Designing for greener neighborhoods and bluer waters


Last week I wrote about my trip to San Francisco, the hill city on the ocean. With an abundance of streets, sidewalks and buildings, and a scarcity of open land, San Francisco is a prime example of a city that is destined for water quality problems. Had only the people of 1856 known then what we know now, San Francisco today could have a lot more green trees and grass and a lot less brown water in the bay. 

 When planners begin talking about designing for healthy and livable communities, they throw around concepts like “Conservation Development,” “Better Site Design,” and “Low Impact Development.” These terms may not mean much to you or I, but in the hands and minds of the right people, they have the potential to change the shape of new development as we know it. 

It’s no secret that the Twin Cities area is growing, and those who live on the edge of the metro in Washington County see the signs every day. Sale prices for undeveloped land continue to grow and it seems that every few months another “For Sale” sign pops up in a local farm field. According to the Campaign for Conservation, there was a net loss of over 100,000 acres of open space in the Twin Cities metro area between 1990 and 2000. Pressure will continue to mount with an estimated population increase of 40% between 2000 and 2030.

Many of the changes are welcome; a nearby grocery store eliminates the need to drive thirty miles just to buy a twelve-pack of toilet paper, and the new homes mean increased tax revenue for local communities, resulting in better schools and municipal services. For many people though, both new residents and old, there exists a nagging feeling that there just has to be a better way to grow. Can’t we make room for new homes and businesses without sacrificing the natural beauty, rural character and unpolluted resources that brought us here in the first place? 

Conservation Development is one approach to planning for new development while maintaining open areas, including farm fields, woods, prairie and parks. Instead of allowing new development to spread out, claiming all open space, conservation design clusters homes and businesses closer together and away from sensitive resources like trout streams, prairie remnants and high-quality woods. More open area is maintained for public use, and less is divided among individual property owners. Some benefits of conservation development include preservation of beautiful natural areas, protection of wildlife habitat and protection of lakes, rivers and drinking water. Clustering homes and businesses closer together also means less travel time for people running errands, more opportunities for biking and walking and a stronger sense of community.

Now is the perfect time to make recommendations to your local council about planning in your community. Cities and townships throughout the east metro are currently working on updating their comprehensive plans for now through 2030, required by the Met Council by the end of next year. These plans will include maps showing current and future land uses, as well as plans for housing, surface water management, parks and public services over the next two decades.  If maintaining natural areas, farmlands and parks is a priority for you, then let your council members know. As they always say, the squeaky wheel gets the grease!

Next week: Better site design for better water quality
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