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Charleston gross retail sales rebounding as 
retailers adopt new business operations
Crystal Baker Research Coordinator | South Carolina

Key Takeaways 

 > Despite a downward spike in retail sales at the start of the 
pandemic, Charleston gross retail sales have rebounded strongly 
as businesses adapt business practices to meet consumer needs. 

 > A shift to client-centric operations is prompting retailers to adapt 
their business lay-outs.

 > As tourism and vacationing resumes, Charleston market activity 
is expected to pick-up next year.

Client-centric options are leading to 
adaptive business plans
One thing the pandemic has taught us: food is essential, mobile 
and can be eaten anywhere, so long as it is available. Therefore, 
trends are evolving to meet consumers at their comfort level. The 
major shift this year was from restaurant-centric preferences of 
service to consumer-centric preferences in an effort to ensure 
a restaurant’s full menu is accessible to as many consumers as 
possible. Quick service restaurants (QSRs) choosing to decrease 
restaurant space began pre-pandemic, around 2016; however, 
the pandemic furthered the trend of QSRs focusing on leasing or 
developing space with one or more drive-thru options available. 
Restaurants that do not already have them are planning to install 
them, and those that have one are often planning to add more. 
In addition, many restaurants are opting for a reduced footprint 
for indoor dining, but allowing planning for larger outdoor seating 
areas and additional pick-up options in the carry-out portion of the 
restaurant. Less dine-in space has not only led to several drive-
thrus, restaurateurs are getting creative with consumer options 

Summary Statistics  
Q4 2020 Charleston Retail Market Core Non-core

Vacancy Rate 5.24% 8.59%

Change From Q4 2019  
(basis points) +198 +288

Quarterly Absorption  
(Thousand Square Feet) -166.81 -121.35

New  Construction  
(Thousand Square Feet) - 48.2

Under Construction  
(Thousand Square Feet) - 138.41

Asking Weighted  Rents  
Per Square Foot Per Year

Shop Space $24.98 $23.16

Change From Q4 2019 +4.21% +13.86%

Urban Retail $41.62
 

Market Indicators
Relative to prior period Q4 2020 Q1 2021*

VACANCY

NET ABSORPTION

CONSTRUCTION

WEIGHTED RENTAL RATE**
 
Note: Construction is the change in Under Construction. 
*Projected 
**Rental rates for current quarter are for CBD. Rent forecast is for metro-wide rents. 

In the midst of the COVID-19 outbreak, information and data is emerging at a quick and uneven rate. The information contained herein has been obtained from sources 
deemed reliable at the time the report was written. While every reasonable effort has been made to ensure its accuracy, we cannot guarantee it. No responsibility is 
assumed for any inaccuracies. Readers are encouraged to consult their professional advisors prior to acting on any of the material contained in this report.



Source: South Carolina Department of Revenue
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for food pick up. Curbside pick-up is popular so consumers do not 
have to get out of their car in order to pick up their pre-ordered 
food. Those that do not mind getting out of their car but prefer not 
to interact with anyone have the option of enclosed kiosks with to 
go prepaid orders in them-clients can pick up their food with no 
face-to-face contact. Delivery services are extending restaurant 
delivery areas to a larger radius of clients in the region. While many 
restaurants and retailers managed to stay partially open throughout 
the pandemic, the successful ones continue to adapt their business 
practices to deliver their goods in a safe and efficient manner to all 
consumers. 

Annual Retail Overview
The Charleston retail market thrives on tourism; therefore, this 
year has been tough for retailers in the region. Once the pandemic 
hit and travel bans were imposed, many retailers shut down. 
Lack of tourists to purchase goods made it a challenge to remain 
open. Despite a downward spike in retail sales at the start of the 
pandemic, Charleston retail sales have rebounded strongly and 
businesses are opening to consumers ready to purchase goods. 
Throughout 2020, there were 70,060 square feet of non-core 
retail space delivered to the market and 20,280 square feet of core 
space. Some of the newly-delivered space was vacant contributing 
to Charleston retail submarkets posting a net negative 205,753 
square feet of absorption. Therefore, the overall market vacancy 
rate increased by 209 basis points from year-end 2019 through 
year-end 2020. 

Market Conditions
The Charleston retail market consists of approximately 14.49 
million square feet of retail space and posted a negative absorption 
of 288,160 square feet during the fourth quarter of 2020. It was 
almost evenly split between core and non-core retail space. Positive 
absorption occurred within the West Ashley submarket- almost 
all, of which, was within core shops. There are currently 138,410 
square feet of retail properties under construction throughout 
Charleston non-core areas. According to Costar, overall market 
weighted shop rental rates averaged approximately $23.79 per 
square foot.

Market Forecast 
Adapting retail shops and restaurants to cater to consumers and 
their pick-up preferences will continue to boost sales throughout 
the Charleston market. In addition, medical clinics, home goods, 
drug stores, convenience stores and grocery-anchored shopping 
centers are likely to have the most market activity in the next 
few quarters. Activity will begin to normalize with the vaccine 
roll-out. As tourism and vacationing resumes, Charleston market 
activity is expected to soar during the third quarter of 2021. In 
addition, consumers are ready to shop in stores instead of ordering 
everything online. With consumers eager to get out of their houses 
and enjoy experiential retail and vacation hotspots, Charleston ranks 
at the top of the list of places to go. 

2020  Q4 Retail Construction Pipeline  | (+10,000 SF)
Charleston

PROPERTY NAME | LOCATION RETAIL SF
                     

COUNTY

COMPLETIONS

The Jasper             25,000 Charleston

8636 Dorchester Road             18,200 Dorchester

UNDER CONSTRUCTION

Ferry Wharf at Charleston Harbor 60,000 Charleston

Hwy 17 & Winnowing Way 17,814 Charleston

1142 Sam Rittenburg Boulevard 15,000 Charleston

10471 US Highway 78 12,000 Charleston
,

2020  Q4 Significant Transactions  
Charleston

PROPERTY NAME | LOCATION RETAIL SF | 
PRICE BUYER | TENANT

                     
COUNTY

SALES

675 Folly Road 53,363 | 
$8M

Auburndale 
Properties Charleston

1750 Sam Rittenburg 35,637 | 
$4.2M Matthew Troyer Charleston

3621 Savannah Highway 14,550 | 
$6.4M

3621 Savannah 
Hwy LLC Charleston

LEASES (+10,000 SF)

1000 Tanner Ford Boulevard 41,949 Lowe’s Foods Berkeley

311 Huger Street 21,239 Ethos Athletic 
Club, LLC Charleston

1750 Signal Point Road 10,082 Polyclean USA Charleston
,

CoStar, Colliers International

Gross Retail Sales Annual Percent Change
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Q4 2020 Retail Market Summary Statistics | Charleston, SC
ANCHOR SPACE

(GREATER THAN 25,000 SF)
JR. ANCHOR SPACE
(10,000-25,000 SF)

SHOP SPACE
(LESS THAN 10,000 SF)

MARKET INVENTORY 
(SF)

VACANCY RATE
(%)

VACANT
(SF)

ASKING RENT
(NNN)

VACANT
(SF)

ASKING RENT
(NNN)

VACANT
(SF)

ASKING RENT
(NNN)

Berkeley
Non-Core 620,597 3.38% -  - -  - 20,960 -

Core 678,458 4.56% -  - 14,000 - 16,960 -

Berkeley Total 1,299,055 4.00% - - 14,000 - 37,920 -
East Cooper 
Non-Core 1,479,625 8.50% 36,000 $15.00 22,030 $17.00 67,699 $30.66

Core 2,002,013 6.75% 60,000 - - - 75,041 $23.46

East Cooper Total 3,481,638 7.49% 96,000 $15.00 22,030 $17.00 142,740 $28.08
North Charleston
Non-Core 2,386,116 13.23% 178,554 $12.00 38,000 $25.00 99,203 $14.30

Core 1,596,401 8.06% 71,605 - 23,600 $11.00 33,502 $31.60

North Charleston Total 3,982,517 11.16% 250,159 $12.00 61,600 $19.81 132,705 $19.58
Peninsula
Non-Core 165,647 3.68% -  - -  - 6,089 $30.00

Peninsula Total 165,647 3.68% - - - - 6,089 $30.00
South Islands
Non-Core 370,482 1.60% -  - -  - 5,934 $16.00

Core 622,328 6.19% - - - - 38,547 $23.46

South Islands Total 992,810 4.48% - - - - 44,481 $22.66
Summerville
Non-Core 771,668 9.67% 47,228 $6.00 - - 27,359 $9.00

Core 1,578,257 1.97% - - - - 31,143 $19.99

Summerville Total 2,349,925 4.50% 47,228 $6.00 - - 58,502 $14.39
West Ashley
Non-Core 1,113,137 4.01% - - - - 44,624 $16.09

Core 1,101,859 2.98% 28,616 $9.35 - - 4,222 -

West Ashley Total 2,214,996 3.50% 28,616 $9.35 - - 48,846 $16.09
Market Total
Non-Core 6,907,272 8.59% 261,782 $10.45 60,030 $20.60 271,868 $23.16

Core 7,579,316 5.24% 160,221 $9.35 37,600 $11.00 199,415 $24.98

Market Total 14,486,588 6.84% 422,003 $10.23 97,630 $18.59 471,283 $23.79

Urban Retail
Calhoun to Broad 3,825,023 5.17% $47.68

Calhoun to Crosstown 1,949,667 5.73% $34.08

NOMO / King Above 
Crosstown

6,520,538 1.47% -

Urban Retail Total 12,295,228 3.30% $41.62
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About Colliers International | South Carolina
Colliers International (NASDAQ, TSX: CIGI) is a leading diversified professional services and investment management 
company. With operations in 68 countries, our more than 15,000 enterprising professionals work collaboratively to 
provide expert advice to maximize the value of property for real estate occupiers, owners and investors. In 2019, 
corporate revenues were more than $3.0 billion ($3.5 billion including affiliates), with $33 billion of assets under 
management in our investment management segment.

Learn more about how we accelerate success at corporate.colliers.com, Twitter@Colliers or LinkedIn.
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