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LETTER FROM THE CHAIRMAN  

Dorchester County is blessed with an abundance of natural lands, intact ecosystems 
and historic places. We are home to miles of the meandering Edisto and Ashley Rivers 
as well as the vital swamps, tributaries and wetlands that feed them. Furthermore, 
Dorchester County is home to twelve National Register of Historic Places such as 
Middleton Place, Colonial Dorchester, Koger-Murray-Carrol House, St. George 
Rosenwald School and many others. Many key battles and skirmishes that impacted 
the outcome of the American Revolution occurred in our county.  

 

In recent years, unprecedented growth has been the hallmark of our region. As of 
2019, Dorchester County had a population of over 160,000, representing a nearly 20% 
increase since 2010. This trend of rapid growth is expected to continue for the 
foreseeable future. Therefore, there is a clear need and responsibility to balance 
development pressures with protecting the elements that make our area such a 
desirable place to live, work and play – our outstanding natural and cultural resources. 

 

The Conservation Commission is charged with developing strategies, projects and 
initiatives to ensure our treasured landscapes and cultural sites are preserved for the 
well-being of our current and future generations. The Dorchester County Conservation 
Plan found herein provides a roadmap for implementing conservation and preservation 
strategies in the coming years to meet these goals.   

 

I would like to personally thank the Conservation Commission members for their time, 
work and dedication to ensuring the special places and ecological systems of our 
County are protected. Additionally, none of our work would be possible without County 
Council’s continued support of Commission endeavors. Most importantly, I would like to 
extend heartfelt gratitude to the citizens of Dorchester County for their interest in 
protecting the natural and historical assets that make Dorchester County unique.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Derrick Phinney 

Dorchester County Conservation Commission Chairman 



4 

 

P U R P O S E 

Established in 1897, Dorchester County, South Carolina has boasted an abundance of 
unique natural and cultural resources for centuries. Its rural characteristics distinguish it 
from the other two counties of the Tri-County area: Charleston and Berkeley. All three 
counties are experiencing exponential population growth. The predominantly 
undisturbed region is attractive to developers and those relocating to the region. Most 
newcomers are relocating from the North and Midwest regions of the United States,  
seeking an improved quality of life: a more temperate climate, lower cost of living, and 
lower population density . While the growth of Dorchester County brings  economic  
and socio-political opportunities, it also calls for action to protect the county’s  distinct 
natural resources and rich cultural history. 

 

In 2002 Ordinance #02-03 established the Conservation Commission. The Commission 
makes recommendations to County Council regarding allocation of funding and other 
items related to the conservation of natural resources and preservation of historic sites. 
The Conservation Commission typically meets the first Thursday of the month though 
additional meetings are called as required. The Conservation Commission will take a 
leading role in ensuring the strategies of this plan are implemented in the County. Past 
conservation efforts, including an Open Space Plan and references to conservation in 
the Comprehensive Plans, have proven to be popular with Dorchester County 
residents, most of whom would like to maintain the rural character of their land and 
community. 

 

THREATS  

While each of these 
efforts has had 
relative success, 
threats to our 
County’s rural 
heritage are growing 
and the need for a 
centralized plan is 
becoming more 
evident. With the 
amount of 
development 
occurring so quickly, stormwater management becomes more difficult and flooding 
poses a higher risk. Also, such large scale developments and denser populations play 
a huge role in the pollution of water and alteration of habitats and ecosystems. Not to 
mention, South Carolina plays host to hundreds of invasive species that threaten the 
natural and built environment. In addition to environmental threats, many of the 
County’s historic and cultural sites are facing severe neglect and in many cases 
demolition. Without a Conservation Plan, the County risks losing important cultural and 
environmental resources that characterize this rural region. 
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  

This plan will give an overview of the County’s significant conservation and preservation efforts to date 
as well as layout five strategies that will guide the County in maintaining these projects while targeting 
new areas for conservation. The ultimate goal is overall sustainability for the County’s natural 
environment and preservation of our rich cultural and historical landscapes. The strategies proposed are 
as follows: 

Strategy 1:  

Prioritize 

Conservation 

Projects Within 

High Quality 

Wetlands 

Associated with 

Stream and 

Swamp Basins 

Strategy 2:  

Develop an 

Inventory of 

Target Areas 

for 

Conservation 

Strategy 3:  

Couple 

Economic 

Development  

Opportunities 

with 

Conservation 

Strategy 4:  

Develop 

Updated List of 

Cultural and 

Historical 

Properties for 

Protection 

Strategy 5:  

Secure 

Funding to 

Implement 

Plan 

Dorchester County has a vast historical 

landscape dating back centuries. 

Originally inhabited by the Kusso-

Natchez Indian Tribe who traditionally 

lived along the Edisto River, the English 

settlement of Dorchester was 

established in 1696 on the Ashley River. 

The County was not established until 

1897, taking portions of the surrounding 

Colleton and Berkeley counties. 

Left: Kayaking on the Historic Ashley River. 

The river has provided the Lowcountry with 

numerous resources for centuries and much 

of the culture and recreational activities 

revolve around its central location within the 

County 

Below: The Koger-Murray-Carroll house in St. 

George. This beautiful house was constructed 

in the late 18th early 19th century and is on 

the National Register of Historic Places. 

Strategy 6:  

Explore 

Zoning 

options for 

encouraging 

conservation 
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DORCHESTER COUNTY GEOGR APHY AND  

TOPOGRAPHY  

Dorchester County occupies 575 square miles of South 
Carolina’s lower pine belt. It borders Colleton, 
Orangeburg, Charleston, and Berkeley counties and is 
considered a part of the Lowcountry region. The Edisto 
River borders the southwestern county line adjacent to 
Colleton County. To the southeast sits Rantowles Creek 
and the Ashley River, connecting with Charleston 
County.  

Perhaps the County’s most valuable resource are its 
estuarine systems. The County is bisected by Four Hole 
Swamp, which runs north to south from the Ridgeville 
area to the Edisto River. Indian Field Swamp and Polk 
Swamp sit in the northwestern portion of the County, 
while Cypress Swamp runs south into the Ashley River. 
South of the Ashley River, just above tidal river levels, is 
where Drayton Swamp, Fishburne Creek, and 
Rantowles Creek flow southeast toward the Stono River 
system. Across the County are numerous wetland 

resources mixed in with limited upland areas that are suitable for development. This is a key geographic 
component of the County that will shape its planning and development. 

 

Dorchester County is a part 

of the Lowcountry, with large 

portions of the County 

delineated as wetlands. Due 

to the nature of our soils, 

much of the development of 

the county requires fill and 

large amounts of grading, 

which can disrupt the soil 

and surrounding habitats. 

Not to mention, with the 

amount of impermeable 

surfaces being laid for 

development, run off and 

storm water management 

becomes more difficult and 

flooding a bigger risk. 

Through conservation, we 

can  mitigate these threats 

and plan more sustainable 

communities. 

6.2  
Miles  of 

Ashley River 
Historic 
Corridor 

1,660 
Acres of 

protected 
land 
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POPULATION TRENDS AND LAND USE MAN AGEMENT 

AND PLANNING  

The population of Dorchester County has been steadily growing for several decades, collecting the sprawl 
coming from the Charleston Metropolitan area. The County experienced its most rapid population growth 
during the 1980s at 45% and another rapid rise in growth from 2000-2010 at 29%. The projected 
population in 2030 is 206,100, a 32% increase from the 156,456 of 2017. A change of pace from the 
dense population of  the urban Lowcountry, the County boasts vast areas of open space and natural 
resources mixed with residential and commercial developments. The County’s nearly 157,000 residents 
can enjoy a plethora of outdoor and recreational activities, having access to the Ashley River, Middleton 
Place Plantation, and several state parks.  
 
However, with the looming growth and development, many of these important natural and cultural areas 
are at risk of being adversely affected or even destroyed. In 2017, the residents of Dorchester County 
participated in public surveys, workshops, focus groups, and planning exercises that engaged them in the 
future planning of the County. They chose their preferred settlement type for each land area in the County. 

A  majority of the northern 
portion of the County  was 
designated to remain rural in an 
attempt to preserve agricultural 
systems. Suburban residential 
and commercial development 
will be limited to support those 
communities. The area 
surrounding St. George will be 
focused on revitalization with 
residential, commercial, and 
employment uses. The 
southeastern corner of the 
County, bordering Charleston 
County, will be focused on 
environmental and cultural 
preservation with designated 
low-density residential 
development. The most growth 
will be focused in the 
Summerville and North 
Charleston areas: transit-ready 
suburban/urban residential and 
commercial growth.  

 

This information was compiled 
into the 2018 Comprehensive  
plan, which included the Future 
Land Use Map that currently 
guides the county in terms of 
zoning designations and 
development. In addition , the 
Comprehensive plan calls for 
“structured access to our two 
major rivers—the Ashley and 
the Edisto” to add to quality of 
life for County residents.  
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SIGNIFIC ANT COUNTY CONSERVATION EFFORTS TO 

DATE  

2018 COMPREHENSIVE PLAN  

In 2018/19, Dorchester County adopted a new Comprehensive Plan to guide the County into the future 
sustainably. A large part of the plan was preservation and conservation of the County’s natural resources 
and strategies were developed and categorized into different priority statuses: high priority, other and 
synergistic. 

 

The plan outlines several major goals: 

1. Protect and preserve rural lands, which define an important part of our character 

2. Develop quality parks, greenways and open spaces 

3. Initiate environmental and resource protection programs 

4. Better long term landfills 

5. Mitigate effects of sand mining 

 

For each goal, the County explains why it is important and then outlines a list of strategies through which 
the County can reach these goals. All planning and zoning decisions are guided by this plan and the 
Future Land Use Map with the intention of creating sustainable development that will support the 
County’s growing population and provide them with employment and economic opportunities as well as 
the appropriate amenities for different areas. 

 
OPEN SPACE PLAN  

In 2010, the County created an Open Space Committee which yielded the Dorchester County Open 
Space plan in response to the rapid growth and development sprawling into traditionally more rural areas. 
The purpose of the plan was to focus on “non-regulatory methods for preserving the community’s special 
places [and envision] a series of partnerships between county government, state and federal agencies, 
and the non-profit sector.” The plan identified the County’s important natural resources and laid out a 
series of techniques to help conserve and protect natural open space: land use planning (which was 
realized with the 2018 adoption of the Comprehensive Plan), partnerships, acquisition of property, 
conservation easements and purchase of development rights. Stemming from these techniques were 
recommendations framed in a set of guidelines that would enable the participating parties to use the 
outlined techniques. This plan was one of the first steps taken by the County to conserve the natural 
landscape and rural character of the County being threatened by growth. 

 

2010 BOND  

In 2010, Dorchester County held a bond referendum to authorize the issuance of “general obligation 
bonds in an amount not to exceed $5,000,000, for the purpose of protecting and improving land and 
water by purchasing land from willing sellers on a voluntary basis in order to protect drinking water 
sources; protect forests, wildlife habitat , and natural areas; reduce flooding; provide parks; preserve 
historic buildings and sites; protect scenic views; provide new recreational trails for walking, hiking, and 
biking; and improve the water quality of rivers, lakes, and streams.” 

The referendum passed and the five million dollars helped to acquire and protect nearly 1,600 acres of 
greenspace throughout the county in addition to contributing $142,217.50 to the Rosenwald School in St. 
George for restoration and preservation work. 
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EXISTING PROTECTED AREAS  

BROSNAN FOREST  

Located south of St. George, Brosnan Forest is a 14,400 acre preserve, owned by private corporation 
Norfolk Southern.  As one of the state’s most important ecological areas, Norfolk Southern granted a 
conservation easement on 12,488 acres to the Low Country Open Land Trust to ensure its protection and 
conservation. The forest is the habitat of the United State’s largest population of red-cockaded 
woodpeckers and is the home of a huge remaining strand of longleaf pines. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AUDUBON ’S FRANCIS BEIDLER FOREST  

An Audubon wildlife sanctuary, the Francis Beidler Forest sits to the northeast corner of the County within 
the Four Holes Swamp. The 16,000 acres of forest and swampland create one of the most diverse 
ecosystems in South Carolina and was designated as a National Natural Landmark in 1979. The forest is 
what is known as an old-growth forest and has rich natural and cultural history; “one of just two old-growth 
cypress-tupelo.” It has grown for centuries without any significant disturbance of the virgin forest,  creating 
biodiversity and contributing to water purification, flood control and nutrient cycling. The land was obtained 
by Francis Beidler in the late 19th century and continued to be maintained by the Beidler family until it was 
purchased by the National Audubon Society using charitable funds during an estate liquidation. An 
additional 909 acres was purchased in 2003 by the Society which continues to maintain and conduct 
research at the forest today. The oldest tree in the forest is older and larger than the famous Angel Oak 
Tree in Charleston. 
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EAST EDISTO CONSERVANCY  

The East Edisto Conservancy, located in the southeast portion of the county, describes itself as “a single 
purpose entity created to oversee a density restriction of 56,000 areas near the Edisto River in Charleston 
and Dorchester Counties. Governed by an elected board of landowner representatives and conservation 
representatives, the Conservancy operates with full autonomy and to manage the density restriction in 
perpetuity.” The Conservancy has its own zoning designation within the County and oversees the density 
regulations and restrictions and restrictive covenants, designed to control development in some of the 
County’s most important natural resource areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ASHLEY RIVER HISTORIC OVERLAY DISTRICT  

On November 19, 2007, the County adopted  Amendment 07-27 to the Zoning Ordinance which created 
the Ashley River Historic Overlay District. The intent of this overlay designation is to protect the scenic 
river and its surrounding cultural landmarks 
from development that threatens the stability 
of the riverbank, local heritage and the 
economic and recreational opportunities this 
area gives to Dorchester County. In 2018, The 
National Trust for Historic Preservation named 
the Ashley River Historic District to their 11 
Most Endangered Historic Places. The overlay 
envelopes the river, a State Scenic River, 
Ashley River Rd (est. 1671), Middleton Place 
Plantation (a National Historic Landmark built 
ca. 1755), Colonial Dorchester State Historic 
Site (est. 1695) and numerous other sites of 
historical and archaeological significance. By 
dividing these areas into districts with sets of 
guidelines, the County can guide development 
in a sustainable way that protects the quality 
of life of the Ashley River Historic District. 
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HISTORIC PRESERVATION IN DORCHESTER COUNTY  

Dorchester County is home to some of the nations oldest and most prominent historic sites. Such structures 
and lands contribute to the local and national culture and tell the stories of our collective past, both good 
and bad. Historic Preservation is a vital part of conservation as it encompasses both the natural and built 
environment. The County includes both in their efforts to conserve and therefore this plan will outline the 
importance history plays in the Dorchester County community. 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES  

The National Register (run by The National Park Service) is a list of our Nation’s most historic places that 
are “worthy of preservation.” To list a property, you must  ensure it meets the standard criteria set forth by 
the National Register and, with the help from the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), complete the 
extensive nomination form. While protection of a property is not guaranteed, properties on the National 
Register are identified as having significance that is worthy of protection and it can help document 
endangered sites and coordinate tax incentives for historic property owners. Dorchester County is lucky 
enough to have 12 properties on this list: 

 
APPLEBY’S 

METHODIST 

CHURCH 

 

ASHLEY RIVER 

HISTORIC 

DISTRICT 

ASHLEY RIVER 

ROAD 

 

KOGER-

MURRAY-

CARROL 

HOUSE 

 

CYPRESS 

METHODIST 

CAMPGROUND 

 

INDIAN FIELDS 

METHODIST 

CAMPGROUND 

 

 

ST PAUL’S AME 

CAMPGROUND 

MIDDLETON 

PLACE 

 

 

NEWINGTON 

PLANTATION 

 

 

COLONIAL FORT 

DORCHESTER 

 

OLD WHITE 

MEETING HOUSE 

RUINS AND 

CEMETERY 

 

SUMMERVILLE 

HISTORIC 

DISTRICT 

 

ST. GEORGE 

ROSENWALD 

SCHOOL 
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COUNTY PRESERVATION EFFORTS  

The Dorchester County Community has taken steps to preserve the cultural and historical landmarks that 
contribute to the quality of life of residents and visitors. Residents across the county have come together 
to create professional and volunteer organizations and entities that collect, organize and  make public the 
history of the area. While not government entities, the following organizations work alongside the 
government to inform and conserve the County’s special heritage. 

 

DORCHESTER COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY  

Organized in 2003, the DCHS was officially charted by the Secretary of State in 2004. The Society not 
only researches, record and preserves Dorchester County’s history, but provides opportunities for the 
public to interact with that history. Activities and events for families and visitors include raffles and 
lectures. The Society also offers membership, with dues beings $25 annually, or $250 for lifetime 
membership. 

 

DORCHESTER COUNTY ARCHIVES AND HISTORY CENTER  

More recently organized, the Archives and History Center was chartered in 2014. They moved to the 
more permanent location at the Old County Courthouse at 101 Ridge Street in Saint George. The center 
began digitizing their collections in 2015 and they now have over 20,000 digitized materials for 
researchers. A majority of their documents and collections were generous donations from county 
residents. While not a County entity, the archives provide historic preservation efforts for the residents of 
Dorchester County. 

 

KEEP DORCHESTER COUNTY BEAUTIFUL  

Dorchester County is a proud partner with the non-profit environmental organization Keep Dorchester 
County Beautiful. This organization, as an affiliate of Keep America Beautiful, they work to encourage 
environmental stewardship throughout the County to educate residents in sustainability and conservation 
to improve quality of life for the residents of Dorchester County. 
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REGIONAL CONSERVATION EFORTS  

 

LOWCOUNTRY LAND TRUST (LOLT)  

A 501(c)(3) non-profit organization, Lowcountry Land Trust has saved 
over 138,000 acres of land across 17 coastal counties in the region 
since its inception in 1986.  The organization was created with the intent 
to preserve land of cultural, ecological, agricultural and historic 
significance and promote traditional land uses including  agriculture, 
hunting, and forestry. They provide myriad services to promote 
education, stewardship, conservation policy and finance, and 
ecosystem management. With coordination between non-profits, the 
public and the private sector, Dorchester County may be able to take 
large conservation steps. 

 

CHARLESTON COUNTY GREENBELT PROGRAM  

The idea of a greenbelt is to create areas of open land in and around a city where building is restricted or 
prohibited. In 2004, Charleston County approved  a one-half penny sales tax for roads, transit, and 
greenbelt programs and set up a 14 member advisory board tasked with planning the use and allocation 
of the funds into the Greenbelt Program. By 2007, they had drafted a Comprehensive Greenbelt Plan, 
which was incorporated into Charleston County’s 2007 Comprehensive Land Use Plan. It was predicted 
that, in order to meet the rising population needs of Charleston, there would need to be a minimum of 
200,000 acres of greenspace. Their County had already retained nearly 160,000 acres and so they set 
about acquiring another 40,000 acres. With funds from the original tax nearly exhausted, by 2016 the 
County had accumulated 21,000 acres for the Greenbelt Program and another 25 year one-half penny 
tax was approved which is estimated to generate nearly $210 million for the program. County of 
Charleston envisions a city interconnected by open-space, giving residents increased access to 
waterways, non-automobile transportation, and activities to improve health and fitness and quality of life. 
As a rural county, Dorchester County boasts vast expanses of green space, however, the sprawl coming 
from Charleston is increasing development. The County may be able to take inspiration from our 
neighbors in guiding development around greenspace programs. With much of the County still 
undeveloped, we have an opportunity to be proactive in our preservation of open green space. 
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ASHLEY SCENIC RIVER MAN AGEMENT PLAN  

The mouth of the Ashley River sits at Cypress 
Swamp in Dorchester County and runs 30 miles to 
the Atlantic Ocean beyond Charleston Harbor. The 
total drainage system of the river extends about 60 
river miles, creating a vast array of ecosystems and 
natural resources including wetlands, forests and 
other natural habitats.  While a portion of the river 
was declared eligible for State Scenic River 
Designation in the early 1990s, it was not officially 
designated until 1998, with a second portion added 
in 1999. This designation was made possible by the 
South Carolina Scenic Rivers Act of 1989, the 
purpose of which is to protect the State’s river 
resources. The procedures of the act include the 

creation of an 
advisory council 
with members “representing  river-bordering landowners, river 
users, and community interests,” as well as the creation of a 
management plan by the council. 

The Ashley Scenic River Management Plan was published in 2003 
after extensive forums and community input in order to promote 
conservation and stewardship of the river and its surrounding 
areas. The plan begins by laying out the geographic area targeted 
by the plan, 22 miles of the Ashley River Corridor. The plan then 
lays out findings on water quality and preservation and 
conservation of surrounding historic and cultural resources like 
Drayton Hall Plantation and Colonial Dorchester State Historic Site 
and describes strategies and plans for protection. The final part of 
the plan describes implementation of the plan, discussing the steps 
the advisory council will take to make ensure the plan is as effective 
as possible; some of these include public education programs, 
partnering with conservation organizations and the use of 
regulations, codes and ordinances. 

 

LORD BERKELEY CONSERVATION TRUST  

A private, non-profit, volunteer-run organization, the Lord Berkeley Conservation Trust strives to 
preserve natural, cultural and historical resources in and around Berkeley County. They have protected 
nearly 40,000 acres of farms, forests, rivers, 
streams and historic sites through their work 
with willing landowners. The Trust respects 
private property rights and works alongside 
property owners to create customized 
conservation strategies for their land, the main 
one being the use of conservation easements 
to secure the land in perpetuity. 
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CONSERVATION STR ATEGIES AND RECOMMEND ATIONS  

STRATEGY 1:  PRIORITIZE CONSERVATION 

PROJECTS WITHIN HIGH QUALITY WETLANDS 

ASSOCIATED WITH STREAM AND SWAMP BASINS  

 

BASINS IN PRIORITIZED AREAS 

Ashley River 

A blackwater river, the Ashley River is one of the most famous in South Carolina for its 

profound beauty that snakes through the Lowcounty, on the southern side of peninsular 

Charleston up into Dorchester County creating a system of wetlands. The Ashley and Edisto 

Rivers expand during rainy seasons up to a mile beyond their main channels into swamp 

and wetlands surrounding them.  

Cypress Swamp 

A forested freshwater swamp, Cypress Swamp sits to the north of Summerville and flows 

into the Ashley River. This swamp is a collection of extremely diverse ecosystems and 

niches, the home of many native Southern species. 

Edisto River 

The Edisto River is the largest river system contained in the State of South Carolina and is 

one of the longest free flowing blackwater rivers in North American at around 250 miles long. 

As it snakes up from Edisto Beach, the river sits on the southern border of Dorchester 

County and contributes abundant natural resources and eco-systems unique to South 

Carolina. 

Four Holes Swamp 

A less defined blackwater river, Four Hole Swamp is the northern tributary of the Edisto and 

travels 62 miles from Calhoun County to the confluence. 

Indian Fields Swamp 

Indian Field Swamp is a stream located just 8 miles from St. George in Dorchester County.  
Along the  stream is Indian Field Campground, a  Methodist  campground on the National 
register of Historic Places.  

These particular basins are noted as high quality and represent the major wetland areas of 
Dorchester County. Many of our wetlands stem from this area and with rising development, these 
areas may be at risk of habitat and ecosystem degradation if not provided the proper maintenance. 
Polk Swamp is an example of a basin that had been decimated by loss of hardwood forest which led 
to the loss of defined stream channels and canopy coverage. The swamp also suffered from an 
explosion in invasive species and flooding over the traditional channel. Luckily, the Army Corps of 
Engineers took on the project to restore the swamp back to a more natural state. However, that is 
not always an option and by taking preventative measures in protecting these basins, we can avoid 
the degradation of the ecosystems prevent the need for restoration. 
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RECOMMENDATION  

I. Make protection of wetlands a primary focus 

Unlike other regions, Dorchester County has an abundance of quality wetlands remaining, 

according to the National Wetlands Inventory (NWI). Wetlands are unique estuarine features 

with many ecological benefits. Wetlands provide diverse habitats for wildlife which creates 

recreational value and can offer myriad benefits including flood mitigation, re-filtering 

groundwater, and providing clean drinking water. The County recommends that protecting 

these high quality wetlands be a primary focus, with restoration of marginal or lower quality 

wetlands being secondary. 

 

II. Work with potential partners in various basins to conserve land 

The best way to implement plans and sustainable programs within the community is to 

partner with the private and non-profit sectors and collaborate to attain maximum 

conservation of endangered areas and properties. The County recommends working 

alongside organizations mentioned earlier like the Audubon Society, the Lowcountry Land 

Trust,  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers with particular focus on the basins, rivers and swamps 

identified in this plan. 
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STRATEGY 2:  DEVELOP AN INVENTORY TARGET OF 

AREAS FOR CONSERVATION  
 

LAND INVENTORY AND MITIGATION  

In a rapidly developing region, having a somewhat vetted inventory of properties that could be used to 

satisfy USACE wetland mitigation requirements would place Dorchester County in a more strategic 

position to steer regional mitigation efforts within its borders. It would also allow the Commission to 

move quickly when funding becomes available for projects in the County. 

Per the Clean Water Act (CWA) projects proposed to impact jurisdictional wetlands and aquatic 

resources are subject to review by the US Army Corps of Engineers. The CWA prohibits the discharge 

of fill or dredge into aquatic resources unless a permit issued by USACE authorizes it. For those 

authorized, in order to protect the ultimate goal of “no net loss of wetlands,”  property owners may be 

required to restore, enhance, establish or preserve other aquatic resources through compensatory 

mitigation. The USACE is responsible for deciding how much and what kind of mitigation may be 

permitted or deemed appropriate. It is generally recommended by the USACE that restoration be the 

first option considered as it yields a higher success rate and overall gain. Establishment is usually the 

most discouraged option. 

RECOMMENDATION 

I. Identify landscape scale mitigation  

This would be accomplished through: 

1. Identifying areas of appropriate acreages and locations 

2. Contacting current land owners to discuss general willingness to sell 

3. Compiling and regularly updating a list of properties that could be available as future 

mitigation parcels 

 

II. Identify and document wetland restoration projects within the county 

As mentioned earlier, for several decades now, Polk Swamp has been suffering severe 

degradation of its bottomland hardwood tree population. These uniquely southern trees are a 

staple in the Dorchester County landscape, but due to strong storms, including Hurricane 

Hugo, poor logging practices and even beaver infestations, nearly 205 acres of bottomland 

forest in Polk Swamp has died out. This has caused further issues within the ecosystem 

including overflooding, invading species, and  blockages in stream channels.  

In 2010, Dorchester County requested the USACE assistance in reclamation to bring the 

Swamp back to “a more natural state.” The USACE conducted a feasibility study and held 

several public meetings before releasing a document proposing a project with several 

alternative choices. The proposed project consisted of different revitalizing measures that 

would help the swamp return its original landscape including controlled burning, herbicide 

application in targeted areas and replanting native species. 

Once Dorchester County has identified other possible project areas, it would be possible to 

attempt similar restorations, ultimately bringing the County’s wetlands back to their original 

state. 
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III. Share the inventory list with partner land trusts, USACE, and other 

conservation organizations 

Once possible project locations are shared with the appropriate partners, it may give permit 

seekers better access to mitigation requirements and opportunities in Dorchester County. This 

could lead to more sustainable and responsible development within the County. 
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STRATEGY 3:  COUPLE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

OPPORTUNITIES WITH CONSERVATION 

OPPORTUNITIES  

In recent years, Dorchester County has been pushing efforts to expand economic development to 

match the population growth in the area. The County started the Dorchester County Economic 

Development Program (DCED)  which encompassed a number of strategies and investors to build 

business and employment opportunities in the County. The main purpose of this program was to 

create an economic environment that supports new business growth and retention to help companies 

succeed for future generations. Investors in the program include some of Dorchester County’s top-

level business leaders who understand the importance of supporting existing business while 

marketing for new opportunities. The target industries include aerospace, automotive, bioscience, 

advanced logistics and marine science. With the understanding that economic growth is necessary for 

development and progress, it is vital to protect the original rural and cultural character that makes 

Dorchester County a unique place to live. By partnering with economic growth organizations, we can 

use our natural and cultural resources to create economic and recreational activities to improve quality 

of life for the residents. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

I. Share the Target Areas for Conservation List with Dorchester County 

Economic Development 

Once parcels are designated for conservation, Dorchester County will share them with DCED 

to allow developers and business to be cognizant of conservation efforts and opportunities 

within the County. This will help sustainable development and economic growth within the 

County without sacrificing our natural landscape and cultural history. 

II. Work with DCED to gain an understanding of potential impacts of 

developing parcels they are marketing to industry 

It is recognized that growth is inevitable and economic development is necessary for the future 

of the County, however it is our responsibility to ensure that such growth and development can 

be sustained by the environment and future generations while maintaining the quality of life 

that characterizes Dorchester County. Through partnerships and communication with DCED, 

we will be better able to collaborate and define particular areas to designate for growth, similar 

to the Future Land Use designations of the 2018 Comprehensive Plan. By designating certain 

areas for development, we can protect more naturally and culturally significant areas. 

III. Identify specific parcels within the Target Parcels for Conservation List 

that would roughly match the mitigation requirements of impacts to 

economic development 

With the help of USACE, we can identify parcels that are or would be suitable for the mitigation 

required for wetlands and natural features. This would get incoming industry involved in 

conservation efforts and ultimately help preserve the water resources within the County. 
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STRATEGY 4:  DEVELOP L IST OF CULTURAL AND 

HISTORICAL PROPERTIES FOR PROTECTION  

Dorchester County hold many historically significant pieces of land and architecture pre-dating the 

inception of the United States. Charleston was one of the largest ports in the Colonies and settlers 

sprawled into what is now Dorchester County. Sites including Old Colonial Dorchester, the Koger-

Murray-Carroll house and numerous Methodist Campgrounds linked to the Great Awakening pepper 

the rural landscape to create a quaint hardscape against the natural features of the environment. 

These culturally significant places bring together the communities of the County with a shared past 

stretching back centuries. The protection of these sites is vital to the preservation of County identity. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

I. Update list of historical and cultural sites and rank these sites in order of 

importance 

Apart from the dozen properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places, Dorchester 

County has a huge amount of historical resources that are at risk and unlisted. Places like 

Cummings Chapel and the Four Holes Indian Organization, home of the Kusso-Natchez Tribe, 

need protection when facing the development expected to sprawl further into the County in the 

next decade. Identifying these parcels and ranking them will help promulgate awareness and 

prioritize those at a higher risk. 

In addition to developing a ranking system it is important that the County works together with 

other organizations to determine the worth of historically significant sites. Partnering with 

groups like the Summerville-Dorchester Museum and the Upper Dorchester County Historical 

Society could give the County valuable insight into our historical landmarks. 

II. Consider designation of cultural and historical zones similar to the 

Ashley River Historic Overlay District 

The Ashley River Historic Overlay District was adopted as an amendment to Ordinance 04-13 

in 2007 and has had success in directing development in a direction that is sustainable for the 

natural environment of the area. As one of the most historic areas in the state, historically and 

naturally, it has been deemed a high risk area with the looming development of the County. 

But, with the adoption of the overlay, the County is able to further limit activities that would 

negatively affect local heritage, natural beauty and recreational resources, as well as to aid in 

the stabilization of the river bank and protection of water quality. Should the County deem a 

similar area at high risk, proposing an overlay district or specified zone would allow the County 

to control the growth in a manner consistent with the protection of historical and natural feature 

in the area. Areas like Wire Rd. may be eligible for such designation and sites along these 

zones would be listed as high priority on the List of Historical and Cultural Sites. 
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STRATEGY 5:  SECURE FUNDING TO IMPLEMENT 

PLAN  

Without proper funding, the implementation of this plan will not be possible. In order to promote 

good stewardship and responsible development, the County must reserve funds for such 

activities. In previous years, funds have been granted in the form of bonds. In 2010 a bond 

referendum was passed  with 70% of votes cast in favor of the County to be able to issue 

general obligation bonds in amounts not exceeding $5,000,000 for protecting and improving 

natural areas, parks, water quality, rivers, lakes and recreational activities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

I. Pursue recurring, annual allocation of $100,000 from County Council for 

conservation purposes as part of Parks and Recreation operations plan 

This recurring allocation by the County for conservation efforts is one of the most viable options 

for securing funding as they can be used to fund non-bonded and supplemental bonded projects. 

This would allow for flexibility in utilization of the funds that bond issuance would not. 

 

II. Utilize annual contribution as matching funds for grants (SC 

Conservation Bank) and partner projects (Audubon, CCL, LOLT, DTF, ect.) 

whenever possible 

Ordinance 02-03, which is the establishing ordinance for the Commission, provides for creation 

of a Conservation Commission Fund (details attached).  To date, the fund has never been 

“funded”.  This fund is important because once Council makes an allocation to the fund, from 

that point forward those funds can only be used for purposes established in the ordinance.  They 

could carry over from year to year if not expended. 

Having a known availability of conservation funds is advantageous for grants and partnership 

purposes.  It makes grant applications stronger when matching funds are already set aside and 

the County shows a financial commitment to conservation.  In regard to partnerships, we are 

often approached by partners such as Audubon SC, Dorchester Trust Foundation, Lowcountry 

Land Trust, Lord Berkeley Conservation Trust, Open Space Institute with opportunities for 

conservation in the County, whether that’s easement or fee simple acquisition.  Having 

dedicated funding already in place would allow us to take advantage of time-sensitive 

opportunities as well as give them an idea of what we can contribute as they cobble together 

various funding sources.   
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III. Use landscape mitigation projects as a means for developers and 

industry to cover costs for land protection in Dorchester County 

Economic and infrastructure development is necessary to support a thriving community and promote 
growth and increase the tax basis. Per the Clean Water Act (CWA), these projects must be sited to 
avoid impacts to streams and wetlands. Avoiding impacts to aquatic resources is ideal, but not always 
feasible. Impacts to streams and wetlands must be offset by improving and protecting other streams and 
wetlands, so there is ‘no net loss.’ Typically, impacts are offset by purchasing (mitigation) credits from 
an authorized mitigation bank. However, large economic and infrastructure development opportunities 
(i.e., Boeing, Volvo, BMW, Department of Transportation, SC Ports Authority, etc.) require extensive 
impacts. These projects are so large that they deplete the available (mitigation) credits for smaller and 
more regular (day-to-day) development opportunities. Permittee Responsible Mitigation (PRM) 
facilitates these large economic and infrastructure development opportunities. PRM entails procuring or 
encumbering (i.e., easement) large tracts of land and improving and protecting the on-site streams and 
wetlands. Upon completion of the mitigation activities, these PRM projects are transferred to a 
governmental entity or trust to manage in perpetuity. As such, PRM can provide ancillary benefits to the 
County by facilitating the acquisition and development of natural space while promoting connectivity and 
public access. As part of the Dorchester County Conservation Plan, the County will identify and develop 
viable PRM opportunities to support continued economic and infrastructure development. 
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STRATEGY 6:  Explore  Zoning Opt ions  for  

Encouraging Conservat ion  

Zoning can be a viable strategy for conservation and preservation, as the County has already 

seen through the implementation of the Ashely River Historic Overlay District (ARHOD). Using 

Zoning to promote conservation can help guide inevitable development in a sustainable 

direction that takes into account our valuable natural and cultural resources. 

RECOMMENDATION 

I. Create overlay districts like the ARHOD to protect culturally and 

environmentally significant lands 

As mentioned earlier in this plan, the ARHOD has been successful in guiding development in a 

unique area with specific conservation needs. The County could identify other areas with 

environmental and cultural significance and develop overlays tailored to fit those areas needs 

with relation to development trends. This would allow the County to further regulate important 

lands in addition to the existing Zoning. 

II. Implement the new open space requirement  and incentivize developers 

to conserve and dedicate areas within developments as open space 

In March of 2020, the Dorchester County Planning Commission passed an Open Space Zoning 

Text Amendment pertaining to the higher density residential districts. The amendment requires a 

minimum percentage of  the net acreage to be dedicated as open space in all single-family 

attached and multi-family developments. By implementing this requirement, the County will be 

able to regulate the amount of land in higher density developments that is dedicated to parks 

and open space. 

The County may also be able to incentivize including open space in developments by offering 

expedited permit application processing. 

III. Increase buffer requirements in areas identified as valuable riparian 

ecosystems 

While certain buffer requirements are already laid out in the Zoning Code, they County could 

consider increasing some of these requirements to further protect those estuarine systems that 

may be at risk of flooding, erosion and pollution.  

 

 

 

 


