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This Chapter presents planning and design of green infrastructure practices acceptable for runoff reduction. 

Green infrastructure planning includes measures for preservation of natural features of the site and 

reduction of proposed impervious cover. The green infrastructure techniques include practices that enable 

reductions in the calculated runoff from contributing areas and the required water quality volume. 

 

Section 5.1 Planning for Green Infrastructure: Preservation of Natural Features and 
Conservation Design 
 

The first step in planning for stormwater management using green infrastructure is to avoid or minimize 

land disturbance by preserving natural areas. Development should be strategically located based on the 

location of resource areas and physical conditions at a site. Also, in finalizing construction, soils must be 

restored to the original properties and according to the intended function of the proposed practices. 

Preservation of natural features includes techniques to foster the identification and preservation of natural 

areas that can be used in the protection of water, habitat and vegetative resources. Conservation design 

includes laying out the elements of a development project in such a way that the site design takes 

advantage of a site’s natural features, preserves the more sensitive areas and identifies any site constraints 

and opportunities to prevent or reduce negative effects of development. The techniques covered in this 

section are listed in Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1  Planning Practices for Preservation of Natural Features and Conservation Design
Practice Description 

Preservation of Undisturbed 
Areas 

Delineate and place into permanent conservation undisturbed forests, native 
vegetated areas, riparian corridors, wetlands, and natural terrain. 

Preservation of Buffers Define, delineate and preserve naturally vegetated buffers along perennial 
streams, rivers, shorelines and wetlands. 

Reduction of Clearing and 
Grading 

Limit clearing and grading to the minimum amount needed for roads, 
driveways, foundations, utilities and stormwater management facilities. 

Locating Development in 
Less Sensitive Areas 

Avoid sensitive resource areas such as floodplains, steep slopes, erodible 
soils, wetlands, mature forests and critical habitats by locating development 

to fit the terrain in areas that will create the least impact. 

Open Space Design Use clustering, conservation design or open space design to reduce 
impervious cover, preserve more open space and protect water resources. 

Soil Restoration 
Restore the original properties and porosity of the soil by deep till and 

amendment with compost to reduce the generation of runoff and enhance 
the runoff reduction performance of post construction practices. 

Chapter 5: Green Infrastructure Practices 
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5.1.5 Open Space Design 
 

Description: Conservation development, clustering or open space design incorporates smaller lot sizes to 

reduce overall impervious cover while providing more undisturbed open space and protection of water 

resources. 

 

Key Benefits 

Preserves conservation areas on a development site 

Can be used to preserve natural hydrology and drainageways 

Can be used to help protect natural conservation areas and other site features 

Reduces the need for grading and land disturbance 

Reduces infrastructure needs and overall development costs 

Allows flexibility to developers to implement creative site designs including better stormwater 

management practices 

 

Typical Perceived Obstacles and Realities 

Smaller lot sizes and compact development may be perceived by developers as less marketable – Open

space designs can be highly desirable and have economic advantages such as cost savings and higher 

market appreciation 

Lack of speed and certainty in the review process may be of concern – Consult with the local review 

authority to review requirements; prospective homebuyers may be reluctant to purchase homes due to 

concerns regarding management of the community open space – Proper methods and implementation 

of maintenance agreements are available; natural open space reduces maintenance costs and can help 

keep association fees down 

Cluster developments appear incompatible with adjacent land uses and are equated with increased 

noise and traffic – Open space design allows preservation of natural areas, using less space for 

streets, sidewalks, parking lots, and driveways; incorporating buffers into the design can help alleviate 

incompatibility with other competing land uses 
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Using this Practice 

Use a site design which concentrates development and preserves open space and natural areas of the 

site 

Locate the developed portion of the cluster areas in the least sensitive areas of the site  

Consult with the municipality to find out whether there is a local law or ordinance for cluster 

development, open space design, conservation design or flexible subdivisions 

Where allowed by the municipality, utilize reduced setbacks and frontages, and narrower right-of-way 

widths to design non-traditional lot layouts within the cluster 
 

Discussion 

Conservation development, also known as “open space residential design” (OSRD), or clustering, is a 

green infrastructure planning technique that concentrates structures and impervious surfaces in a compact 

area in one portion of the development site in exchange for providing open space, natural areas or 

agricultural lands elsewhere on the site. Typically smaller lots and/or nontraditional lot designs are used to 

cluster development and create more conservation areas on the site. 
 

Conservation development has many benefits compared with conventional development or residential 

subdivisions: this technique can reduce impervious cover, stormwater pollution, construction costs, and the 

need for grading and landscaping, while providing for the conservation of natural areas. Figures 5.11 and 

5.12 show examples of open space developments. 

Figure 5. 11 Aerial view of an open space or “cluster” 
subdivision (Source: Georgia Stormwater Manual, 2001) 
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Figure 5. 12 Open space or “cluster” subdivision example  

(Source: Georgia Stormwater Manual, 2001) 

 

Along with reduced imperviousness, conservation design provides a host of other environmental benefits 

lacking in most conventional designs. These developments reduce potential pressure to encroach on 

conservation and buffer areas because enough open space is usually reserved to accommodate these 

protection areas. As less land is cleared during the construction process, alteration of the natural hydrology 

and the potential for soil erosion are also greatly diminished. Perhaps most importantly, open space design 

reserves 25 to 50 percent of the development site in conservation areas that would not otherwise be 

protected. 
 

Conservation development can also be significantly less expensive to build than conventional projects.  

Most of the cost savings are due to reduced infrastructure cost for roads and stormwater management 

controls and conveyances. While conservation developments are frequently less expensive to build, 

developers find that these properties often command higher prices than those in more conventional 

developments. Several studies estimate that residential properties in developments with open space garner 

premiums that are higher than conventional subdivisions and moreover, sell or lease at increased rates. 

Once established, common open space and natural conservation areas must be managed by a responsible 

party able to maintain the areas in a natural state in perpetuity. Typically, the conservation areas are 

protected by legally enforceable deed restrictions, conservation easements, and maintenance agreements. 
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Flexible lot shapes and setback and frontage distances allow site designers to create attractive and unique 

lots that provide homeowners with enough space while allowing for the preservation of natural areas in a 

residential subdivision. A narrower Right-of-Way will consume less land that may be better used for 

housing lots, and allow for a more compact site design. Figures 5.13 and 5.14 illustrate various 

nontraditional lot designs.   

Figure 5. 13 Nontraditional lot design (Source: ULI, 1992) 

Figure 5. 14 Lots with reduced front and side setbacks 
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