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Charleston, SC
● 350th anniversary
● Population: 150,000
● Growing fast!

● 120 total sq mi land
● 8 sq mi on Peninsula
● Surrounded by water



Major Coastal Flooding:
Storm Events “Wake up”
● 2019:  Hurricane Dorian
● 2018:  Hurricane Florence
● 2017:  Hurricane Irma
● 2016:  Hurricane Matthew
● 2015:  “Thousand Year Flood”

...

● 1989: Hurricane Hugo



History of Climate Action in 
the City of Charleston



Charleston 
Sustainability 
Staff History

● 2009: First DOS in a new 
division of the Planning 
Department 

● 2014: 2 Project Managers in 
Planning Dept, but no DOS

● 2017: Signed Climate Mayors, 
new leadership brought priority 
forefront

● 2018: New Mayor’s Office of 
Resilience and Emergency 
Management was born, it 
included DOS position

● 2021: Rename and refocus to 
Mayor’s Office of Resilience and 
Sustainability.  Still only DOS 
position,  but looking to expand 
staff beyond 1



Charleston Green Plan
Our first, never adopted, Climate Action & Sustainability Plan

● Published 2010
● Never adopted by City Council
● Resources to implement were not allocated but 

the RSAC was created
○ Resilience and Sustainability Advisory Committee

● Lots of great community involvement, some 
members are part of 2020 efforts too!

● Lots of information to draw inspiration from
● It’s ten years old, needs to be updated to reflect 

current data and goals
○ Plan was really broad, didn’t include cost estimates, 

wasn’t focused on City managed items, and didn’t have 

participation from City Council during creation.

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/904/Sustainability-Climate-Action-Plan 

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/904/Sustainability-Climate-Action-Plan


Resiliency and Sustainability Advisory 
Committee Created in 2010

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/rsac 

While the Green Plan wasn’t 

adopted, this committee 

was created instead.

Acts as an advisory board to 

City Council on all matters 

related to resiliency and 

sustainability.

13 voting members.

Meet quarterly.  

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/rsac


In fall 2020 
we began the process of 

updating our 
Climate Action Plan

with zero budget
We anticipate having a draft final report for City Council’s review in April 2021.



Preparing for
Climate Action Planning 

Process



What is a Climate Action Plan?  (CAP)

Strategy document that outlines a 

collection of actions that reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions & mitigate 

climate change.

Actions could include programs, projects 
and policies.  

Plan Timeline: 5 years



Climate Mitigation   vs.  Climate Adaptation
Cause vs. Impacts

Both mitigation and adaptation solutions are important to achieve climate resilience!



Charleston Mitigation & Adaptation

Both are important.  These can be in separate plans or combined in one.  
Charleston’s started off separate but are being combined.

Adaptation Strategy        +       Mitigation Strategy          =               Resilience Plan

New Climate 
Action Plan

Resilience Plan



Climate Action Plan vs. Sustainability Plan

A climate action plan (CAP) lays out strategies that mitigate climate change and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Sustainability plans are much broader in scope and address environmental, 
economic and social considerations beyond those directly related to climate change.



A key goal is to create an equitable 
strategy which identifies and 
prioritizes action items supported by 
the community, including City Council.

Our roadmap will feature both 
government and community-wide 
initiatives, such as programs, projects 
and policies.  

Climate Action Planning Process



What a Successful Climate Action Plan looks 
like for Charleston

● Includes both ideas and support from a diverse group of community members, 

stakeholders, staff and local elected officials

○ Community engagement during CAP creation and after for implementation

● Is focused on:

○ Climate mitigation (not adaptation, only because we already have a plan that does that)

○ Meaningful action the City of Charleston has control of or can heavily influence 

○ Both government and community-wide initiatives

● Is prioritized based on local goals and needs

● Is synergistic with other City plans, like 2021 Comp Plan update

● Is centered on equity and ensures that benefits and challenges of climate action 

are shared equitably among all community members



Our CAP is Rooted in Social Equity
● Some communities are historically underserved and underrepresented

● At-risk communities bear the brunt of climate impacts

● Charleston prides ourselves in diversity and inclusion

● Remove the barriers 



CAP Timeline Snapshot

1. Feb - July 2020: Greenhouse Gas Inventory

2. Summer - Fall 2020: Preparing for meaningful community engagement

3. September 2020: Publicly launched Climate Action Planning effort and 
community engagement opportunities

4. September 2020 - March 2021: Taskforce and Subcommittees meet (in depth 
community engagement)

5. March 2021: second round of community engagement

6. April 2021: Final draft for Resiliency and Sustainability Advisory Committee

7. April 2021: Final draft for City Council



Research Based Strategic Framing 
Approaches Aid in Communication

i.e. The heat trapping blanket metaphor

Why is Reducing Greenhouse Gas Emissions so Important?

● Greenhouse gases trap heat in our atmosphere 

● This buildup of gases acts like a blanket around the earth that traps heat

● This leads to long term warming of our planet- which disrupts our climate

As a prime example, when humans burn fossil fuels for energy, we add more and 
more heat trapping gases into the atmosphere, thickening “the blanket”.



Starting with a 
Greenhouse Gas Inventory



Why Perform a Greenhouse Gas Inventory?

● Identify greatest sources of emissions

● Understand trends 

● Set goals and targets for future reductions

● Track progress on meeting goals

● Starting point for Climate Action Planning



Download at: https://www.charleston-sc.gov/DocumentCenter/View/27531/Greenhouse-Gas-Inventory-FY-2018 

Greenhouse Gas Data Inventories

● 2002
● 2006
● 2010
● 2018 (New summer 2020!)

Charleston Data Available

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/DocumentCenter/View/27531/Greenhouse-Gas-Inventory-FY-2018


Charleston’s Two Inventories

(aka Community Inventory)

Emissions within entire City limits

1. Buildings
2. Transportation
3. Waste
4. Other

Includes emissions from City 
Government operations too

(aka Municipal Inventory)

Emissions from City government 
operations only (local gov’t only)

1. Buildings and Facilities
2. Street Lights
3. Fleet
4. Employee Commute

Makes up 2% of Citywide Inventory



Indicators that Influence Emissions



Citywide Inventory Comparison Over Time
Since 2002, emissions 
have decreased 15%

Largest sources of 
emissions are 
buildings and 
transportation



Charleston’s 
Climate Action Planning 

Process



Create a Climate Action Taskforce

Diverse stakeholders, elected officials, Equity Commission members, community 

members: about 25 ppl

Objectives of CAP Taskforce:

1. Create equitable climate action plan for approval by the Resiliency and 

Sustainability Advisory Committee, and ultimately City Council

2. Review and consider updating current emission reduction goals

3. Edit and prioritize action item recommendations from the subcommittees 

4. Recommend goals and action items to the Resiliency and Sustainability 

Advisory Committee 



Creating 5 Subcommittee Groups

● These groups line up with the greenhouse gas inventory sectors.  

● Buildings

● Transportation

● Waste

● Carbon sinks (carbon sequestration and storage)

● Education & Community Engagement

● Groups range from 20- 65 ppl, allowed any resident to join.

● Diverse representation, including community members, elected officials, and 
technical experts on each subject area.

● Manage >150 ppl on these subcommittees.   

● Over 20 meetings have been held so far.  All on Zoom.  Administrative part. 



Subcommittee Objectives

1. Buildings
2. Transportation
3. Waste
4. Carbon sinks (carbon sequestration and storage)
5. Education & Community Engagement

Subcommittee objective (first 4): take deeper dives into focus areas- quantify and 
recommend action items for the Taskforce to review and prioritize into a final draft 
action plan.

Education & Community Engagement objective: Ensure a critical mass of residents 
understand the plan and are inspired to implement its action items



Plan Evolution Directly Involves Eight 
Committees

City Council

Resiliency & 
Sustainability 
Advisory 
Committee

Climate Action 
Taskforce

Five
Subcommittees

Climate Action 
Taskforce

Resiliency & 
Sustainability 
Advisory 
Committee

Provide guiding 
principles to 

Taskforce

Create goals, 
process, 

assessment 
criteria

Focused/refined 
discussions on 
specific subject 

matter i.e. 
buildings

Review and 
refine draft 
action plan

Review and 
refine draft 
action plan.  

Final approval 
authority

Evaluate and 
prioritize items, 

create draft 
action plan

Public input throughout



Public Input Opportunities

1. Volunteer on a taskforce and/or subcommittee

a. Time commitment 1-2x/month for a few months

2. Participate in a climate action public meeting (fall and spring)

3. Fill out public surveys (fall and spring)

4. Attend RSAC meetings & participate during public comment period

5. Contact the City’s Sustainability Division

6. Contact City Council members 

Visit charleston-sc.gov/sustainability to get involved!  

Input from the community is vital to create a successful Climate Action Plan!

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/1972/Sustainability


Current Progress Mid-February 2021

● Each subcommittee has created a long list of draft ideas for potential inclusion 
in the new CAP.  

○ “All ideas welcome” mentality

● Each subcommittee is starting to assess 

the draft list of items using criteria

developed by the CAP Taskforce.  

● Intermittent progress by the subcommittees has been shared with the 
Resiliency and Sustainability Advisory Committee for their feedback

● March: Launch a second round of broad community engagement including 
survey & public meetings to obtain more feedback from community members 
that haven’t been part of subcommittee groups



Taskforce Developed Evaluation Criteria to 
Assess and Prioritize Draft Actions

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA
(3= "green light"; 2="yellow light"; 1="red light")

Is it within 

City 

authority?

GHG 

Emissions 

Reduction 

Potential

Provides 

Co-Benefits

Socially 

Responsible 

& Equitable

Ability to 

Implement 

(Financial)

Ability to 

Implement 

(Political)

Ability to 

Implement 

(Staff 

Capacity)

Timeframe 

to 

Implement

Benefit to 

Vulnerable 

Communities

Community 

Priority

3= full control, 

2= advocate, 1= 

no control

3= high impact, 

1= low or no 

impact

3= 3 or more 

other benefits, 

1= no cobenefits

3= reducing 

inequity, 1= has 

adverse impacts

3= little to no 

$$, 1= large 

investment

3= City Council 

& community 

likely to 

support

3= staff easily 

handle, 1= new 

staff needed

3= short term, 

<1 year, 1= long 

term >3 years

3= multiple 

communities, 1= 

no communities

3= High priority, 

1= Low or no 

priority

3 2 3 3 2 2 1 2 3 1



Example Goals and Initiatives



Emission Reduction Goals
Goal before CAP started: 

80% reduction in emissions by 2050

New goals being considered as part of CAP:

Net zero emissions by 2050

50% reduction in emissions by 2030

Each subcommittee is also considering more specific goals, for example:

● Waste:  Reduce waste  from plastic ___% by ___ year
● Buildings: Increase number of energy efficiency retrofits ___% by ___ year



Examples of Draft Initiatives
Transportation

Policy Strategy Action Item

policy
Embrace electric and other low or 

no emission engines
Create a policy to require level 2 charging stations in new multi-family and large commercial construction

policy
Increase use of public transit 

systems
Require new development located along existing or planned transit corridors to install bus stop shelters

policy
Increase employee commuter 

options
Create City policy that allows teleworking and flexible work schedules

policy
Increase bicycle and pedestrian 

activity
Consider strengthening bicycle parking requirements in new development

Increase bicycle and pedestrian 

activity

Improve and expand bicycle and pedestrian facilities and infrastructure, particularly those bicycle 

corridors identified in the People Pedal Plan

policy
Reduce single occupancy vehicles 

on road

Right-size parking codes including implementing parking maximums, and explore opportunities to allow 

developers to pay into a parking in lieu fund



Examples of Draft Initiatives
Buildings

Policy Strategy Action Item

policy
Increase energy efficiency and 

conservation

Consider requiring or expanding incentives for sustainable construction via the zoning code, such as 

building certification programs

state 

policy

Increase energy efficiency and 

conservation

Support efforts to strengthen the energy code at the state level and advocate for state building policies 

that align with carbon neutrality by 2050

Increase energy efficiency and 

conservation
Consider creating stronger guidelines above minimum code for new City construction

Promote and plan for renewable 

energy
Create design guidelines for renewable energy in the historic district



Examples of Draft Initiatives
Waste
Policy Strategy Action Item

policy
Increase Recycling and 

Composting

Consider requiring restaurants, events and large commercial to recycle. Phase in requirements for smaller 

businesses and residential

policy
Reduce consumption and 

waste
Establish sustainable procurement practices for City operations

Reduce consumption and 

waste
Continue supporting the elimination of single-use plastics

Increase Recycling and 

Composting
Pilot a food waste composting program at City Farmers Markets

Education Campaign
Create an education campaign around lifestyle actions to achieve zero waste, include promotion of existing 

programs



Examples of Draft Initiatives
Carbon Sinks
Policy Strategy Action Item

policy

Protect and promote natural 

ecosystems

Adjust land use policy to make room for existing marshes to migrate, such as adjusting zoning and 

developing more stringent marsh buffers

policy

Expand and protect tree 

canopy

Strengthen tree protection regulations in zoning per recommendations in the Trees to Offset Stormwater 

project report

Expand and protect tree 

canopy

Prioritize tree plantings in areas that need it most, such as underserved communities with less overall 

canopy and communities with aging inventory

Protect and promote natural 

ecosystems
Encourage native plant landscaping that requires less maintenance and resources

Protect and promote natural 

ecosystems

Pilot the application of super sink plants like sorghum and native clumping bamboo in appropriate public 

spaces



Lessons Learned



Lessons Learned, so far...

● Plan for enough time to ensure subcommittee groups are diverse in 
representation and include elected officials from the beginning

○ Of the >150ppl involved, personal invites were extended to 75% of them.  Organization is key.

○ Allow anyone to participate in subcommittees, but choose a main taskforce carefully

○ Include staff from all other City departments

○ Utilize other City staff as speakers to initiate subcommittee discussions, i.e. Planning Dept staff 
could tee up conversation about parking maximums and stronger bike parking  requirements

● Community engagement is key to implementation.  The sustainability office 
alone can’t accomplish much, the entire community is part of the challenge and 
needs to be part of the solution and implement the actions.

● If we want the community to implement the plan, ensure they are part of the 
CAP creation process and support the ideas in the CAP



Lessons Learned, so far...

● Utilize virtual community engagement trainings to obtain feedback

● Talk about climate and name the plan strategically- it doesn’t have to be called a 
CAP on the front cover, it could be called a Clean Energy Plan.  

○ What does your community support?

● Keep City staff and City Council updated regularly on progress, no surprises

● Talk to jurisdictions who have been there and done it before

● Ensure CAP is synergistic with other City plans, especially Comp Plan

● Keep it short!



Resources



Resources

● Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change- for science

● Southeast Sustainability Directors Network www.southeastsdn.org/ 

○ Sustainability Start Ups Peer Learning Group

○ SC State Network group

● Urban Sustainability Directors Network www.usdn.org

● ICLEI Climate Action Planning Guide

● Research based approaches Communicating Climate Change 

https://www.southeastsdn.org/
https://www.usdn.org


www.charleston-sc.gov/Sustainability 

Katie McKain
Director of Sustainability

mckaink@charleston-sc.gov
843-724-3789

Facebook:  @SustainableCharleston
Instagram:  @SustainabilityCHS

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/Sustainability

