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In summary, Lloyd believes that we need to “revamp our entire planning and
zoning structure.” He states that “When control stifles creation, it is time to
throw the book away and rely on judgment, humanity, and basic standards to
create a new framework for regulation.” He calls for coordination of
administrative authorities, professionalization of processing, and stronger
regional planning to avoid localism. Last, he sees the need for more flexible,
performance-based standards along with recognition of their legitimacy by the

courts.

Evidence of Cluster’s Benefits

Value Retention

Cluster has many benefits. First, cluster subdivisions seem to retain value.

Jeff Lacy of the Center for Rural Massachusetts sought to determine whether
cluster developments retained value as well as conventional developments by
comparing cluster and conventional development in the Massachusetts towns of
Concord and Amherst. Lacy found that for Concord:
“The prospective home-buyer, selecting residential property as an investment in
1980, would have received a higher rate of return on that investment in 1988 by
purchasing the "average"” home in Meriam's Close (the cluster), versus the
"average"” home in the Town of Concord as a whole. A home sale occurring in any
year during that period, with the exception of 1982, would also have produced
the same result” (Lacy 1995).

For Amherst, Lacy found:

“The cluster/open space Echo Hill development exceeded its conventional
counterpart, Orchard Valley, in open-market, sale-price appreciation during the
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doing the negotiation is an important indicator of their perception of cluster as a

means to achieve these ends.

Materials Review List and Strategies:

Documents: Public domain documents were reviewed and contents summarized.
This helped to establish facts and process of the cases, as well as helped gauge
attitudes where prevalent.

Literature: Literature was sought and reviewed throughout the process.

Audio: Recorded interviews were analyzed in detail. This is particularly
important in gauging attitudes, as they may reveal content left out of the written
minutes, as well as voice inflections that indicate strength of conviction.
Interview Strategy: Interviews were based on a set of standard themes, but not
exactly the same questions as in a survey. I took care to focus on key questions,

however, so I could gather a complete range of data.

Data Analysis Plan

Due to the amorphous nature of the subject of the research question, data
analysis requires a very special approach. The process of conceptualizing,
measuring, and evaluating attitudes requires a constant feedback process

between organization and analysis. Considering this requirement, this project
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employed a standard data coding system leading into a successive

approximation analysis.

Coding

Coding was used to consolidate and analytically categorize data. The initial
coding scheme grouped data according to preconceived attitude categories,
which were pared out or added to as the project progresses. Some examples of
these categories were developer influences, or those of planners, decision
makers, citizens, or neighborhood groups. Special attention was paid to data
that crossed conceptual categories.

Data were coded using the standard open, axial, and selective sequence. This
process was somewhat cyclical, with each periodic coding cycle building on the
last as more data were collected. Open and axial coding occurred primarily in
the initial cycles, where I established most of the final conceptual categories and
established the order. The axial coding step was helpful to determine how the
data would help answer the research question. Relationships were revealed by
“multiple instances of empirical evidence,” and efforts at further investigation
were prioritized through this process (Neuman 1995: 424).

Finally, selective coding derived the major themes and helped determine the
overall focus and structure of the final product. For example, major themes
included fear of administrative difficulty by the developer and the dissatisfaction

with open space configurations.
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values. This affects the makeup and ability of the planning board and town
council.

While there are many old-time residents in Middletown, their concern seems
to be focused on the eastern half of town, which has never been seriously
threatened by higher density residential and commercial development that
characterizes the west because of large-lot zoning and lack of sewers.
Middletown’s primarily new or transient population may have something to do
with the development pattern as well. New and transient residents may not
have a firm political foothold from which to preserve values sympathetic to the
land, and the fewer long-time residents may feel overwhelmed by a constant
influx of different needs and interests. Lower home value and income may
ultimately translate to lower tax base and less ability to hire planning staff and

provide resources.

Miscellaneous

Both towns serve as a pass-through for tourists. North Kingstown is on the
way to South County beaches and attracts many tourists to Wickford.
Middletown is on the way to Newport and has some beaches and other
amenities, but is not a tourist destination per se.

Impending big-box commercial development is a political issue in both towns.

Wal-Mart came into the quaint mill village of Lafayette in North Kingstown
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CHAPTER FIVE: DEVELOPMENT PROJECT PROFILES
Note: Maps and photographs are in Appendix A

The purpose of the project review profiles is to explain the nature of each
project including review history, physical characteristics and context, and
reasons for either using a cluster design or not. I picked projects randomly from
planning department files with the exception of Ocean Ridge, which I knew was
a controversial project from a Middletown planning board meeting attended in

July of 1996.

Brookside at Quidnessett

The first development proposed for this North Kingstown site was a
subdivision called “Treasure Wood.” It was proposed for one of the lots (a
twenty acre piece) in 1987, but this project never got off the ground. Brookside
began life in January of 1990 as “Seafields,” a proposed seventeen-lot
conventional subdivision. The site was composed of three lots equaling just
under fifty-seven acres.

The site consisted of a two-family home and a cottage (one occupied by the
landowner) and barn toward the front of the lot with a large gently sloping field
behind it, leading towards a woody area with wetlands at the far southern end of
the site. Trees surround most of the periphery of the site. Environmental

constraints included approximately four acres of wetlands and some areas with a
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seasonally high water table. These areas were primarily towards the rear or
southern end of the site, with some on the northeastern border as well. The
brook, which forms the property boundary in one area, is a tributary to Allen
Harbor. Because of the project’s proximity to the brook and potential
environmental effect on Allen harbor, project required review by RI Coastal
Resources Management Council (CRMC). The presence of wetlands on the
property required project review by RI Department of Environmental
Management (DEM).

The landowner, Mr. Berube, presented a preapplication proposal with two
conventional schemes. When asked why he only proposed conventional, he said
that he felt that “the area was composed of large expensive homes ... and that
cluster did not work as well with this site and the surrounding area.” A
discussion ensued about the “creativity allowances” possible through cluster
zoning. The developer stated that he wanted his subdivision to resemble a
nearby subdivision that has large lot zoning and large homes. He also stated that
he felt that the cluster zoning category does not work well with large lots. The
planning board expressed concern with traffic and the length of the cul-de-sac,
which would be over 2,000 feet. Board member Mr. Vernon noted that the site
had an “antiseptic look,” but that he understood why the developer designed it
that way. In this scheme, access would have to be provided by tearing down the

barn at the front of the site. The development would require a variance for the
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In the end, the planning board suggested that the developer withdraw his
plan. During the whole hearing, the board members barely spoke. Two
members, one of them an engineer, had to step off due to potential conflict of
interest (Heddy Bennett and Eric Offenberg, who works for Northeast Engineers,
the firm representing the developer). The only words of support came from one
citizen, who said that the whole thing made perfect sense to him, and that the
area needed to retain open space. Planning board Chairman William Stratford
stated that the development has a long history of various proposals, culminating
in a conventional plan that represents a lot of work from town officials and board
members. He also talked about the people living in the first phase, who bought
their houses with the understanding that the rest of the subdivision would be
built as planned. He felt it would be unfair for the board to change everything
now, and drag the development process out any longer. The developer’s
attorney said he “was getting the message” and that he would withdraw the

request.
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frontage lot; I wouldn’t want to be in that situation.” He sees lot size as very
important as well, and feels that once you get into the one-acre range where people
begin to get that “envelope,” it doesn’t matter if the space in back of them is owned
by the homeowner’s association or not.

He thinks “there’s a misconception out there in places where it [cluster] is not
encouraged or understood that somehow the developer is getting more density or
more units in a cluster where really, at least in North Kingstown, it’s not the case.
It’s not any easier, the only benefit financially is the length of the roads, and to me
that’s a tradeoff on the value of the lots because I think a two-hundred foot frontage
lot is more valuable than a one-hundred foot frontage lot.” He was surprised to find
out that Middletown has a density bonus, and wasn’t sure how much that would
mean to him.

He stated that he “knows that there’s the perception, when you start hearing
towns talk about it, you know Exeter just hasn’t done anything with cluster either
and they have this fear that it’s going to destroy their rural character; I don’t think it
needs to if they do it right, and I don’t think there necessarily needs to be a bonus
for the developer in the number of lots you get; I don’t think you should be

penalized either...”
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being radical in their proposal, so they’re going to come in with whatever the
community is going to construe to be acceptable.” This agrees completely with what
Larry LeBlanc and Dave Cote said about “the path of least resistance.”

He emphasized that a development does not necessarily have to be a cluster to be
innovative. He sees some cases (such as a reclaimed gravel pit) where cluster might
not make sense because there are no constraints, significant vegetation, or valuable
natural areas. In these cases he sees an opportunity to do something that isn’t either
a cluster or a conventional but uses any number of design innovations to create
something unique. He sees the board’s role as encouraging innovative thinking on
the development team’s part with the promise that “we’re not going to whack you
on this.” He thinks it’s very important that towns remember that the third option
exists.

He sees his role (at its best, I think) as “working with these people [developers],
not in opposition, but together to try and create an environment.” He sees it as
“providing them an opportunity to understand what'’s beneficial to them,” and feels
that the architects and engineers working for the developer understand creative
solutions. He also advocates simple solutions, such as tagging and keeping track of
trees to ensure they aren’t cut if they enhance the site environmentally. He also feels
that the whole board understands design issues and the importance of providing

innovation opportunities.
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supportive of the regulations how they stand right now, but he would recommend
they get rid of all density bonuses and allow cluster in R-40 and R-60. When asked if
he thought he would see resistance to the changes, he said no. I then asked if it just
hasn’t been a priority item because of the type of development coming in, and he
agreed. I asked if there were any initiatives now to change the regulations, and he
said that “next time we have a zoning ordinance change we will have changes to the
cluster ordinance. Ithink we’ll see a little more flexibility.” Some elements of
flexibility he named were “to think about the requirement for underground utilities”
and the 26 foot roadway width. A primary concern would be (especially in the east)
to use flexibility to preserve farmland. He placed emphasis on the importance of
making the saved farmland contiguous to make it easier (even just worth it) to farm.
He says that his board seems to be “Hard and fast on road width.” Regulations
require the same size road in both conventional and cluster. He doesn’t think the
board wants to reduce it, but they “have never really sat down and discussed the
issue.”

Properties without municipal sewer and water are pretty much disqualified for
cluster because of anticipated septic system problems and well conflicts, but they
only very seldom approve any subdivision of any size without these utilities.

“In many cases [cluster] is received pretty well [by abutters] because they find
that they have larger buffers between them and the next subdivision.” When asked
if he thought they would rather see a conventional go in, he said that he really

couldn’t say, but implied that they really don’t want anything going in next to them.
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design guidelines for rural clustering. These guidelines could contain architectural
standards, flexible setbacks and frontages, reduced road widths, and specific open
space and vegetation requirements that would enhance the character of the
development and conserve maximum open space (see recommendations in Chapter
Eight).

Randall Arendt (1994) argues that short of mandating open space/cluster design,
a board can provide other incentives such as density penalties for developers that
insist on conventional subdivisions. In light of benefits from reduced infrastructure
and smoother permitting process, this is probably unnecessary and would probably
face strong opposition.

I get the impression that Middletown interviewees feel that they receive few
benefits from cluster. The open space is typically small, odd-shaped, and unusable,
causing an unrewarded maintenance liability. Because of Middletown’s landscape
of open fields, there is really no way to retain density while saving natural
appearance Or open areas using the present regulations because there isn’t enough
mature vegetation to break up fields of view. A tight village concept such as that
used in Pennsylvania (Arendt 1996) might work in the largest zoning categories
where cluster is not an option, so the regulations would need to change in this
regard. They would also have to provide more dimensional relief to get the
closeness of a village, specifically side and front yard setbacks. This would be a very
special development for a specific clientele that may not exist in Middletown.

Middletown is very different from North Kingstown socio-economically. The
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APPENDIX A: FIGURES
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