Better Site Design means cleaner lakes, rivers and drinking water


Last week I wrote about conservation development and the importance of protecting natural resources and creating livable communities. By planning for new development with natural resource protection in mind, cities and townships can enjoy the benefits of an increased tax base and nearby amenities without sacrificing parks and natural areas or water quality. Better Site Design takes the concept of conservation development one step further with the goal in mind of protecting watersheds for cleaner lakes, rivers and drinking water. 


The problem with conventional development is that it creates vast areas of impermeable surfaces, concrete, asphalt and roofs, where rainwater can’t soak in. This may not seem like much of a problem, but when rain and melting snow roll off of roofs, driveways, streets and even compacted lawns, the water picks up dozens of pollutants on its way, including heavy metals, phosphorus, hydrocarbons, mercury and bacteria – just to name a few. Not only is the water dirtier by the time it reaches the nearest lake, river or wetland, but there is also a whole lot more of it. One of the largest sources of pollution to local streams and rivers is simply the erosion of dirt from banks and channels, caused by the increased velocity and quantity of water coming off of mostly paved areas. According to the Better Site Design handbook produced by the Center for Watershed Protection, converting as little as 10% of the area of a watershed into impervious surfaces such as streets and roofs can dramatically impact the quality of water in wetlands, streams and lakes downstream. 


Better site design focuses on three primary methods for limiting the impacts of new development on local water resources: 1) Reducing paved surfaces in residential roads and parking lots, 2) Developing individual lots to minimize impervious surfaces, and 3) Conserving natural areas. There are many simple and subtle ways to limit the amount of paved surfaces in a new development without changing its practicality. Most people appreciate sidewalks in their neighborhoods, but by having a walking path on only one side of the street, you can minimize the amount of pavement. Narrower streets serve the double function of decreasing the total paved area and slowing traffic to keep neighborhoods safer. Another easy change is to shrink the length and width of driveways or even utilize shared driveways for neighboring homes. As an added benefit to thinner roads and smaller parking areas, there is more room for gardens, trees and other more attractive landscape features. 


A neighborhood or business developed with better site design principles is no more costly than a conventional development, but it does require foresight and planning. The unfortunate truth is that most local zoning ordinances make it easier for developers to design traditional subdivisions with wide streets, numerous cul-de-sacs and long, fat driveways than to utilize a more innovative design approach. The Better Site Design handbook includes summary sheets for 22 Model Development Principles, each containing descriptions of the current common practice and the new recommended practice as well as case studies and guidelines for how to go about changing local development rules in your community. The handbook, as well as a CD slideshow and do-it-yourself CD-ROM can be purchased online at www.cwp.org. 

Next week: Learn why local watershed organizations encourage Low Impact Development 
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