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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Noisette — City
Crafting the New
American City
John L. Knott, Jr., Co-founder/President/CEO
The Noisette Company, LLC
“In times of change, the learners will inherit the Earth
while the knowers will be beautifully equipped to deal
with a world that no longer exists” – Eric Hoffer

In 1994, after the Rocky Mountain Institute had studied our
newly developed Dewees Island community, they called us “one
of the three leading sustainable developers in North America.”
My response at the time was “What does that mean?”
Since then, we have learned a lot from many projects including the
development of an affordable “green” home, the Health Science
Center in Houston, its Nursing School and campus redevelopment and now, the Noisette Project, a 3,000 acre redevelopment
in the historic urban core of the City of North Charleston.
My grandfather started our family business in Baltimore in 1908.
He was a Master Builder in the European tradition. At that time,
the builder and architect were one, and craftsman and artisans
participated in the design and creation of a building. They knew
where “true North” was, their materials were regionally based
and their buildings responded and respected their context,
climate and place. Developments were mixed use and compact,
evolved from the core and grew from the edge. Passive solar, day
lighting and natural ventilation were the intuitive rule of the day.
Sustainability is an old thing, not “the new thing.”

The historic neoclassical powerhouse, one of the ﬁrst buildings on the former naval
base, will anchor the east end of the basins, which are a key element of the ecological
storm water management design.

Growing up in this business, I was deeply rooted in historic preservation and urban redevelopment as well as life-long learning.
We understood that we were in the human habitat and community building business, not the “bricks and sticks” or development
business. We were taught that buildings and communities are
living organisms; that design and building professionals, including artisans, should be intimately involved in the development
process; that holistic and integrated teams create great places
and sustainable communities. We were also taught to serve the
larger community and address the ﬁve basic needs of human
society — functional, economic, aesthetic, spiritual and social.
Noisette, one of the largest sustainable undertakings in North
America, is in the heart of the Lowcountry of South Carolina. It
is a unique public-private venture. The Noisette Company has
funded the Master planning of the 3,000 acres and a community
involvement process that was conducted over 2.5 years and
involved hundreds of meetings with thousands of citizens. We invited them to envision and create their own future. The Noisette
Company will only be directly developing 350 of the 3,000 acres.
This investment model is a new vision to bring the skills of community developers to assist city redevelopment at a systems scale.
Our strategy was three-fold:
• Create a unique public-private relationship to revitalize the
3,000-acre area and redevelop 350 acres of the Navy Yard.
• Re-brand this area to distinguish Noisette as a unique area
of North Charleston, change regional perception and create
Noisette as a national model for sustainable development.
• Re-build community self-worth through a process that
achieves a common vision for the future, an understanding of
their unique heritage and a commitment to re-build neighborhood organizational structures.
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Our community meetings involved every neighborhood. Citizens
identiﬁed what was needed and a plan was developed at no
cost to the City. Over the last 35 years, our process has evolved
based on the belief that the people of a community turn cities
around, not the mayor or a developer. An economically and environmentally depressed area will only be turned around when the
community begins to act out of a renewed sense of value.
Our planning process is grounded in two very important principles:
1. Economically successful and durable communities must ﬁrst
be socially durable.
2. The value of a place can be identiﬁed by looking at the ecological, cultural, architectural and economic history over time.
This process at Noisette involved going back 12,000 years and documenting the human and natural history over that period of time.
We discovered the pre-human settlement condition of the natural
systems and overlaid the current developed framework of the existing city.This analysis showed that we could reconnect about 70%
of the natural systems without taking private land and signiﬁcantly
improve the storm water performance of the community.
This research also established the basis for a socially durable
community. Durable communities require two critical elements.
First, every member of the community understands the unique
history and heritage of their physical and social community and
secondly, every member holds in common, a vision for the future
to which they contribute.
These are classic principles for building great companies (which
are also communities). Our inventory process gives us the ability
to communicate the rich but forgotten history and our community-based master planning process helps to develop, articulate
and build a common vision.
The Noisette Community Master plan was delivered to the City
at the end of 2003 and accepted by the City Council in February
of 2004. The American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA)
conferred their highest honor for design and planning with their
award of excellence for the Noisette 140-page Master PLAN. It
has been hailed as setting a new standard for holistic city planning.
The plan has established the ﬁrst climatically based building standard for residential development in the US and set LEED as the
building standard for commercial and institutional construction.
One of our key supporters in this effort has been the Noisette
Urban Alliance which is a collaboration of 15 leading building material and equipment manufacturers. We have also created a new
institutional framework of non-proﬁts to help evolve a sustainable
and socially just culture over the long-term. For example:
• The Sustainability Institute, founded in 2000, operates one of
the few affordable green homes in the US as a teaching tool
for Noisette residents to learn how to restore and develop
their homes in balance with human and natural system health,
higher efﬁciency, durability and comfort.
• The Michaux Conservancy was formed to restore Noisette
Creek into a 160-acre urban ecological park. The $30,000,000
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Master Plan, which will restore the area and create an education center, is now moving forward with the funding identiﬁed
to complete it. Its mission is to manage the ecosystem restoration, to determine how to title the land and/or enact easements for the Preserve and to teach the Noisette community
members how their natural systems work. The Education
Center will also act as the Outdoor Research Center for the
13 public schools.
• The Noisette Foundation was established to focus on six
programmatic areas: human health, arts and culture, social
justice, economic development, environment, and education.
The Foundation’s mission is to build a blueprint for restoring
and valuing human capital. The Foundation is designing three
pathways supported by the six programmatic areas above.
A Healthy Pathway for all citizens to reach their highest
potential. A Restorative Pathway to address those that are on
a negative course due to drug addiction, poor health, imprisonment, under-education and under or unemployment. A 21st
Century Career Development Pathway that identiﬁes technical
and thinking skills for careers in the next 50 years
To measure the success of this process, we have compared a
few benchmarks for the Noisette area from March of 2001 to
October of 2005:
• Home ownership was 32%; it became 45%.
• Housing values were $54/sf ﬂat or declining for 20 years. Average time on the market was 270 days. Housing values grew to
$140/sf. Average time on the market was 30 days.
• Commercial land was trading at $50,000/acre and went to
$250-500,000/acre.
• The school system has adopted LEED as a base building
standard. The ﬁrst LEED School opened in South Carolina at
$106/sf versus the norm of $120/sf.
• Where no investment had occurred for 30 years, ﬁve signiﬁcant areas of concern are now in the hands of private development with more than 2,000 new housing units started.
• More than 800 new professional families with children are
moving into the existing housing and changing the dynamics in
the area and the schools.
Noisette, the New American City, is on track to become the
new integrated urban core for the Charleston region and will
be re-built under the principles of sustainability. The Navy Yard
is maintaining 40% open space and is fully entitled for 5-7,000
housing units along with 6-8,000,000 sf of non-residential development of the 350-acre site.
We have launched Phase 1 which will consist of 2100 housing units
and 1.5 million square feet of commercial, retail and institutional
development. In addition, we have released 1.2 million sf of existing
commercial space for ofﬁce, retail, ﬂex and warehouse uses that are
being redeveloped. We now have in excess of 12,000 new jobs that
have been attracted to this previously ignored and troubled area.
Noisette aspires to be the center for the Restoration Economy,
based on Storm Cunningham’s book of the same name Clemson
University has announced the creation of an 80-acre research
campus called the Restoration Institute. This campus will gener-
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Mixed-use buildings on Noisette Boulevard will include retail and working / living spaces.

ate 2200-4700 new jobs in the next seven years and support
nine industry clusters. The American College for the Building
Arts became the ﬁrst degree granting college in the US for 6
areas of the master skills in the building arts.
Noisette is a culmination of more than 38 years personal experience and a building and development culture, started by my
grandfather Henry A. Knott and passed down by my father John
L. Knott. We have continually evolved to improve how we build
and develop for the beneﬁt of our entire community and the
environment over the long-term.
A few lessons learned:
• There are numerous examples of great green and sustainable
buildings in our community inventory from before 1950.You
can use these local examples to learn from, as well as build
consumer conﬁdence that you are not experimenting.
• Stop selling green and start selling the beneﬁts of durability,
health, efﬁciency, beauty and comfort. Our clients do not buy
our service or product; they buy the beneﬁts they value in them.
• Surround yourself with team-oriented professionals that share
a high level of commitment to sustainability and have extensive
experience in implementing successful projects. If you are spending all your time trying to convince your contractors and professionals to go along on the journey, you cannot be effective.
• Sustainability and green do not need to cost more. It does
cost more in design and planning but the cost reduction in site
and infrastructure, superior performance of buildings, longer
durability and superior efﬁciency, is well worth the investment.
You must embrace change and become a change agent. Current
practice and the regulatory environment do not support this
type of building, design and planning. Many existing zoning and
regulatory codes and building common practices need to change.
We need to restore our intuitive connection to the natural
world and better integrate the design and operation of our
human habitat within it. Our failure to understand our buildings and communities as systems that directly impact and are
impacted by our natural world is at the root of many of our
building failures and our current global crisis.
And, focusing on green buildings is not enough. We need to

From roof decks and balconies, one will see green roofs, vegetated swales and
other ecological storm water management elements that also serve to beautify
the streetscape.

transform our society at-large so that what we build as green or
sustainable stays that way and inspires the community around us
to transform our shared future.
We are social engineers whether we admit it or not. There is
no profession that has more impact on social organization than
those who design and build our communities and plan their uses
and relationships.
Sustainability is a journey and no one has arrived. We are evolving a better understanding of how to produce sustainable buildings and communities. The most important step is to begin the
journey. In order to make that step, you should ask yourself the
following question. “What kind of future do you want to build?”
“The oldest task in human history: to live on a piece of
land without spoiling it” – Aldo Leopold

As President/CEO and co-founder of the Noisette Company, LLC,
John Knott leads the Noisette Project development team, which is
collaborating with the City of North Charleston, South Carolina, in the
sustainable restoration of 3,000 acres of the city’s historic urban core
and areas of the former Charleston Naval Base. A third generation
developer, Knott has 36 years of experience in urban redevelopment,
historic preservation and community rehabilitation ﬁelds. He specializes in ecologically sound development, emphasizing energy efﬁcient
design in the holistic development of sustainable communities. In
addition, Knott serves as the CEO/Managing Director of Island Preservation Partnership, which developed the 1,206-acre Dewees Island
oceanfront retreat dedicated to environmental preservation.
In the business sector, Mr. Knott serves on the Melaver, Incorporated Board
of Directors, a southeast sustainable property management and development company headquartered in Savannah, Georgia. He also serves
as President/CEO of the Aden Company, Inc., a Knott family company.
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