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PRINCIPLE No. 11

Advocate open space development that incorporates
smaller lot sizes to minimize total impervious area, reduce
total construction costs, conserve natural areas, provide
community recreational space, and promote watershed
protection.

Source: Arendr 1996

CURRENT PRACTICE

Open space development, also known as cluster design, is a compact form of development that concentrates
density on one portion of the site in exchange for reduced density elsewhere. Minimum lot sizes, setbacks
and frontage distances are relaxed to provide common open space (see Figure 11.1).

Although open space development has been advocated by planners for many years, they are not included
in the zoning requlations in all communities. Those communities that do allow open space development
have done so for reasons largely unrelated to stream protection such as community design, preservation
of rural character, or creation of afferdable housing (Heraty, 1992). Fifteen percent of communities that
allow open space development also provide density bonuses as an incentive which could actually increase
the amount of impervious cover created at a site.

Figure 11.1  Open Space (Cluster) Development versus Conventional Development
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When communities allow open space development it is usually the exception rather than the rule. In 95%
of communities surveyed by Heraty (1992), clustering is a voluntary, rather than a mandatory, development
option.
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Better Site Design

As it turns out, open space development is not always a widely exercised option by developers. Open space
designs often require a special permit exception or zoning variance (i.e., they are not a by-right form of
development). On the average, only 37% of all new subdivisions in these communities were clustered.
Further, 18% of the communities reported that they had yet to receive a cluster proposal since first
implementing the cluster program. Developers using open space designs often must submit more studies
and undergo closer review than developers of conventional developments.

Some early cluster developments were badly designed, made poor use of open space, and were not
marketable. In addition, adjacent residents frequently opposed cluster developments due to fears about
density, traffic congestion, and property values.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICE

Communities that currently allow open space development or cluster designs may wish to re-evaluate their

current criteria to determine if they really meet impervious cover reduction and land conservation goals. -

In addition, they may want to implement program changes that will provide additicnal incentives to
developers to make greater use of this option. In particular, communities should consider making open
space development a “by-right” development option. Many communities impose an extended special review
process on developers of open space developments. The certainty and speed of project approval are a prime
consideration for developers, and until both become comparable to conventional subdivisions, it is not
likely that many developers will choose to use cluster designs.

Arendt (1994) has suggested that the side-by-side, visual comparison of open space and conventional
subdivisions will go a long way toward gaining acceptance for these new concepts by plan reviewers and
developers.

The ability to implement open space designs depends to a great extent on the base zoning density of the
open space design. Flexibility sharply declines as the density of the base zone increases. Generally, high
density residential zones (more than six dwelling units per acre) are not feasible for open space
developments simply due to the lack of space.

BENEFITS PROVIDED BY OPEN SPACE DESIGN

Some measure of the value of open space design in reducing impervious cover can be gleaned from a series
of “redesign” analyses (see Table 11.1). In each case, an existing conventional residential sub-division
was “redesigned” using open space design, and the resulting change in impervious cover was measured
from the two plans. These studies suggest that open space designs can reduce impervious cover by 40 to
60%, when compared to conventional subdivision designs, particularly if narrow streets can also be utilized
at the site. The value of open space designs in reducing impervious cover is evident over most residential
zones, although only minor reductions in impervious cover occur in areas which used very small lot size
(1/8 acre lots and smaller) in the original zoning.

Less impervious cover translates directly into less stormwater runoff. According to the redesign analysis
presented in Table 11.1, open space designs can produce about a 20 to 60% reduction in the annual runoff
volume from a site, A corresponding increase in the amount of infiltration and groundwater recharge is
also predicted by hydrologic models for the site.
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Principle No. 11: Open Space Design

Table 11.1:  Redesign Analyses Comparing Impervious Cover and Stormwater Runoff from Conventional
and Open Space Subdivisions

Residential Conventional Impenrvious Cover at the Site % Reduction in
Subdivision Zoning for - Stormwater
Subdivision Conventional Open Space Net Change Runoff
Design Design
Remlik Hall ' 5 acre lots 5.4 % 3.7% - 31% 207%
Duck Crossing * 3-5 acre lots 3.3% 5.4 o - 35% 23%
Tharpe Knoll ? 1 acre lots 13% 7% - 46% 44%%
Chapel Run ? 1 acra lots 29%, 17% - 41% 31%
Pleasant Hill * Y: acre lots 26% 11% - 58% 54%
Prairie Crossing * 1 to A 205 13% - 207 &6%
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