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Project Overview

South Carolina Working Waterfronts
▪ Traditionally commercial fisheries
▪ Increasing competition for waterfront space and access

o Recreational fishing
o Tourism
o Commercial and residential development

▪ Increasing vulnerability to changes in climate
o Infrastructure 
o Biological changes

oWhere?  Murrells Inlet, Georgetown, McClellanville, Mt. 
Pleasant and Port Royal.
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Project Overview

South Carolina Working Waterfronts
▪ Traditionally commercial fisheries
▪ Increasing competition for waterfront space and access

o Recreational fishing
o Tourism
o Commercial and residential development

▪ Increasing vulnerability to changes in climate
o Infrastructure 
o Biological changes

oWhere?  Murrells Inlet, Georgetown, McClellanville, Mt. 
Pleasant and Port Royal.

Project Questions
▪ How do communities define working waterfronts in SC?
▪ What are top priorities for working waterfront   
communities?
▪How do communities envision the future of their 
working waterfronts? 
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This Presentation:

1. What we Learned.   Our Working Waterfronts Projects

• Exploring SC Working Waterfront Priorities through Focus Groups

• Resiliency of our waterfronts to changing cultures, rising seas and 

ocean storms, on-line map to explores potential impacts from sea 

level rise on working waterfront communities

• SC Sea Grant Coastal Heritage Magazine,  

S.C.'s Working Waterfronts: Fishing Villages Evolve 

Vol.29, No. 3, Summer 2016 

2. Discussion- What else do you want to see from this process? What is 

Sea Grant’s role?
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The Backdrop 

• SC Sea Grant has recognized the importance of 
working waterfronts to the state’s economy, culture 
and traditions. 

• In order to sustain a network of resilient and 
prosperous working waterfronts in South Carolina… 

▫ it is important to understand the existing conditions; 

• In order to set a course for the future…

▫ it is first important to know the direction in which to 
head.



Project Goals

• The goal of this project was to engage with 
commercial fishermen, water-dependent 
businesses, local organizations, government 
officials, representatives from the tourism 
industry and dock managers to determine the 
issues, resources (including economic resources) 
and direction needed to address maintaining, 
preserving and enhancing traditional working 
waterfronts in South Carolina.



Objectives

• To gather industry input on the vulnerability and resilience of 
current working waterfronts to climate, economic and regulatory 
changes in five South Carolina coastal communities.

• To assess community perspectives on the value and role of current 
working waterfronts in five South Carolina coastal communities.

• To engage community stakeholders in each of the five coastal 
communities in defining what a ‘working waterfront’ looks like and 
envisioning priorities for the future of their working waterfront.

• To conduct a comparative case study analysis of the five working 
waterfront communities.



The Process

• From July through October 2015, a series of 
workshops (focus groups) were held in working 
waterfront communities that are critical to meeting 
the needs of the commercial fishery and other 
traditional coastal industries. 

• The communities included: 
▫ McClellanville
▫ Murrells Inlet
▫ Port Royal
▫ Shem Creek
▫ Georgetown



Participants

• In each community stakeholders discussed their 
unique working waterfronts. 

• The participants varied by community, but included:

▫ Commercial fishermen and shellfish farmers

▫ Municipal and government officials (elected & other)

▫ Tourism professional and business owners

▫ S.C. Department of Natural Resources representatives

▫ Restaurateurs & retail seafood business owners 

▫ Representatives of non-profit organizations



FOCUS GROUPS

Workshop Format

Big maps + Written Q&A + Discussion guided by questions +“Voting”



FOCUS GROUPS

The Topics

▪ How do communities define working 
waterfronts in SC?

▪ What are the issues facing their 
working waterfront?

▪ What are top priorities for working 
waterfront communities?



FOCUS GROUPS

Defining the Working Waterfront



Defining the Working Waterfront

• Working waterfronts have been defined as places for docking of the 
commercial fishery fleet where they could access infrastructure for 
processing, packing and transporting their product, as well as for 
maintenance of their vessels and equipment. 

• Stakeholders in each of the five communities included elements of 
the traditional working waterfront in their definition, but they also 
added other elements.

• Definitions of working waterfronts proposed in each community 
included both physical and the functional components.



Physical Components

• Common physical components across all five 
communities include: 

▫ Boat ramps

▫ Commercial ice 

▫ Fuel facilities

▫ Restaurants

▫ Marinas

▫ Seafood packing houses



Unique Elements

• In McClellanville rental houses were also considered 
part of the working waterfront. 

• The working waterfront of Murrells Inlet includes the 
oyster beds and estuaries in between Murrells Inlet 
and Garden City.

• Commercial recreation outfitters on Shem Creek are a 
visible component.

• Retail and downtown revitalization efforts in 
Georgetown.

• The State Port in Port Royal.



Functional Components

Refers to the role(s) of the working waterfront in the 
community. In all five communities the contributions of the 
working waterfront to the local economy is important. 

• Commercial fishing continues to be viewed as an 
important component, as a way to provide jobs.

• Others value the capacity to sustain the local seafood 
supply as a premium product for area restaurants 
(backward linkages). 



• Working waterfronts are also providing recreation 
activities for both coastal residents and visitors. 

• Attracting tourists is an important part of the working 
waterfronts.

• However, issues (i.e., safety, congestion) associated 
with commercial fishing and recreation or tourism need 
to be addressed.  

• The working waterfront is also valued as an educational 
learning laboratory (Port Royal).



FOCUS GROUPS

The Priorities: Reoccurring Themes
1. Commercial infrastructure
2. Dredging
3. Unique local issues
4. Government support



FOCUS GROUPS

Murrell’s Inlet: Priorities

1.  Land for commercial usage
• Fish house
• Dockage

2.  Parking

3.  Safety
• Cars
• People

4.  Funds for dredging



FOCUS GROUPS

Georgetown: Priorities

1.  Redevelopment on the waterfront
• Steel mill site redevelopment
• Port property

2.  Derelict boats

3.  Capture ICW traffic
• Lack of public docks/moorings

4.  Infrastructure to support water-related tournaments

5.  Dredging



FOCUS GROUPS

McClellanville: Priorities

1.  Dredging

2.  Profitability
• Outlets for product
• Price for product

3.  Value added facilities

4.  Relationships with agencies
• Marketing



FOCUS GROUPS

Shem Creek: Priorities
1.  Dockage security
2.  Water traffic control
3.  Parking for customers/crew
4.  Commercial infrastructure

• Ice
• Unloading dock
• Cold storage

Other issues:
• Lack of retail space

• Lack of leasable space
• Dockage
• The next generation
• Product price



FOCUS GROUPS

Port Royal: Priorities

1.  Commercial dock   
operations
• Funding
• Management

2.  Outlet for product

3.  Off-shore testing

4.  Development in the area
• Inhibited by state 

regulations



Findings

• There was strong consensus on the physical and 
components that constitute a working waterfront in 
South Carolina.

• However, the spatial aspects of the working waterfront 
differed by community.

• All five communities have expanded upon the traditional 
definition of a working waterfront beyond the focus on 
the commercial fishing industry.



Findings (cont.) 

• Representatives from all of the communities felt that 
viable working waterfronts can be a mix of commercial, 
recreational and tourist opportunities.

• Diversification of the working waterfront is important to 
future viability. 

• The role of local and state government differed by 
community.

• Potential conflicts between different uses must be 
addressed in advance.



The Future

• Each community has unique challenges to 
overcome.

• Differences in priorities identified by each 
community may be inherent to their uniqueness.

• There are differences in how they envision their 
working waterfront in the future. 

• With the differences, come opportunities for 
sharing knowledge.

• One community’s challenge may be another’s 
previous success.



Community Perspectives on the Past, 
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The resiliency of our waterfronts to changing 

cultures, rising seas and ocean storms



Interview Process

• Interviewees
▫ Key informants in the community

▫ Broadening our perspective

▫ 4-6 people per community

• Semi-structured Interview Questions
▫ What is your definition of a Working Waterfront?

▫ How would you rate the change over the past 25 years; 
10 years?

▫ What are the current needs?

▫ What does it take to have a successful working 
waterfront?



What is your definition of a working waterfront?

• “I think of those activities that serve as resources, economic resources to the 
community, whether it be ecotourism, whether it be industry, whether it be 
people coming on their boats via the Intracoastal water way.” – Land 
Resource Manager

• “Where there are actually businesses, restaurants that are in business on the 
waterfront, as well as the fishermen that are coming in and out and selling 
the product that they catch.” – Nonprofit Community Director

• “Waterfront where there’s access to fishing and recreation and retail, a great 
gathering place for everything to be together like that.” – Tourism Director

• “Have active economic based industries or recreation type uses right there 
on the water. Working for the community, providing some type of value to 
the community.” – Planner

• “Use of the water to support a business that provides a service.” - Fisherman



What factors make a working waterfront successful?

Economic

• Income opportunity
• Providing a good 

product
• A balance between 

the actual industries 
and non-industrial 
uses

• Providing people 
with other options 
while they’re there

• Flexible fishery year 
round

Community

• Harmony
• Community support
• Teamwork

Environmental

• Activities that are 
sustainable in terms 
of the economics as 
well as the 
environment

• Maintaining the 
water quality

• Gives back to the 
environment

• Balance has to be 
contributed

Access

• Having convenience, 
availability, access

• Easy access, coupled 
with safe access

• Can actually watch 
fishermen bring in 
what they caught. 
It’s very visible



Interview Results

• The following slides show how each community compares to the 
average for all five of the communities in the project.

• Interviewees were asked to answer questions with a number 
based on their rating of positivity or negativity, with one being 
very negative and 15 very positive.  The 7.5-8.5 area is neutral. 

All Working Waterfronts Individual Community

Neutral- +



Interview Results



How do you rate the impact of the local 

neighborhood on your working waterfront? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Neutral- +

All Working Waterfronts

Murrells Inlet



How do you rate the impact of the commercial 

fishing industry on your working waterfront? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Murrells Inlet

Neutral- +



How do you rate the impact of tourism on your 

working waterfront?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Murrells Inlet

Neutral- +



How do you rate the impact of land 

(re)development on your working waterfront?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Murrells Inlet

Neutral- +



What is your vision for your working waterfront?

Shem Creek

Boardwalk, parking, monitor boat traffic, 
added boat launch, shift motorboats or 
commercial fleet 

Turbulent Change

McClellanville

Keep everything the same; maintain the 
status quo 

Limiting Change

Georgetown

Steel Mill location redevelopment, 
Goat Island access

Ripe for Change

Murrells Inlet

Full boardwalk, added commercial fishing 
waterfront

Identity Issue

Port Royal

State  Port facility with dock
Functioning restaurant & market (fire) 
Deep harbor

Almost ripe for change



How would you rate the impacts of climate 

change on the success of your vision for a working 

waterfront? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Murrells Inlet

Neutral- +



Murrell’s Inlet

Future climate vulnerability

Interviews – extremely negative impact of of climate change on working waterfront 
(1, on scale of 1-15)

-- “pretty big shift on species right now… catching tilefish and groupers 
in places we’ve never…”

-- “it [sea level rise] is a viable threat, but no one wants to believe it”

-- “[sea level rise] would be detrimental to our economy”

-- “more aware of storms than sea level rise”

-- community is doing “nothing” to adapt

Marshwalk



Interview Results



How do you rate the impact of the local 

neighborhood on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Georgetown



How do you rate the impact of the commercial 

fishing industry on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Georgetown



How do you rate the impact of tourism on your 

working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Georgetown



How do you rate the impact of land 

(re)development on your working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Georgetown



What is your vision for your working waterfront?

Shem Creek

Boardwalk, parking, monitor boat traffic, 
added boat launch, shift motorboats or 
commercial fleet 

Turbulent Change

McClellanville

Keep everything the same; maintain the 
status quo 

Limiting Change

Georgetown

Steel Mill location redevelopment, 
Goat Island access

Ripe for Change

Murrells Inlet

Full boardwalk, added commercial fishing 
waterfront

Identity Issue

Port Royal

State  Port facility with dock
Functioning restaurant & market (fire) 
Deep harbor

Almost ripe for change



How would you rate the impacts of climate 

change on the success of your vision for a working 

waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Georgetown



Georgetown

Future climate vulnerability

Interviews – mixed concern over impacts of climate change on working waterfront 
(1 & 8, on scale of 1-15)

-- “the sea level rise issue will impact infrastructure and is impacting 
infrastructure”

-- “if sea levels rise a foot, we’re starting to look like Venice”

-- “both [infrastructure impacts and biological changes] are major threats”

-- any measures to adapt? “not that I’m aware of”



Interview Results



How do you rate the impact of the local 

neighborhood on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

McClellanville



How do you rate the impact of the commercial 

fishing industry on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

McClellanville



How do you rate the impact of tourism on your 

working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

McClellanville



How do you rate the impact of land 

(re)development on your working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

McClellanville



What is your vision for your working waterfront?

Shem Creek

Boardwalk, parking, monitor boat traffic, 
added boat launch, shift motorboats or 
commercial fleet 

Turbulent Change

McClellanville

Keep everything the same; maintain the 
status quo 

Limiting Change

Georgetown

Steel Mill location redevelopment, 
Goat Island access

Ripe for Change

Murrells Inlet

Full boardwalk, added commercial fishing 
waterfront

Identity Issue

Port Royal

State  Port facility with dock
Functioning restaurant & market (fire) 
Deep harbor

Almost ripe for change



How would you rate the impacts of climate 

change on the success of your vision for a working 

waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

McClellanville



McClellanville

Future climate vulnerability

Interviews – negative impact of climate change on working waterfront 
(4, on scale of 1-15)

-- “if there is a change in species and they aren’t able to harvest them, that 
would have a more negative impact” [than infrastructure, which can 
be adapted]

-- “stormwater management system are all the tidal ditches, so if it [sea level] 
rises, they’re not built to take a whole lot”

-- any measures to adapt? “no, because they don’t like regulation”



Interview Results



How do you rate the impact of the local 

neighborhood on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Shem Creek



How do you rate the impact of the commercial 

fishing industry on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Shem Creek



How do you rate the impact of tourism on your 

working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Shem Creek



How do you rate the impact of land 

(re)development on your working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Shem Creek

- +



What is your vision for your working waterfront?

Shem Creek

Boardwalk, parking, monitor boat traffic, 
added boat launch, shift motorboats or 
commercial fleet 

Turbulent Change

McClellanville

Keep everything the same; maintain the 
status quo 

Limiting Change

Georgetown

Steel Mill location redevelopment, 
Goat Island access

Ripe for Change

Murrells Inlet

Full boardwalk, added commercial fishing 
waterfront

Identity Issue

Port Royal

State  Port facility with dock
Functioning restaurant & market (fire) 
Deep harbor

Hurry up and Wait



How would you rate the impacts of climate 

change on the success of your vision for a working 

waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

All Working Waterfronts

Shem Creek



Shem Creek

Future climate vulnerability

Interviews – mixed concern over impact of climate change on working waterfront 
(4 & 8, on scale of 1-15)

-- “we’re dealing with it within fishery management right now”

-- “tides are coming higher than normal, in the next 5 years we’ll see more”

-- “my storage building never had water in it before, now it does”

-- “[sea level rise] it will have an impact on the docks”

-- “I’m not qualified to speak on that”



Interview Results



How do you rate the impact of the local 

neighborhood on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Port Royal



How do you rate the impact of the commercial 

fishing industry on your working waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Port Royal



How do you rate the impact of tourism on your 

working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Port Royal



How do you rate the impact of land 

(re)development on your working waterfront?

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Increasing negative impact Increasing positive impact

All Working Waterfronts

Port Royal



What is your vision for your working waterfront?

Shem Creek

Boardwalk, parking, monitor boat traffic, 
added boat launch, shift motorboats or 
commercial fleet 

Turbulent Change

McClellanville

Keep everything the same; maintain the 
status quo 

Limiting Change

Georgetown

Steel Mill location redevelopment, 
Goat Island access

Ripe for Change

Murrells Inlet

Full boardwalk, added commercial fishing 
waterfront

Identity Issue

Port Royal

State  Port facility with dock
Functioning restaurant & market (fire) 
Deep harbor

Almost ripe for change



How would you rate the impacts of climate 

change on the success of your vision for a working 

waterfront? 

Neutral

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

-

All Working Waterfronts

Port Royal

+



Port Royal

Future climate vulnerability

•The city of Beaufort town council and Port Royal town council have been presented 
with paperwork that outlines how to deal with sea level rise. One option is to retreat, 
the other is with increasing sea walls or gates floodwater system. 

•“I think the certain extent the property owners are responsible for managing 
these impacts. I hope they do their due diligence to developing the waterfront. 
Property owners and business owners.”
•“We can’t deny that sea level rise will impact the working waterfront. The big 
question is how long will it take to get there. 

Interviews – negative impact of climate change on working waterfront 
(6.5, on scale of 1-15)



SC Sea Grant Consortium On-line Map explores 

the climate future of our working waterfronts. 

Link at www.scseagrant.org

S.C. Working Waterfronts Interactive Sea Level Rise Map

https://scseagrant.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=227302fcc2a04185b9a52b60523ff227
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S.C.'s Working Waterfronts: 

Fishing Villages Evolve 



What’s Next? 

• What are your reactions to these results?

• How can this information be of use to you?

• Are there any next steps you see to furthering 

the vision of your working waterfront?

• What is Sea Grant’s role?

www.scseagrant.org

http://www.scseagrant.org/

