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Introduction

With the potential 2026 Transportation Sales Tax (TST) referendum, our community has an
opportunity to bridge the gap between our present — dangerous roadway conditions for all
users, congestion, few transportation options, increasing sprawl and the accompanying loss of
iconic lowcountry habitats — to a greenspace and transportation future that meets our explosive
population growth with a modernized approach. To do this, we must make greenspace and
transportation investments that underscore the best aspects of our community: safe
connections to friends and neighbors, access to employment opportunities and services, and
opportunities to exercise and recreate in nature. Most importantly, we must ensure that these
benefits extend to all people in the community.

Our region has experienced nearly two decades of steady population growth, and that growth is
expected to increase well into the future. While population growth has propelled our regional
economy, it has also put strain on our transportation system. 135,586 people currently
commute to Charleston County each day, while less than half of that commute out of the
county. Charleston County is projected to see 67% of the tricounty’s job growth over the coming
decades." Currently in the Berkeley-Charleston-Dorchester area, 83% of commuters drive alone.
13% work from home, two percent walk or bicycle, less than one percent use public
transportation.? As advocacy groups connected with the public, we believe that a bold
multimodal vision for the next iteration of the County’s TST Program will transform our
community’s growth challenges into opportunities to improve quality of life for all who live and
work in Charleston County for many generations to come.

To help inform the next iteration of the TST Program, we have compiled the following brief.
Much of what is written here builds on the County’s Comprehensive Plan, statements made by
County Councilmembers, and comments made by residents from all walks over many years. We
have compiled these ideas into six principles that we think should guide the next TST:

Base transportation investments on data, not politics.

Everyone deserves to make it home safely.

3. Transportation and greenspace investments should balance growth and community to
preserve what makes the Lowcountry special.

4. Prioritize transportation investments and designs that enable people to choose how
they want to get around.

5. We can't widen our way out of traffic congestion.

6. Fix it first: focus more resources on maintenance and upgrading existing

infrastructure.
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' BCDCOG, ULI SC. Reality Check 2.0: Collaborative Planning for Future Growth Berkeley-Charleston-
Dorchester Region | South Carolina. 30 April 2025
2 Ibid.



Our goal here is not to prescribe solutions but to open lines of communication with members of
Charleston County Council, other local organizations and decisionmakers, and the community
at large. Together, we can pass a TST that champions modern best practices and makes for a
safer, greener, more connected Charleston County.

1. Base transportation investments on data, not politics.

It is imperative that the 2026 referendum is presented in a clear and transparent way so that
citizens of Charleston County understand what they are voting for or against. Citizens of
Charleston County deserve a project list that is developed and prioritized using an objective,
publicly accessible, and data-driven methodology. When voters can see and understand the
benefit of a proposed project, backed by data and supported with comprehensible statistics, it
is more likely that they will be supportive of the referendum. Alternatively, if the project list is
developed behind closed doors and without extensive community engagement, voters are less
likely to trust that these projects will provide community benefit and less likely to buy-in.

One approach to ensuring greater public accountability is through the creation of public
oversight committees. For example, in Athens-Clarke County, GA3, a citizen oversight committee
was established with the first transportation sales tax referendum. The committee is composed
of 22 citizens appointed by mayors and county commissioners who represent neighborhoods
around the county. The committee meets monthly to monitor project progress and provide
program recommendations. Charleston County Council has already taken a positive step
forward in that regard by creating the new Transportation Sales Tax standing Committee of
Council. That committee, composed of all members of council, should meet regularly for the
duration of existing and future transportation sales taxes.

Beyond ensuring transparency and public accountability, relying on an objective and data-driven
process to guide infrastructure investments will result in more rational and effective investment
decisions. Our region’s transportation and greenspace networks are interconnected and cross
jurisdictional boundaries. One example of using a data-driven approach to guide investments is
basing investments in biking and walking on priorities outlined in a biking and walking master
plan. Instead of a piecemeal approach in making a relatively small amount of funding for biking
and walking projects available to all municipalities in the County each year, a biking and walking
master plan could highlight the few investments in infrastructure that would have the greatest
impact for the entire county in terms of improving safety and access. By relying on a data-driven
methodology for project prioritization and administration of the annual allocation program, the
County can focus on connecting various municipalities and making key investments that
support an overall network of roadways, biking and walking routes, parks, and natural habitats.

3 Athens-Clarke County, GA Transportation Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (TSPLOST)



https://www.accgov.com/7165/TSPLOST
https://www.accgov.com/7165/TSPLOST

2. Everyone deserves to make it home safely.

Nearly every few days, someone leaves their home in Charleston County and never makes it
back. Over the last ten years, almost 1200 people lost their lives in traffic crashes in our region.*
According to the City of Charleston, crashes involving pedestrians and cyclists (otherwise
known as vulnerable road users or VRUs) are more than 20 times more likely to result in death
and serious injury than crashes involving two motor vehicles. Despite constituting only 4% of all
traffic crashes in the City of Charleston, VRU crashes account for 47% of all deaths and serious
injury crashes.® South Carolina is the third most deadly state — and the Charleston-North
Charleston metro area is the ninth most deadly region— in the nation to be a pedestrian.
Furthermore, South Carolina's 6th congressional district is the fifth most deadly in the nation for
pedestrians.® 7 The road safety crisis disproportionately affects lower income community
members who more heavily rely on walking and biking for transportation, and Black
communities, whose pedestrian death rate is 118% (236% at night) and cycling death rate is
348% higher than whites.®
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Beyond the devastating emotional toll of losing a friend, parent, family member, or coworker in a
traffic crash, the community at large suffers from the prevalence of death and serious injuries
on our roadways. According to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), each fatal and
serious injury crash is equivalent to $14,002,960 and $812,007 respectively in property damage

4 South Carolina Department of Public Safety, https:/scdps.sc.gov/ohsjp/stat_services

5 https://www.charleston-sc.qov/3034/Safe-Streets-and-Roads-for-All-SS4A-Gran

6 https://www.nhtsa.gov/research-data/fatality-analysis-reporting-system-fars

7 https://wordpress.smartgrowthamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Dangerous-By-Design-2024 5.30.pdf

8 National Safety Council, Injury Facts, https:/injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/road-users/disparities-by-
race-or-ethnic-origin/
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due to lost earnings, medical and funeral costs.® For the health and vibrancy of our community,
safety investments should be the centerpiece of the next TST.

Fortunately, municipalities across Charleston County and the Berkeley-Charleston-Dorchester
Council of Governments (BCDCOG) have either completed or are in the process of developing
safety action plans to guide future road safety investments. By dedicating annual allocation or
project funding toward projects outlined in these safety action plans, the next TST can
systematically save lives and do so for a fraction of the cost of major widening and highway
expansion projects. Safety analyses in communities around the country show that the vast
majority of crashes occur on a small collection of problematic roadways, otherwise known as
the High-Injury Network (HIN). For example, in the City of Charleston, just 9% of roads in the
city’s network accounted for 62% of all death and serious injury crashes.™

N Top Locations:
US 17/Savannah Highway/Septima P. Clark Packway from Main Road to Coming Steeet (15 Total HIN Segments)
SC 61/ Ashley River Road /5t Andsews Boulevard from City Limits to Wesley Diive (12 Total HIN Segments)
SC 171 /Folly Road from 5C 61 /St Andrews Boulevard to Battery Island Diive (§ Total HIN Segments)
/
e
-
™
N
i Daniel Island
¥ .26
\ Chsqeswu
= \ / Peninsula
West A;hv < A \
A\% B
—_— }
*-( B I
i e J
e 4> 7 —(
= (L \
ez
~ v James Tsland
—— All Modes >
Pedestrians and Cyclists
I Road Safety Audts

City of Charleston’s High Injury Network. Source: City of Charleston

Dedicating funding and staff capacity to improving safety on our roadways should be the
greatest priority for the next TST. By using existing and ongoing safety analyses from the

%https://highways.dot.gov/safety/local-rural/improving-safety-rural-local-and-tribal-roads-safety-
toolkit/step-2-conduct
10 htps://www.charleston-sc.gov/3034/Safe-Streets-and-Roads-for-All-SS4A-Gran
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BCDCOG and various municipalities, the County can deliver low-cost/high impact improvements
quickly and efficiently. With a dedicated pot of funding for safety, Charleston County and the
sixteen local municipalities can leverage federal funding opportunities like U.S. Department of
Transportation’s Safe Streets and Roads for All (SS4A) grant program and state funding to
deliver low cost safety improvements. Safety projects will be sensitive to local context, and
might include actions such as implementing rumble strips and guardrails in rural areas to
prevent run-off-the-road crashes, or upgrading intersections in suburban areas with curb
extensions to reduce crossing distances for pedestrians and turn radii, ensuring slower turning
speeds and better sight lines. Ultimately, having dedicated safety funding ensures that our
community can be proactive in saving lives and preventing crashes rather than waiting to make
safety improvements after lives are lost.

3. Transportation and greenspace investments should prioritize
smart land use principles to reduce sprawl and expand access to
Greenbelt sites.

A

Source: Dutch Dialogues Charleston

As the region grows and changes, it becomes increasingly important that a balance is achieved
between nature and community. Transportation investments fundamentally shape development
patterns, making it critical that the 2026 sales tax prioritize infrastructure that supports
compact, mixed-use communities rather than large, sprawl-inducing projects. By aligning



transportation investments with smart growth principles, we can accommodate population
growth while still preserving the rural character and environmental resources that define the
Lowcountry.

The County Greenbelt Program has been transformational in preserving the unique natural
areas that define the Lowcountry. As development pressure and associated land values
continue to rise, County Council must increase Greenbelt funding while also placing more
emphasis on public access and dedicated funding for projects that connect residents to
greenbelt sites through trails, shared-use pathways and green/blueways and other active
transportation infrastructure. The original 2006 Greenbelt Master Plan laid out ambitious goals
for the program in terms of preserved acreage, public access, and connectivity between
Greenbelt sites. Whereas the program has greatly exceeded its original goals for fee simple
property acquisition, wetland preservation and county parks, the program has not delivered on
goals for corridors (i.e. trails, shared use pathways, etc.), with just 4.7% of Greenbelt funding
going toward corridor projects.' One possible reason for the lack of trail and shared-use
pathway connectivity Greenbelt projects is that no funding mechanism exists for construction
or maintenance of trails or trail amenities and no entity within the County government is
currently responsible for developing greenways, trails, and shared-use pathways. It is imperative
that funding for these amenities does not supplant funding for other components of the
Greenbelt program.
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The first TST passed in 2004 allocated 17% of total funding to the greenbelt program. In 2016,
Greenbelt allocation fell to 10% of total TST funding. In 2024, Greenbelt allocation shrunk further
to 8%. As land value continues to rise in Charleston County and as green space needs persist in
urbanized areas where land prices are further inflated, it is vital that Greenbelt allocation is
funded at a sufficient level to support acquisition and conservation easements in strategic
locations throughout the county. County staff, in partnership with local land trust organizations
should be tapped to provide estimates of necessary funding levels to achieve conservation
goals to inform TST allocations for Greenbelt.

Along with a strong commitment to the Urban Growth Boundary and innovative zoning code
rewrites that prioritize environmental protections and incentivize re- and infill development,
elected officials in Charleston County should consider adopting concurrency initiatives, or
"adequate public facilities ordinances," to ensure that growth aligns with the availability of
public infrastructure and services. This zoning tool would delay development if infrastructure
like transportation, emergency services, and utilities cannot support the proposed growth,
shifting the cost burden from taxpayers to developers. By limiting sprawl and reducing reliance
on taxpayer-funded infrastructure projects, concurrency helps maintain quality of life for
existing residents while promoting sustainable growth.

3. Prioritize freedom of choice for all modes of transportation, not

just single-occupancy vehicle trips.

The first two iterations of the half-cent sales tax programs have overwhelmingly funded projects
designed to move more vehicles more quickly via new and existing roadways through strategies
such as road widening. Many of these projects have included shared-use pathways and
intersection improvements for pedestrians, but because car-centric transportation planning
facilitates sprawl and auto-oriented development (e.g., gas stations, commercial warehouses,
etc.), the final implementation is still hostile to people who can (or want to) reach these areas
without a vehicle. In many other cases, new projects designed to help have had adverse impacts
on non-driver safety. For example, intersection improvements at Folly and Camp Roads on
James Island that included new pedestrian signals, crosswalks, and ramps also greatly widened
the intersection to facilitate increased vehicle throughput, therefore increasing crossing
distances and vehicle speeds. Ultimately, the students who attend nearby Camp Road Middle
School still feel unsafe walking across this intersection, causing their parents to pick them up,
and increasing traffic congestion in the area. This discussion has dominated recent Rethink
Folly Road Steering Committee meetings.

Even though most local transportation investments in Charleston County throughout the history
of the TST program have been dedicated toward increasing vehicle throughput, approximately



one third of people living in our community are non-drivers.'? These citizens may have aged out
of driving or are not yet old enough to obtain a license. They may be disabled. They may be
unable to afford the estimated $12,000 per year that it now costs to own, insure, and maintain a
vehicle.”™ They may simply prefer to travel using other modes of transportation.

Rethink Folly Road Plan. Source: BCDCOG, Charleston County, City of Charleston, City of Folly Beach, Town
of James Island

Dedicating local resources to road widening and highway expansion offers little to no long-term
solutions to congestion, and incurs great costs to quality of life of current and future taxpayers
and residents, and the environment. Meanwhile, the faster motorists can drive and the wider a
road becomes, the more dangerous conditions become for everyone, especially vulnerable road
users. This cycle affects transportation choice, leaving most people bicycling, walking, or busing
to do so out of necessity. Then the narrative by decision makers becomes: “why invest in bike
lanes, paths, sidewalks, and transit, when no one uses them?” And the vision becomes: “l don't
see a lot of people walking, bicycling or using public transit, so my political focus is on roads.”

An alternative vision is one where the community dedicates resources toward investments that
split the mode share, which means offering transportation options through land use (creating
walkable spaces through mixed-uses, and zoning for housing diversity and affordability) and
better design (road diets; people-first intersections; dedicated bicycling and walking space;
robust transit infrastructure with accessible stops, stations, and priority transit lanes; and
neighborhood and roadway connectivity). Connectivity between neighborhoods, shopping
centers, and schools can spread all modes of transportation across a grid, reducing the number
of travelers accumulating on one thoroughfare (causing real or perceived congestion) and

12 hitps://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policyinformation/statistics/2020/dv1 c.cfm
13 https://newsroom.aaa.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/YDC-Fact-Sheet-FINAL-8.30.23-1.pdf
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allowing for more people to choose efficient walking routes instead of driving. There are also
technological advancements such as traffic light synchronization, transit priority signalization,
sensors and Al that can help improve efficiency for all modes of transportation. These
investments are made at a fraction of the cost of auto-centric projects and they facilitate
freedom of movement for everyone, not just people in vehicles.
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Lowcountry Rapid Transit Crosssection. Source: BCDCOG

Charleston County needs to prioritize investment in rebalancing the existing transportation
system to create a network that safely connects all modes, rather than increasing space for
motor vehicles. Through the Transportation Sales Tax program, the county can make targeted
multi-modal improvements that will move the needle in terms of livability, safety, connectivity
and quality of life for all residents.

This strategy can be backed up by Charleston County’s Comprehensive Plan, which identifies
the importance of:

tying transportation needs with housing, economic development, and land use
encouraging transportation options and accessibility for all residents and income levels
prioritizing pedestrian infrastructure

adopting “Complete Streets” policies and prioritizing complete streets and bridges
supporting and developing bicycle and pedestrian network plans

designing contextually-appropriate pedestrian and bicycle access

coordinating with relevant agencies to improve the efficiency, accessibility, and ridership
of the local bus system



4. We can’t widen our way out of traffic congestion.

Road widening and highway expansion projects come at enormous cost to taxpayers while
achieving little to no long-term traffic congestion relief. Expanding road capacity requires not
just the initial construction investment, but decades of ongoing maintenance for additional
lanes, larger stormwater systems, and more complex interchanges. Meanwhile, road widening
and highway expansion projects often require destroying wetlands, mature trees, homes, and
businesses while operating as a barrier that divides communities and negatively impacts
human health.

An additional challenge in Charleston County is that development along major roadways and
decades of widening projects has made further widening or capacity improvements impossible
or prohibitively expensive due to the need to displace homes and businesses. The South
Carolina Department of Transportation (SCDOT) has repeatedly and plainly stated that there is
no more room to widen many major corridors in Charleston County, nor is it practical. Focusing
solely on increasing road capacity to mitigate congestion downplays the many other factors
that create traffic congestion, including motor vehicle crashes, inclement weather, highway
construction, and signalization. Together, these other issues constitute 70% of congestion delay
in Charleston County, according to the Transportation Disruption and Disaster Statistics
(TDADS) dashboard, created in partnership with SCDOT.™

In exchange for high monetary and societal costs, the congestion relief benefits of road
widening projects often evaporate within a decade of project completion.™ This is because road
widening spurs development of new housing and commercial developments and associated
traffic while also encouraging drivers to make new or additional trips. The recent Clements
Ferry Road widening project illustrates these challenges. Berkeley County taxpayers funded this
expensive expansion to address congestion, yet the rapid development boom on the Cainhoy
Peninsula means the widened road is already projected to reach DOT level of service failure in
the near future.

Rather than overrelying on costly expansions that provide short-term fixes, the next TST should
place more emphasis and funding on creating genuine alternatives to driving such as improving
public transit, developing a connected and safe pedestrian and bicycle network, and promoting
land use policies that reduce trip distances and encourage transportation options. These
solutions address the root causes of congestion while building more resilient, livable
communities that can adapt to future challenges including climate change and demographic
shifts.

4 https://congestion-causes.ritis.org/
'5 https://t4america.org/2021/10/20/say-hello-to-induced-demand/
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5. Fix it first: focus more resources on maintenance and upgrading

existing infrastructure.

As Charleston County’s roadway, transit, bicycle and pedestrian networks continue to expand
and the cost of asphalt, concrete, construction equipment, and labor continues to climb, more
maintenance of existing infrastructure and making the best use of available right-of-way should
become a larger focus of the TST program.

According to the latest County Transportation Committee (CTC) Resurfacing Plan, the average
cost to resurface one mile of road is $323,769, compared to $274,325 just a year earlier'®, an
18% increase.'” According to Charleston County Department of Public Works, without
substantial investment in pavement management, the County will face a $17.5 million budget
shortfall by 2033, resulting in substantial degradation of pavement conditions countywide.

Pavement Condition Index vs. Different Funding Scenarios
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Sea Level Rise and storm surge from extreme weather events in the future will further strain the
county’s ability to fund maintenance of the transportation network. According to the Lowcountry
Council of Governments’ (LCOG) Transportation Resilience Improvement Plan, damage from
overtopping due to sunny day (tidal) flooding can result in costs of $6.11 per square foot of

18 https://www.charlestonctc.org/files/plans/CTC-2022-Resurfacing.pdf
17 https://www.charlestonctc.org/files/plans/CTC-2023-Resurfacing-Plan-B-Final.pdf
'8 https://roads.charlestoncounty.org/tst3/files/DRAFT-TST-ALLOCATION-BOARD.pdf
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pavement and $650 per square foot of affected bridge'®, potentially increasing maintenance
needs by tens of millions of dollars per year.

Resurfacing projects also present opportunities to improve safety, connectivity and access for
all modes. In 2025, after traffic analysis and public input, a resurfacing project by SCDOT was
leveraged into a restriping project on Meeting Street Road on the Charleston Peninsula. This
coordination allowed for a sensible road diet and new buffered bike lane, substantially
improving the safety and level of comfort for motorists, pedestrians, and cyclists at very little
additional cost to taxpayers. Paint-only treatments, such as narrowing lanes of travel to 9-11’
wide, have been shown to reduce vehicle speeds and increase safety while freeing up space for
sidewalks, shared-use pathways, cycletracks, and bike lanes.?°

Maintenance funding specifically for sidewalks, trails, shared-use pathways and other
nonmotorized infrastructure is desperately needed in Charleston County. Because the current
TST does not allocate funding toward nonmotorized facility maintenance, the County and local
municipalities must take an ad hoc approach to considering where maintenance responsibility
will fall as new bike/ped infrastructure is developed. This can be particularly problematic when
planned bike/ped infrastructure is included in a project located within SCDOT owned or
maintained right-of-way, but features a ‘nonstandard design’ as classified by SCDOT. In this
case, the County or municipality must accept maintenance responsibility, or weaken the design
to fit within SCDOT standards. In addition, the lack of a dedicated funding stream for sidewalk,
trail, or shared-use path maintenance limits the county and municipalities' ability to require
developers to include these amenities in new housing or commercial developments. When this
happens, the burden shifts to future taxpayers to fund construction of these amenities years
later rather than at the time the developments are constructed.

Leveraging new traffic signal technologies is another low-cost method for improving safety and
making better use of existing infrastructure. The City of Charleston recently installed a
connected vehicle and traffic responsive (TR) signal system on Calhoun Street and deployed a
cutting-edge, end-to-end pedestrian and bicycle safety platform to prevent crashes and near-
misses with pedestrians and cyclists.?" Artificial intelligence has opened new possibilities for
improving traffic flow, facilitating signal preemption for emergency medical services, and
documenting near misses. As emerging signal technologies continue to advance, Charleston
County needs a dedicated funding source in place to update aging signals and leverage federal
and state grant opportunities for signal modernization.

19 https://www.lowcountrycog.org/planning _and transportation/resiliency planning/trip /index.php
20 https://narrowlanes.americanhealth.jhu.edu/report/JHU-2023-Narrowing-Travel-Lanes-Report.pdf
21 https://www.charleston-sc.gov/3035/Calhoun-Street-Safety-SMART-Grant-USDOT
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Conclusion

A 2026 TST referendum with a modernized approach that builds upon key principles in

Charleston County's Comprehensive Plan can and will be a successful investment in the

county's present and future. By prioritizing data, safety, and transportation choice, balancing

transportation and greenspace, and valuing a "fix it first" approach over road widenings, the

community will benefit from TST investments that champion modern best practices and get us

a safer, greener, more connected Charleston County. Our coalition of community organizations

stands ready to assist Charleston County with the development of a referendum that not only

protects lives, but improves quality of life for all.

Charleston Climate Coalition

Belvin Olasov, Director

Charlton Brownell, Program Manager
belvinolasov@gmail.com

Charleston Moves

Katie Zimmerman, Executive Director
Savannah Brennan, Director of Programming
katie@charlestonmoves.org

Coastal Conservation League
Anna Kimelblatt, Communities &
Transportation Program Director
Torrey Sanders, Communities &
Transportation Project Manager
annak(@scccl.org

East Coast Greenway Alliance

Jim Hemphill, Georgia and South Carolina
Manager

jim@greenway.org
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