2016

2014-

2015

High School Graduation 

Federal Graduation 

Indicator 87% 86% 85% 79% 76% 75%

Virginia On-Time 

Graduation Rate 91% 91% 91% 90% 88% 86%

Virginia Roanoke City
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Table 6.11 Comparative College & Career Readiness, Virginia vs. Roanoke City 
(School Year 2014 to 2017) 

 
                                 Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles 
 
The proportion of the city’s high school students who graduate with a standard diploma is higher, 
compared to the state average where a greater majority graduate with advanced diplomas.  
 

Factors Affecting Educational Attainment Levels 
 
There are various factors which may have impacted Roanoke City’s lower levels of educational 
attainment. These include lower enrollment levels, slightly higher unemployment, and a larger 
percentage of children in poverty and in single-parent households.  
 

Enrollment Levels  
 

Figure 6.10 Percentage of Each Age Segment Enrolled in School (2016) 

            Source: US Bureau of Census 
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Figure 6.10 compares the percentage of the population enrolled, for each age group, for Roanoke and 
Virginia.  A substantial portion of Roanoke’s school age population does not pursue college or higher 
education. The city has a similar percentage of children enrolled in school to that of Virginia, for those 
aged 3-17 years old.  However, Roanoke’s percentage of enrollment substantially drops for the age 
segments starting at 18 years old and above. This lower enrollment for college levels directly links to the 
lower educational attainment for college and higher education of those living in the city.  

 

Social and Economic Factors Affecting Educational Attainment 
 

Income 
Despite relatively the same unemployment Figures as that of the state, the earnings of the city’s 
residents compare less favorably to that of the state’s. Thirty-three percent of the city’s children are 
classified as living in poverty levels, almost triple that of the state (at only 12%). This lack of resources is 
likely a major factor as to why young adults do not pursue higher education in Roanoke. 
 

Family & Social Support 
A significant 50% of children in Roanoke City live in single parent households, versus only 21% in the 
state. This may have a negative impact on the social support that young adults need, in order to pursue 
higher educational attainment.   
 

Crime 
The city has improved its level of crime rates, based on the FBI Uniform Crime Rate program website.  
However, its crime rate levels still compare unfavorably with the state averages.  
 

Figure 6.11 Comparative Violent Crime Rate (Number of Incidents per 100,000 Population) 
Virginia vs. Roanoke City (2010 to 2016) 

         Source: FBI Uniform Crime Rate program (ucr.fbi.gov/ucr) 
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Figure 6.11 shows that the city’s crime rate (measured by the number of incidents per 100,000 
population) has declined by 39%, from 2010 to 2016.  This is a significant positive performance because 
the state itself registered a 2% increase in crime rate. It is notable though that there was an uptick in the 
city’s crime rate for 2016.  This needs to be monitored, as to whether it is a blip in the positive trend or a 
more serious trend reversal.  
 
Despite the improvement trend, the city’s 2016 crime rate of 413 (incidents per 100,000 population) 
compares unfavorably and is actually double the state average of only 218.  
 
Figure 6.12 Comparative Property Crime Rate (Number of Incidents per 100,000 Population) 

Virginia vs. Roanoke City (2010 to 2016) 
 

        Source: FBI Uniform Crime Rate program (ucr.fbi.gov/ucr) 

 
Figure 6.12 shows that the city registered an 11% reduction (improvement) in its property crime rate 
(measured in terms of number of incidents per 100,000 population) from 2010 to 2016.  Although this is 
a good indicator for the city, the state registered a higher reduction (improvement) of -20% for property 
crimes. 
 
In 2016, the city has 4,195 property crime incidents (per 100,000 population).  This compares 
unfavorably is more than double the state average of only 1,859 incidents.   
 
Figure 6.13 depicts the locations of public facilities including police stations, fire stations, hospitals, 
schools, libraries, post offices, and airport.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 -

 1,000

 2,000

 3,000

 4,000

 5,000

 6,000

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

In
ci

d
en

ts
 p

er
 1

00
,0

00
 P

o
p

u
la

ti
o

n

 Virginia Roanoke City



60 
 

 
Figure 6.13 Map of Public Service Buildings in Roanoke City 
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7. Conclusion 
 

Environment, Culture, and History  
The City is doing well in terms of air quality, all pollutants measured by the EPA have reduced over time. 
Notably, Roanoke became an attainment area in 2007, which means Roanoke has achieved an 
acceptable level of ozone emissions. About 86% of Roanoke is developed, signifying the land contains 
impervious surfaces such as buildings and roads. Since the City is highly developed, low water quality of 
the Roanoke River near the City could be attributable to poor stormwater management and pollution 
from runoff. Therefore, the City work to understand better why the Roanoke River is impaired and 
subsequently take measures to improve the water quality so that people can safely swim and fish in the 
river. Even though Roanoke is highly developed, the City contains about 64 parks and almost 20 miles of 
greenway trails. These facts signify that Roanoke is promoting outdoor recreation well. However, 
improvements could be made so that more people can access the greenway trails from their homes, 
because currently only 7% of people live within a half-mile of a greenway trail. 
 
Roanoke has a rich history dating back to the 1800s and only has five historic districts that comprise 
about 450 acres of the City. Thus, the City could work on expanding these districts or finding ways to 
incentivize historical preservation in the City since direct federal investments are no longer available. 
The City has a number of museums, historic places, and art-oriented places-perhaps, the City could 
record attendance for such places to have a better understanding of how people engage with the 
museums, theatres, and art galleries. Finally, Roanoke’s culture is evolving in a way that the City has 
intentionally planned it to be. The City in concert with the larger community has worked to attract 
millennials, renovate historic buildings, increase vibrancy, and promote outdoor recreation. For 
example, there are currently about 12 breweries within a 30-minute driving radius of the City and 
according to the Penny Hoarder, Roanoke ranks 12 of the top places in the US that millennials can afford 
and want to live. Therefore, it appears as though Roanoke needs to work to maintain the culture they 
have worked to create. 
 

Demographics 
From a distance, it seems as if Roanoke’s population has remained stagnant from the past three 
decades. While this is somewhat true, when considering sheer population growth, when considering 
more intricate measures, it seems as if Roanoke is well on its way towards its stated goals.  As 
mentioned before, the City’s population has stayed within approximately three percent of its population 
in 1990. At face value, this does not bode well for this city. However, when considering positive changes 
in both age and racial diversity, it becomes apparent that Roanoke is growing somewhat slowly, but 
changing rather rapidly. For instance, Roanoke has seen over 12% in its 25-34 age cohort, both a vital 
and productive segment of any locality population. Furthermore, Roanoke has become a popular 
retirement destination for seniors from across the region and state. Additionally, Roanoke is becoming 
more diverse than it has ever been. In 1900, the city’s relatively small population placed the nonwhite 
population at roughly 30% of slightly over 20,000 people. Today the city enjoys roughly the same 
proportionality, but with approximately five times the population. Moreover, the city is slated to 
become more diverse by 2022, with estimates placing the nonwhite population at just under 40%. 
Finally, Roanoke’s labor force is beginning to grow again, with unemployment being at its lowest point in 
over a decade. Additionally, households are earning more, and total wages are growing. 
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While Roanoke’s total population is only forecast to grow by less than one percent over the next five 
years, the City is expected to keep changing- ultimately becoming more diverse in terms of both race 
and age. Roanoke’s continued investment in education and medicine, as well as its natural setting as the 
recreation capital of the State will continue to attract both young and old to City. Furthermore, the 
economy is continuing to recover and high-paying wage and salary positions are returning to the City. 
While Roanoke’s history points towards dynamic population growth being the rule rather than the 
exception, it seems as if the city is well on its way towards both a healthy and sustainable future for its 
current generation residents and posterity.  
 

Economy 
Similar to Roanoke’s population, the local economy is changing rather than growing. In the past three 
decades, the City’s economy has seen large losses in terms of employment and establishments in two of 
its largest industries, Manufacturing and Retail. In 1990, over one third of the City’s economy was 
employed in one of these two sectors, but, national downturn within the sectors has naturally reduced 
their stake in the CIty’s economy. Additionally, the recessionary period of 2007 to 2011 had a 
tremendously adverse effect on some of Roanoke’s sectors, namely construction, which was reduced by 
over 20% in terms of employment during this period. The combined weight of these overall downturns 
has undoubtedly reshaped Roanoke’s economy. Surprisingly, however, this reorganization has had an 
arguably positive influence. 
 
For instance, the reduction of both Manufacturing and Retail positions have made the economy 
undoubtedly more diverse. Furthermore, many positions are being replaced by high growth in other, 
arguably more sustainable industries. For instance, between 1990 and 2016, Roanoke’s manufacturing 
sector was reduced by 56% in terms of employment. Over the same period, however, Roanoke’s 
healthcare and management sectors have growth by 84% and 90% in terms of employment, 
respectively. Roanoke’s other larger sectors have grown; both transportation and construction have 
expanded in the past seven years. 
 
Also, Roanoke’s growing position as a regional supplier of both goods and services, especially when 
considering the transportation, healthcare, and construction sectors. For instance, Roanoke’s Carilion 
hospital network currently serves over one quarter of the entire regions healthcare needs. Similarly, 
Roanoke’s location along Interstate 81 and the City’s regional airport have made the transportation 
sector central to the shipping needs of Virginia’s Southwest as well as other Appalachian States. 
Additionally, Roanoke’s construction sector currently serves many of the region’s needs as the relate to 
both commercial construction and paving- two subsectors projected to see growth alongside increased 
domestic investment and infrastructure improvements.  
 
It can not be said that Roanoke’s economy is growing as fast as it has in the past, especially when 
considering relatively low job creation numbers.  What can be said about Roanoke’s economy is that it is 
in a phase of deep, structural transition, and yet maintains an unemployment rate of 3.8% and high 
weekly wage- more than most similarly situated small cities can say . Roanoke is rebuilding its economic 
foundation, and evidence indicates that this process is still in its early stages. Growth in the City’s 
targeted industries, the reemergence of a regional economic hegemony, and uncharacteristically low 
unemployment are all auspices to Roanoke’s current and future economic health and it is certainly 
possible that the City can reach its economic goals within the coming decades.  
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Housing 
As we know, housing markets change slowly, which can be beneficial for a city. In nine years, post-
recession and housing balloon burst, Roanoke has recovered well. Since 2005, the general trend for 
renters have been increasing, which can be attributed to the growing 25-34 year old age group entering 
into the workforce and moving into the city. During the same time, median household income has 
increased by 22%, which can be attributed to individuals with bachelor’s and advanced degrees moving 
into the city. It is expected that renters will be paying 30% or more of their income for housing costs; 
however, homeowners paying 30% or more of their housing costs has declined since 2012. Like most 
established areas, the housing stock is older; however, this attributed to Roanoke’s housing affordability 
for young professionals and retirees.  
 
Although the housing market seems to be doing well and attracting millennials and retirees, Roanoke 
City should strive to maintain the influx of those groups to their city. It is difficult to know what housing 
trend will attract “the right buyers/renters”; however, Roanoke has a 70/29 percent ratio of single-
family and multi-family homes, respectively. More millennials are attracted to the multi-family units; 
however, having a low median home value encourages first-time homebuyers, which are the older 
millennials. For the aforementioned reasons, Roanoke City is on the right track with housing, in which 
vacancies have decreased and Roanoke seems to be attracting younger and older individuals to the 
area. 
   

Transportation 
Roanoke’s driving commuters have consistently comprised of 90% of the population over 16 years old 
with approximately one out of ten choosing to carpool since 2010. There has been an increase of 1% in 
the number of public transportation users over the past 7 years, which includes bikers, walkers, or those 
commuting to work via bus. While 6.5% of Roanoke City commuters choose alternative transportation, 
approximately 7.4 % of Virginian’s choose these sustainable options. Valley Metro is seeing similar 
trends as the bus system has seen an increase in ridership with its extension of service hours and 
expansion of routes reaching more residents. The greenway has also expanded its reach and is 
becoming a more common choice for residents to get to work by walking or biking. In addition, Roanoke 
City has recently added 10 bike share stations allowing members of the community or visitors the ability 
to explore all the amenities that Roanoke City has to offer. Lastly, the roads that stood out the most in 
terms of usage include I-581, Orange Avenue, Franklin Road, Elm Avenue, and Williamson Road.  Since 
2014, crashes have decreased from 1,958 to 1,011 with more than half of all crashes occurring on or 
along I-581. Overall, Roanoke City is growing and so is its population choosing alternative options to get 
to work which will increase as the greenway trails and Valley Metro routes continue to expand.  
 
As for the region encompassing Roanoke City, there is relatively moderate presence of alternative 
transportation options in the Roanoke MSA. Most of those options are limited to those in Roanoke City 
and the City of Salem while the rest of the region lacks sufficient transportation options. A few strengths 
of the Roanoke and Salem area, in terms of transportation, include a bike trail system, bus system, and 
ride share program. However, the Counties of Botetourt, Craig, and Franklin do not have the option to 
commute to work via bike or bus. Similarly, Alleghany County lacks sufficient biking infrastructure. Along 
with improvements to these options, a connector transit from the Mountain Express route in Clifton 
Forge to Roanoke would be a viable option and would be a great opportunity to provide Botetourt with 
a transit system that connects them to Roanoke. This option would provide those in the Daleville, 
Troutville, Cloverdale, Blue Ridge, and the northern Bonsack area with a means of public transportation 
as well as those in the Covington, Iron Gate, and Clifton Forge area. This connector transit could also 
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include those in the Hollins area who are unable to ride the Hollins Transit to Downtown Roanoke. 
Ferrum Express may also be improved by increasing its hours of operation to include weekdays for 
commuters. For those seeking to commute to Northern Virginia or Washington, D.C., Megabus should, 
perhaps, consider adding a bus stop in Roanoke as it currently only stops in the New River Valley which 
adds two hours for those commuting from Roanoke and who want an alternative option to Amtrak. For 
bike commuters, the greenway trails could be expanded further with additional connectors between 
existing routes. A relatively easy step to improve transportation gaps would be to promote the use of 
existing ride share programs and to develop more programmatic infrastructure rather than physical 
infrastructure. 
 

Public Services 
 

Health 
Roanoke City has improved significantly, in terms of its ranking for both Health Outcomes and Health 
Factors, based on the County Health and Rankings roadmap.  However, its ranking is still in the bottom 
quadrant, when compared to all other Virginia counties.  The City also needs to identify peer cities with 
whom it can compare its health indicators with, to help identify achievable goals. 
 
The City has two important strengths which can help it achieve even better improvements in its health 
scores.  First, the city’s residents have adequate access to areas where they can engage in physical 
activity.  Second, they benefit from the significant presence of the Carilion Clinic medical group.  
  
With these two important strengths, the City can continue to work on various health programs which 
can help address the weaknesses in its health sector.  These include unhealthy health behaviors such as 
adult smoking, adult obesity, physical inactivity, alcohol impaired driving, and missing out on preventive 
medical screening.  The City should also address the resident’s physical access to and psychological 
attitude towards good nutrition, by evaluating its performance in the Food Environment Index.  
 
Lastly, the City needs to continue to address its weaknesses in various socio-economic factors which 
have been proven to have an impact on health.  If the city continues to institute significant 
improvements in education, poverty, income inequality, and crime, there will be corresponding 
improvements in health indicators.   
 

Education  
Roanoke City has achieved improvements in both its levels of educational attainment and high school 
graduation rates.  However, its over-all educational performance still needs a lot of improvement, as it 
does not compare favorably versus other counties in Virginia.  One of the City’s weakness is the low 
percentage of its population that has a bachelor’s degree or higher.  This is only at 23%, versus the state 
average of 37%.  This has a big impact on the employability of the City’s workforce and the City’s ability 
to further attract investments into the area.  Roanoke also needs to identify peer cities with whom it can 
compare with, to set reasonable goals for further improving educational attainment levels and overall 
quality of schools.  
 
In the short term, the City should continue to pursue any workforce training program for residents who 
have lower educational attainment levels.  This may be in coordination with major employers like the 
Carilion Clinic group of companies.  In the medium term, the City needs to work towards increasing the 
level of its population who are college graduates.  To do so, it needs to address socio-economic factors 
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like poverty, income inequality, and crime.  These are major factors affecting the pursuit of education 
beyond high school.  The City can also continue to look at opportunities of partnering with its major 
colleges, especially the Virginia Western Community College, to address the usual constraints on 
education such as affordability, time, and a lower level of skills set.  
 

Crime 
The city has posted significant improvements in its crime levels over the past few years. However, the 
city’s crime ratios are still comparably worse than the state average.  In addition, despite the general 
positive trend, there was an upward blip for both violent and crime ratios in 2016, which may mean a 
reversal of the improvements. It will also help for the city to identify a peer city or two, with which it can 
compare its crime levels, to help it identify achievable goals.    
The city’s ability to improve its crime levels has an impact on other factors which are important to the 
city.  Studies have shown that socio-economic factors such as crime can affect a city’s ability to attract 
investments and residents/workers, improve the quality of health of its population, and increase the 
quality of educational proficiency of its students. Further reducing crime rates is therefore quite an 
important objective for Roanoke City to pursue. In addressing its crime levels are, Roanoke City must in 
turn address its other socio-economic factors such as unemployment, lower levels of educational 
attainment, poverty and income inequality. 
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8. Data Limitations 
 

Environment, Culture, and History 
1. Water quality data was difficult to find-- if you can find more descriptive data that would be 

great. The EPA ‘How’s My Waterway?’ was used for water quality data and only provided 
categorical information regarding whether the water is good, threatened, or impaired. 

2. Any other historical and cultural data that we might have missed such as attendance rates for 
entertainment venues and museums as well as if the city government is offering incentives for 
historical preservation would be helpful. 

 

Demographics 
o The information used in this section was gathered from a number of reputable sources. These 

sources as well as limitations encountered in the initial data collection for this document are 
detailed below: 

o Social explorer was used to collect Decennial Census data from the United States Bureau 
of the Census. 

o Demographic information from 1900 to 1990 was used throughout the technical report 
to indicate long-standing trends within the City. 

o Early Census data provides some detailed information, but there will obviously be gaps 
due dated reporting methods. 

▪ In 1900, labor force, Hispanic population, and age data was not reported. 
▪ In 1910, labor force, Hispanic population, and age data was not reported. 
▪ In 1920, labor force and Hispanic population data was not reported. 
▪ In 1950, demographic information and Hispanic population. Additionally, more 

intricate population data was not recorded for Roanoke’s nonwhite population. 
▪ In 1960, Hispanic population data was not recorded. 

o Alteryx and Experian were used throughout the document for demographic information 
as it relates to the years 2000, 2010, 2017, and 2022. 

▪ Due to gaps in Census data, accurate information is not available beyond the 
2015 American Community Survey. 

▪ Experian generates population projections for the purposes of market research 
and business development. While information on their methods for generating 
these reports in unavailable, this information is utilized worldwide for 
applications similar to that or the technical report. 

▪ This document utilized 2017A and 2022 population, race, age, labor force, and 
household projections for the City of Roanoke. 

o Similar to that of Alteryx and Experian, Emsi projections were used for population data 
for 2001, 2010, 2015, 2017, and 2022. This source was chosen over Experian in that it 
provided more detailed information for total population count data. 
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Economy 
o The economic data used for the purposes of this report was largely the product of Virginia Labor 

Market Information’s Quarterly Census of Earnings and Wages at the City, County, and 
Metropolitan Statistical Area level. Sections of the technical report itself are based on 2-digit 
NAICS super sectors.  

o This data is collected quarterly, but the amount of analysis need to tabulate these 
Figures usually staggers data two quarters behind current numbers.  

▪ This was the case for the technical report in that the economic section used 
annual averages of quarterly numbers and, as of May 2nd, 2018, Q4 2017 
reports have not been released. Because of this, the most recent year used was 
2016 as annual averages were available.  

▪ Furthermore, economic data prior to 1990 is difficult to find and largely 
unavailable online. It may be useful to go back to 1980 or possibly even 1970 to 
further analyze these economic trends if data becomes available.  

o Alteryx Market Analysis was used intermittently throughout this section, primarily for 
projection Figures. These projections were generated by Experian and were used 
sparsely as the window of study was largely limited to 1990-2016 for data availability 
reasons.  

o IBISWorld was also used throughout this section to find sector growth projections. 
These industry reports are created by financial analysts and are based on macro-level 
trends for both SIC and NAICS 2 digit to 4-digit super sectors and subsectors. These 
projections account for growth in the five-year period from 2017 to 2022.  

Housing 
o Housing data is difficult to find for neighborhoods; however, you may have better access to 

knowing exactly which neighborhoods have the highest home values, most multifamily 
units, vacancies, etc.   

 

Transportation 
o Crash data before 2014 and traffic data before 2000. Mode of transportation data is also not 

available prior to the 2010 census survey. Valley Metro bus routes and bus stops GIS layers 
are not publicly available for interactive usage or download. Ridership data is also not 
readily or publically available.  
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Public Services 
o Health 

o There are a lot of websites measuring and comparing a variety of health indicators 
for cities in the US.  Roanoke can evaluate these websites and decide which they 
would like to use.  Most of the raw data in these websites seem to be sourced from 
the Center for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC).  In addition, Roanoke City can 
also compare their health indicators with any peer cities whom they feel they are 
comparable to or whose health status they can aspire for.  

▪ 500 Cities Project: Local Data for Better Health 
(https://nccd.cdc.gov/500_Cities) 

▪ Robert Wood Johnson County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
o Education 

▪ The various statistics for School Quality, based on the Virginia Department 
of Education School Quality Profiles website are only available for a 
maximum of three years.  We suggest tracking for at least ten years, if the 
data can be sourced from either the Virginia Department of Education or 
city officials.  

▪ Center for Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) published a study in October 
2015, titled Measuring Up, Educational Improvement & Opportunity in 50 
Cities. They have re-organized indicators for Education into two major 
components: (i) Academic Achievement and Improvement; and (ii) 
Educational Opportunity.  Among the newer indicators which they have 
introduced and measured for this study are: (i) share of students in “beat 
the odds” schools; (ii) share of schools stuck in bottom 5% of the state 
based on proficiency rates that stay there for three years running; (iii) 
enrollment in highest and lowest scoring elementary and middle schools; 
(iv) proficiency gaps for students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch 
(FRL), etc. Details for the measurement are in the published report.  

▪ For Crime – UCR data was used which is the commonly-accepted crime 
reporting data  

 

https://nccd.cdc.gov/500_Cities

