Low Impact Development Saves Small Businesses Money


Janelle Riley never set out to be an environmental advocate. As the co-owner and president of Syvantis Technologies, a Baxter area firm specializing in technical infrastructure and accounting systems, she holds degrees in mathematics and accounting. She is an adjunct instructor in accounting for the College of St. Scholastica. Until recently, she had never heard of the term “low impact development,” nor had she heard of raingardens, porous pavement or bio-retention areas. When Janelle spoke to a room full of stormwater professionals at the Minnesota Erosion Control Association (MECA) annual conference on March 6, however, she was practically jumping up and down with excitement as she described the cost savings her company had achieved by using low impact development techniques. 


Janelle’s story began a few years ago when she and her husband purchased a tract of land along Hwy 375 in Baxter, with the intent of building a small office park. They had no intentions of doing anything out of the ordinary when developing the land, until she talked to her sister-in-law Jackie, an educator with University of Minnesota Extension. Jackie had a completely different vision for the new office park and suggested that Janelle and her husband look into green building and stormwater management features that would be eco-friendly and cost-efficient.  


After a lengthy discussion, the family decided to take a straight-forward approach to developing the new office park; they would utilize any green building and low impact development techniques that were equally or less expensive than traditional building practices. 


Speaking at the MECA conference on March 6, Janelle proudly announced to the group that her environmentally friendly approach to development would save her $460,000 over the first ten years of operation. With the detail of an experienced accountant, she itemized each of the cost-saving features of the office park. By reusing materials from their old office, which would normally have been land-filled, they saved $27,700. Optimized heating and cooling systems for all of the buildings would save nearly $150,000 over the next ten year. The biggest chunk of savings, though, came from utilizing low impact development techniques outside the buildings. 


By redesigning the parking area to reduce impervious surfaces (paved areas), they saved $15,000 in grading, asphalt and other parking lot costs. By preserving existing woodlands on the site, planting native prairie and low-mow grasses on the rest and installing two large raingardens in lieu of a retention pond, they saved themselves $175,000. As Janelle explained, a traditional approach to development would have included clearing and grading most of the existing woodland, laying sod and seed in its place, installing an expensive irrigation system, and then paying a local landscaping firm to mow, fertilize and maintain the lawn throughout the summer. Although the installation costs for the native prairie initially appeared higher than for sod, the savings in annual maintenance would more than make up for the difference. Furthermore, by Janelle’s calculations, every 10% of the land left in natural state would save them 5% in landscaping installation costs and 10% in annual maintenance costs. 


Although she didn’t set out to be an environmental advocate, Janelle’s experience building a small business park in Baxter has inspired her to share her story with other  business owners and developers. The problem, she says, is that most people assume that green building is expensive. Her conclusion though, is that the average small businessperson can save money and make a positive impact on the environment by making very small changes in their development methods. Faced with a win-win scenario such as this, Janelle asks, “Why would a small developer would build any other way?”

