Rural Design Workbook:

1: Why Do We Need Better Design?

Planning for the Future:

Whether we’re excited about growth or not, the fact remains that the Southern Tier, like
many other regions in the country, is changing. The region lost 55,000 acres of farmland in the
decade between 1987 and 1997 to development or abandonment. Changing economic bases are
bringing with them new residents and threatening our rural regions with suburbanization. With
development comes an increased dependence on clean water resources, but also an increased
hazard to them.

We couldn’t stop this growth completely, even if we wanted to. But as we all know, growth
isn’t a bad thing, on its own terms. An expanded residential and commercial sector increases
the tax base of the community. A larger population encourages diversity and community. Busi-
nesses bring jobs to the region. The problem we face isn’t one of growth, but of the potential
consequences of how we choose to accomodate that growth.

Most of those moving into rural regions in the Southern Tier express an interest in the “rural
quality of life.” As communities, landowners, developers, and planners, we need to take steps
to ensure that those qualities are preserved. Frequently, however, zoning codes and design
habits do little to help this. By rethinking our approach, we can save money, preserve the envi-
ronment, protect farming as an industry which gives our region its flavor, and ensure that the
“rural quality of life” will continue. A fresh approach to planning which encourages better
design - that’s what we mean by “Planning for the Future.”

What’s Wrong With Traditional Design?

The standard approach to developing, for example, a 100-acre former farm parcel into a
residential subdivision has typically been to divide the land into about 50 parcels of about 2
acres each - the maximum density usually allowed under current zoning. These parcels gener-
ally end up evenly spaced, and laid out on the land with no consideration of what’s currently
underneath. Not only does this frequently lead to drainage problems with the soils, heavily
sloped sites, expensive woodland clearing, and an unappealing overall “sameness’ to the subdi-
vision, it also destroys wildlife habitat, endangers stream corridors and aquifers, increases
runoff and damage to infrastructure, and simply feels out of place in an otherwise rural setting.

Yet this is the approach that, while they don’t explicitly encourage it, our current zoning
codes seem to suggest. The problem is that the vast majority of rural communities have zoning
ordinances which are based on a single model - one developed decades ago for suburban com-
munities. What’s needed is a new model: one that protects greenspace and wildlife habitat,
encourages the preservation of farming, and enhances rather than detracts from the unique
character of our region. The next chapter presents one possibility for that in detail, and explores
variations on it that individual communities might make.
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The Goals of Good Design:

To save taxpayers’ money. Our highway crews and Soil and Water District staff have better
things to do than fix damage to streams and public property which could have been avoided
in the first place. Chemung, Steuben, and Schuyler Counties have spent thousands of dol-
lars fixing roads and bridges damaged by flash flooding and stormwater runoff. Some of
this increase can be attributed to uncontrolled large lot housing developments on the steeper
slopes, adding driveways and grading land, changing drainage patterns and increasing
water levels. More thoughtful housing layouts can prevent this!

To maintain the rural quality of life. An overwhelming number of rural residents want to
“protect the rural way of life” when asked in surveys as part of the master planning process:
81% in Hornby, 95% in Lindley, 96% in Caton. 78% of Erwin residentssurveyed wanted
zoning laws changed to protect open space and scenic views, and 66% of them are willing to
pay for land or easements to preserve these qualities. There is clear support for fitting new
homes and businesses into the landscape without destroying it for everyone else. Sensi-
tively designed development can do this!

To protect stream corridors and watersheds. Idyllic streams with a heron at every bend
come to mind in the picture of a rural scene. Shaded, vegetated stream corridors are neces-
sary to maintain stable stream banks, and to moderate water temperature, protecting fish
and wildlife. Development too often clears these “buffers,” degrading water quality and
disrupting wildlife. Homeowners can still enjoy the sparkle of abrook or pond without
water in their basements if good design methods are employed!

To keep farmers in business. What would the “rural way of life” be without farmland?
But farmers often need more income than their crops or animals can produce, and too many
sell their land to pay the taxes. As mentioned above, our region has lost a substantial chunk
of its farmland in recent years, and each encroaching development that conflicts with farm-
ing makes it more difficult for those who remain. Mixed-use designs, which plan for and
incorporate agriculture into the overall picture for the area (or within the development), and
alternative development strategies, such as easements or conservation-minded design, can
be the “nest egg” that farmers need to keep their best land in production while capitalizing
on the value of their other land for development.

To make financial sense. All the good intentions in the world aren’t always enough to
overcome the “bottom line,” and the first impression of many developers is that conserva-
tion-minded design is a tradeoff of financial value. The facts, however, are that when prop-
erly planned and executed, it isn’t a financial loss at all; frequently, it can result in a substan-
tial gain. Homes in conservation subdivisions, studies have shown, appreciate in value
faster than those in conventional subdivisions, and there is often little or no connection
between lot size and price; the quality of the space and the views and amenities surrounding
the site (and protected by good design) are often worth far more than the land itself.
Further, economic benefits can be realized from the very beginnings of a project: numerous
sources of funding and incentives exist which can encourage good design; roadway and
infrastructure costs are often lowered or better shared; and the resources needed to start the
process are cheap - a roll of tracing paper and a pen, a site survey which is needed anyhow,
and information which is available and free to the public, as you’ll see.
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