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Changing Development Rules

In Your Community

ith urbanization, the composition of the
Wlandscape dramatically shifts away from

forests, meadows, pastures, crop lands, and
wetlands to hard, impervious surfaces such as roads,
roofs, parking lots, sidewalks, and driveways. Numer-
ous watershed studies have documented the negative
impact that impervious cover has on the quality of
aquatic systems. Consequently, communitiesstriving
for sustainabledevel opment (i.e., economicgrowththat
also protectslocal streams and habitat) are faced with
adifficult challenge.

Communitiesoftenfindthat their existingdevel op-
ment codes and ordinances conflict with the goal of
sustainable development. Many local codes and ordi-
nancesrequire excessiveimperviouscover intheform
of wide streets, expansive parking lots, and large-lot
subdivisions, making preservation of the natural envi-
ronment difficult. Inaddition, theeconomicincentives
for developersto conserve natural areas are generally
few and far between.

Many communities are choosing to reevaluate
their local codes and ordinances with the goal of sus-
tainabledevelopmentinmind. Oneof themost effective
waysof reforming development rulesisthroughalocal
site planning roundtable. A local site planning
roundtable brings together a diverse cross-section of
key players from the local government, development,
and environmental communities. Though aconsensus
process, these stakehol ders can hammer out the devel-
opment rules best suited to achieving sustainable de-
velopment in the context of local conditions.

Table 1: Potential Members of a Local Site Planning Roundtable

Planning Agency or Commission
Department of Public Works
Road or Highway Department
Developers

Land Trusts

Realtors

Real Estate Lenders

Civic Associations

Fire Official

Health Department

Land Use Lawyers

Whenassemblingtheroundtablemembership, itis
particularly important to get every local agency with
development review authority toactively participatein
the roundtable process. It is equally important to
involve elected officials in the process, as they must
ultimately vote to adopt the proposed changes. Table
1 lists potential members of a local site planning
roundtable.

The primary tasks of the local roundtable are to
identify existing devel opment rules, compare them to
theprinciplesof better sitedesign, determineif changes
can or should bemadeto current codesand ordinances,
andfinally, negotiate and reach consensus on what the
changes should be. To facilitate this anaysis, the
Center has developed a Codes and Ordinances
Worksheet (COW) to help communitiesevaluatetheir
development rules in the context of better site design
principles.

Anatomyof aCOW

The COW allows communities to systematically
comparetheir local development rulestothebetter site
design principles discussed in the first feature article.
The COW asks specific questionsto elicit basic infor-
mation about how devel opment actually happensinthe
community, and can be thought of asan “audit” of the
existing codes and ordinances.

The COW uses a scoring system to measure a
community’s general ability to support environmen-
tally sensitivedevel opment, with pointsassigned based
on how well current community development rules
support the principles of better site design. Point

Engineering Consultants
Homeowner Associations
Chamber of Commerce

Elected Officials

Urban Forester

Site Plan Reviewer

Stormwater Management Authority
Municipal Insurance

Watershed Advocates
Residents/and Owners

35


Center for Watershed Protection
Get the full text of this article electronically for $4.00, or  purchase the entire hardcover edition of "The Practice of Watershed Protection" for $80.  Visit http://www.cwp.org under "Publications to Order"  to buy now!

Any electronic purchase fees you've already paid will be deducted from the price of the hardcover version. 


