
Wake County Noise 
Ordinance Amendments

1

October 9, 2023

Tim Maloney, Planning Development and Inspections Director



Purpose

Consider changes to Wake County Code of Ordinances Chapter 
92: Noise, that will better define and regulate controllable noise. 

2



Approach

• Staff committee comprised of Planning & Code Enforcement, 

Community Services, Sheriff’s Office, and Attorney’s Office.

• Engaged Animal Control and Fire Services.

• Reviewed peer jurisdictions and met with Raleigh on their 

proposed amendments.

• Conducted public engagement and solicited feedback.
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Background

• The ordinance only applies to unincorporated areas of Wake 

County.

• Enforced by the Wake County Sheriff’s Office.

• The current ordinance was established in 1986 and remains 

largely unchanged since that time.

• Minor amendments were made in 1993, 1994 and 2004.

• Over the past few years, staff have recognized the need to 

review and update the ordinance. 
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Overview of the Ordinance

• Outlines noises that are prohibited (radios, sound magnifying 

devices, unauthorized events, etc.).

• Outlines noises that are exempt (emergency service vehicles, 

construction during daytime hours, etc.).

• Specifies maximum noise limitations based on decibel level.

• Describes the decibel measurement technique.

• Violation is a class 3 misdemeanor and subject to a fine up to $50 

or imprisonment up to 30 days.

• The noise ordinance not apply to commercial/business uses 
(instead, operational performance standards within the UDO apply) 
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Issues with Current Ordinance/Enforcement

• Difficult to enforce maximum noise limitations (decibel levels) as 

specified in the ordinance.

• The noise is usually gone by the time the deputy arrives at the scene.

• Not clear on enforcement and other options.

• Penalty for violation does not align with statutory limit for a class 3 

misdemeanor and fine up to $500.

• No guidance to residents on how to resolve noise issues either on 

their own or what happens when they call in a complaint.
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Sheriff’s Office Noise Call Data
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Sheriff’s Office Noise Call Data
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January 2018 – June 2023

Outcome Number
Arrest 1

Citation Issued 7

Verbal warning 717

Completed/Responded 2870

Not located 1424

Unfounded 387

Referred to another 
enforcement agency 

35

Cancelled 81

Other 33

Total 5555

65% 

enforceable

35% 

unenforceable



Noise Complaint Hotspots
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Peer Review

• Wake County’s current ordinance generally aligns with other 

jurisdictions:

o Nighttime/Daytime hours

o Decibel limitations and measurement standards with a sound meter

o Enumerated noises that are prohibited

o Enumerated noises that are exempt

o Complaint procedure

o Enforcement action

o Penalty for violation
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Analysis/Findings

1. The current ordinance is still relevant and useful and does not 

require a complete re-write; just updating and clarifications.

2. Enforcement is working, but not in alignment with the maximum 

noise limitation standards (decibel measurements) as 

prescribed in the current ordinance. 

3. Information, education and guidance for residents is needed.
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1. Remove the maximum noise limitation standards (decibel measurements).

2. Incorporate the reasonable person and unreasonable noise standard.

3. Expand the exemption for agricultural operations/farming. 

4. Add exemptions for public services, airport operations, and sporting events.

5. Clarify that authority for enforcement and determination of a violation lies with the 
Wake County Sheriff’s Office.

6. Add language that describes the enforcement process.

7. Clarifies that the complainant may pursue criminal summons with the Wake County 
Magistrate.  

8. Amend the ordinance to include a penalty for violation that aligns with the statutory 
limit for a class 3 misdemeanor and fine up to $500.

9. Provide online information and guidance to residents on how to resolve noise issues 
either on their own or by issuing a complaint.

Draft Recommendations



Specific Noises

1. Firearms

2. Farm Animals (including roosters)

3. Barking Dogs

4. Vehicle Noise

5. Fireworks
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Example: Public Education Online

Montgomery 

County, Maryland
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Example: Public Education Online

Long Beach, 

California
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Public Engagement

• On September 28, 2023, staff 
conducted a virtual public 
meeting to gather feedback on 
the proposed changes.

• Information about the meeting 
was sent out through social 
media and the County’s website.

• The proposed amendments and 
feedback form were posted on 
the County’s website at 
wake.gov/noise.
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Themes

o Do not eliminate the decibel 

measurement standards.

o More restrictive nighttime 

hours (currently 11 PM to 7 

AM).

o Noise from vehicles, lawn 

equipment and loud music 

are a concern.

Public Feedback
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State law requires two board meetings to consider adoption of changes.

1. November 6, 2023 - Public Hearing

2. November 20, 2023 - Consideration of Adoption

Next Steps



Discussion/Questions
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Supplemental Slides
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New Definitions
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Reasonable Person

A person of normal and ordinary sensitivities who is within the area of the audibility 

or perceptibility of the noise or vibration that transmits sounds which disrupt the 

reasonable conduct of basic human activities, such as conversation, sleep, work 

and other such activities.



New Definitions
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Unreasonable Noise

The making of, or knowingly and permitting to be made, any sound that a 

reasonable person finds unreasonably loud, boisterous, or unusual noise, 

disturbance, commotion, or vibration due to bass levels or other sources from any 

dwelling, building, other structure, or privately-owned outdoor property, or upon any 

public street, park or other place or building,  Any sound that is ordinary and normal 

to the operation of these places when conducted in accordance with the usual 

standards of practice and in a manner that will not unreasonably interfere with the 

peace and comfort of neighbors or their guest, or operators or customers in places 

of business, or detrimentally or adversely affect such residences or places of 

business, shall not be enforced as an unreasonable noise.



New Definitions
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Plainly Audible

Any sound or vibration caused by sound that can be detected by a reasonable 

person of ordinary sensitivities using their unaided hearing faculties.



Specific Noises

Firearms

• Current language in the Noise Ordinance prohibits “The firing or discharging of 
firearms in the streets or elsewhere for the purpose of making noise or 
disturbance.”

• There are no peer jurisdictions that regulate noise from firearms any different 
from our current approach/language.

Roosters/Farm Animals

• Current language in the Noise Ordinance prohibits “The keeping of any bird, 
livestock or other animal which by causing frequent or long continued noise 
disturbs the comfort or repose of individuals in the vicinity.”

• The county does not regulate the keeping of farm animals (including roosters).

24



Specific Noises

Barking Dogs

• Current language in Noise Ordinance prohibits “The keeping of any bird, 

livestock or other animal which by causing frequent or long continued noise 

disturbs the comfort or repose of individuals in the vicinity.” 

• Animal Control investigates barking dog complaints as a welfare check on the 

dog/animal.  They do not have jurisdiction over noise violations.
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Specific Noises

Vehicle Mufflers

• Current language in the Noise Ordinance prohibits “The use of any 

automobile, motorcycle or other vehicle so out of repair, so loaded or in the 

manner as to create loud or unnecessary grating, grinding, rattling or other 

noise.”

• NC General Statute 20-128 regulates excessive noise from vehicle exhaust 

systems.

Fireworks

• There is no language in the Noise Ordinance regulating fireworks.

• NC General Statutes - Chapter 14 Article 54 regulates pyrotechnics.
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Animal Control Complaints

27

Year Dogs Roosters Other Total

2019 39 3 2 44

2020 41 2 0 43

2021 65 14 7 86

2022 57 8 1 66

2023 28 8 1 37

Total 230 35 11 276

January 2019 – June 2023
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