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Episode 54 – Shannon Binns – Earth in Mind 
 

Lucky Ones 
 
And now a personal word, 
 
The first time I saw Shannon Binns he was holding an audience spellbound. We were at 
a Civic by Design forum hosted by architect Tom Low. Civic by Design hosts regular 
conversations at the Levine Museum of the New South in Charlotte about civic design 
issues shaping the city. The mission of Civic by Design is to elevate the quality of the 
built environment and to promote public participation in the creation of a more 
beautiful and functional region for all. Topics have ranged from new urbanism and 
transit-oriented design to municipal codes and bike sharing. 
 
The conversation the night I saw Shannon had something to do with preserving the 
natural ecosystem in Charlotte. A panel of experts at the front of the room presented 
PowerPoint slides on the changing landscape, or at least I think they did; my memory is 
hazy on the point. What I do remember clearly is this: during Q&A, Shannon Binns 
stood up, took a microphone in his hand, introduced himself as someone new to the city, 
offered comments on the declining rate of the tree canopy in Charlotte, and challenged 
conclusions he had heard. Everyone turned to him as he spoke. He shared statistics, 
explained impacts, considered stakeholders, and offered solutions. He spoke with 
authority. He then sat down. I don’t know if anyone applauded. But I imagine we did. 
 
I went up to him afterward. Who was he? Where did he come from? What was he all 
about? At the time I was editor of Charlotte Viewpoint, and I was alert for possible 
writers and contributors. We talked briefly. I don’t know if we later met for coffee. It 
seems like we did. Within a few months, Shannon sent in a poem to Charlotte 
Viewpoint. In his author’s note, he described himself this way: “Shannon Binns has 
called Charlotte home since late 2007 and discovers something fantastic about the city 
nearly every day. He came here by way of New York City, Seattle, Senegal, Thailand, and 
Prague. Each day he seeks wisdom and beauty in what he encounters and attempts to 
capture his discoveries in photos and words to share with others.” 
 
His poem, called “Lucky Ones,” was about how fortunate we are to enjoy the privileges 
we have in our nation. I knew Shannon well enough at the time to know he was sleeping 
on his sister’s couch working remotely for a nonprofit organization out of Asheville 
doing environmental advocacy work. I don’t know that I knew that he was struggling 
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with depression. What I was certain about was that he was informed and gifted and 
finding his way. 
 
In 2009, I was searching for a new editor for Charlotte Viewpoint. I had an instinct 
about him. We sat on the rocking chairs on my front porch. I asked him if he might be 
interested in leading the team. He thought about it for a moment, then said he had an 
idea for an organization of his own. In 2010, Shannon launched Sustain Charlotte.  
 
I’ve watched his rise ever since. Shannon has built one of the most dynamic nonprofit 
start-up organizations in the city. The work of Sustain Charlotte is prolific: events 
including Grow Smart CLT, Biketoberfest, the annual Charlotte Sustainability Awards, 
and a Charlotte Sustainability Summit; programs such as Sustainable Neighborhoods 
and Transportation Choices Alliance; extensive public policy engagement on the 
completion of greenways, the rights of cyclists, and a uniform development code; and 
robust communication to stakeholder constituencies. Shannon does this work attracting 
people and support to him. His efforts are helping Charlotte become more resilient, 
more able to solve problems, more of a smart and green and sustainable community. 
 
However, when I think about Shannon, I think less of his professional achievements and 
more about his love for his wife, Crystal, and his daughter, Edie. I think about him 
riding his bicycle. I think about him traveling to natural parks and to foreign lands such 
as Vietnam. I think about his home that is open and welcoming and filled with food and 
drinks and books and photographs and paintings and joy. I think about Shannon the 
person: decent and hard-working and kind. When I think about Shannon, I know we are 
the lucky ones. 
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