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Community Design  Snapshot 
 

Intent  

This chapter will help the reader visualize the planning 

principles appearing throughout this plan, particularly those 

related to the use of land and function of transportation.  Land-

use planning and transportation planning are linked not only 

by location and intensity, but also by form and function.  

While Chapter 1: Future Land Use, steers growth to areas in 

which transportation improvements are planned, this chapter 

demonstrates how roads literally fit together with buildings 

and communities. 

This chapter furthermore guides the scale and character of 

land development.  Citizens who participated in the planning 

process for this document expressed dissatisfaction with new 

roads and land developments in part due to size and design 

details.  This chapter addresses the vocabulary of road and 

building design in Dorchester County and how it will apply to 

new projects.  With this direction, growth can better promote, 

rather than erode, the quality of life found in Dorchester 

Countyôs neighborhoods, small towns and rural areas.   

Background  

The urbanized environment of Dorchester County 

yields three basic development patterns.  Two exist 

in the middle of Summerville, known to locals as 

ñOld Townò and ñNew Town.ò The third, largely 

manifested in the past four decades, is suburban 

Summerville and North Charleston. 

Old Town is an informally planned area predating 

1831.  Many of Summervilleôs historic homes and 

churches stand within an irregular street network.  

An interconnected mix of paved and dirt roads 

weaves between old live oaks, contributing to a 

pastoral environment tucked into a growing, urban 

community.  Modern travel needs and land values 

would make constructing a new neighborhood in 

the image nearly impossible; nevertheless, 

elements of this area have and should continue to 

be applied in new neighborhoods to complement 

the distinctive character of Summerville. 

Several prominent city and regional planners formed the 
Regional Plan Association to prepare The Regional Plan 
for New York in 1929.   They referenced the òNeighbor-
hood Unit Conceptó (above right) devised by Clarence Perry, 
published in the Regional Survey of New York and Its Environs, as a 
template for land development patterns outside of New York City 
(image courte sy of Washington State University, www.wsu.edu , 
2005).  This vision for new suburban development has been 
implemented in once outlying areas throughout the country.   

 

 

 

Community design entails more than 
architecture and landscape architecture.  It 
is the sum of these things with the design of 
the spaces between the buildings, including 
those spaces occupied by roads and 
sidewalks.  The objective of this chapter is 
to weave architecture, landscape 
architecture, transpo rtation, and land use 
into cohesive communities.  
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A rigid street grid aligned with the railroad, platted in 1831, is 

the framework of New Town.  The grid is common to many 

South Carolina towns built alongside the railroad.  St. George 

is similar to New Town Summerville in this respect.  

Community founders laid out the grid to maximize efficiency 

of land subdivision and transportation within each town.   

The street grid was rarely platted after 1931.  In that year, the 

federal government directed state governments to leave 

subdivision approval to local governments.  The purpose of 

the directive was to spur housing production.  This goal was 

realized after World War II.  Then, local governments were 

able to respond to requests to subdivide land much more 

quickly.  Developers and homebuilders have since produced 

shelter at unprecedented rates. 

Dorchester County grew very slowly well into the twentieth 

century, until it came under the influence of metropolitan 

Charleston.  Lands on the periphery of old Summerville were 

developed as residential areas, transforming the town into 

something of a bedroom community.   

Commercial development followed, providing goods and 

services to the growing population.  This development is laid 

out much like the residential areas they serve ï most buildings 

are freestanding and deeply set back from roads.  Planning of 

this commercial and residential development occurred not at a 

town level, but parcel by parcel.  Each land development 

connects to a pre-existing rural road.  Some of these roads 

have been reconstructed as wide highways after the fact to 

serve greatly increased travel demand.   

The illustration on the following page that of a ñtransectò ï a 

hypothetical cross-section ï that represents the evolution of a 

city, both spatially and over time.  Andres Duany, a prominent 

architect, notes six transect zones represent a range of 

conditions, from pristine wilderness to an urban core of a large 

city in this diagram.  This analysis is applied to St. George and 

Summerville in the sidebars.  Both communities benefit from 

balancing urban and rural conditions across the transect.  

Virtually all land development occurring in Dorchester County 

in the latter half of the twentieth century took the form of 

transect zone 3: Suburban.  This is due in part to zoning and 

covenants that prevent once-expected urbanization over time.  

Dorchester Countyôs communities are therefore dispersed, 

often without centers.  Schools and churches have taken this 

form as well, making each of them one more stop on a 

highway rather than focal points of new communities. 

Few local governments in South Carolina have developed 

effective templates in which to coordinate private land 

developments.  Substantial revisions to State planning 

enabling law granted local planning commissions broad 

powers to develop such a template in 1994.  This 2008 

Comprehensive Plan is a guidebook for such a template in 

Dorchester County. 

 
 
Transect zones 1 through 5 in and around 
Summerville:  

 

Transect Zone 5: Urban Center 

 

Transect Zone 4: General Urban 

 

Transect Zone 3: Suburban 

 

Transect Zone 2: Rural 

 

Transect Zone 1: Natural  
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Image courtesy of Duany, Plater -Zyberk and Company, 
www.dpz.com , 2007 

 

 

 

Transect zones 1 through 5 in and around 
Saint George:  

 

Transect Zone 5: Urban Center 

 

Transect Zone 4: General Urban 

 

Transect Zone 3: Suburban 

 

Transect Zone 2: Rural 

 

Transect Zone 1: Natural  
 


