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This project was supported by funding from the Regional Planning Commission of Greater Birmingham
(RPCGB) and the Birmingham Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) Building Communities Program.
The contents of this document do not necessarily reflect the official views or policies of the Birmingham MPO
or the RPCGB. For more information on this program, please visit http://www.rpcgb.org or call (205) 2518139.
This plan was prepared as a cooperative effort of the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT),
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), Federal Transit Administration (FTA), the Alabama Department
of Transportation (ALDOT), MPO and RPCGB as a requirement of Title 23 USC 134 and subsequent
modification under Public Law 114-94 (FAST Act) December 2015. The contents of the plan do not
necessarily reflect the official views or policies of the USDOT.
The contents of this Comprehensive Plan are designed to serve as a guide in the public and private
development of land and as such are not binding upon the City of Chelsea when making specific land use
decisions and public investments.
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Introduction
The Chelsea Comprehensive Plan is a cooperative effort between the
Regional Planning Commission of Greater Birmingham (RPCGB) and
the City of Chelsea. A comprehensive plan is an official statement
of a city’s vision for its future. Through it, citizens express their
aspirations and goals for their community in the form of policies and
recommendations that will guide future decisions regarding land use,
development, and capital improvements. The City of Chelsea will use
this plan to prepare itself for future growth and change for the next 5
to 15 years. More information on the purpose of a Comprehensive
Plan can be found online at www.planchelsea.com.
This present document is the Existing Conditions Report. This report
will take a “snapshot” of the existing conditions and trends within the
City of Chelsea. Together with public input, the data presented in this
report will provide the basis upon which the Comprehensive Plan’s
recommendations are developed. The information in this report will
allow Chelsea and its leaders to better understand its development
patterns, enabling them to plan for and accommodate future
residential and economic development.
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Demographic Profile
Chelsea is growing very quickly.
In the 22 years since its incorporation, Chelsea has grown from 906 residents to over
13,000 – an increase of 1,336%. It is still growing fast. Its growth rate of 27.8% between
2010 and 2017 far outstripped that of the Birmingham metropolitan area, which grew at
only 1.8% over the same period.
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Chelsea Population Growth, 1996-2017
Comparative Population Growth, 2010-2017
30%

27.77%
25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

1.75%
2017

2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

2007

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

1999

1998

1997

1996

0%
Chelsea

Source: U.S. Census

As Chelsea grows, the city and its surroundings are
becoming denser.

Population per square mile
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500 - 1000
1000 - 2500
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In 1990, the area that now comprises Chelsea was one of the least-populated areas
in the region. By 2010, that had shifted dramatically. Traveling along the U.S. 280
corridor, suburban development is changing Chelsea into one of the more denselypopulated portions of Shelby County.
Figure 3					
Shifting Population Density, 1990-2010
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Figure 4										
Age Group Distribution
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Chelsea is a young community.
Chelsea has established itself as an
excellent place to raise a family, and its
age distribution reflects this. Chelsea has
significantly more adults in their 30’s and
children under the age of 20 than the region
as a whole. The median age in Chelsea is
34.1, compared to 38.4 for the Birmingham
Metropolitan Area.
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Chelsea is growing younger –
and older.
As Chelsea has established itself as an
attractive place to raise a family, the share
of its population under the age of 20 has
predictably risen over the past decade,
from 30.9% to over 33%. Simultaneously,
however, the share of residents age 55 and
older has also grown, from less than 18% to
nearly 22%, reflecting the passage of baby
boomers into retirement. This means that
Chelsea’s residents of prime working age
(ages 20 to 54) are shrinking as a share of
the city’s population.
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Figure 5										
Shifting Age Distribution in Chelsea, 2010-2017
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Figure 6										
Racial Composition
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Chelsea is a fairly
homogenous community.
Based on 2017 estimates, Chelsea has a
much more homogenous population than
the region as a whole. Nearly nine out of
ever ten residents (89.5%) is white. African
Americans make up 5% of the population,
the remainder being made up of Hispanics
and other ethnicities.
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Chelsea is a very friendly
community for families.

Figure 7									
Household Family Characteristics
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Chelsea has always been a desirable
location to raise a family. Over 82% of
households in Chelsea are occupied by a
married couple, a significantly larger share
than that of the region, where only 59%
of households are occupied by a married
couple.
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Figure 8									
Educational Attainment
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Chelsea is a highly educated
community.
Chelsea has a comparatively high level
of educational attainment, which partially
explains its high median income. Less than
30% of residents in the Greater Birmingham
region have completed a bachelor’s degree
or higher, compared with over 45% of
residents in Chelsea. The city’s comparative
advantage extends to postgraduate degrees
as well. Over 13% of Chelsea residents
have earned a master’s degree or higher,
compared with 11% in the region. These high
levels of attainment furnish Chelsea with a
very well-qualified and dynamic workforce.

Image credit: Greater Alabama MLS
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Figure 9					
Median Household Income
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Residents in Chelsea earn significantly
more than their neighbors.

Median Household Income (2017)

Household incomes in Chelsea are higher than that of the
greater Birmingham region – significantly higher. In 2017, a
typical household in the greater Birmingham region earned
$52,088 per year. The typical Chelsea household earned
$96,591, nearly 85% more.
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Chelsea has a strong middle
class.
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Figure 10			
Household Income Distribution
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Much of Chelsea’s relative affluence can be
attributed to its robust middle class. Overall,
Chelsea has a fairly well-distributed range
of household incomes, with over half of
all households earning between $50,000
and $125,000 per year. The city has a
signficantly smaller share of low-income
households than the region.

Birmingham MSA
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Housing Profile
Figure 11			
Homeownership (2017)

Figure 12			
Vacancy Rates (2017)
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Chelsea is a community of
homeowners.
In 2017, there were 4,244 housing units
in the city. Of those, 93.2% were owneroccupied, or 3,917 total units. The remaining
327 units were occupied by renters.
Vacancy rates are also very low, amounting
to only 7.3% of all units in 2017.
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Figure 13				
Home Value Distribution (2017)
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Homes in Chelsea are valuable, yet affordable.
Chelsea has an exceptionally large share of affordable, mid-market
homes (between $100,000 and $400,000), fueling the city’s
popularity among families with children. While the city’s share of
high-end homes mirrors that of the region, it has a drastically smaller
share of low-end homes under $100,00 in value.
Affordability has not detracted from value, however; the median home
value in Chelsea is almost 50% higher than that of the region.
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Homes in Chelsea are steadily
becoming more valuable.

Figure 14				
Shift in Chelsea Home Values, 2000-2017

The last two decades have seen substantial
growth in average home values in the city.
This may be attributed both to the growing
desirability of living in Chelsea and to the
increasing share of newly-constructed
homes, which tend to be more valuable than
older housing stock.
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Figure 15			
Housing Structure (2017)
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Almost the entire housing stock in Chelsea is
composed of single family homes (94.6%).
Isolated mobile homes make up the majority
of the remainder, as barely any multifamily
currently exists in Chelsea. The prevalence of
single family detached housing is typical of local
market preferences in suburban communities.

Housing Affordability

Most Chelsea residents can comfortably afford their home.
Homeownership by itself is no guarantee of financial stability. One way to conceptualize housing affordability is to relate monthly
housing costs to monthly income. The Census Bureau terms this relationship “selected monthly owner costs as a percentage of income,” or
SMOCAPI. Every homeowner knows that the mortgage is only part of the costs of owning a home – real estate taxes, insurance, utilities,
fuels, HOA fees and other expenses can drive up monthly costs.
If a home-owning family spends more than 30% of its monthly income on housing costs, then it is considered housing-distressed. Fortunately,
only 15% of Chelsea homeowners meet that threshold.
Figure 16				
Housing Affordability
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Employment Profile
Figure 17			
Resident Employment Characteristics
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Chelsea has a highly skilled workforce.
As of 2017 U.S. Census estimates, 6,012 employees lived in Chelsea.
This figure is briskly rising with the city’s population.
Roughly half of these employees worked in the top four sectors:
education, health care, and social services (20.5%); manufacturing
(9.7%); retail trade (9.7%); and professional, scientific, management,
administrative, and waste management services (9.7%). The
concentration of these industries among Chelsea workers reflects
their high levels of educational attainment, as many of these careers
require college education. The unemployment rate among residents
age 16 and older is 3.7%, reflecting a strong nationwide economy
with historically low unemployment rates.
9
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Chelsea is a bedroom
community.

Figure 18			
Resident Commuter Characteristics (2017)

Lying at the edge of the Birmingham region,
Chelsea sends a significant share of its
workers to neighboring places. Out of the
6,012 employees living in Chelsea, 5,188
(86.3%) commuted to another location for
work each day in 2017. The remaining 824
employees worked in Chelsea. In addition,
2,529 workers living in other places
commuted into Chelsea each day, slightly
offsetting the drop in day-time population.
The overwhelming majority of Chelsea
residents commute to work by driving alone,
and their average travel time to work is 16%
longer than the regional average.
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Figure 19				
Commuting Patterns (2017)

5,188

commute out of Chelsea
for work each day

2,529

824
both live and

work in Chelsea

commute into Chelsea

Source: U.S. Census

10

The Chelsea Comprehensive Plan

planchelsea
Figure 20				
Traffic Congestion
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Infrastructure & Community Facilities
Traffic in Chelsea is light,
but suffers from a lack of
alternative routes.
With the exception of U.S. Highway 280,
roads in Chelsea seldom experience
prolonged congestion. Isolated backups
occur during rush hour at a few intersections,
but to a far lesser degree than neighboring
municipalities. However, poor connectivity
will begin to hamper circulation as Chelsea
continues to grow. Sprawling subdivisions
with little or no connections to adjacent
neighborhoods force all traffic onto
meandering County Highways, creating
artificial bottlenecks.
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Most of Chelsea is still on
septic.
Shelby Ridge Utility Systems provides sewer
service in Chelsea. Of 6,489 properties in
Chelsea, only 3,048 lie in the existing sewer
service area. As most of these are small lots
in planned residential developments, only
15% of the total land area in Chelsea is
currently served by the sewer system.
Many properties are located near sewer
infrastructure but are not connected to it.
3,990 properties lie within one quarter-mile
of a sewer main (including those currently
serviced), amounting to 39.1% of total land
area.
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Sewer Coverage
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A growing county means
growing schools.
Every year, Shelby County ranks as one of
the fastest-growing counties in Alabama.
This growth translates to rising enrollment
at County schools. Currently, the Shelby
County School board administers five public
schools in Chelsea – one high school,
one middle school, and three elementary
schools. Since the opening of Forest Oaks
Elementary in 2014, these five schools have
seen an enrollment rise from 4,222 students
to 4,499 – a 6.6% increase driven mostly
by the middle school and high school.

Table 1: Growing K-12 Enrollment at Chelsea Schools
School

2013-2014

2018-2019

Increase

1,090

1,260

15.6%

Chelsea Middle School

966

1,113

15.2%

Forest Oaks Elementary School

748

700

-6.4%

Mt Laurel Elementary School

655

571

-12.8%

Chelsea Park Elementary School

763

855

12.1%

4,222

4,499

6.6%

Chelsea High School

Total
Source: Shelby County Schools

Residents must drive to access
Chelsea’s excellent community
facilities.
Chelsea boasts excellent parks and
recreational programs, but they are not
easily accessible to everyone. Less than
10% of all residentially-zoned properties
lie within walking distance (i.e., a half-mile
radius) of a park. Lack of pedestrianaccessible park facilities can limit
recreational opportunities for kids and forces
parents to drive more trips.

13

9.2%

Park Access

Percent of residential properties within
walking distance to a public park

Image credit: Chelsea Park Residential Association
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Figure 22				
Access to Parks and Community Facilities
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Existing Land Use
Land use in Chelsea is shifting as the city grows.
Like any suburb on the edge of a metropolitan area, Chelsea is in the midst of a
transformation. The once-rural crossroads town has become a thriving city, attracting
thousands of new residents with cheap land, affordable homes, quality schools, and familyfriendly atmosphere. The influx of newcomers has left its mark on the city’s land use, as
subdivisions and retail steadily replace timberland and pastureland.
A significant portion of this evolution can be attributed to the growth of planned
neighborhoods, the master-planned communities such as Chelsea Park or Chesser Plantation
whose high number of homes on smaller plots of land lend a more suburban character to
the city. Over half of the 6,491 parcels in Chelsea are part of a planned neighborhood, but
constitute less than a fifth of the total land area. The largest land use classification by area is
conventional residential, which are homes not in a planned neighborhood.
As with any growing community, Chelsea’s growth can be seen as a double-edged sword.
While a larger population makes possible new shopping, dining, entertainment and
recreation options, it also endangers the open space and rural character that drew so many
residents in the first place. With nearly a third of the city’s land area yet to be developed
(and possibly more through annexation), Chelsea is uniquely positioned to reap the rewards
of proactive land use planning. Unlike nearby suburbs which are almost fully built-out
without room to expand, Chelsea utilize this comprehensive plan to create a coherent
strategy for smart, sustainable, and well-planned future growth.

13,515
Acres in the City of Chelsea

6,491

Parcels in the City of Chelsea

Figure 23					
Existing Land Use at a Glance
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Figure 24			
Existing Land Use Map
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Agriculture
Agricultural land used for farming, timber
production, and estates accounts for
approximately 512 acres (3.8%) of the city’s
land area. Most agricultural land uses are
dispersed in isolated pockets throughout the
southern reaches of Chelsea.

Image credit: Alabama Political Reporter

Commercial
Commercial development, including
professional offices, retail and service
establishments, accounts for approximately
221 acres (1.6%) of land in the city.
Essentially all commercial land uses are
concentrated along the U.S. Highway 280
corridor where they can take advantage
of high traffic counts and easy access to
surrounding cities.

Image credit: Fourteen Foods

Image credit: 280 Living Magazine

Institutional
Institutional uses, such as municipal
facilities, churches and schools, account
for approximately 283 acres (2.1%) of the
city’s total land area. With the exception
of Chelsea High School and Chelsea Park
Elementary School, most of Chelsea’s
institutional land uses lie along County
Highways 47 and 39 south of the railroad
tracks.

Image credit: Shelby County Reporter

Light Industrial
The light industrial land use classification
accounts for less than 7 acres (0.05%)
of the City’s total land are. In general,
light industrial is defined as small
scale processing and manufacturing
establishments such as warehouse and
distribution facilities. In practice, only two
properties in Chelsea function as light
industrial: Cat-n-Bird winery along Old
Highway 280 and a garden supply store
along County Highway 11.

Image credit: Rycon Construction

Image credit: Magic City Weekend

Image credit: City of Chelsea

Image credit: City of Chelsea

Parks & Recreation
There are approximately 117 acres (0.9%) of
the city’s total land area set aside for public
parks and recreational uses. This figure does
not include common open space within
planned neighborhoods developments
(see below). Sports fields, such as Chelsea
Recreational Park and Chelsea Sports
Complex, comprise most of the properties in
this category.
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Planned Neighborhood
Approximately 2,483 acres (18.4%) of the
total land area in the City is occupied by
planned neighborhood developments, such
as Chelsea Park, Chesser Reserve and Forest
Lakes. These large, planned subdivisions
adhere to uniform design features and
include smaller lot sizes than those of
conventional residential land uses due to
sewer access. They also typically reserve
significant amounts of land for common
open space to be enjoyed by the residents.
While they make up less than 20% of the
total land area, the 3,658 properties in
planned neighborhoods account for 56.4%
of all properties in the city, more than all
other land uses combined. Most of these
properties lie along the U.S. 280 corridor
where they can hook up to the sewer system.

Image credit: Chelsea Park Residential Association

Residential
These are traditional residential
developments, characteristic of Chelsea’s
rural heritage. Residential development
accounts for approximately 5,550 acres
(41.1%) in Chelsea, making it the largest
single land use in the City. This category
represents a wide variety of residential
types, from large homes on multi-acre
estates to small subdivisions on large lots.

Image credit: Weicher

Image credit: Greater Alabama MLS

Image credit: CST Industries

Image credit: Institute of Electrical
and Electronics Engineers

Utility
Utilities represent a small but critical land use
in Chelsea, accounting for only 56 acres
(0.4%). This category facilities for water
storage, power substations, and similar
structures dispersed throughout the city.

Undeveloped
Much of Chelsea is still undeveloped.
Approximately 4,265 acres (31.6%) in
the city have yet to be developed as of
the writing of this document. Undeveloped
properties are dispersed throughout the
city, including extended portions of the
U.S. 280 corridor. Almost all of this land is
covered in forest, and frequently involves
significant environmental constraints to
future development, including floodplains,
wetlands and steep slopes.

Image credit: Greater Alabama MLS
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Chelsea has room to grow, but not all available
land is buildable.
As of 2016, a total of 5,802 parcels within Chelsea’s current limits,
comprising 71.3% of the land area, had been developed in some
way – that is, some structure had been built upon it. The 28.7%
remaining undeveloped area is mostly timberland and pasture, which
could conceivably be purchased by a developer and subdivided for
development, be it residential, commercial, industrial or otherwise.
However, not all this undeveloped land is easily buildable. Over 23%
of this land lies either in a floodplain or on slopes greater than 10%
(that is, where the ground rises 10 feet for every 100 feet of horizontal
distance). These features are inconducive to development, as they
require extensive earthwork to sufficiently flatten grades or raise them
above the floodplain.
Topographical difficulties need not mean the land is without value,
however. Floodplains and steep slopes are being utilized in cities
throughout the country as recreational open space and parks. While
not inherently revenue-generating, parks and public amenities
that utilize topographically constrained land can catalyze nearby
development by providing recreational opportunities while preserving
memories of Chelsea’s rural heritage for all residents.
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Image credit: Chelsea Park Residential Association
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Figure 25			
Constraints on Undeveloped Properties
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Zoning
Chelsea’s status as a growing community is
reflected in its zoning districts.
The zoning districts in Chelsea bear the imprint of a community
evolving from quaint countryside to prospering suburb. Most
of the land in Chelsea is zoned according to its traditional rural
character – over two-thirds of the 13,495 acres in Chelsea
are zoned A-R Agricultural Residential or E-1 Single Family
Estate. As the City has grown and demand for housing has
risen, large tracts of land are subdivided for new homes. This
has increased the share of higher density districts, especially
planned developments such as PRD Planned Residential and
PMD Planned Mixed Use. While these districts account for barely
15% of the land area in Chelsea, they account for nearly 50%
of all the parcels. The result is a steadily increasing degree of
development density to levels that will support new shopping,
dining, and entertainment choices for all Chelsea residents.

Image credit: 280 Living

Figure 26				
Zoning Districts at a Glance
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Total: 13,515 acres
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Total: 6,491 parcels
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Figure 27				
Zoning Districts
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Alabama Communities of Excellence (ACE)
In 2017, Chelsea was selected through a competitive process as an Alabama Community of Excellence (ACE) applicant, wherein
the local government and a broad base of citizens undergo an intensive, three-phase process to envision and plan for the City’s
future growth and development. The first phase involved an Assessment Visit, where the ACE leadership team convened over
50 Chelsea residents, elected leaders, and representatives from City and County institutions and programs discussed the current
conditions, successes and interests of the community. The following observations emerged as part of these discussions, and have
been arranged into five distinct themes – Planning, Infrastructure, Public Services, and Leadership; Economic Development;
Education and Workforce Development; Healthcare; and Community Development.

Planning, Infrastructure, Public Services, and Leadership
The majority of the respondents to the Chelsea online community survey have confidence in the local leaders
(government, education and business), indicating that these leaders work together on community issues and needs.
The community has an active civic life with opportunities for citizen involvement in a variety of initiatives and projects.
The City contracts with the Shelby County Department of Development Services for building permits administration and
inspections.
A main street with a mix of local businesses and office uses is a high priority for residents and City leadership.
Parks and recreation facilities are well maintained and loved by City residents and the Chelsea community.

Economic Development
Chelsea citizens are willing to support local retail opportunities, with 68% of community survey respondents indicating
that broad citizen support exists for economic development-related activities.
In the past, Chelsea has done well with attracting retail along its 280 corridor. Lake Martin, Auburn game-day, and
general traffic along the corridor present unique opportunities and has fueled much of this growth. Additional, systematic
recruitment of retail along this corridor presents both Chelsea’s greatest potential problem and its largest potential tax
base growth vector.
While fast-casual dining and other commercial development has proliferated along the U.S. 280 corridor, the businesses
locating there may not be adequate to serve the needs of Chelsea residents. Over 70% indicated that existing retail does
not meet community needs.
Chelsea has a contiguity problem. Its city boundaries are uneven both in its neighborhoods and along the 280 corridor.
This has led to substantial gaps in the areas where municipal zoning, incentives, and policies can apply. This contributes to
an uneven appearance of commercial development along the U.S. 280 corridor and prevents Chelsea from strategically
developing commercial “clusters” along the corridor.
At present, Chelsea does not have a true “downtown” area. Not having this area creates a “quality of place” gap in
the community that is detrimental to both new resident and new business attraction. However, residents and community
leaders are actively engaged in creating a concept for a new downtown and have already initiated key portions of the
infrastructure work necessary to make their vision a reality.
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Education and Workforce Development
The majority of the ACE / Chelsea community survey respondents felt the schools are high quality and successful.
School facilities vary in age and quality. Survey respondents rated the facilities as adequate, but felt maintenance could
be improved.
In 2017, the U.S. News and World Report ranked Chelsea High School 27th within Alabama with 38% Advanced
Placement course work and exams. It also ranked 22nd with a 93% Graduation Rate.
The three elementary schools recently received Alabama State Report Card grades of “A” while the high school and
middle school received “B” grades.
Chelsea High School students may attend the Shelby County Career Technical Education Center, which serves students in
grades 10 through 12 in all of the Shelby County high schools. Programs include robotics, welding, healthcare sciences
and auto tech with work experience opportunities.

Healthcare
Chelsea residents have access to a robust array of healthcare services within the city limits and within a 5-mile radius.
Locally available services include: adult and pediatric primary care; internal medicine; obstetrics and gynecology;
orthopedic; and oral surgery.
Numerous urgent care and freestanding surgical and emergency centers exist in the area. There is a Baptist Health System
freestanding emergency clinic at the juncture of County Roads 280 and 119.
Healthcare support services are also present: pharmacies, physical therapy, dental, orthodontics, optometry, chiropractic
and other ambulatory healthcare services such as dialysis centers.
Citizens voiced their interest in more sidewalks within neighborhoods and as connections to amenities.
Emergency Medical Service transport resources are limited. Chelsea needs additional staff and equipment to be able to
handle multiple calls and reduce response times in the area.

Community Development
Approximately 55.7% of the homes are located in the rural areas of the City.
Chelsea is an affordable community, boasting a range of price points within the existing housing stock.
Senior housing is available in Chelsea, but its not very well known by residents. A robust senior center also exists.
Chelsea has distinctive gateways along U.S. 280. Other than city limit signs, there does not seem to be any gateway
signage at the other entrances into Chelsea along County Roads 11, 39, 43, 47, etc.
Chelsea has a newly renovated library and a new community center (located on 37 acres).
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