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Abstract

Sea Islands off the South Carolina coast have experi-
enced rapid development rates in the past half century. This
trend is now impacting the rural Lowcountry (coastal) near
Charleston, SC. A better understanding of traditional rural
communities ' responses to expanding urbanization is critical
because of the obvious threat to the natural environment in
rural areas and also because of the potential threat to the
culture and value systems held by long-time residents. This
exploratory, qualitative study examines the response of two
municipalities to growth. Majority black “Newborn” has ini-
tiated legislative actions that may encourage growth and is
much more receptive to development initiatives. In contrast,
mostly white “Seaside Village” is strongly opposed to pro-
posals that may result in development. The bifurcated town
responses are theorized in terms of procedural justice and
sense of place.
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Introduction

From the end of the Civil War until the 1950s, descen-
dants of African slaves (the Gullah people) were the primary
inhabitants of South Carolina’s Sea Islands (Pollitzer 1999).
Now, islands such as Hilton Head and Kiawah have been de-
veloped into popular tourist destinations replete with recre-
ation amenities geared toward the affluent resident and vaca-
tioner. Both the Gullah people and their culture on these is-
lands have all but vanished as population increase from out-
side the region and urban development have transformed
many of these once remote islands (Blockson 1987; Halfacre
et al. 2001; Hart et al. 2004; Singleton 1982; Woods 2002).3
In 1982 Emory Campbell, director of the Penn Center Gullah

cultural organization on St. Helena Island, remarked, “We
[Gullah people] have become the endangered species” (orig-
inal emphasis) (Singleton 1982).

Similar population and economic pressures have also
impacted the rural South Carolina Lowcountry or coastal
mainland. Population in the state’s eight coastal counties in-
creased by more than 28% from 1990 to 2000 (U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce 2002a). To compare, the state’s overall
population increased only 15% in the same period. Popula-
tion increases in the largely rural tri-county area (Berkeley,
Charleston, and Dorchester Counties) surrounding Charles-
ton stem primarily from in-migration of retirees and others
attracted by the amiable climate and relatively lower living
costs (Hawkins 1990). A study conducted by the Berkeley-
Charleston-Dorchester Council of Government shows that
from 1973 to 1994 urban area growth in these three Low-
country counties increased by 256% (Allen and Lu 2003).
The amount of urban area is predicted to triple over the next
30 years in the Charleston region (Allen and Lu 2003).

Despite the potential threat to traditional lifestyles that
could result from such growth, the appeal of commercial and
residential development remains attractive to leaders of a
largely black municipality in the Lowcountry. These elected
officials appear willing to accept the possibly negative side
effects associated with commercial and/or residential devel-
opment in return for much needed economic stimulation.
Similar to respondents in Lake’s (1996, 165) study of Mc-
Dowell County, West Virginia, black officials in this town
strongly maintain that Lowcountry blacks have a right to de-
cide what type of infrastructure and businesses should be
added to the local economy.

The governing board of a virtually all-white neighboring
municipality, on the other hand, has voiced strong opposition
to any initiatives that might encourage sprawl-like growth.
Whites cite examples of unchecked growth and dissolution of
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community in neighboring areas as reasons not to pursue de-
velopment friendly activities. References are made specifi-
cally to African American communltles that have been over-
ridden by devei()pment :

This paper examines exploratory, quahtatwe data on
these two rural municipalities” responses to. proposed urban
development and infrastructure. The two towns, mgorlty
black “Newborn” and majority white “Seaside Village™ are
in North Charlteston County. This investigation focuses on
municipal responses to urban growth initiatives in these two
small, southern rural communities. The study is an attempt
to better understand underlying reasons for disparate re-
sponses by African American and white town leaders. We
frame this problem as one involving procedural justice,
specifically the attempt by community leaders to make vital
decisions about local land use. Sense of place theory also in-
forms this inquiry.

Urban Growth

Urban growth’ is a much discussed phenomenon affect-
ing life quality at all points along the rural to urban continu-
um (Benfield et al. 1999). Though the concept is widely de-
bated, there is a lack of consensus on its characteristics or
effects (Lopez and Hynes 2003). Johnson (2001) refers
specifically to sprawl and includes the following criteria in
his definition: 1) separation of land uses — for instance, res-
idential, shopping, and work in different places; 2) sole
reliance on automobile for transportation; 3) growth at pe-
riphery of urban areas; 4) homogeneous populations along
racial, ethnic, housing, and to some extent class lines; and 5)
lack of cooperation among local governments to address neg-
ative impacts of unchecked growth.

Lopez and Hynes (2003) add leapfrog development,
strip retail development, and loss of greenspace, including
rural agricultural lands and peri-urban areas. Ewing (1997)
contends that sprawl is not a discrete state but exists in de-
grees. Like Johnson (2001), he believes it is important to
look at the impacts and indicators of sprawl such as how ac-
cessible homes are to non-residential functions like shopping
and employment.

In a report issued by the U.S. Forest Service on the con-
dition of southern forests, Wear (2002, 153) discusses the
negative impact of urban expansion on the South’s forests:
“[u]rbanization...will strongly influence changes in land use
during the next twenty years. Urbanization will continue to
consume forest land and agricultural land....” Kolankiewicz
and Beck (2001, 15) describe more general effects of
unchecked growth on the natural environment:

[s]prawl has contributed directly to the degradation
and decline and fragmentation of natural habitats

such as wetlands and woodlands, and this ‘habitat
encroachment’ is-also implicated in the demise of
hundreds of species of wildlife now listed as threat-
ened or.endangered by federal and state govern-
ments.

The Sierra Club (1998) also lists the effects of sprawl, which
include traffic congestion, longer commutes, lowered air
quality, loss of agricultural, forest, and wetlands, and in-
creased taxes. In sum, each of these definitions and assess-
ments of sprawl emphasize less than efficient or sustainable
land uses.

Alternatively, Gordon and Richardson (1997) argue that
“compact cities” where high density development is mandat-
ed (in contrast to lower density “sprawled cities”) represent
inefficient land use planning because of the government-con-
trolled, top down process by which such planning is effected.
Among other things, Gordon and Richardson (1997) charge
that consumer preferences for roomier living space such as
that afforded by low density, suburban development should
be given high priority in land planning decisions. They argue
that the continental U.S. contains an ample supply of unde-
veloped and agricultural land and central city revitalization
projects are costly and inefficient relative to suburban devel-
opment.

Hayward (1998) also argues for a hands-off, laissez-faire
approach to urban growth. He criticizes “liberal,” centralized
governments and sustainability initiatives such as “smart
growth.” These stifle economic activity and engender a cli-
mate of doom with respect to available greenspace. Accord-
ing to Hayward (1998) the totality of urban and suburban
development accounts for less than 5% of the entire land area
in the contiguous U.S. Kahn (2001) also makes a case for
urban development with data from the 1997 Housing Survey.
Data indicate that sprawl increases the home ownership rate
for African Americans because of reductions in real estate
prices at the urban fringe.

As indicated, there has been considerable debate about
the impact of sprawl on plant and wildlife habitats and the so-
cial inequities created when lower income minorities are left
in central city districts to deal with problems that typically
accompany big city life (Ewing 1994, 1997). However, there
is less information comparing racial group perceptions of
sprawl in receiving communities. Faulkenberry et al. (2000),
Falk (2003), and Freitag (1994) address this issue with case
studies of minority and low income group responses to
tourism development and land use change. In each instance,
marginalized groups were excluded from decisions about de-
velopment initiatives and consequently reaped little benefit
from new economic activity. The most socioeconomically
disadvantaged sub-groups in these communities had little or
no decision-making authority regarding natural resource use.
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Environmental injustices existed in these communities with
respect to representative decision-making about the land.

Environmental justice scholarship typically discusses
environmental toxins and hazardous facilities and how these
are distributed disproportionately in poor and low income mi-
nority communities. However, environmental justice can be
extended to include procedural processes involving commu-
nity decisions about the production of environmental benefits
and liabilities — for instance, decisions about whether a
landfill should be allowed in a community, choices concern-
ing the provision of neighborhood parks, or active participa-
tion in decisions about land development (Floyd and Johnson
2002; Taylor 2000).

Lake (1996) maintains that environmental justice should
be considered in terms of the right of community self-deter-
mination and autonomy. Procedural justice, as a more fun-~
damental component of environmental justice, has to do with
fair representation of the poor and minorities in decisions
about not only where to distribute environmental goods or
threats after they have been produced by others but also rep-
resentative participation in decisions about the nature and
quantity of both environmental outputs. We address urban
expansion from the perspective of procedural justice, that is,
active popular participation in decisions about land use and
growth, Both Newborn and Seaside Village have developed
political and economic strategies to effect procedural justice
in their respective towns.

The sense of place literature also provides perspective on
this issue. Sense of place focuses on meanings individuals
and social groups assign to physical locations (Stedman
2003; Williams and Stewart 1998). In this literature, re-
searchers have theorized about how place meanings and land-
scapes are socially constructed from interpersonal experi-
ences (Eisenhauer et al. 2000; Greider and Garkovich 1994),
collective memory (Johnson 1998) and symbolic languages
and discourse among people (Stokowski 2002).

It is generally recognized that because landscapes and
environment are socially constructed, a diversity of meanings
can be associated with a single locale or landscape (Greider
and Garkovich 1994). As a result, sense of place research
also brings attention to the contested nature of landscape
meanings. The coexistence of multiple place meanings,
which are not always compatible, invites questions about the
social and political consequences of multiple versions of
place realities (Stokowski 2002; Yung et al. 2003). Inquiry
along these lines highlight ways power and local politics can
be used to legitimate claims related to place definition (e.g.,
Pred 1984; Soja 1989; Vandergeest and DuPuis 1996).

The sense of place literature complements the environ-
mental justice perspective in two respects. First, it suggests
that underlying the differences in opinions about growth and

development between black and white municipalities are di-
vergent conceptions of desired realities. Second, divergent
views about development are being contested and negotiated
against a backdrop of historical divisions and power imbal-
ances between blacks and whites.

Newborn Controversy

Newborn was incorporated in 1992 in response to the
urban expansion that was rapidly making its way northward
from metropolitan Charleston. Rural residents in the then un-
incorporated rural area feared their community would be con-
sumed by the upscale development that had transformed
nearby Charming City (pseudonym) into a suburban bedroom
city of Charleston. Newborn’s incorporation in 1992 was
considered a wise decision by other rural communities in the
Lowcountry because it seemed a pro-active response to urban
encroachment. The town is located within 8.6 square miles
(about 5,500 acres) along a major U.S. highway.

The 2000 census estimated the town’s population at
1,195 residents, 64.6% African American and 34.4% white.
At the time of data collection, nearly all municipal leaders in
Newborn, mayor and town council members, were African
American. The city planner, who holds an un-elected posi-
tion, was the only white member holding a leadership or
planning position in the town. All current municipal leaders
are African American.

In 1997, Newborn citizens passed a referendum to es-
tablish municipal water. This decision was based on the pop-
ular perception that many poor blacks have contaminated
wells. Support for the water system was reinforced with a
1999 report issued by a community-based environmental
group. The group conducted an assessment of rural, upper
Charleston County and reported that “substandard housing,
lack of safe water and sanitation” were critical threats for
many area residents (Seewee to Santee Economic Forum
1999). Residents reported that sewage from poorly con-
structed septic systems was contaminating well water.

There were concerns, however, from white residents that
installing a public water system would attract aggressive de-
velopers.” The town’s mostly black leadership took the posi-
tion that growth, whether commercial, residential, or indus-
trial would benefit the town’s small economic base. They
also reasoned that publicly managed, natural reserves in the
area would buffer extensive development.

Over the next several years, Newborn government took
further steps that would seem to encourage urban develop-
ment. In 1999 plans were publicized for construction of
the water distribution system. Two years later, Newborn an-
nounced plans to hold a referendum on implementation of a
sewer system but canceled plans for doing so because of the
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