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Sustainability Planning in Action 
 

Becoming a more sustainable community isn’t easy. 
It would seem that the benefits far outweigh the 
effort, for sure, but it takes determination and 
persistence to make real and lasting changes. A 
community faces an even greater challenge, 
however, when economic forces threaten to 
undermine its progress. An unstable or distressed 
local economy can turn the path to sustainability into 
a case of “one step backward for every two steps forward.” Consider, for instance, Williamston, North Carolina—a rural 
community in eastern North Carolina where the median salary is 22% below the national average; where the 
unemployment rate is 67% above the national average; and where one in five people live at or below the poverty level. 
Williamston, a town of about 6,000 residents, is a place where economic forces could theoretically prevent sustainability 
from ever getting off the ground. Yet, it has made great strides towards becoming a more sustainable community. 
 
What Williamston needed at the start was a strategy that would engage its residents and still meet three important criteria. 
The strategy had to be: 1) inexpensive, 2) easy to implement, and 3) responsive to residents needs and concerns. The 
town also wanted the chosen strategy to raise awareness about sustainability and local environmental issues and motivate 
residents to participate in helping to address those issues. Members of the Williamston Chamber of Commerce  contacted 
Audubon International about its Sustainable Communities Program, and, over three years, with the help of a sustainability 
coordinator, the town has worked to include its residents in identifying sustainability indicators and developing a strategic 
plan that responds to the environmental, social, and economic issues of their town. 
 
“The program has made us realize that we, the citizens of Williamston, are responsible for our future,” says Dr. Tom Ward, 
Williamston’s sustainability coordinator. “As our small town seeks to compete in today’s global economy, we’ve increased 
our focus on the pillars of sustainability: our environment, our economy, and our people. We’ve realized that two of our 
significant strengths are our caring community and our undisturbed natural resources. As a result, we want to take care of 
our land, water, wildlife, and air as never before, because they will define our future.” 
 
Williamston has made tremendous strides in raising public awareness about sustainability and in demonstrating on-the 
ground results that will have a real and positive effect on the community and its residents. To members of the Steering 
Committee assembled to initiate this process—a cross-section of members of the community and local government 
leaders—the effort has been to create a community-wide acceptance of these sustainability goals through active and public 
projects, while driving a community-led planning efforts as well. 
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In the Sustainable Communities Program, the Town completed a plan under fifteen focus areas called Williamston 2020. 
The plan outlined goals for the region, partners, resources, and 
timelines. To achieve certification, the number of short 
term projects that were completed must be greater than those 
not yet completed. While working to document the progress, 
Dr. Ward found that each of the one hundred and twenty seven 
goals, ranging from short term to long term, had a 
partner with unique resources. It was no the sole responsibility 
of the municipal government to work towards progress; 
citizens, through individual actions, and local organizations 
were completing the tasks.  
 
Williamston’s accomplishments in connection with the town’s 
sustainability efforts include: 
 

 Roanoke River Preservation: The Town has completed 
several projects along the Roanoke River that both attract 
visitors and preserve the natural elements. In partnership 
with several organizations and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, the Town has allotted twenty-five thousand acres 
to remain forever wild. 

 

 Health and Quality of Life: Several new trails have linked the Town to recreational opportunities, including new 
Rail Trails, bike paths, and River Boardwalks. All of these linkages are mapped and available to the general public. 
Also, North Carolina State University students have developed a trail system that links all trails through residential 
areas. 

 

 Environmental Education in Local Schools: The school system has introduced a mandatory new class into the 
high school curriculum called Earth and the Environment, and students have constructed and continue to maintain a 

water quality project on campus including cisterns, rain gardens, 
eco-swales, permeable pavement, and riparian buffers. The 
project further calls attention to the diminishing fresh water supply 
in the Town, and educates students about the importance of 
sustainable water management practices. 
 

 Water Quality and Stormwater: To address the large 
amount of runoff from parking lots and roads, the Town has 
constructed numerous eco-swales and bio-retention ponds. All 
new developments must use permeable pavement, as adopted 
into the Town Code. The Town has worked with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to protect wetlands and natural areas surrounding 
the Roanoke River and has held several educational seminars for 
residents. 
 

 Historical Preservation: The Town has an active Historical 
Society which holds outreach events, develops educational 
materials and publications, documents the heritage, and 
preserves properties. To date, including the downtown (which is a 
walkable, mixed use area) sixty-six pieces of property have been 
acquired and preserved. Several area organizations participate in 
festivals that attract tourists and revenue, highlighting the history 
of the region. 
 

 Agriculture: Williamston is located in rural Martin County, where much of the land is dedicated to agriculture. The 
Cooperative Extension has helped with outreach and education so that seventy-five percent of the farms use strip-till 
or no-till farming methods. A farmers’ market venue has been constructed so area farms can sell excess produce. 
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A rain garden designed by students at a local high school teaches 

students about the importance of sustainable water management 

Historic and cultural heritage preservation are important 

components of Williamston’s sustainability plan 



 Arts and Culture: As the Martin County seat of government, the Town’s arts and cultural organizations are active 
county-wide. Several non-profit cultural organizations hold events monthly in rehabilitated downtown buildings 
owned by the Arts Council and Historical Society with help from donations and grants. The regular events are 
features by local artisans, including gallery work, local photography, quilt circles, plays, and music. 

 

 Infill: The Town has implemented codes to reduce sprawl 
and encourage the use of existing structures. The Arts 
Council and Technology Center, Economic Incubator, and 
the Roanoke Landing and Technology Center have 
occupied existing buildings, and the Downtown Facade 
Grants Program encourages the use of downtown 
buildings. A down-payment assistance program 
encourages the purchase of existing homes. 

 

 Recreation: In partnership with several agencies and 
organizations, the Town has purchased a majority of the 
land adjacent to the Roanoke River. Several birding paths 
linked to the North Carolina Birding Trails, educational 
signage that highlights the historical significance, camping 
platforms, boat launches, and recreational opportunities 
along the newly constructed boardwalk are just a few of 
the completed projects that draw in residents and visitors. 

 

 Local Government: The Town has implemented 
sustainable practices and policies into the framework for 
government. In addition to zoning codes, the Town has revised the permitting process for new development to 
include sustainable practices, prioritizes beautification projects, provides incentives to homeowner and business 
practices, encourages waste reduction and recycling, and emphasizes preservation. 

 

 Businesses: Several local businesses are educating residents and visitors about sustainable practices. Morningstar 
Nature Preserve is a privately owned preserve with trails and educational displays teaching the history and science 
of nature. Big Mill Bed and Breakfast is located on an old preserved tobacco farm that is zero waste and seventy-
five percent self-sufficient, with on-site gardens for food. 

 
 
As the first Municipality to receive the Audubon International Sustainable Community Certification in the State of 
North Carolina, The Town of Williamston has demonstrated a strong commitment to the ideals of sustainability—
economic vitality, environmental protection, and social responsibility. With the surrounding natural landscape of Eastern 
North Carolina and a rich heritage, Williamston has much to celebrate. It is a unique place filled with residents, 
businesses and community organizations that care deeply about the place they call home. Yet, it is this set of visible 
actions and accomplishments that has helped to drive the whole planning process from within the local government and 
with involvement from the community. Williamston achieved certification as an Audubon International Sustainable 
Community in October 2009. 
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The Roanoke River walk provides residents with excellent recreational 

activities that help improve health and quality of life.  


