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Kiawah Island Community Association 
Landscape Management Guidelines for  Association Members 

 
Introduction 
 
Kiawah Island is poised dramatically between ocean and marsh on land that carries the 
brunt of winds, salt spray, tides, and sporadic coastal storms.  On this island, wildlife has 
often been visible even to casual observers.  The total ecosystem represents a complex of 
dunes, shrub thickets, maritime forests, salt marshes, and tidal flats.  The good condition 
of each is essential to the well being of this island and the mainland it buffers.  If the 
marshes are filled in, the marine life that grows there disappears from the ocean.  If the 
dunes are altered, beaches in front of them will be lost.  As the maritime forest is cleared, 
many forms of wildlife will be lost and migrating birds will lose a place to rest and nest. 
 

 Man has an impact on Kiawah Island.  The 
management of manmade areas, therefore, 
is the responsibility of every association 
member.  Each member has a role to play 
in maintaining the health and beauty of this 
barrier island.  As many have learned, the 
island environment is harsh on landscape 
designs that employ plants, which 
traditionally thrive in other parts of the 
country, and even in the gardens of nearby 
locations.  The highly alkaline, quickly 
draining, sandy soil is poor in some 

nutrients.  Non-native plants, with few exceptions, require regular and costly irrigation.  
They also often need fertilization and pesticide protection, both of which can contaminate 
nearby streams and lakes. 
 
Native plants, on the other hand, require less maintenance, add natural beauty to the 
landscape, and provide optimal habitat for wildlife.  As the guidelines for management 
and maintenance of commonly held land on Kiawah evolves, guidelines for best practices 
in landscaping private property change, too.  These guidelines adhere to principles held 
by the Kiawah Island Community Association and follow both the requirements of The 
Architectural Review Board and the advice of The Kiawah Island Natural Habitat 
Conservancy.  
 
Guiding Pr inciples 
 

I. The aesthetic beauty of Kiawah Island is to be protected and maintained. 
 

II. Landscape designs shall sustain wildlife population. 
 

III. All Association members share in protecting Kiawah Island. 
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Landscape Objectives 
 

I . Naturescapes 
A. Recognize Kiawah’s natural setting as a unique environment.  Plant within the 

environmental framework using native plants. 
B. Reduce use of lawns in landscaping plans. 
C. Mulch plant beds heavily to reduce moisture loss.  Mulching with pine straw, 

shredded hardwood bark, or pine chips can also deter noxious plants from 
germinating.  Replace mulch annually. 

D. Use drought tolerant plant species whenever possible. 
E. Monitor existing irrigation systems to ensure the most efficient use of water. 
F. Develop nature curtains of native trees and shrubs between houses to provide wildlife 

corridors and privacy for people.  See Appendix A for plants to use. 
G. Keep three-foot natural buffer zones at pond or lake edge. 

1. Plant aquatic vegetation in lake.  See Appendix B for list of appropriate aquatic 
plants for Kiawah’s lakes as well as a list of plants to avoid. 

2. Plant a three-foot border of terrestrial grasses at pond edge.  Limit woody 
vegetation in the buffer zone to avoid erosion of the pond bank.  See Appendix C 
for transition species and terrestrial grasses. 

3. Contact the Lakes Management Department for recommendations on erosion 
control at 843-768-2315. 

4. No plants may be removed or cut at lake edges without the expressed written 
permission of the Association first and then the Architectural Review Board.  
Routine maintenance activities, previously approved by these two entities may be 
conducted without receiving written permission for each occurrence.  Property 
Owners should contact the Lakes Management Department at 843-768-2315 to set 
up a meeting and obtain the proper request forms.  Pruning of plants is only 
allowed within the view window design or in accordance with standards and 
methods set forth in Appendix I .  See lake edge diagrams Appendix D.  Note 
that erosion occurs on lakes that have insufficient plants at their edges.  Planted 
edges are also helpful because they filter organic and chemical runoff into lakes. 

H. Keep buffer zones at marsh edge or critical line natural for at least three feet. 
1. Do not remove marsh front plants.  Marshes are regulated by the State of South 

Carolina Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management and The 
Architectural Review Board.  See marsh edge diagram Appendix E. 

2. Native marsh front plants keep areas stable by holding soil in place, filtering 
organic and chemical runoff and providing habitat for birds and other wildlife.  

I. Keep buffer zones at dune edge natural for three feet. 
1. Walk only on boardwalks from beachfront property to the beach.   
2. Walking on the dunes is not permitted in order to protect the coastal dune 

community of plants such as sea oats and grasses, which create an effective 
windbreak for homes and properties and hold the dunes in place.  See dune edge 
diagram Appendix F. 
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II. Trees 
A. Use primary succession species like pine, Sabal Palm, and wax myrtle for quick 

growth.  They provide shelter and shade for secondary growth trees such as oaks and 
magnolias.  Wax myrtles planted too close to pond or lakes edges can cause erosion 
of banks. 

B. Remove live trees or limbs over 4-inch caliper (diameter of tree) only after approval 
by ARB. 

C. Leave dead trees and snags as habitat for wildlife and woodpeckers unless they 
endanger individuals or other property. 

D. Replace any removed tree with one or more similar trees.  See Appendix G for 
recommended trees. 

E. Remove invasive shrubs and trees.  See Appendix H for list of these plants. 
 
III. Shrubs and Vines 

A. Prune plants as needed to keep vigorous growth. 
B. Prune shrubs to maintain natural form whenever possible.  See appendix on pruning 

techniques.  See shrub-pruning diagrams in Appendix I . 
C. Choose hand pruning over shearing in the following instances: 

1. Pond or lake edge plantings 
2. Marsh edge plantings 
3. Beach front area plantings 
4. Plants at side property lines shared with neighbors 
5. Plants near streets 

D. Keep a clear line of sight at driveway and roadside edges of property. 
E. Allow growth of native vines but attempt to confine them to your own property.  

 
IV. Ground Covers 

A. Keep lawns to a minimum.  Lawn maintenance can be labor intensive and require 
sustained application of chemicals and artificial irrigation. 

B. Mow centipede grass to approximately 1.5-2.0 inches and St. Augustine to 3.0-4.0 
inches in height. 

C. Test soil in spring for exact information on fertilizers to use.  See Appendix J for the 
correct process of soil testing. 

D. Call Clemson Cooperative Extension Service for soil analysis at 843-722-5940. 
E. Plant native species ground covers.  See Appendix K for list of native ground cover. 
 

V. Weeds, Plant Debris and Recycling of Yard Waste 
A. Remove weeds from landscaped beds.  Any plant out of place in a landscaped bed is 

considered a weed.  Sections of native vegetation, by definition, have no weeds. 
B. Stack palm fronds, limbs, and other yard debris at side of road for weekly pickup and 

removal.   
C. Make a compost of yard debris as a viable way of returning organic matter to the soil.  

Compost piles must be discreetly placed and screened from neighboring properties.  
ARB approval is required. 



Publication Date: January 23, 2004 - 4 - 
Landscape Management Guidelines  

VI. Routine Landscape Maintenance 
These are requirements set by the Board of Directors in reference to Association 
members’  responsibilities in maintaining their property. 
A. Lawns at curbside and paved edges must be edged regularly to maintain a neat 

appearance. 
B. Lawns must be weed free in appearance. 
C. Debris such as palm fronds, limbs and other yard debris must be removed from lawn 

areas. 
D. A definite edge must be maintained between lawn and native areas or between lawn 

and plant beds. 
E. Mulch when installed, particularly pinestraw, must be tucked in neatly at the bed 

edges and under shrubs. 
 

VII. Review Process for Addressing Members Concerns 
A. Call KICA Member Services Representative 843-768-9194 when concerns arise with 

Land and Lakes Management.  The representative will contact Land and Lake 
Management who will seek resolution of the problem with the members. 

B. For further consideration, the member can call or write the Land and Lakes 
Management Advisory Committee Chair who will review the situation with the 
committee.   

C. If satisfaction is not achieved with the Land and Lakes Advisory Committee, the 
member’s concerns can then be directed to the KICA Board of Directors. 
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Appendix A - Nature Cur tains 
 
“Nature Curtains”  - Areas where vegetation is allowed to grow in its natural state, providing 

screening and wildlife habitat. 
 

    

Common Name Genus Species Description 

Dwarf Palmetto Sabal minor Trunkless palm; provides good low 
screen.  Grows in wet or dry soils.  
Grows best in semi-shade as an 
understory plant 
 

Saw Palm Serenoa repens Coarse tropical texture a blue green 
leaved form is available.  Understory 
plant 

Wax Myrtles Myrica cerifera Fast grower, good screen in full sun 
areas, evergreen, well adapted to 
barrier island environment. 
 

Yaupon Ilex vomitoria Upright growth habit, grows in sun or 
shade, can grow 4 to 6 feet tall 
 

Yucca Yucca sp. Evergreen shrub with pointed leaves; 
requires full sun and dry conditions. 
 

 
See Appendix G for further listing of nature curtain plants.  Species of non-native plants are 
acceptable but not recommended, provided they are not listed in Appendix H.  
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Appendix B – Aquatic Vegetation 
 
Growing In The Pond 

 

Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 
Tolerance 

Arrow Arum Peltandra virginica Aquatic herb to 3' with 
large leaves and flowers on 
a spadix and enveloped in 
a green spathe. 
 

low 

Bald Cypress Taxoduim distichum Large tree with needle-like 
leaves buttressed base. 
 

low 

Bur-marigold Bidens speciosa Twining plant with fall-
blooming, bright yellow 
flowers that form mats 
along pond edges. 
 

low 

Creeping Primrose Ludwigia palustris Prostrate, mat-forming with 
red-purple-green, petalless 
flowers. 
 

low 

Dotted Smartweed Polygonum punctatum Herb with papery tube 
leaves growing to 2' with 
clusters of tiny flowers. 
 

low 

Golden Club  Orontium aquaticum Large oblong leaves with 
yellow club where flowers 
form. 
 

low 

Lizard’s Tail Saururus cernuus Colonial rhizomal herb with 
heart-shaped leaves with 
aromatic, bottlebrush-like 
clusters of white flowers 
growing 2'. 
 

low 

Parrotfeather Myriophyllum aquaticum Submersed, mat-forming 
aquatic with feathery 
leaves whorled around 
stalk. 
 

low 

Pickerelweed Pontedaria cordata Showy aquatic to 3' with 
purple flowers in showy 
spikes and large lance-
shaped leaves. 
 

low 

Swamp Blackgum  Nyssa biflora Tree to 65' with buttressed 
trunk. 

low 
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Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 

Tolerance 
Swamp Dock  Rumex verticillatus Papery tubes with leafy 

base growing to 4' with 
clustered flowers. 
 

low 

Swamp Lily Crinum americanum Fragrant herb; white 
flowers; showy. 
 

low 

Arrowhead Sagittaria lancifolia Showy aquatic to 4' with 
white flowers on a tall stalk 
and large leaves. 
 

medium 

Big Head Rush Juncus megacephalus Fresh water shoreline 
perennial to 3' tall. 
 

medium 

Blue-flag Iris Iris virginica Showy aquatic herb to 3' 
with dark purple flowers 
and narrow leaves. 
 

medium 

Giant Bulrush Scirpus validus Large freshwater aquatic 
rush to 6' tall that does well 
pond edges. 
 

medium 

Marsh Pennywort Hydrocotyle umbellata Singular plants with a 
round leaf at the top of a 
slender stalk growing in 
large colonies along the 
pond edge and into shallow 
water. 
 

medium 

Sawgrass Cladium jamaicense Large aquatic grass to 6' 
with showy fruiting bodies. 
 

medium 

Soft Rush Juncus effusus Freshwater shoreline 
perennial to 3' tall. 
 

medium 

Water Hyssop Bacopa monnieri Low, prostrate succulent 
with delicate purple-white 
flowers growing along pond 
edges. 
 

medium 

Whorled Pennywort Hydrocotyle verticillata Singular plants with a 
round leaf at the top of a 
slender stalk growing in 
large colonies along the 
pond edge and into shallow 
water. 

medium 
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Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 
Tolerance 

Yellow Canna Canna flaccida Showy aquatic to 4' with 
large leaves and yellow 
flowers. 
 

medium 

Yellow-flag Iris  Iris pseudacorus Showy aquatic herb to 3' 
with yellow flowers and 
narrow leaves.   
 

medium 

Giant Cordgrass Spartina cynosuroides Aquatic to 3' tall, it is one of 
the most important species 
for salt marsh and 
shoreline stabilization. 
 

high 

Marsh-hay Cord 
Grass 

Spartina patens Shoreline grass to 3' tall 
growing in the high salt 
marshes, and brackish 
flats. 
 

high 

Needle Rush Juncus romerianus Aquatic perennial to 3' tall 
that inhabits upper portions 
of salt and brackish 
marshes. 
 

high 

Salt Grass Distichlis spicata Low grass that does well in 
saline conditions.  Can 
become invasive. 
 

high 

Saltmarsh Bulrush Scirpus robustus Colonies; terminally 
clumped spikelets of 
spiraled overlapping 
scales; important habitats 
for aquatic life. 
 

high 

Smooth Cordgrass Spartina alterniflora Salt water to brackish; to 2 
m; rhizomal; terminal 
spikelets; important for 
erosion control; wildlife 
habitat. 

high 
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Invasive Aquatics    

Currently listed as illegal to possess, import, or distribute in South Carolina 

* included on Federal Noxious Weed List 

Common Name Genus Species  

African oxygen weed * Lagarosiphon major  

Alligatorweed Alternanthera  philoxeroides  

Ambulia * Limnophila  sessiliflora  

Arrowhead * Sagittaria sagittifolia  

Arrow-leaved monochoria * Monochoria hastata  

Brazilian elodea Egeria  densa  

Caulerpa* Caulerpa taxifolia  

Common reed Phragmites  australis  

Duck-lettuce * Ottelia alismoides  

Eurasian watermilfoil Myriophyllum  spicatum  

Exotic bur reed * Sparganium erectum  

Giant salvinia * Salvinia  molesta 
biloba 

herzogii 
auriculata 

 

 

Hydrilla * Hydrilla  verticallata  

Melaleuca * Melaleuca quinquenervia  

Miramar weed * Hygrophila polysperma  

Monochoria * Monochoria vaginalis  
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Common Name Genus Species  

Mosquito fern * Azolla pinnata  

Purple loosestrife Lythrum  salicaria  

Rooted water hyacinth * Eichhornia azurea  

Slender naiad Najas  minor  

Water chestnut Trapa natans  

Water hyacinth Eichhornia  crassipes  

Water lettuce Pistia  stratiotes  

Water primrose Ludwigia  hexapetala  

Water spinach * Ipomoea aquatica  

Wetland nightshade * Solanum tampicense  
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Appendix C – Transition Species 
 
TERRESTRIAL GRASSES GROWING ALONG THE SHORELINE 
Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 

Tolerance 
Sweet grass Muhlenbergia filipes Clump forming grass with 

attractive purple plumes in fall.  
Grows to 3'. 
 

low 

Broomsedge Andropogon sp. Tufted grass to 3'. 
 

medium 

Dwarf Spikerush Eleocharis microcarpa Low shoreline grass to 15" 
with single, brown nutlet at top. 
 

medium 

Sand Cord Grass Spartina bakerii Clump forming grass.  Grows 
to 3'. 
 

medium 

White-topped 
Sedge  

Dichromea colorata Low shoreline grass to 10" 
with white star-shaped top. 
 

medium 

Marsh-hay Cord 
Grass 

Spartina repens Spreading grass.  Grows to 2'. high 

 
SMALL TREES AND SHRUBS GROWING ALONG THE SHORELINE 
Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 

Tolerance 
Seaside Mallow  Koelsteletskya virginica Shrub to 6' with small, pink 

flowers. 
 

low 

Swamp Rose  Rosa palustris Medium shrub to 6' with 
hooked thorns and showy pink 
flowers. 
 

low 

Swamp Rose 
Mallow  

Hibiscus moscheutos 2.5 m tall; large showy white 
flowers. 
 

low 

Swamp Willow Salix caroliniana Fast-growing shrub/tree to 20'.  
Somewhat invasive. 
 

medium 
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Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 

Tolerance 
Marsh Elder  Iva frutescens Medium shrub 4' with small 

flowers in drooping heads. 
 

high 

Sea Ox-eye  Borrichia frutescens Small shrub from 2-3' with 
yellow flowers growing in 
dense stands. 

high 

 
LARGE TREES GROWING ALONG THE SHORELINE 
Common Name Genus Species Description Salinity 

Tolerance 
Laurel Oak Quercus laurifolia Large canopy tree. 

 
low 

Red Bay  Persia borbonia Thick dark green aromatic 
leaves; will grow in sun.  If grown 
in light shade, tree form is less 
dense. 
 

low 

Southern Magnolia Magnolia grandiflora Large evergreen canopy tree 
with leathery leaves and fragrant, 
large, showy white flowers. 
 

low 

Live Oak Quercus virginica Large canopy tree with 
spreading limbs. 
 

medium 

Palmetto Tree Sabal palmetto Fan-shaped evergreen leaves at 
the top of a tall trunk. 

medium 
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Appendix D – Lake Edge Diagrams 
 

 
 

Figure 1.  - View Windows 
 

 
 
 Figure 2.  - Low Shoreline Filtered View 
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Figure 3.  - Screened View 

Appendix E – Marsh Edge Diagram 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.  - Marsh View 
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Appendix F – Dune Edge Diagram 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5.  – Dune Edge 
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Appendix G – Native Trees  
 
Common Name Genus Species Description Type 

Devils Walking 
Stick 

Aralia spinosa Spines on trunk, large white bloom 
spikes, purple berries; red fall color; full 
sun. 

Small 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Redbud Tree Cercis canadensis Heart shaped leaves and magenta 
lavender blooms in spring; semi shade 
preferred. 

Small 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Sumac Rhus copallina Red fall leaf color; course texture; small 
tree; full sun. 

Small 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Persimmon Diospyros virginiana Edible fruit in fall and consistent 
yellow/orange color; full sun. 

Medium 
deciduous 

tree 
 

River Birch Betula nigra Salmon exfoliating bark; quick growth; 
full sun. 

Medium 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Swamp Willow Salix caroliniana Pale yellow green foliage; short-lived 
tree; full sun. 

Medium 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Toothache Tree Zanthoxylum clava-herculis Unusual bark surfaces, spine tipped 
growths on the trunks and large 
branches; full sun. 

Medium 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Pignut Hickory Carya glabra Retains foliage until late fall; autumn 
color is yellow; bitter fruit is wildlife food; 
full sun 

Large 
deciduous 

tree 
 

Sweet Gum Liquidambar styraciflua Purple to red autumn color; sweet gum 
balls are wildlife food; gray bark; full 
sun. 

Large 
deciduous 

tree 
 

 
Common Name Genus Species Description Type 

Water Oak Quercus nigra Conical or rounded crown with slender 
branches and small leaves. 

Large 
deciduous 

tree 
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Dwarf Palmetto Sabal minor Trunkless palm with fan shaped leaves 
grows in wet and dry soils.  Grows in 
semi shade under trees. 

Small 
evergreen 

tree 
 

Groundsel /Salt 
Myrtle 

Baccharis halimifolia Semi-evergreen with white blooms; 
flowers same time as goldenrod.  Full 
sun. 

Small 
evergreen 

tree 
 

Wax Myrtle Myrica cerifera Fragrant leaves; grows quickly; wood is 
brittle; can contribute to erosion when 
planted too close to the pond edge; full 
sun. 
 

Small 
evergreen 

tree 

Yaupon Ilex vomitoria Upright growth habit; red translucent 
berries; sun or shade. 

Small 
evergreen 

tree 
 

Palmetto Sabal palmetto Very upright form; grows in semi shade 
under trees. 

Medium 
evergreen 

palm 
 

Red Bay Persea borbonia Thick dark green aromatic leaves; will 
grow in sun.  If grown in light shade, tree 
form is less dense. 

Medium 
evergreen 

tree 
 

Southern Red 
Cedar 

Juniperus silicicola Positive upright pyramidal form; full sun. Medium 
evergreen 

tree 
 

Laurel Oak Quercus laurifolia Large canopy tree. Large 
evergreen 

trees 

Live Oak Quercus virginiana Outstanding form as it ages; full sun. Large 
evergreen 

trees 
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Common Name Genus Species Description Type 

Loblolly Pine Pinus taeda Cones produce significant wildlife food; 
full sun. 

Large 
evergreen 

trees 
 

Slash Pine Pinus elliottii Cones produce significant wildlife food; 
full sun. 

Large 
evergreen 

trees 
 

Southern 
Magnolia 

Magnolia grandiflora Outstanding fragrant, white flowers, 
shiny leaves with brown undersides; full 
sun. 

Large 
evergreen 

trees 
 

Sweet Bay 
Magnolia 

Magnolia virginiana Creamy white flowers; full sun or semi 
shade. 

Large 
evergreen 

trees 
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Appendix H – Invasive Non-native 
Trees and Shrubs 

 
INVASIVE TREES    
Common Name Genus Species Description 

Mimosa Albizia julibrissin Small tree; aggressively re-
seeds. 
 

Tallow Tree Triadica  sebifera Deciduous tree; rapid grower, 
especially in wet areas; roots 
secrete chemical that prevents 
other plants germination in area. 
 

INVASIVE SHRUBS    
Common Name Genus Species Description 

Silverthorn / Russian 
Olive 

Elaeagnus  sp. An established landscape plant 
used for screening that has 
transitioned into natural areas 
having an effect on native 
species. 
 

Chinese Privet Ligustrum  sinense An established landscape plant 
used for screening that has 
transitioned into natural areas 
having an effect on native 
species. 
 

Japanese Privet Ligustrum  japonicum An established landscape plant 
used for screening that has 
transitioned into natural areas 
having an effect on native 
species. 
 

Nandina  Nandina  domestica An established landscape plant 
used in border plantings.  It has 
transitioned into natural areas 
and has affected native species. 
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Appendix I  – Shrub Pruning Diagram 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6.  – Shrub Pruning 
 

 
There are two pruning methods: 
Shearing of plants Hedge Clippers, Hedge Shears, and Electric Shears are used to create 

clipped hedges, or plants with geometric forms and/or straight lines. 
 

Thinning Selective removal of material from plants to shape or remove dead or 
diseased tissue. 

 
 
The following indicates which method of pruning is to be used for certain areas of the island:  
 
Method of Pruning  Used For  
Thinning  Lake Edge Plantings 
Thinning  Marsh Edge Plantings 
Thinning  Beach Front Area Plantings 
Thinning or Shearing  House Foundation Plantings or Formal Plantings near the House 
Thinning  Plants at Side Property Lines Shared with Neighbors & Plants Near Street 
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Appendix J – Soil Testing Diagram 
 

 
 

Figure 7.  – Soil Testing Locations 
 

Note: This diagram is intended only to explain generally where soil samples would be done.  It 
is not an ARB-approved landscape prototype or plan. 
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Appendix K – Native Ground Covers 
 
Common Name Genus Species Description 

Black-eyed Susan Rudbeckia hirta 2' perennial for dry, open, sandy, 
disturbed areas; flowers are daisy like 
with yellow petals and dark center disk. 
 

Bracken Fern Pteridium aquilinum 2' fern; non invasive; prefers moist areas 
and shade. 
 

Coral Bean Erythrina herbacea 3' herbaceous shrub with prominent, red 
bloom spikes.  Full sun to semi-shade. 
 

Coreopsis Coreopsis tinctoria 18" Common annual wildflower often 
used in dry, open sandy sites.  Yellow 
blooms spring to fall.  Full sun. 
 

Goldenrod Solidago odora 4' herbaceous perennial with long 
branching pyramidal shaped yellow 
flower heads; Full sun. 
 

Indian Blanketflower Gaillardia pulchella 2' annual for dry, sandy open areas, 
bright yellow and red flowers.  Full sun 
and dry conditions. 
 

Prickly Pear  
Cactus 

Opuntia compressa Large pads have spines; yellow flowers 
in spring.  Grows in full sun and dry 
conditions. 
 

Sweet Grass Muhlenbergia filipes 18" grass with thin leaves and wispy pink 
seed heads in fall.  Tolerates dry 
conditions.  Sun to part shade.  
 

Wild Ageratum Eupatorium coelestinum Perennial herb, 12-40 inches tall.  Showy 
purple flowers in summer. 

 


