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Introduction 
 
As part of an interdisciplinary, collaborative study known as the “Land Use – 
Coastal Ecosystem Study” (LU-CES, http://www.lu-ces.org), this research 
focuses on the role of environmental sciences in coastal land use planning and 
decision-making.  Coastal zone managers must constantly weigh policy options 
in light of anticipated environmental, social, and economic outcomes.  These 
decisions are dependant, in large part, on complete and accurate scientific 
information. However, management decisions, and the science needed to 
support them, seem increasingly complicated due to rapid population growth, 
the growing diversity of stakeholders, the fragmentation of policies and 
institutions, and the sensitivity of coastal environments and resources (Cicin 
Sain and Knecht, 2000; US Ocean Commission 2004).  A broad collection of 
literature describes the mounting challenges of integrating science with coastal 
policy decisions (e.g. Healey and Hennessey, 1994; National Research Council, 
1995; Korfmacher, 2002; Coastal States Organization, 2005).  For example, 
coastal managers may not be fully aware of available information, or its inherent 
limitations or assumptions, amid various data collection efforts in the coastal 
zone.  Researchers may have data that are incompatible with the geographic or 
time scales associated with a particular policy issue or may be reluctant to 
extrapolate results to project the consequences of specific policies or 
management activities. 
 
Such disconnects between coastal science and management may be particularly 
important with respect to land use policy.  Coastal managers recently ranked 
“land use” as the highest priority management issue in a national survey of 
research and technology needs for management (Coastal States Organization, 
2004).  Most land use regulation occurs at the local level, where relatively few 
interactions with the science community occur, and studies are not likely to be 
tailored to specific local circumstances or environmental settings.  The issue is 
further complicated by the modern “landscape” of coastal land use policies, 
where every place in the coastal zone may be the subject of unique plans, 
policies, laws, and regulations that influence land uses (Davis, 2003, 2004).  
Regional plans, county and municipal comprehensive plans, zoning ordinances, 
development standards, and numerous other area-specific policies and 
regulations can apply to individual properties in the coastal zone, and their 
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combined influences on future land uses and environmental quality can be 
difficult to anticipate. 
 
The research described here is intended to encourage stronger linkages between 
coastal science and management communities by addressing these three research 
questions: 
 

1) How do perceptions of the role of science in coastal land 
use policy vary among local managers and stakeholders? 

2) Are perceived science needs related to certain types of land 
use policies? 

3) What unique challenges and opportunities exist with respect 
to the integration of science in coastal land use policy?  

 
Study Area 

 
Southern Beaufort County, in the most southeastern corner of South Carolina, 
includes Hilton Head Island, the Town of Bluffton, and the City of Beaufort. 
This area provides a unique opportunity to explore the role of science in local 
land use policy in a coastal environment. The area includes the popular resort 
destination of Hilton Head Island and is experiencing rapid inland growth in 
Bluffton and its surrounding area.  Four major tidal river systems are located 
within Southern Beaufort County, including state-classified Outstanding 
Resource Waters (ORW) and expansive salt marshes.  The area’s coastal and 
estuarine waters are highly productive, providing valuable shellfish beds and 
habitats for fish, waterfowl, and other species. In an effort to balance growth and 
development with preservation of the area, municipal and county governments 
are currently working to develop a regional plan for the area (Beaufort County 
Planning Office, 2005). 
 

Study Approach 
 
We used a two-phased approach to address the study questions listed above. 
First, content analyses were performed on all regional, county, and municipal 
comprehensive plans, zoning regulations, and development standards in the 
study area.  From each relevant plan or ordinance, data was collected regarding 
goals, land and water use policies and tools, subprograms, and zoning 
categories.  These data were entered into a database to facilitate cross-
jurisdictional and cross-case comparisons.  Next, during summer 2005, 28 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with state and regional planners and 
regulators and local council members, planning commission members, planning 
department staff, developers, and nonprofit organizations in the study area.  
Participant responses were then grouped into three broad categories: 
development community; management/planning community; and nonprofit 
organizations/public stakeholders.  The interview technique was funneled, 
beginning with broad questions about the role of science and ending with 
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specific questions about the range of land use goals, policies, and strategies 
identified through the content analysis described above. 
 

Preliminary Results and Discussion 
 
Analysis of interviews is in progress at this time.  Preliminary indications are 
that participants strongly agree that science should be incorporated into future 
policy formulation.  However, perceptions of how, and to what degree, science 
has been used varied widely across participants.  Some responses revealed 
perceptions of science as “unavailable,” “inaccessible,” “subjective,” “unclear,” 
or “outdated;” lacking in local context; or politically or economically motivated.  
Content analyses revealed that numerous site-level environmental practices were 
recommended or required within local comprehensive plans and development 
ordinances, and relatively few policies were related to broader “growth 
management” issues. Considering this, we anticipated that participants would 
place a greater emphasis on science needs concerning where future development 
should occur, rather than science for site-level development decisions and 
standards.  While a majority of participants did express a need for science in 
long-range planning for development, many participants (across groups) 
characterized growth and development for the region as “inevitable.” In fact, 
most felt that science had previously played a stronger role in long-term 
planning than for site-level environmental standards or in decisions regarding 
individual development proposals.  Finally, many participants expressed a need 
for scientific research to be more readily available and understandable. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The intent of this research was to examine linkages between contemporary land 
use policy issues and ongoing estuarine and coastal research activities.  Content 
analyses of land use plans and ordinances, in concert with personal interviews, 
were used to examine the needs of various stakeholders in southern Beaufort 
County, South Carolina.  Content analyses documented a wide range of site-
specific environmental standards within comprehensive plans and ordinances – 
and relatively few policies related to “growth management” and shoreline 
alterations.  Subsequent interviews revealed a commonly perceived need for 
local studies to support these local environmental standards. The results of this 
two-part policy analysis will improve our understanding of the types of 
decisions and circumstances faced by planners and regulators in the study area 
and varying perceptions of the roles of science in local land use policy. 
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