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> POH-PRO ¢ An Introduction to Conservation Design

Chapter 1 Introduction

This is one of a series of planning aids and manuals prepared by the Northeastern lllinois Planning
Commission (NIPC) as a service to local governments.

The primary aim of this Conservation Design Course is to assist communities in northeastern lllinois in
creating regulations conducive to conservation design.

Conservation design is a density neutral design system that takes into account the natural landscape and
ecology of a development site and facilitates development while maintaining the most valuable natural
features and functions of the site.

The intent of this document is to provide practical alternatives to conventional zoning, subdivision, weed-
control, and other development-related ordinances. In many cases, conventional ordinances conflict with
the goals of conservation design. With thoughtful revision, most existing ordinances can be modified and
updated to not only allow, but encourage residential, commercial, and mixed-use development that is
sensitive to both the natural ecology of the development site and economic needs of the community, land
owner, and developer.

Several practices outlined here apply most directly to residential subdivision design. However,
conservation design is by no means limited to residential subdivisions. The principles apply to the design
and construction of any type of development, and should be applied as widely as possible.

A Reqgional Conservation Perspective: Chicago
Wilderness

In 1999, the Chicago Region Biodiversity Council, or Chicago Wilderness, published its Biodiversity
Recovery Plan for the northeastern lllinois region. The Biodiversity Recovery Plan is now a guiding
document for the organization and its more than 160 members; Chicago Wilderness seeks to support
various projects that further the goals outlined in the Plan. Chicago Wilderness recognizes the importance
of restoring, protecting, and managing natural resources for the benefit and enjoyment of the residents of
the Chicago region, for the economic growth that results from resource conservation, and for the
environmental benefits realized.

The Biodiversity Recovery Plan notes that while traditional land management agencies, such as forest
preserve and conservation districts, have a clear mandate to protect biodiversity, the involvement of local
governments also is critical if the goals of the Plan are to be achieved. This conclusion is born out by the
fact that while 200,000 acres of natural land are protected under the umbrella of Chicago Wilderness,
that leaves 90 percent of the landscape subject to the planning, development, and management decisions
of local governments.

With the importance of local government participation in mind, the Biodiversity Recovery Plan states the
following Goal for Local Governments:

* Local and regional development policies should reflect the need to restore and maintain natural
areas and biodiversity.
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Three Objectives for Local Governments are offered as methods of pursuing this goal:
 Inventory sensitive habitats and identify opportunities for open space preservation and restoration.
* Modify comprehensive plans, ordinances, and engineering practices to consider the impacts of
development on biodiversity.
 Incorporate provisions for biodiversity protection and restoration in the design plans for new
development and redevelopment

For more information about Chicago Wilderness and the Biodiversity Recovery Plan, visit Chicago
Wilderness on the web at www.chicagowilderness.org. For more information on an array of programs
and techniques, see NIPC'’s publication Protecting Nature in Your Community. (Available on the web at
http: // www.nipc.cog.il.us/ pro- tecting 2001%20.htm.)

What iS Conservation Design?

Conservation design is a design system that takes into account the natural landscape and ecology of a
development site and facilitates development while maintaining the most valuable natural features and
functions of the site. Conservation design includes a collection of site design principles and practices that
can be combined to create environmentally sound development. The main principles for conservation
design are:

1. flexibility in site design and lot size,

2. thoughtful protection and management of natural areas,

3. reduction of impervious surface areas, and

4. sustainable stormwater management.

A similar term, conservation development, is used to describe a development that is designed and
constructed using the principles of conservation design. Conservation design is one of many tools available
to communities committed to implementing sustainable development practices. Sustainable development
is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs.

In the context of this ordinance, conservation design is density neutral, meaning that designers plan
development such that there is no overall loss of buildable units despite the conservation goals achieved
on the site. Existing community standards for density and land use are not challenged here; rather, the
practices given here offer alternative design strategies that are more environmentally friendly while
maintaining existing densities and land uses.

In a residential conservation subdivision, for example, house lot size is substantially decreased, so that
large areas of contiguous natural areas can be conserved with no net loss of housing units. In contrast,
conventional development techniques often involve carving the development site into parcels such that
the lots and road rights-of-way consume nearly all developable land without regard for the natural
conditions on the site. Developments constructed this way often have wide roads, minimal pedestrian
access, and may be similar in character and design to many other neighborhoods. While development
pressures are heavy in urban and urbanizing areas, increasing attention has been given to the
necessity of preserving rural, agricultural, and important environmental lands even as development
continues.
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ﬁ An Introduction to Conservation Design

The two graphics below (Conservation Design Forum, 2003) show the difference between conventional
and conservation design. Figure 1 shows a conventional subdivision layout, where the entire site is
converted to roads and building lots. Figure 2 shows the same site with the same number of building lots
laid out using conservation design practices. Note that natural areas and features of the site are preserved
in the conservation design model, where this preservation is not possible using conventional design.
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Figure 1: Conventional Subdivision Layout (Conservation Design Forum, 2003)
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Figure 2: Conservation Subdivision Layout (Conservation Design Forum, 2003)

What are the Benefits of Conservation Design?

Through conservation design techniques, development and a healthy natural environment need not be
mutually exclusive. The benefits of conservation design are substantial. Communities, developers, and
homeowners all can benefit from well planned and implemented conservation design. The environment is
another major beneficiary; while it may be difficult to quantify the value of an expanse of habitat, an

undisturbed streambank, or a panoramic view protected from careless development, there is little
disagreement that conserving these resources is an important aim.
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The benefits of conservation design fall roughly into three categories, quality of life benefits, environmental
and biodiversity benefits, and economic benefits. Chapter 2, Economic Benefits of Conservation Design,
lists in detail many economic benefits of the conservation design practices.

Quality of Life Benefits

Conservation design addresses concerns about community interaction and access to the natural
environment. In addition to potentially conserving large areas of valuable natural resources, conservation
design may create a variety of formal and informal public spaces within developments. These spaces
create opportunities for neighbors and residents to meet and to build community together. Conservation
design offers a variety of recreational prospects which may include organized group activities such as
picnics or soccer games, biking or walking in natural areas, or observing the plants and wildlife that
thrive in preserved habitats. For residents of conservation developments, these amenities can make a
noticeable difference in the quality of daily life.

Increasingly, notice is being given to the importance of community and social interaction in residential
neighborhoods. Large homes, private backyards, and automobiles work together to make it possible for
residents of conventional suburbs to spend all their time in private space without interacting with neighbors.
While this type of privacy was once considered an advantage, many people now seek alternatives to the
conventional subdivision lifestyle. Conservation design offers just such an alternative, and experience has
shown that homes in these developments will be increasingly valuable as homebuyers increasingly demand
access to nature and community along with the residences they purchase.

Environmental and Biodiversity Benefits
Thoughtfully implemented conservation design practices are beneficial to the natural environment in a
number of ways.

» Protected water quality

» Reduced flooding

» Protected habitat and biodiversity

* Protected and recharged aquifers

In short, while conventional development practices have historically led to flooding, degraded water
quality, and habitat destruction, conservation design practices work together to counteract these
negative consequences of development. Through the practice of conservation design, communities can
protect valuable natural resources even while growing and expanding.

Economic Benefits

There are various economic benefits of conservation design. Communities, homeowners, and developers
all can benefit economically from the use of the conservation design practices presented here. For a
detailed discussion of these economic benefits, see Chapter 2, Economic Benefits of Conservation Design.
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