
Mega Morgantown Update - 08/13/07   
By Emily Corio 

Studio Intro:  Two years ago we produced a story we named “Mega Morgantown.”  It was plain to see 
that Morgantown and Monongalia County were growing.  More people were moving to the area for work 
and school.  Today the growth continues inside Morgantown and around the county with more homes, 
condos, and apartments. Meanwhile public policies that would regulate growth in the county continue to 
be debated.  Emily Corio reports.  
 
Corio:  Expansions at WVU and in the health care industry are at the heart of the growth in North Central 
West Virginia.  WVU’s Morgantown campus is close to its enrollment goal of 28 and half thousand 
students by 2010.  Incoming WVU President Michael Garrison says what happens next is still 
underdevelopment. 

Garrison:  In terms of larger scale growth, I don’t think we can do that responsibly without first taking a 
look at how we cooperate with the community to deal with some of the traffic issues. 

Corio:  This area of the county is known as West Run.  It’s named after a creek that’s hard to find today 
in light of all the development that’s sprung up around it.  The area is also home to WVU’s farm.  The 
farm is now surrounded by apartments, town homes, and housing developments.  More apartments are 
almost finished along one stretch of road that clearly wasn’t designed to handle a lot of traffic.  But 
developers are moving in to capitalize on the remaining open ground.  Mark O’Brian is the county’s 
Planning Director. 

O’Brian:  Monongalia County is pretty much a blank slate at this time.  There’s been a lot of unrestrained 

development. 

Corio:  So unrestrained that O’Brian can’t keep track of the development, at least not directly. 

O’Brian:  We have no permitting.  A lot times the construction’s already begun before I even find out 
about it.  I’ve been using mostly right now the flood plain regulations to keep track of development, 
because any parcels that are being developed that have any flood plain at all on them need to get a 
development permit. 

Fletcher:  A lot of the development that’s occurring on the outskirts of the city is causing some of the 
problems that we’re being forced to deal with particularly with traffic congestion.    

Corio:  Chris Fletcher predicted that things would develop this way.  He is now Morgantown’s Planning 
Director, but two years ago he was the county’s planning director.   

Fletcher:  I think two years ago, the West Run Valley, you know, when I was with the county we were 
anticipating a lot of growth in that valley with student housing that wasn’t under construction yet and now 
is either completed and occupied or well under construction.  I can’t recall exactly the numbers, but I think 
just in that valley there’s probably four to eight thousand new units or new beds, I’m sorry, that are being 
constructed or already occupied in that valley and that’s feeding into a road system that is already 
congested now. You know, the 705, the areas to the north, folks coming in from Pennsylvania or the 
Cheat Lake area, so a lot of the things that we were anticipating are now very much a reality. 

Corio:  The issue of growth comes up frequently on this local radio show.  Kay Murray is a co-host on the 

weekday show.     

Murray:  I think we’ve done this growth without preparing the infrastructure without the roads growing 
along with what’s happening, and we talked this morning in fact on the talk show about the development.  
You don’t want to see development not happen.  You want to see your community to grow, but in doing 
that are we growing too fast and not keeping up with our infrastructure and our roads. 



Corio:  Local developers and planners say parents of WVU students are among those buying the newly 
built town homes and condos as soon as they go on the market.  It’s common for parents to pay 150 to 
200 thousand dollars for a unit and then sell them once their child graduates.  Developer, David Biafora, 
has several town home complexes under construction. 

Biafora:  We have people that are here two and three years on either an internship or they’re finishing up 
grad school, and they want to live in a nice place.  They don’t need to live in a one bedroom or want to 
live in a one bedroom.  They want to live in something nice with a pool or a rec area and somewhere they 
can walk around outside.  They don’t want to live in a neighborhood, tucked away in a corner in a 
basement apartment. 

Corio:  Builders spent 27 million dollars on new residential construction projects last year in Monongalia 
County.  Residential construction starts for the first four months of this year indicate that builders could 
spend four times as much in 2007.  But County Planning Director, Mark O’Brian, thinks some areas are at 
the point where the financial return on new developments is marginal because of the problems they 
create, like traffic congestion. 

But Monongalia County can’t do much to regulate development right now.  Like most of West Virginia, the 
county does not have zoning regulations.  The county commission rejected countywide zoning several 
years ago.  Instead, the commission divided only eastern Monongalia County, around Cheat Lake, into 
four planning districts.  Committees were formed to develop planning and zoning regulations for this area.  
After seven years, nothing has passed.  Commissioner Asel Kennedy explains why. 

Kennedy:  They send us in a bunch of documents and you go through and read it and say, well, that’s 
not practical.  Why do have that in there?  Well, it was in somebody else’s and we thought it would be a 
good idea. And say take it out.  That’s not practical.  So we’ve sent it back a couple of times.  But 
eventually it will come before us, and my plan is, I’m going to approve whatever it is that they bring in.   

Corio:  One of the four planning districts is moving closer toward adopting regulations.  But some local 
developers don’t want any zoning.  Again: David Biafora.  

Biafora:  You’re not going to hear any developer who likes zoning, because they’re telling you what to do.  
We do believe in planning, but there’s ways to plan and do it right and plan for the future, and just 
because somebody wants to see green space that’s just not the answer. 

Corio:  All of the development and population growth has added to the county budget.  The budget’s 
increased by almost eight million dollars in five years.  Two new elementary schools opened this year and 
old ones were closed.  A new high school is also under construction.   
But there are some areas that remain largely untouched by the recent growth, like the community of 
Osage.   
 
Eleanor Roosevelt visited here in 1933.  Back then, coal camps were everywhere. 
The poverty she saw propelled her to start homestead communities like Arthurdale in Preston County.   
Today much of the area around Osage is mined out, and the streets of Osage are pretty quiet except for 
the cars that pass through. 
Al Anderson was born and raised here.  He remembers a different place.  Anderson is the unofficial 
Mayor of Osage.  He keeps his council at his shoe repair shop, next door to the post office.    
 
Anderson:  Osage was what you’d call the hub of this, all of Scott’s Run, which starts at the river and 
goes to Cassville.  But Osage here was like the city.  If you’d come here, like say in the 50’s and 60’s, 
there’d be a 1,000 people standing outside right now. 
 
Corio:  John Gooch, who grew up with Anderson, stopped into the shoe shop one Friday afternoon when 
I was visiting.  Gooch gestured toward Morgantown, across the river while talking, and it was plain to see 
his hometown pride.    
 



Gooch:  This built that.  Not that built this.  Coal miners built that.  My dad was a coal miner.  All my 
brothers were coal miners.   
 
Anderson:  We had all the money and town wasn’t going to be moving until all those miners went to town 
on Saturday afternoon and spent that money. 
 
Corio:  But back then WVU wasn’t like it is today.  It’s attracting more students, researchers, and health 
professionals to the area.  It’s why WVU Incoming President Michael Garrison moved here a few years 
ago.  He wanted to raise his children in the University town.  

Garrison:  I think Morgantown’s the best place to live in the state.  I think that’s the main reason for that 
is the university, but the community is just as important, and we’ve got to always be mindful of our impact 
on the community.  The community is very, very supportive of the university.  We need to be as 
supportive of the community and work with the community on its concerns. 

Corio:  Betty Wiley is one resident who’s concerned about the growth.  In fact, she wants officials to put a 

moratorium on it.  She doesn’t like the way the new apartments and condos look.      

Wiley:  The things they build are just ugly, they’re just ticky-tacky, and it’s very discouraging.  It reminds 
me of chicken houses that there used to be a lot of chicken farmers who had these big white houses with 
little windows, and that’s what it reminds me of.  It also reminds me of Army barracks and things like that 
and sometimes you’ll see a picture of public housing in East Berlin or something, and it reminds me of 
that too. 

Corio:  Wiley ran for county commission last year.  She lost by little more than 100 votes in the primary to 
incumbent Asel Kennedy.  But Wiley was on the commission in the late 1990’s.  There was a planning 
commission then, in fact Kennedy served on it, but the commission did away with it because locals were 
concerned about subdivision regulations. Morgantown City Planner, Chris Fletcher, says people are now 
coming around to the idea of planning.   

Fletcher:  I think and I hope at least at this point that there have been enough projects that have 
disrupted the traffic, you know, our traffic situation, and disrupted some of the hillsides in areas that folks 
have long enjoyed as a part of their lifestyle, I think a lot more people are becoming supportive of the 
county, playing a more active role in controlling land use and development and making sure that the 
development doesn’t create other problems. 

Corio:  Later this year, the county commission could propose a county-wide user fee.  Anyone who works 
within the county would pay the weekly one to two dollar fee.  And the money would pay for new roads.   
For West Virginia Public Broadcasting, I’m Emily Corio in Morgantown.   

 

Studio Tag:  Tune in to West Virginia Public Broadcasting’s television program, Outlook, this Thursday 

for a rebroadcast of Mega Morgantown.  The half hour special first aired in April of 2005. 


