
Community Planning and Design 
From Rural to Urban

CNY Regional Planning & Development Board



Rural Development Trends:
• Between 1970 and 1980 housing stock in Cayuga County increased by 17.5%, while population grew only 3.2%. 

Since 1990, that population has decreased by 2.8% but housing stock has grown another 9.6%. 

• Housing vacancy rates in the region are high, at about 13.8%  in Cayuga County in 2010. This trend across CNY

suggests a greater need for housing rehabilitation or redevelopment than there is for new greenfield development.



Conservation Subdivision process offers one of the best tools 

for protecting rural landscapes while also providing residential housing needs.

An easement permanently protects a property’s streams, wetlands, forests or open spaces 

WITHIN a subdivision, creating a more sustainable pattern of development.



Economic Studies conclude that “lots in conservation subdivisions

carry a price premium, are less expensive to build, and sell more quickly than

lots in conventional subdivisions.”1

1  R. Mohamed, The Economics of Conservation Subdivisions, Urban Affairs Review, January 2006



Conservation Subdivision
What is it? 

A development tool for 
preserving rural character 
& natural and cultural resources



Why Conserve Land Resources?
• Communities share with each other –

both quality and contaminated resources and conditions through 
stream corridors, aquifers, air currents and biology

• They share health, disease, success, and decline

• People are directly affected (for better or worse) 
by physical form and spatial character 

These conditions are the result of Land Use decisions.



When Residential Development comes to Rural Communities

It can look like this...

or this...

depending on local
subdivision practices.



What is Your 
Community’s Vision?

(from your Municipal Comprehensive Plan)

“The Town of … would like to preserve its scenic beauty, rural character, 
and cultural and historic resources, and protect its natural and agricultural 
resources as it continues to accommodate new growth and services that meet 
the changing needs of the community.”



Some Things We Know 
About Development:

1. Rainwater or surface runoff carries sediments directly to our lakes creating ideal 
conditions for invasive plants like Milfoil.  It also collects nitrogen, phosphorus  
and other pollutants as it makes its way to our lakes - degrading water quality)

More infiltration (water seeping into earth)  =  less surface runoff 

Therefore:  less paved surfaces =  cleaner, healthier water bodies



So, management of stormwater runoff is essential 
for both flood and water quality protection:

The best protection from 
stormwater pollutants  is 
woodland where runoff readily 
infiltrates into  the earth,

Buildings, roadways, and even 
mowed lawns (depending on 
soils) are not good at intercepting 
runoff.

This is one way expansive areas of development can impact water resources



• Increases consumption of farmland, wildlife habitat, and energy resources.

• It also results in greater municipal tax burdens for services and 
infrastructure maintenance, school bus routes, etc.

Large Lot Residential Development:



• Conservation Subdivisions preserve resources, lower developer costs (through less 
extensive infrastructure) and lower the municipal tax burden.

• Farmland
• Views
• Rural Character
• Wildlife Habitat

are all preserved
through well-located

development





The typical pattern of 

roadside development 

over time results in 

safety issues.

• Proliferation of 

driveways onto 

roadways

• Loss of rural 

character and scenic 

views of open space.

Comparison of  Cumulative
Minor Subdivision Over Time

A better pattern of 

development over time 

results in safer roads and 

neighborhoods.

• Preserved Open Space



Conventional Subdivision - Applied Over Time

Lysander

In 1938:

________

“Rural Character”

… views of farms,

fields and scenic

country roads.

________



23 years later, 

in 1961:

________

Development starts 

and residential lots 

are parceled off at 

the minimum lot 

area of 2 acres 

along roads.

________



Just 5 years 

later in 1966:

________

New demand for 

homes continues 

roadside parceling 

at 2 acres. 

Scenic country 

road views of 

farms and fields 

are being lost. 

________



Lysander

In 2012:

________

Scenic views, 

farms, and fields 

are almost 

entirely lost to 

roadside parcels. 

Viable farmland 

has become 

very limited.

________



Scipio 2015

Lysander 1938

Many of our rural towns today look like

Lysander did in 1938.

________

With open space views of farms, fields and scenic country roads 

(roadside development is just beginning).

________



Key Concepts for the Community Vision:

IF  you are going to 
1.  Preserve scenic beauty, rural character, agriculture, natural, cultural and historic resources 

you must identify them; create and keep a Community Inventory 
– and use it to inform land-use decisions. 

IF  you are going to 
2.  Accommodate new growth and services that meet the changing needs of the community

you must anticipate needed growth and services 
– and plan for their location and requirements.



Some Tools for Rural Planning

1. Large Minimum Lot Size

2. Purchase or Transfer of Development Rights 

3. Overlay Zones

4. Conservation Subdivisions



Large Minimum Lot Size

• Common type of agricultural zoning 

• Disallows subdivision below a certain large # of acres (typically 40–80)

• Can be changed, easy to administer, keeps farmland in large parcels

• Ineffective for conservation if the required lot size is too small (5–20 acres) 

• Limits options for land owners, developers, and community



Purchase or Transfer of Development Rights
(PDRs & TDRs) 

• The value of the Right to Develop a parcel or parcels is calculated by an 
independent appraiser and those rights can then be purchased,                                
or transferred to other development areas

• Limited funding opportunities for PDRs

• TDRs and can be complex to set up and administer and consensus must be reached 
to determine designated conservation areas for easements, as well as development 
areas for Density Bonuses

• TDRs require a stable and predictable real estate market



Overlay Zones

• A set of zoning requirements that are mapped and imposed in addition 
to those of the underlying zoning district to deal with or protect special 
characteristics such as fragile environments, or rural or historic character.

• Some Overlay Zone examples are: shoreland protection, floodplains, historic 
preservation, woodland protection, and groundwater protection.

• Allows communities to provide additional protection to environmentally sensitive 
areas without changing the underlying zoning.

• Very straight-forward and easy to administer, but needs to be clearly written.

• The use of variances is still possible which can dilute the usefulness of 
Overlay Zoning.



Conservation Subdivisions

• Used to protect natural resources while allowing for the maximum number of 
residences under current community zoning and subdivision regulations

• Can be formalized with an ordinance

• Can be a 4 step approval process

• Preserves open space while keeping the same density standard

• Conserved land can be privately- or publicly-owned



Why Conservation Subdivision?

1. Preserves scenic beauty, rural character, and cultural and historic resources

2. Protects natural and agricultural resources, and 

3. Accommodates new growth and services



What’s the Difference?

Conventional Site Planning (by minimum lot size):  

A nearly equal sub-division of a large parcel 
into large lots: 

- Loss of open space, farmland or habitat
- Extensive engineering and infrastructure costs
- Little or no open space remains

Conservation Site Planning (flexible site planning):  

Flexible lot sizes and preservation of open space within the 
developed parcel: 

- Can preserve farmland, habitat and scenic views
- Requires less infrastructure, engineering & cost 
- Offers community or private open space with      

opportunities for walking trails and recreation areas



How is Conservation Subdivision done?
Begin with an official municipal 
Open Space Inventory & Map 

Identify sensitive lands in the community – these lands offer environmental 
services (health, habitat and rural character) and are potential conservation lands 

• Flood plains

• Forested wetlands

• Steep slopes

• Stream corridors

• Potential trail linkages

• Public scenic views 

• Conservation and public lands

• County PDR lands
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Town of Scipio Zoning Update

Issues of Community Concern:

• Retaining Rural Character (scenic and aesthetic resources)

• Local Agriculture Viability 

• Natural and Historic Resource Preservation

• Protection and Improvement of Lake Water Quality

• Meeting Affordable Housing Needs

• Smart Growth-Supportive Land Use Tools:  Subdivision and Site Plan Review

• Opportunities for Renewable Energy and Community Recreation Facilities



Steps in a Regulatory Update:

• Inventory, critical review, specific issues

• Municipality’s goals and future (i.e. Comprehensive Plan)

• Mapping potential primary conservation areas

• Identifying potential growth areas

• Reviewing zoning case studies

• Identifying land use district needs

• Consider the Subdivision Process and Site Plan Review



Steps in the 
Conservation Subdivision Process



Site Walk and Sketch Plan



Using the Potential Conservation Lands Map

Conduct a Resource 

Analysis in 4 Steps:

1. Delineate conservation areas

2. Identify approximate house 

locations within potential 

development areas

3. Sketch alignment of streets 

and trails

4. Sketch in lot lines



Walking
the Site:



Bring a Map Showing the Parcel Features



Note Conservation Elements on Parcel Map
(first step in your sketch plan) 



Identify Potential Development Areas



Approximate House Locations
(generally not less than 100’ from streams, steep slopes, wetlands, etc.)



Alignment of Streets and Trails
(showing access to house sites and trail linkages to conservation area trails)



Sketch in Approximate Lot Lines
(delineating boundaries of individual lots and conservation lands)



This is the ‘Sketch Plan’

(The conserved land can be privately held in one or two of the lots, or held in 
common in an HOA, or donated to a Land Trust or Municipality)



• “Standard Platting” can still 

be available for subdivision of a 

parcel where less than 4 lots 

will be created.

• This is a “Minor Subdivision” 

that the Planning Board can 

recommend to Town Board      

for approval.

• Upon Town Board approval the 

Final Plat, Lot, and date of 

approval is noted in the Town 

record, and Plat is recorded 

with the County.

Many possibilities can accompany 
Conservation Subdivision:



Another option is allowing Flexible Low Density Subdivision

• A landowner anticipates more 

subdivision eventually, but only 

wants to subdivide one lot at 

this time.

• A 60,000 sq. ft. lot created now, 

still allows another 3 lots at any 

size 40,000 s.f. or larger to be 

created from the parent parcel. 

• The Final Plat, with 1 new lot 

created, and 5 total future lots 

allowed, is noted in the Town 

record and recorded with the 

County.



3rd Option - Basic Conservation for a 21 Acre Parcel:

• The landowner wants to maximize 

his ability to subdivide in the 

future, even though right now he 

just wants to convey a small 

parcel to family.

• “Major Subdivision” with 

eventual potential of full 

development from the parcel is 

planned using the 4-Step Process.

• A ‘Site Visit’ with 2 members of the 

Planning Board results in a 

“Sketch Plan” noting optimal 

potential conservation areas.

• The Final Plan, shows 1 

subdivision lot (which can be any 

size at least 30,000 s.f.); the area 

approved for up to 10 more lots at 

some future date; and the 

conservation designated under 

perpetual easement. 



Basic Conservation 
Major Subdivision of 
50 Acres:

• To get full development out of this 

parcel an owner can begin with 1 

subdivided lot.

• To do this, the area approved for 

future lot development, and the 

conservation area designated for 

perpetual easement, are determined 

through the 4-Step Process. This is 

noted in the Town record, and 

recorded with the County.



Conservation Subdivision  vs.  Conventional Subdivision



‘Ringfield’: Homes Set among 

Woodlands, Meadows, and Ponds 

by Randall Arendt 

Location: Ring Road, Chadds Ford Township PA

Developer: Richard Chalfant, Wilmington, DE

Site Designer: : Richard Chalfant, Wilmington, DE 

Development Period: 1977-86 

Approximately 56 acres (or 74 percent) of this 76-acre 

site have been preserved as open meadows and natural 

woodlands. An informal network of woodland trails links 

the various neighborhood areas with three ponds 

The township’s Planned Residential District 

allowed the developer to achieve full 

density (38 dwellings, at the two-acre 

standard) and wisely did not impose any 

restrictions on lot size, width, or street 

frontage. This flexibility permitted the site 

designer wide latitude in fitting six 

condominium units, six attached 

townhouses, and 26 detached homes 

into a stunning landscape. 



What does subdivision development look like?



This is Conventional Subdivision as it begins..



Conventional Subdivision fully built-out



Existing rural character and farmland views



Conservation Subdivision fully built-out



Conventional   or Conservation…?   

For the same 

number of 

houses, your 

community 

can decide which 

is a better 

subdivision tool. 










Subdivision
Worksheet



Recording the Easement






