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CHAPTER 2: COMMUNITY PROFILE 

This section of the land use plan identifies important community characteristics and 

demographic trends that warrant consideration when formulating policies and long-term 

growth strategies.   

In the discussion that follows, comparisons are drawn with the state of North Carolina, 

Brunswick County, and other barrier beach communities summarized to help interpret this 

data.  The following analysis provides information on the population, housing, and 

economic characteristics of Ocean Isle Beach. Such information is intended to allow Town 

officials to make growth management decisions based on an understanding and knowledge 

of where the Town has come from, where it is, and where it may be heading.  

The current population size, both permanent and seasonal, and the level to which it will 

change during the planning period can help estimate the development pressure that may 

impact coastal resources. In addition, demands placed on community infrastructure (roads, 

sewer, stormwater, community services, etc.) are directly related to growth in population 

and development. As a result, town staff and officials can use the information contained 

herein as a resource for decision making. 

NOTE: Data and statistics contained in this chapter are derived from a number of sources. 

Figures for years beyond 2014 are estimations and projections. Statistics from 2014 and 

earlier are sourced from the US Census Bureau/American Community Survey and NC Office 

of State Budget and Management. It should be noted that the North Carolina Office of State 

Budget and Management (NCOSBM) provides annual population figures for each 

municipality in the state. Typically, this number differs from the population figure sourced 

from the US Census Bureau’s American Community Survey. For example, the Town’s 2014 

population according to the NCOSBM is 597 while the US Census Bureau reports the 

population for 2014 to be 659. For the purposes of this land use plan, population figures 

will be based upon those established by the NCOSBM. Statistics, facts, and figures related to 

age, housing, income, and employment will be sourced from the US Census Bureau’s 

American Community Survey. The NCOSBM does not provide statistics relating to housing, 

income, or employment. 
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POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS 

PERMANENT/YEAR-ROUND POPULATION  

Coastal municipalities have varying fluctuations of population throughout a given year. 
Determining the impacts of the seasonal population can be difficult due to the range of 
factors that must be considered in estimating the peak population. In addition, population 
(year-round) figures established by the NC state demographer and the US Census Bureau 
do not account for the seasonal population, thus requiring such figures to be estimated 
based upon best available data. NOTE: The terms year-round population and permanent 
population are used interchangeably throughout the chapter. 
 
In Ocean Isle Beach, the permanent population increased from 138 to nearly 600 residents 
from 1980 to 2014. The population did decline in the 90s, likely due to the storm events 
(Hurricane Fran/Bertha) that occurred during that decade. Overall, the population within 
the Ocean Isle Beach corporate limits increased by over 300% since 1980, outpacing that of 
Brunswick County during the same time from a percentage standpoint. A more steady 
increase in permanent population has been experienced over the last fifteen years – a trend 
that is likely to continue as more and more individuals are attracted to the coastal lifestyle 
and Brunswick County as a whole. In addition, the population with the Town’s extra-
territorial jurisdiction (ETJ) has increased from 706 in 2000 to 1,249 in 2014 – an increase 
of more than 75% (See Map 1: Corporate Limits and Extra-territorial Jurisdiction for the 
ETJ boundary). 
 
Table 2.1: Population Growth/Decline: 1980 - 2014 
Source: NC OSBM. 

  
Year 

Ocean 
Isle 

Beach 

Absolute 
Increase/Decrease 

Ocean 
Isle 

Beach 

Brunswick 
County 

Absolute 
Increase/Decrease 

Brunswick 
County 

1980 138 60 76.90% 35,777 11,554 47.70% 

1990 534 396 286.96% 50,985 15,208 42.51% 

2000 426 (108) -20.22% 73,143 22,158 43.46% 

2010 553 127 29.81% 107,431 34,288 46.88% 

2014 597 44 7.96% 117,834 10,403 9.68% 

1980-
2014 

 459 332.61%  82,057 229.36% 

Extra-Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ) Population: 2000 – 706 persons; 2014 – 1,249 persons (Source: ESRI 

Community Analyst).  
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Table 2.2: Coastal Municipality Permanent Population Growth/Decline: 1990 - 2014 
Source: NC OSBM. 

  
Municipality 

1990 
Population 

  
2000 

Population 

  
2010 

Population 

2014 
Population 

Percent 
Growth 
1990 – 
2014 

Atlantic Beach 1,938 1,793 1,498 1,510 -22% 

Bald Head Island 78 179 159 166 113% 

Carolina Beach 3,631 5,112 5,715 5,918 63% 

Caswell Beach 155 377 399 425 174% 

Duck N/A 450 370 386 -14% 

Emerald Isle 2,434 3,485 3,669 3,717 53% 

Holden Beach 642 791 577 603 -6% 

Indian Beach 146 95 112 120 -18% 

Kill Devil Hills 4,288 5,910 6,695 7,010 63% 

Kitty Hawk 1,937 2,997 3,277 3,420 77% 

Kure Beach 618 1,557 2,019 2,131 245% 

Nags Head 1,838 2,700 2,760 2,916 59% 

North Topsail 
Beach 

1,375 1,514 749 768 -44% 

Oak Island N/A 6,668 6,797 7,135 7% 

Ocean Isle Beach 534 415 553 597 12% 

Pine Knoll Shores 1,375 1,514 1,343 1,365 -1% 

Southern Shores 1,447 2,218 2,721 2,864 98% 

Sunset Beach 321 2,119 3,587 3,857 1,102% 

Surf City 948 1,476 1,857 2,004 111% 

Topsail Beach 362 473 369 390 8% 

Wrightsville 
Beach 

2,797 2,592 2,478 2,504 -10% 

 

Across the state, the overall year-round population in coastal municipalities listed in table 

2.2 has nearly doubled over the last twenty-five years. Growth percentages and declines in 

the year-round population are varied, but in general, most communities saw an increase in 

the population of their permanent residents. Some municipalities, such as Sunset Beach, 

experienced tremendous growth over that time period due to annexation of land and the 

subsequent new residents that became part of the community. Ocean Isle Beach 

experienced a modest growth rate of 12% from 1990 to 2014. As noted previously, impacts 

from storm events likely resulted in a slower rate of growth in the permanent population 

during that time. 
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POPULATION BY AGE 

In Ocean Isle Beach, the number of permanent residents that are above the age of 65 has 

increased dramatically since the year 2000, from 85 persons to more than 250 in 2014. 

Furthermore, the Town’s median age is representative of the large retiree population at 

61.9 years of age, compared to just 49.2 for Brunswick County and 37.8 for North Carolina. 

Additionally in 2014, more than 50% of the year-round population was considered of 

working age between the age of 25 and 64. From 2000 to 2014, the greatest increase in age 

groups were in the 55-64 age cohort and 65 and above. 

Table 2.3.: Permanent Population by Age 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

Age 
Group 

Ocean Isle Beach  Brunswick County 

2000 
Percent 

Total 
2014 

Percent 
Total 

2000 
Percent 

Total 
2014 

Percent 
Total 

                

0-4 8 2% 7 1% 4,005 5% 5,532 5% 

"5-19 27 7% 34 5% 13,136 18% 16,597 15% 

20-24 30 7% - 0% 3,471 5% 5,081 5% 

25-54 172 41% 169 26% 29,411 40% 38,163 34% 

55-64 93 22% 181 27% 10,740 15% 20,097 18% 

65+ 85 20% 268 41% 12,380 17% 27,436 24% 

Total* 415* 100% 659* 100% 73,143* 100% 112,907* 100% 

Median 
Age 

(2014) 
61.9 49.2 

*Note: The total population figures above differ from that of NCOSBM. As stated previously, US Census Bureau data is used 

for age, housing, income, and employment statistics. 

CURRENT SEASONAL POPULATION ESTIMATES 

When planning for infrastructure, housing, commerce and recreation, it is important to 

consider the impact of vacationers, visitors, and temporary residents visiting the 

community on a seasonal basis. Typically, the seasonal population has the greatest impact 

on services and resources from Memorial Day to Labor Day. 

Persons who reside in the Town limits for the majority of the year, or refer to it as their 

primary residence, make up the permanent population. Whereas, persons who temporarily 

vacation or visit for at least one night in the planning area during the peak season comprise 

the seasonal population. The permanent population plus the seasonal population 

(including day-trippers) make up the peak population. The seasonal overnight population 

accounts for only the permanent and seasonal population and not day-trip visitors. While 

there is no standard method for tabulating seasonal population for a given jurisdiction, 

there are few methods that can be used to estimate the population.  
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Seasonal population estimates are difficult to calculate with any precision and require 

making assumptions based upon experience and an understanding of the underlying 

population demographics, seasonal tourism industry, and the habits of beach goers.   

SEASONAL ESTIMATE BY HOUSING & VACATION UNIT 

According to census data, there were 2,256 vacant units categorized as seasonal use in the 

year 2014. To establish the seasonal overnight population, average household size or 

persons per unit must be utilized. One of the most frequently used techniques calculates the 

seasonal overnight estimate on the number of housing units by determining what a typical 

occupancy rate might be and how many people occupy a housing unit on average.   

For the purposes of this analysis, vacant housing is treated similar to seasonal and 

recreational housing in terms of the assumptions made about the number of persons per 

unit.  There are also 226 hotel rooms within the Town’s corporate limits that contribute to 

the seasonal overnight population.   

The peak seasonal overnight estimate is derived by assuming 95% occupancy of the vacant 

housing units. Again, this estimate should not be viewed as exact. Calculating seasonal 

population figures is an imperfect science at best. Furthermore, the peak overnight seasonal 

population is more likely to occur on summer holidays such as Memorial Day, July 4th, and 

Labor Day.  

Table 2.4.: Hotel Rooms – Ocean Isle Beach 
Source: Brunswick County Chamber of Commerce and Ocean Isle Beach Planning/Inspections Department 

Name of Hotel # of Units 
Ocean Isle Inn 70 

The Winds Oceanfront Inn & Suites 86 

Islander Inn 70 
Total: 226 

 

Table 2.5.: 2014 Peak Seasonal Overnight Population – Ocean Isle Beach 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey and Ocean Isle Beach Planning/Inspections Department 

2014 Peak Seasonal Overnight Population Estimate* 

Housing Units Persons per Unit Total 

Permanently Occupied Housing (360) 1.66 + 1 guest per Unit 957** 

Seasonal or Recreational Housing (2,256) 6.5 13,931 

Vacant Housing (696) 6.5 4,298 

Hotel/Motel Rooms (226) 3.5 791 

Total   19,977 
*For the estimate, the following assumptions were used to calculate the total number of persons: 1 guest per 
permanent housing unit on average; 95 percent occupancy rate for seasonal recreational housing; 95 percent 
occupancy for vacant housing; and, 100 percent occupancy rate for hotel rooms. 
**The permanent population and seasonal increase is based upon the NCOSBM population of 597 + 1 additional 
person per housing unit. 



Chapter 2: Community Profile  Town of Ocean Isle Beach 2016 Land Use Plan 

Draft: 08/24/2016  2-6 

During the summer months, the peak seasonal overnight population in the Town of Ocean 

Isle Beach is estimated to be 19,977 people. This equates to a peak seasonal overnight 

population that is 33.46 times higher than the permanent population. On weekdays during 

the summer and weekends with fewer visitors, the seasonal overnight population is likely 

only to be 75% of the peak. Considering this assumption, the seasonal overnight population 

may be closer to 14,983 persons on slower weekends. For the purpose of this analysis, it is 

most important to determine the peak seasonal overnight population as this number of 

persons account for the greatest impact on services and can be used to plan for conditions 

that may exceed capacity for water, sewer, waste collection, police, or general Town 

services. However, the Town’s true peak population must also account for day visitors as 

provided in the next section.  

DAY-TRIP VISITORS 

Another consideration when gauging seasonal population impact on community 

infrastructure is the effect of day-trippers. Unlike estimates of overnight visitors, day-

trippers travel for brief stays in the community, typically for recreation and entertainment 

activities. Day-trippers have an impact on traffic congestion, parking availability, 

community services, and local businesses. Again, there is no standard method for 

calculating day-trippers, but one of the best indictors for the number of day-trip visitors is 

the number of parking spaces available for use. It is assumed, on a typical peak day during 

the summer, the majority of vehicles visiting the Town for day-trip purposes are mostly full, 

at four persons per vehicle. Using data from the Town, the number of day-trippers is 

estimated as follows: 

[1.5 shift of parking x 540 parking spaces (340 public spaces + 200 paid spaces)] x 4 

persons per vehicle = 3,240 day-trip visitors per day 

It is hard to estimate the peak number of beachgoers with precision because you run the 

risk of double counting these individuals since many of the daily visitors are accounted for 

in the assumptions used to estimate the seasonal population estimate.  However, we do 

know that beachgoers will need a place to park.  There are 540 public parking spaces on 

Ocean Isle Beach.  If we assume an average of four people per car and that all of the spaces 

turn over 1.5 times, an additional 3,240 people may travel to the beach by automobile in 

any given weekend day or peak season holiday.   

PEAK SEASONAL OVERNIGHT POPULATION AND DAY-TRIP VISITORS 

Considering the peak seasonal overnight population estimates plus the day-trip visitor 

estimate, the Town of Ocean Isle Beach is estimated to have 23,217 people in its 

jurisdiction on a peak summer day.   
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POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

Much like seasonal and peak population estimates, population projections can vary widely 

due to intervening factors such as the strength of the economy, availability of jobs, and 

housing prices. Population projections identify potential challenges and needs that may 

confront the community in the near future. Ocean Isle Beach is located in Brunswick 

County, which is one of the fastest growing counties in NC, and one of the fastest growing 

counties in the United States. Ocean Isle Beach is also close to the South Carolina state line 

and the high growth area of North Myrtle Beach and Little River.  

County population projections are provided by the North Carolina State Demographer 

(NCOSBM); however, municipal population projections are not, thus requiring a third party 

estimate of the projection. The State Demographer’s population growth estimate for 

Brunswick County indicates population increase will occur solely from migration into the 

county, while natural growth from births will be offset by the natural population decline 

from deaths. It is also assumed that this trend of all in-migration growth and zero natural 

population growth will be the same for Ocean Isle Beach. 

The Division of Coastal Management (DCM) recommends the use of the ratio approach to 

develop population projections for municipalities. By utilizing the NC Office of State Budget 

and Management (NCOSBM) population projections for Brunswick County, the population 

projection for Ocean Isle Beach can be determined. In 2014, Ocean Isle Beach accounted for 

0.5% of the population of Brunswick County. The Division of Coastal Management requires 

that population projections be calculated for a 30-year horizon. However, for infrastructure 

planning and other calculations based upon these projections, it is wise to use only a 

twenty-year projection.  

Table 2.6: 30-year Population Projection 
Source: NCOSBM and Cape Fear COG. 

 
2014 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 

Ocean Isle 
Beach 

597 608 685 762 840 917 994 1,067 

Brunswick 
County 

117,834 121,577 137,032 152,488 167,945 183,402 198,860 213,319 

Share 
(2014) 

0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 0.50% 

 

The ratio method assumes that Ocean Isle Beach will always account for 0.5% of the 

population of Brunswick County. Therefore, by using the equation below, the population 

projection for the Town can be calculated for any given year. 

𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑜𝑓 𝑂𝑐𝑒𝑎𝑛 𝐼𝑠𝑙𝑒 𝐵𝑒𝑎𝑐ℎ =  0.05% ×  𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑜𝑓 𝐵𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑖𝑐𝑘 𝐶𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑦 
 
In the year 2045: 

1,067 (2045 𝑝𝑜𝑝. ) = 0.05% (𝑝𝑜𝑝. 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜) × 213,319 (𝐵𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑖𝑐𝑘 𝐶𝑜. 𝑝𝑜𝑝. ) 
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In 2035, the permanent population of Ocean Isle Beach is projected to be 917 people. This 
is an increase of about 320 people or 53%. Whereas in 2045, the permanent population is 
expected to be 1,067 people.  Assuming this projection is accurate, the permanent 
population will nearly double over the next thirty years. It should be noted that such a 
substantial increase would only result from a significant amount of new residential 
development and seasonal housing unit conversion to permanent/year-round use. 
 
From 2010 to 2014, forty-four (44) new permanent residents were added to the Town’s 
population which equates to the addition of 11 new permanent residents a year. If the 
population projections were calculated based upon the addition of 11 new residents a year, 
then the permanent population in 2045 would be 927. However, basing the population 
projection on growth from 2010 to 2014 is likely misleading as 2010 through most of 2013 
were characterized by lower than normal growth as a result of the economic downturn. 
 
Lastly, assuming a similar ratio of permanent to seasonal population, we can estimate that 
the 2045 projected permanent population will be approximately 33.46 times less than the 
peak seasonal overnight population. Using this assumption, it is estimated that 
approximately 35,702 individuals will occupy the Town in the summer months of the year 
2045. According to the calculation, 1,067 residents will be considered permanent while 
34,635 will be considered seasonal residents/visitors.  

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS 

Analyzing the types of existing housing stock enables the community, elected officials and 

planners to get an overall picture of the range of housing opportunities available or needed 

in the jurisdiction. Other housing attributes such as the building year of the structure, 

owner versus renter occupation, and value, act as indicators to the nature and characteristic 

of the existing housing stock.  

HOUSING UNITS BY TYPE 

From 2000 to 2014, the number of housing units in Ocean Isle Beach increased by more 

than 30% or by nearly 800 units. According to census data, exactly 600 new single family 

units were constructed between 2000 and 2014. The most significant increase, from a 

percentage calculation, occurred from the increase in multi-family units that are located in 

structures with five to nine units. Compared with Brunswick County, the Town experienced 

a lower growth rate in total housing units from 2000 to 2014. 
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Table 2.7: Housing Units by Type – Ocean Isle Beach & Brunswick County 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

  Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County 

Housing Units 2000 2014 % Change 2000 2014 % Change 

Total, All Housing Units 2,515 3,312 31.69% 51,431 79,304 54.19% 

Total All Single Family Units 1,767 2,367 33.96% 29,291 50,959 73.97% 

     Detached 1,743 2,327 33.51% 28,626 49,802 73.97% 

     Attached (Townhouse) 12 27 125.00% 665 1,157 73.98% 

Multi-Family  746 943 26.41% 3,569 8,747 145.08% 

      Two to four units per  
      structure 

395 363 -8.10% 1,673 3,385 102.33% 

      Five to nine units per  
      structure 

101 259 156.44% 1,001 2,366 136.36% 

      Ten or more units per  
      structure 

250 321 28.40% 895 2,996 234.75% 

Mobile Homes 2 2 0.00% 18,458 18,731 1.48% 

Other - - 
 

113 57 -49.56% 

HOUSING TENURE 

As of 2014, only 10.9% of the housing units in Ocean Isle Beach were occupied year-round; 

a low percentage for even for a coastal community. For example, the Town of Holden Beach 

and Sunset Beach both have higher year-round occupancy rates at 18.4% and 35.6% 

respectively. Compared with Brunswick County or North Carolina as a whole, the contrast 

is even greater where 60.9% and 85.3% of housing units are occupied year-round. 

In 2000, 91.6% of the housing in Ocean Isle Beach was considered vacant – slightly higher 

than the 2014 percentage of 89.1% thus indicating a small increase in the share of 

permanently occupied housing units. Furthermore, there was a greater increase, from a 

percentage standpoint, in the number occupied housing units from 2000 to 2014 than in 

vacant units. It is likely that the percentage of vacant housing units will continue to decline 

if even by a small percentage, while the percentage of occupied housing units will continue 

to increase. In fact, the conversion of vacant, seasonally occupied housing units, will likely 

increase to account for new permanent residents in the future. However, the share of 
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housing units dedicated to seasonal use or considered vacant will likely always be greater 

than the share of units occupied by year-round residents. 

Table 2.8: Housing Tenure – Ocean Isle Beach & Brunswick County 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

  Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County  

Housing Units 2000 2014 % Change 2000 2014 % Change 

Total Housing Units  2,507 3,312 32.1% 51,431 79,304 54.2% 

Occupied 209 360 72.2% 30,438 48,331 58.8% 

    Owner    
    Occupied 

180 311 72.8% 25,013 36,390 45.5% 

    Renter  
    Occupied 

29 49 69.0% 5,425 11,941 120.1% 

Vacant 2,298 2,952 28.5% 20,993 30,973 47.5% 

Seasonal,  
    recreational &  
    occasional use 

1,470 2,256 53% 15,540 21,990 42% 

All other vacant 828 696 -16% 5,453 8,983 65% 

ETJ: As of 2014, there are 1,048 housing units in the ETJ, 548 of which are occupied. 

HOUSING UNIT TRENDS 

In Ocean Isle Beach, the eighties saw the greatest increase in housing units (see Figure 2.1). 

During that time more than 1,100 new housing units or 34% of the entire housing stock 

were constructed. From 1990 to 1999, nearly 800 new housing units were built, one-

hundred more than from 2000 to 2009. Approximately, 80% of the Town’s housing stock is 

less than 35 years old indicating a lack of dilapidated housing.  Typically, when a significant 

percentage of a community’s housing stock is aged 30 years or more it is an indication of 

potential substandard and/or dilapidated housing issues. 
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Figure 2.1: Housing Units – Year Structure Built: Ocean Isle Beach 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

 

Furthermore, a discrepancy exists between the number of new construction housing 

permits issued by the Town’s Planning/Building Inspections Department and the number 

of new housing units provided by the US Census Bureau. According to Figure 2.1, only 15 

new housing units were built from 2010 to 2014 contrasted with the issuance of 98 new 

construction permits for single-family residences. Nevertheless, a new housing 

construction permit does not ensure that it will be built or occupied and there is a lag time 

between construction and occupancy.  

 
Figure 2.2: New Construction Permits – Ocean Isle Beach Corporate Limits 
Source: Ocean Isle Beach Planning/Building Inspections 
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In terms of trends, the number of permits issued for single-family construction hit a low in 

2009 when only eight permits were issued. Since 2011, there has been an increase in the 

number of permits issued for single-family construction, but the total number still lags 

significantly behind the trend experienced during the housing boom of the early 2000s as 

evidenced by the number of permits issued in 2005. The number of building permits issued 

for commercial and multi-family development largely remained the same from 2005 to 

2015. However, within the Town’s ETJ, the number of single-family permits issued has 

increased significantly over the last few years (see Figure 2.3).  

Table 2.9: Building Permits Issued: Corporate Limits (2005 to 2015) 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

Type of 
Building 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Total 

Single-
Family 

73 37 14 14 8 16 9 22 31 20 25 269 

Commercial 2 4 7 20 2 2 5 1 1 4 2 50 

Multi-Family 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 

House 
Moving 

6 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 4 3 1 16 

Total 88 41 21 34 10 18 14 25 36 27 28 342 

 
Figure 2.3: New Construction Permits – Ocean Isle Beach ETJ 
Source: Ocean Isle Beach Planning/Building Inspections 

 

HOUSING VALUE 

According to census data, the 2014 median value of owner occupied housing in the Town of 

Ocean Isle Beach is $496,400. Nearly 50% of the owner-occupied housing units in the Town 

are valued at $500,000 or more. This differs significantly from housing values in Brunswick 

County overall or the state in general (see Figure 2.4 for more information). For example, 
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only 8% of the county’s entire owner-occupied housing stock is valued at $500,000 or 

more.  

Table 2.10: Owner Occupied Housing Value 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

  Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County 

Housing Value 2014 Percent Total 2014 Percent Total 

Less Than $50,000                 8  3%          3,263  9% 

$50-99,000                -    0%          4,750  13% 
$100-149,999                 5  2%          5,771  16% 
$150-199,999                 2  1%          6,414  18% 

$200-299,999               48  15%          7,185  20% 

$300-499,999               95  31%          6,121  17% 

$500,000-999,9999             137  44%          2,615  7% 

$1,000,000+               16  5%             271  1% 
Total             311  100%        36,390  100% 

 

Compared with all of North Carolina’s coastal municipalities, owner-occupied housing 

values are the third highest in Ocean Isle Beach. Only the Town of Wrightsville Beach and 

the Village of Bald Head Island have higher median housing values, as shown in Fig. 2.4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.4: Median Value of Occupied Housing Units – NC Coastal Communities 
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Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

 

INCOME 

In the Town of Ocean Isle Beach, household incomes are much higher than that of 
Brunswick County. In fact, more than 40% of Ocean Isle Beach households have income 
that exceeds $75,000 per year, whereas just 25% of Brunswick County households have 
such. In addition, the median household income is more than 37% higher than that of the 
county with both the median family and per capita incomes being higher as well.  
 
Table 2.11: Median Household Income – Occupied Households 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

Income Range 
Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County 

Number Percent Number Percent 

Less than $10,000 30 8% 3,318 7% 

$10,000 to $14,999 3 1% 3,119 7% 

$15,000 to $24,999 12 3% 5,880 12% 

$25,000 to $34,999 36 10% 5,781 12% 

$35,000 to $49,999 56 16% 7,749 16% 

$50,000 to $74,999 68 19% 9,274 19% 
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$75,000 to $99,999 44 12% 5,496 11% 

$100,000 to $149,999 53 15% 5,251 11% 

$150,000 to $199,999 14 4% 1,359 3% 

$200,000 or more 44 12% 1,104 2% 

Total Households 360 100% 48,331 100% 

 

Median Household Income $64,773 $46,955 

Median Family Income $81,591 $71,359 

Per Capita Income $54,870 $27,260 

 

Among other coastal municipalities in North Carolina, the Town’s median household 
income is slightly below the average (see Figure 2.5). However, the Town’s median 
household income of $64,773 is still much higher than that of the state overall. This 
indicates the presence of discretionary income that can support a limited number of retail 
and commercial enterprises and allow for leisure activities. The median household income 
in North Carolina in 2014 was $46,693.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.5: Median Household Income – NC Coastal Communities 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 
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LOCAL ECONOMY 

Like many smaller coastal communities, the traditional local economy is predominantly 

driven by seasonal tourism, coastal real estate, housing maintenance services, and 

recreation. Ocean Isle Beach is also within twenty miles of North Myrtle Beach, which is 

expanding as a regional commercial center with large-scale retail, recreation, 

entertainment, and service industries. Other quickly growing areas with substantial 

commercial activities near Ocean Isle Beach include Shallotte and the Wilmington 

metropolitan area.  

As described previously, there are very few year-round residents of the Town. This implies 

that the local economy of Ocean Isle Beach is primarily dependent on seasonal tourism, 

recreation, and rental housing activity for generating economic revenue.  
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SEASONAL ACCOMMODATION ACTIVITY 

While seasonal vacationers are vital to the local economy, the Town has very few traditional 

motels, hotels, or resorts. Most of the seasonal rental activity is of single-family homes, 

duplexes, and condos on the island portion of Town. 

Of the year-round population aged 16 years and over, less than 50% are considered part of 

the labor force. According to census data, individuals classified as “not in the labor force” 

consist mainly of students, homemakers, retired workers, seasonal workers interviewed in 

an off-season who were not looking for work, institutionalized people, and people doing 

only incidental unpaid family work (less than 15 hours during the reference week). 

Accordingly, retired workers make up the most significant portion of the persons not 

considered to be part of the Town’s labor force. 

Table 2.12: Employment Status 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

 
Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County 

Employment Status Number  Percent Number  Percent 

Civilian Labor Force 306 50,711 

     Employed 289 94% 44,038 86.84% 

     Unemployed 17 6% 6,673 13.16% 

Not in Labor Force 320 44,044 

Population 16 years of age and over  626 94,887 

 

Of the employed labor force, the industry segment with the greatest number of employees 

is in Finance, Real Estate, Rental and Leasing. The second largest industry segment is Retail 

Trade. This differs significantly from Brunswick County where nearly 20% of the labor 

force is considered part of the Educational, Health, and Social Services industry. Moreover, 

in Ocean Isle Beach, the industry segments with the largest number of employees are 

indicative of coastal or seasonally-based communities in North Carolina (Table 2.13). 
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Table 2.13: Employment by Industry 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 

 
Ocean Isle Beach Brunswick County 

Industry 2014 Percent Total 2014 Percent Total 
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Hunting and 

Mining 
- 0.0% 426 1.0% 

Construction 25 8.7% 4,910 11.1% 
Manufacturing 24 8.3% 2,768 6.3% 

Wholesale Trade 7 2.4% 679 1.5% 
Retail Trade 48 16.6% 6,900 15.7% 

Transportation, Warehousing and Utilities 8 2.8% 2,605 5.9% 

Information 3 1.0% 906 2.1% 

Finance, Real Estate, Rental and Leasing 52 18.0% 2,923 6.6% 

Professional Scientific, Management, 
Administrative, and Waste Management 

Services 
44 15.2% 4,557 10.3% 

Educational, Health and Social Services 36 12.5% 8,601 19.5% 

Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, 
Accommodation and Food Services 

26 9.0% 5,104 11.6% 

Other Services (Except Public 
Administration) 

9 3.1% 1,829 4.2% 

Public Administration 7 2.4% 1,830 4.2% 

Total Employed Persons 16+ 289 100.0% 44,038 100.0% 

 

Further evidence of the importance of the tourism to the Town is the financial impact 

experienced throughout Brunswick County. Even when adjusting for inflation, the 

economic impact of tourism in Brunswick County has experienced a meteoric rise over the 

last twenty years. In 2013, the economic impact of tourism was nearly $500 million. 

Figure 2.6: Brunswick County Tourism 
Source: NC Commerce Travel Impact Model 
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SUMMARY 

Based on the statistics contained within this chapter, and the comparative data provided in 

Table 2.14, it is clear that the Town of Ocean Isle Beach is one of the more exclusive and 

upscale coastal communities in North Carolina. Furthermore, the change in population 

from the off-season to the peak season is likely one of the most substantial increases of all 

coastal communities in the state, with a multiplying factor of more than 30 times the 

permanent population. The balance of seasonal to permanent residents has remained 

largely unchanged over the last twenty-five years as a result of more tempered annexation 

policies than other coastal communities across the state. As with Brunswick County, the 

Town will continue experience population growth over the next twenty to thirty years as 

the coast of North Carolina continues to be huge draw for retirees and those seeking the 

lifestyle offered by such. 

 In Ocean Isle Beach, the permanent population increased from 138 to nearly 600 

residents from 1980 to 2014.  

 In Ocean Isle Beach, the percentage of the permanent population that is above the 

age of 65 has increased dramatically since the year 2000, from 85 persons to more 

than 250 in 2014.  

 During the summer months, the peak seasonal overnight population in the Town of 

Ocean Isle Beach is estimated to be 19,977 people. This equates to a peak seasonal 

overnight population that is 33.46 times higher than the permanent population.  

 In 2035, the permanent population of Ocean Isle Beach is projected to be 917 

people. This is an increase of about 320 people or 53%.  

 As of 2014, only 10.9% of the housing units in Ocean Isle Beach were occupied year-

round; a low percentage for even for a coastal community. For example, the Town of 

Holden Beach and Sunset Beach both have higher year-round occupancy rates at 

18.4% and 35.6% respectively.  

 Within the Town’s ETJ, the number of single-family permits issued has increased 

significantly over the last few years. 

 Compared with all of North Carolina’s coastal municipalities, owner-occupied 

housing values are the third highest in Ocean Isle Beach.  

 Of the year-round population aged 16 years and over, less than 50% are considered 

part of the labor force.  

 Of the Town’s employed labor force, the industry segment with the greatest number 

of employees is in Finance, Real Estate, Rental and Leasing.  
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Table 2.14: Demographic Characteristics of Selected North Carolina Beach Communities 
Source: US Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey and NCOSBM. 

Municipality 
Median 

Age 

% 
Housing 

Units 
Occupied 
All Year 

% in 
Labor 
Force, 

Ages 16 
years & 

Older 

Median 
Household 

Income 

Median 
Family 
Income 

Per 
Capita 

Income 

Percent 
Total 

Housing 
in 1-unit 
Detached 

Median 
Value of 
Owner 

Occupied 
Housing 

North Carolina 37.8 85.3% 63.2% $46,693 $57,328 $25,608 65.3% $153,600 

Brunswick 
County 

49.2 60.9% 53.6% $48,331 $55,624 $31,264 62.8% $179,800 

Atlantic Beach 50.7 17.8% 64.7% $48,271 $55,938 $31,264 31.3% $262,900 

Bald Head 
Island 

63.7 8.0% 29.4% $96,000 $95,750 $63,248 88.8% $684,200 

Carolina Beach 43.0 46.5% 66.8% $57,592 $86,023 $34,649 32.4% $254,800 

Caswell Beach 63.3 29.6% 39.3% $74,219 $90,313 $45,989 49.0% $414,000 

Emerald Isle 52.5 26.6% 52.9% $60,405 $82,177 $38,848 55.1% $376,800 

Holden Beach 62.0 18.4% 67.6% $68,281 $76,389 $50,187 89.4% $420,200 

Indian beach 62.6 6.8% 43.3% $116,250 $137,614 $52,451 8.2% $335,700 

Kill Devil Hills 38.5 45.5% 79.2% $54,861 $58,250 $28,497 84.5% $252,800 

Kitty Hawk 47.6 48.5% 75.4% $52,975 $60,056 $32,403 68.9% $304,500 

Kure Beach 54.2 46.3% 54.7% $73,977 $79,286 $38,725 62.3% $363,600 

Nags Head 44.8 24.9% 65.0% $55,089 $64,637 $37,885 83.4% $318,600 

North Topsail 
Beach 

42.1 22.3% 66.1% $57,813 $61,447 $40,309 31.8% $270,600 

Oak Island 53.7 39.6% 53.8% $47,761 $55,719 $30,462 81.9% $254,800 

Ocean Isle 
Beach 

61.9 10.9% 48.9% $64,773 $81,591 $54,870 70.3% $496,400 

Pine Knoll 
Shores 

61.6 36.2% 44.9% $66,013 $81,923 $40,205 54.1% $379,700 

Southern 
Shores 

53.5 49.4% 59.3% $84,861 $97,604 $42,410 98.5% $450,200 

Sunset Beach 66.6 35.6% 38.9% $55,800 $72,619 $42,736 56.8% $267,300 

Surf City 42.9 34.1% 63.6% $63,656 $80,568 $38,032 63.4% $331,100 

Topsail Beach 59.0 18.1% 57.5% $49,712 $79,028 $40,501 87.9% $396,400 

Wrightsville 
Beach 

33.9 42.8% 68.6% $61,389 $98,125 $48,183 39.4% $774,700 

NC Beach 
Municipal 
Average. 

52.9 30.4% 57.0% $65,485 $79,753 $41,593 61.9% $380,465 

Ocean Isle 
Beach Rank 

6th 
Highest 
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