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Responsibility Risk Resiliency

Hilton Head Island
baseline sustainability assessment 2015 

project summary



In 2010 the Hilton Head Island Mayor’s Task Force for the Island’s Future released a Vision 2025 Report that recommended eleven key first steps 
to guide action to preserve Hilton Head Island’s identity, enhance property values, increase appeal to visitors and businesses, and reclaim a 
leadership position among environmental stewardship in the international marketplace. The Task Force identified Sustainability as one of the 
key first steps, and the priority on sustainability represented an opportunity to comprehensively impact the community’s economic, ecological 
and social health, while underscoring the Island’s commitment to its Vision and Core Values. 

Since 2012, the Sustainability Advisory Committee of the Greater Island Council, has been exploring the topic of sustainability on Hilton Head 
Island to identify steps that the community might take to become more sustainable. The framework for this endeavor prioritized the need to 
balance environmental, economic and social impacts for any recommended actions.  The committee members researched multiple 
communities with characteristics similar to Hilton Head Island, and During this process, recognized that a Baseline Sustainability Assessment was 
a common tool used by communities taking action on sustainability. It was determined this first endeavor was an essential resource to identify 
and prioritize areas of sustainability for focus on the Island. 

In late 2012, the Sustainability Advisory Committee designated Experience Green, a local 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, as the principal agent 
to manage a Baseline Sustainability Assessment with Community Education and Engagement program and further the directive of sustainability 
as a key step for the Island’s future. The project was launched in July of 2014. Results are intended to help guide Hilton Head Island’s leadership 
and stakeholder groups with planning and acting in a more sustainable way, to look for opportunities and provide criteria for evaluating long-
term outcomes and strategies. 
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Vision 2025 Report Sustainability Recommendation 
Appoint a “Sustainability Advisory Committee” to identify, explore and promote environmental and “sustainability” 
options, policies and practices. The Advisory Committee will consist of representatives from the public and private 
sectors. The purpose of the committee would be to strengthen the Island’s environmental leadership position, enhance 
long term economic and environmental sustainability and attract “green” businesses and “green oriented” travelers.



acknowledgements 
The Baseline Sustainability Assessment with Community Education and Engagement project was made possible because of the vision and 
commitment to the long term health of the Hilton Head Island community by many individuals, businesses and stakeholder groups.  This multi-
year process has utilized resources from the private and public sector, and is funded by grants and donations received by Experience Green. 
	  

Experience Green is a local 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization with the mission to build sustainable 
communities that benefit the planet, its people and prosperity.  Experience Green envisions a community 
prospering through business and living practices based on sustainable guidelines, and a society of 
collaboration and systems to promote the greater good of a sustainable economy and existence.  This 
effort engaged individuals and groups from the local community, as well as regional experts on the topic 
of sustainability. 

WAP Sustainability, a leading regional sustainability consultancy was engaged to conduct the Baseline 
Sustainability Assessment.  With offices in Nashville and Chattanooga, TN, the award winning team 
followed international standards and protocol to ensure the highest quality and most effective outcomes 
for this effort. 

Thank you to the leadership groups that have been engaged in this project since its inception and who continue to invest in the important effort 
to advance sustainability for the Hilton Head Island area. 

Baseline Sustainability Assessment Steering Committee 
A steering committee made up of members from the Experience Green Board of Directors and the Greater Island Council’s Sustainability 
Advisory Committee oversaw the procurement and implementation process: 
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Mark Baker Mike Bennett Boyd McCleary Tom Trout Tony Wartko

Mike Bennett Peter Kristian Stu Rodman Teresa Wade



Baseline Sustainability Assessment Report Work Group 
Generating a report to include all data collected and evaluated by WAP Sustainability required much effort and input by a dedicated group of 
community representatives: 

Project Funding 
The Hilton Head Island community recognizes that investment in sustainability efforts reduces the potential cost of inaction.  Thank you to all that 
contributed to the project’s funding. 
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Anonymous Donor Marc and Anushka Frey Hilton Head Regional 
Hospital

Bob and Carolyn Moore Sunset Rotary Club

Be Green Packaging Chalmers and Sonja 
Gorman

i2Recycle Palmetto Dunes POA Sustainable Solutions

Beaufort County The Grainger Foundation Keith Kahl Palmetto Electric 
Cooperative

Sysco

Denis Bonnett Graves Construction Kigre Pratt Industries Susan Thomas

Art and Jerry Brown Greater Island Council Peter Kristian Rotary Club of Hilton Head 
Island

Town of Hilton Head Island

Charter One Realty Greenwood Communities 
and Resorts

Long Cove Club Charles Sampson Real 
Estate Group

Van Landingham Rotary 
Club

Coligny - The Richardson 
Group

John and Julie Hallquist Marriott Vacation Club Sea Pines - CSA Jerry and Connie Voight

Community Foundation of 
the Lowcountry

Hilton Head Area 
Association of Realtors

John and Val McCann Sea Pines Resort The Westin Hilton Head 
Island Resort & Spa 

Dade International Paper 
Company

Hilton Head Island-Bluffton 
Chamber of Commerce

Boyd and Andrea 
McCleary

Shipyard Plantation Wexford Plantation

Dallas International 
Trading and Solutions

Hilton Head Plantation Sally McGarry Sonesta Resorts Wood+Partners Inc.

Ferrell Gas Hilton Head PSD Margaret McManus South Island PSD

Quin Andrus Mike Bennett Justi Schmeichel Ray Wenig

Mark Baker Peter Kristian Teresa Wade



Greater Island Council Sustainability Advisory Committee 

Experience Green Board of Directors  

Experience Green Advisory Council 

Experience Green Staff 
Teresa Wade, Founder and Executive Director    
Quin Andrus, Program Manager 

Help us meet the goals of the Community Education and Engagement program for sustainability success: 
• Educate and raise awareness about sustainability 
• Inform on the status of sustainability for Hilton Head Island (how we are doing with managing our resources)  
• Communicate relative and intangible costs/benefits of sustainable practices 
• Generate ideas direct from stakeholders that will invest in, implement and benefit from sustainable practices  
• Build a unified effort for sustainability 

Connect with Experience Green to get involved:               Post Office Box 6792 Hilton Head Island, SC 29938          843.882.7616 
info@experiencegreen.org   ExperienceGreen.org    SustainabilityInGolf.org 
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Mark Baker Brian Herrmann Milt Rhodes Tom Trout Allen Ward

Mike Bennett Peter Kristian, Chair Stu Rodman Teresa Wade, Founding Chair Tony Wartko

Mark Baker, Chair Mike Bennett William Court Sally McGarry Justi Schmeichel

Pat Carey, Treasurer David Carroll Clyde Johnston Brooks Rinehart Tom Trout

David Arnal, Secretary Harry Corbett Boyd McCleary Charles Sampson Ray Wenig

David Ames Ernst Bruderer Dodd Galbreath Susan Ketchum Allen Ward

Dana Beach Margo Farnsworth Dave Harter Leslie Richardson

http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22ames
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22bruderer
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22galbreath
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22ketchum
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22ward
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22beach
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22farnsworth
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22harter
http://www.experiencegreen.org/staff.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22richardson
mailto:info@experiencegreen.org
http://www.ExperienceGreen.org


Baseline Sustainability Assessment Defined: 
This Baseline Sustainability Assessment contains a comprehensive inventory of indicators that are customized for the Hilton Head Island 
community, that were evaluated to provide understanding and illustration with quantitative data regarding the specific measures that influence 
environmental, economic and community sustainability. The Baseline Sustainability Assessment evaluated indicators across three community 
segments of Responsibility, Risk and Resiliency. 
 

The first segment, Responsibility is defined as activities that the Hilton Head Island community is responsible 
for in the course of daily life such as energy, transportation, tourism, water, waste and so forth. This Assessment 
developed standardized metrics that allow for year over year comparison and set up a system for future 
measurement. The process for evaluating Hilton Head Island Responsibility started with gathering community 
data and measuring relevant indicators that assess positive and negative impacts on the environment and 
community sustainability as defined by international protocols. 

 

The second segment is Risk, which included an evaluation of potential sustainability risks that affect the Hilton 
Head Island community’s ability to develop into a climate resilient place. Risks were evaluated across three 
categories: 1) Physical & Ecological, 2) Economic & Built Environment, and 3) Political & Social. Using these 
three categories, risks were researched, identified, prioritized, quantified and evaluated. 
 

The last segment is Resiliency, includes a list of possible ideas and recommendations that help build 
additional sustainability capacity for Hilton Head Island. These ideas and recommendations are designed to 
help Hilton Head Island respond and adapt to the responsibilities and risks outlined in the first two sections of 
the Baseline Sustainability Assessment. The goal for this segment is to define the process for the Hilton Head 
Island community to become more resilient by implementing community wide sustainability strategies and 
tactics. 
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 Electricity Use 
61% Transportation 

31%
Water Use 

2%

Waste 
Generation 

2%
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Increased Island 
Flooding

Stronger Coastal  
Storms

Infrastructure  
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Total Risk is defined as the most important and highest risk elements of the Hilton Head Island Community

Total Impact is the total emissions footprint by percentage for the Hilton Head Island Community. 

Total Impact

Hilton Head Island Impact and Risk Infographic

Total Risk
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Hilton Head Island Materiality Matrix
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Responsibility
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Electricity

Electricity use represents 61.5% of the carbon emissions generated on Hilton Head Island. Residential 
electricity makes up 61.5% of total electricity use with commercial electricity use at 38.5%. Hilton Head 
Island households are responsible for 7.36 metric tons (MT) of carbon emissions annually, 9% higher 
than the national average of 6.78 MT per household. For Hilton Head Island to be on par with other 
communities, residents would need to reduce electricity use by at least 1,315 kWh per household.

Transportation

Transportation and fuel use represent 31% of the carbon emissions generated on Hilton Head Island 
with 82% of those emissions coming from passenger vehicles traveling to, from or within the Island. 
Total Annual miles traveled exceeded 100,000,000; the average resident travels 6.84 miles per day.  
Traffic counts show during peak season nearly 66,000 vehicles are on the Island’s roadways. 

Water

Hilton Head Island consumed more than 5 billion gallons of freshwater in 2013. This water is drawn 
from deep wells to underground aquifers or pumped from the Savannah River. In 2013 the average per 
capita water use was approximately 82,881 gallons per person per year including tourists (or 147,000 
gallons per person per year with local residents only). In addition, the community generated and used 
39,341 gallons of reclaimed treated wastewater, which is applied to golf courses and commercial 
properties for irrigation, significantly reducing the communities need for additional potable water.

Waste

From 2010 to 2013, waste sent to landfill averaged over 50,000 tons. In 2010, 51,248 tons of waste was 
sent to the landfill. By 2013, that number decreased to 48,913 tons, representing a 5% decrease. On 
average, for every 20 tons that is sent to the landfill from Hilton Head Island, only 1 ton is recycled. 
According to the U.S. EPA, the average community recycles 34.5% of its waste stream, Hilton Head 
Island is currently recycling only 5% of its total waste stream.

Tourism

Tourism is a major economic driver for Hilton Head Island and with this significant economic impact 
comes considerable environmental impact. As part of the Baseline Sustainability Assessment, it was 
estimated that tourism represents 21% to 35% of Hilton Head Island’s total carbon emissions. Tourist 
contribute to the Island’s total emissions when they travel to Hilton Head Island, generate waste while 
visiting, and consume electricity and water resources during their stay. 

Core Responsibility Data 
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Responsibility Next Steps

Recycling

Current recycling efforts on Hilton Head Island are resulting in a 20:1 landfill to recycling ratio. 
Commercial waste represents the largest opportunity for improved waste stream diversion followed 
by ramped up residential recycling programs. To be on par with national averages, Hilton Head Island 
would need to target a minimum recycling rate of 3:1. To improve efficiencies and lower costs, the 
community could revisit streamlining recycling to single haulers in residential communities and 
explore creative ways to incentivize commercial waste recycling for businesses. 

Electricity

Residential energy use is a major impact area for Hilton Head Island. Programs to help reduce 
electricity could be considered. These could include in-home energy audits, services to better 
insulate older properties, programs such with incentives for more energy efficient equipment. The 
majority of electricity in homes comes from heating and cooling, water heaters, televisions, 
refrigerators, and clothes dryers. Hilton Head Island should look for ways to reduce household 
energy use by 1,315 kWh per year.

Renewable 
Energy

Promotion of renewable energy for all types of properties is suggested. Renewable options provide a 
more sustainable source of energy while creating new jobs and businesses. ARB policies and design 
guidelines of many of the planned communities may make solar panel installations and other forms 
of energy generators a challenge. At the Town level, the LMO and Tree Ordinance may make 
trimming trees for the purpose of installing solar panels difficult. The community could set a 
percentage target  for power coming from renewable sources, such as 25% by 2025, which is similar 
to the National Energy Portfolio Standards that exist in many states.  Local government may also offer 
tax incentives or other allowances for properties using renewable sources or contributing energy 
back to the grid.

Green 
Construction

Hilton Head Island is going through a redevelopment renaissance. As developers build new 
buildings and/or retrofit older buildings it would be beneficial to engage, encourage and possibly 
incentivize green building techniques. The return on investment of Low Impact Development, LEED 
and other energy efficient building and design techniques are often not understood by owners, 
investors, developers and contractors. Education efforts could help promote sustainable 
development and new green construction techniques. Additionally, the Island Brand could be 
enhanced with green design and construction efforts if communicated to future eco-minded buyers 
who value green features and energy efficiency. 
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Responsibility Next Steps

Sustainability 
Leadership

To be effective, the Hilton Head Island community needs leadership focused on sustainability. The 
Assessment results will help prioritize impact areas and strategies for implementation. However, day 
to day leadership and local resources are needed for sustainable efforts to succeed. The community 
could develop training programs for sustainability leadership among residents, civic leaders and 
business owners. A community wide implementation strategy with a mission, vision, values and goals 
would help efforts succeed. 

Alternative 
Transportation

Transportation systems on Hilton Head Island should expand with population and annual visitors. 
Much work has been done to improve connectivity and bike paths, and the number of bike rentals 
and bike racks. However, there is still opportunity for continued improvement. Developing Hilton 
Head Island into a premier biking destination for visitors is only the start. Creating and providing 
alternative ways to move people across the Island without passenger vehicles, as well as transporting 
people to and from the Island in a shared manner, could be explored as a ways to improve the Island 
experience while reducing emissions, congestion, and fuel consumption.

Water Efficiency

Access to high quality, clean potable water is one of Hilton Head Island’s greatest challenges. Not 
only is water consumption high per capita, but stress on the natural resource is significant. The 
Floridian Aquifer which provides 50% of Hilton Head Island’s water is retreating inland at a rate of 200 
feet per year by many estimates. Supplies experiencing saltwater intrusion require extra filtration and 
treatment to remove salts. Improved water efficiency for commercial and residential properties and 
working with the large consumers of water to improve conservation, would help extend water 
availability and reduce costs now and for the future. 

Sustainability  
Awareness / 

Kool-Aid

Hilton Head Island is advanced in many ways in its pursuit of sustainability, as it has a long standing 
ethos of environmental stewardship and preservation efforts. The Island’s mature tree canopy is 
among the world’s most recognized community forests, as well as its healthy, robust fresh water and 
salt water wetland eco-system. Hilton Head Island is rich in history, home to the unique Gullah culture, 
and it was once inhabited by Native Americans (shell rings and other signs of their presence are still 
visible). Island residents are well educated, financially strong, prioritize the value of preservation 
efforts, and are engaged with the community. As a next step, a community education and 
engagement program will include focus groups and strategies to develop an action plan to guide 
programs to yield long term, measurable success.
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Risk
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Core Risk Data

Sea Level Rise

As a coastal community, Hilton Head Island is at risk from climate change. Sea level rise poses a 
significant risk to future generations. By 2050 projections from the 2014 National Climate Assessment 
show that Hilton Head Island could see as much as a 1ft sea level rise, and by 2100 a 4 ft sea level rise.  
Analysis from the Baseline Sustainability Assessment show that, if these projections are met, as many 
as 913 homes could be affected by a 1ft rise in sea level.

Flooding

The climate change impact of sea level rise would also create flooding challenges for Hilton Head 
Island. 80% of the Island is located within the 100 year floodplain and low lying portions of the 
community are already prone to flooding. If sea levels rise and precipitation on the Island change over 
time, flooding will increase, flood insurance premiums, and property values will also be negatively 
affected.

Hurricanes

Atlantic hurricanes have increased over time. The number of Hurricanes per year from 2001 to 2012 
was 1.6; this is up from 0.96 from 1976 to 2000 and up from 0.88 from 1951 to 1975. Hurricane  
projections suggest that oceanic warming will cause tropical storms to be fewer globally but stronger, 
with more Category 4 and Category 5 storms. The Town of Hilton Head Island has been progressive 
and has a well planned disaster recovery plan. Community hardening efforts that make the community 
more resilient remain important and the community should review this plan on a regular basis. 

Temperature

Hilton Head is already a premier international vacation destination due to its warm summers and mild 
winters. Climate change projections for temperature data suggest that Hilton Head Island may 
experience longer, hotter summer seasons with more days over 90° F and fewer winter days with 
temperatures below 32° F. These extended seasons may benefit the community with elongated peak 
tourism seasons and an increase in Hilton Head Island’s desirability as a vacation destination. 

Resiliency

Hilton Head Island is a functioning barrier island.  If climate changes become more severe, the 
community may see warming temperatures, droughts, floods, more severe storms, and a changing 
Atlantic Ocean. To remain resilient, Hilton Head Island should prepare for possible changes such as a 
higher frequency of beach renourishment, developing alternative water sources due to aquifer retreat, 
and other impacts, to maintain the Island’s current quality of life.
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Risk Next Steps

Collaboration

Hilton Head Island has many current efforts and planning processes where sustainability and climate 
resiliency are a natural extension. Even so, the community could accomplish more through collaboration 
across existing planning processes. In addition, Hilton Head Island community representatives could reach 
out to the surrounding communities in Beaufort County and along the Atlantic coast to collaborate on 
local and regional sustainability/climate issues. 

Adaptive 
Design

Things change. The Baseline Sustainability Assessment uncovered a long and positive history of Hilton 
Head Island acknowledging that growth and prosperity bring the need for adaptation and flexibility. 
Looking forward to the Island of future generations, the community should continue its heritage of 
innovation by incorporating adaptive design into community planning. Additionally, the Town could 
explore adding climate resiliency as a component of capital expense budgeting & planning.  

Flood 
Mitigation

The average elevation of Hilton Head Island is 10 feet above sea level with the highest elevation above the 
28 foot mark. Weather events that create storm surge or unleash large amounts of rainfall can be difficult 
to deal with. Flooding is a naturally occurring risk on Hilton Head Island that is compounded by 
development in low elevation areas. Flood mitigation and preparedness efforts such as land use 
ordinances with development constraints, the areas storm water utility, property acquisition programs, and 
funding to help make at risk homes less flood prone may be necessary to mitigate future flooding.

Healthcare

Previous disasters have demonstrated that critical operations including healthcare facilities and hospitals 
can fail during and after major storm events. The community could work with healthcare providers to 
protect patients during disasters.  Plans should ensure that hospitals can be accessed during flood events, 
fresh air can be provided, medical records can be transferred and that generators stay dry and 
operational. 

Infrastructure

Hilton Head Island contains a significant amount of infrastructure and support systems. Inevitably, systems 
fail during major events, but critical planning helps ensure that these failures have minimal impact.  Hilton 
Head Island should promote flood resiliency efforts with utilities, cellular serice, and other critical 
providers. Incentives could be explored to motivate participation and discussion of storm preparedness. 
The Town could also work with insurance underwriters to recognize resiliency efforts in premiums with 
local businesses by creating Hilton Head Island specific resiliency criteria. 
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Resiliency
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Core Resiliency Data

Local 
Government

The Town of Hilton Head Island has the capabilities to adopt policies, practices and procedures that 
further sustainability on the Island. The Town could build on its heritage of being an eco-conscious 
coastal community and begin its next chapter in community sustainability. Sustainability to Hilton Head 
Island could encompass both sustainable practices and climate resiliency strategies that align with 
existing efforts and help ensure quality of life for future generations. 

Local 
Community

The community as a whole has significant capacity to advance sustainability. Engaged citizens, business 
owners, numerous committees and civic groups Island-wide can provide resources to identify and 
advance sustainable practices and policies. Outreach efforts and research for this Baseline Sustainability 
Assessment have shown that key stakeholders have an interest in sustainability accompanied by well 
defined needs and benefits for Island-wide sustainability.

Neighboring 
Communities

Neighboring communities to Hilton Head Island also offer collaboration opportunities on sustainability. 
Beaufort County, Savannah, Charleston and Kiawah Island have all explored sustainability and coastal 
climate resiliency at different levels. Collaborating with these communities on lessons learned, including 
both successes and failures, can help the Community with its sustainability efforts on the Island. 

Future 
Residents & 

Business 
Owners

Current and future residents and business owners will expect Hilton Head Island to have the resources 
necessary to thrive for generations to come. The community’s resiliency is a high value consideration for 
prospective buyers and investors. Keeping Island attractive to new investment is a core function of 
sustainability and economic viability. Resiliency and sustainability planning demonstrates the 
community’s commitment and willingness to engage in actions to sustain quality assets for future 
generations. The ability for the Hilton Head Island community to have a credible action plan and 
programs will set it apart from competing destinations. 

Tourists

Tourism drives Hilton Head Island’s economy.  Year after year tourists choose Island as their vacation 
destination, spend their dollars to immerse in the Island’s unique environment, creating memories with 
their families, friends or loved ones. The Island’s sustainability efforts can be an appealing asset to the 
business of tourism. Enhancing the Hilton Head Island brand with an ongoing sustainability story could 
attract a broad range of travelers and visitors, and strengthen the local economy and add value.  
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Resiliency Next Steps

Community 
Members

Successful sustainability efforts rely on an engaged community. Clearly communicated strategies, their 
impacts and potential outcomes can motivate community members to get involved and contribute time, 
resources or abilities. Programs, policies and recommendations need to be credible, meaningful and 
transparent to avoid the practice of greenwashing with both PR collateral, narrative and actual practices.

Hilton Head 
Island Youth

Sustaining Hilton Head Island for future generations should prioritize our youth. Creating programs that 
educate, inform, and include the youth population is an excellent way to make sustainability efforts an 
integral part of Island culture and way of life. Collaborating with schools, camps, and youth focused 
organizations is an effective way to get the sustainability message out. 

Business 
Community

The Hilton Head Island business has a lot to gain from sustainability and increased climate resiliency. 
When businesses reduce environmental impact, not only do they preserve the source of their revenue, 
but there are economic gains in the form of energy use reductions and decreased waste costs.  Climate 
resiliency efforts protect the Island’s infrastructure, preserve natural resources, and promote the Island’s 
preferability as a premier tourism destination. The business community also offers a platform to 
communicate sustainability messaging and show Island-wide support for sustainability. 

Future 
Residents

Future residents of Hilton Head Island will seek out information on the Island’s sustainability position just 
like they will obtain information on the home, the community, and the location. Sustainability attributes 
could be made available on websites, broadcast through social media, advocated by the Town, 
Chamber of Commerce and Visitor and Convention Bureau, and overall marketing efforts for the Island. 
Additionally, Hilton Head Island real estate MLS services could include “sustainable features” promoted 
separately in real estate listings. 

Tourists

Making it easy for visitors to do their part while on the Island is part art and part science. Working with 
the community, hotels, resorts, and rental agencies to develop sustainable tourism practices on Hilton 
Head Island that address energy and water use, sustainable waste management, and transportation 
could create significant positive impacts. Ensuring that visitors have the facilities and ability to act 
responsibly while on the Island is challenging. But a spirit of collaboration to ramp up existing programs 
and implement new ones can attain desired results.
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