Sand Creek Ranch in Buffalo, Wyoming, where homeowners have a share in a working hay ranch, as well as proximity to
two miles of riparian habitat along Sand Creek. Courtesy Ed McMahon, Urban Land Institute
Policy Watch

Subdividing for wildlife?
Conservation development can reduce the habitat fragmentation
caused by exurban sprawl — but it has to be done right

F

or millennia, Colorado’s Yampa River
Valley has followed the rhythms of
wildlife mating and migration, the habits
of elk and grouse and bear. The arrival
of ranching in the 1880s altered the pattern a little, but radical change didn’t occur until the last half of the 20th century.
That’s when the big ranches began to be
broken up into small ranchettes and vacation-home lots, the kind of low-density
exurban sprawl responsible for habitat
fragmentation across the West.
Desperate to preserve Routt County’s
character, in the mid-1990s its commissioners fought to pass Land Preservation
Subdivision ordinances, or LPS. It was an
early form of conservation development,
an increasingly popular land-planning
tool that develops part of a property to
fund the preservation of the rest.
Conservation development is usually
regulated at the county level. Ordinances
encourage developers to cluster houses on
a portion of land and leave 40 to 80 percent of it as open space, and often give a
“density bonus” for such clustering, allowing up to 70 percent more housing units
per project.
Such developments typically sell well
and command premium prices. They feel
in touch with an agricultural past, where
people can live within walking distance
of hiking trails and fishing ponds. And
they’ve found favor across the West: The
passage of such ordinances took off in the
’90s and has more than doubled in the
last decade.

By Emily Wortman-Wunder

They seem to offer a way for mountain communities to have it all. A 2011
study estimated that conservation development has preserved nearly 10 million
acres across the U.S. since the 1960s. But
questions about its effectiveness remain:
Is that open space really helping to maintain biodiversity?

“T

he key to integrating nature and urban growth is scale,” says Armando
Carbonell, chair of the Department of
Planning and Urban Form at the Lincoln
Institute of Land Policy in Cambridge,
Mass. Local land planners and developers, he says, need to understand both the
ecosystem context and the ecological consequences of their actions.
Sarah Reed, a conservation biologist
with Colorado State University and the
Wildlife Conservation Society, co-founded
the Center for Conservation Development
at CSU in fall 2010 to assess county development choices and their ecological
consequences.
In 2010, Reed and her coworkers examined land-planning ordinances in all
414 counties of the 11 Western states.
While over a third of the counties had
regulations that promoted some form of
conservation development, many did so
in ways unlikely to preserve critical wildlife habitat or other natural values. Few
promoted land stewardship, or ensured
that open space parcels were contiguous
within or among developments.
One of the biggest issues, Reed concluded, is the quality and type of data
used to create the conservation design.
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sentation in today’s Republican Party.
Political diversity is also evident in the
range of groups that claim to represent
sportsmen’s interests: TRCP leans left on
the spectrum, while groups like Sportsmen for Fish and Wildlife and the Rocky
Mountain Elk Foundation trend more
to the right and advocate for aggressive
predator control, especially of wolves —
also one of Rehberg’s favorite talking
points. MHAA, which seeks to convince
a traditionally conservative community
that Democratic candidates are a safer
bet for conservation, occupies ground
much closer to that of TRCP.
Cooper believes this political tension
among sportsmen is healthy: “Now you
have both Democrats and Republicans at
any given time vying for our votes, and
that’s where you want to be.”
And MHAA isn’t the only (c)(4) strictly focused on hunting and fishing; there is
at least one other, Bull Moose Sportsmen,
formed in 2010 by a Denver-based nonprofit called the Bull Moose Sportsmen
Alliance. In 2010, Bull Moose Sportsmen
endorsed Colorado candidates for the
U.S. Senate, U.S. House, governor and
state Legislature, choosing five Republicans and eight Democrats.
“Elk and native trout couldn’t care
less whether you’re a Republican or a
Democrat,” says Gaspar Perricone, codirector of both groups.
Bull Moose Sportsmen developed a
database of more than 180,000 voters
likely to support its platform, which includes tax incentives for conservation
easements and increased funding for
native fish habitat, and communicated
with them through direct mail and email,
while using paid advertising to reach beyond that base. Twelve of the 13 endorsed
candidates won, including U.S. Sen. Michael Bennet — a Democrat who won by
1 percent of the vote — after the group
spent nearly $100,000 on his behalf. The
organization has already sent out issue
surveys to candidates in Montana, Idaho,
Colorado and New Mexico to determine
their endorsements and influence even
more elections in 2012.
Land Tawney also hopes to build on
past successes, like the defense of Montana’s stream-access law. He stops at a
switchback on the west-facing slope of
Mount Sentinel, lifting his daughter out
of a backpack carrier. “I remember hiking up mountains like this with my dad,
going after elk and walking in each one
of his footprints because it was the easiest thing to do up these steep mountains.”
His gaze follows Cidney as she tests the
crusty snowpack just off the slick trail.
“There is a constituency here that
counts,” he says. “This isn’t being built for
one issue or one race. This group is being
built for real change that will stand the
test of time.”
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A conservation
development designed
to preserve a working
orchard, a woodlands
and meadows (above).
Below, a homesite at
Santa Lucia Preserve
in California,
where 18,000 acres
are permanently
preserved.
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Her preliminary results show that only 13
percent of the West’s conservation development ordinances mandate a study of the
property’s ecological attributes. “There’s
no reason to believe that (the land that)
got protected is any better than what got
developed,” Reed says. In contrast, she
points to Routt County, which specifically
requires developers to identify and avoid
“Critical Habitat of Threatened and/or Endangered species, including nesting, roosting, mating, birthing and feeding areas.”
Then there’s the question of who manages the conserved land once the houses
are built. Reed found that few ordinances
require any sort of post-development oversight: That’s left up to homeowner associations. Some make weed control, wildfire
reduction, habitat restoration and riparian management a priority and set up
funding; others don’t. And there are other
flaws; Wyoming and Colorado, in particular, are notorious for allowing reserved
land to be reopened for development after
65 and 40 years, respectively.
Another problem is lot size. In 2011,
Reed examined 372 conservation developments in Colorado and found that the average total size of a single project was 501
acres, with varying amounts set aside as
open space, mostly in small scattered parcels. A 2006 study of developments near
Boulder with open-space parcels ranging
in size from 200 to 500 acres found that
they were no different in terms of wildlife
variety than traditional exurban sprawl.
“We should have been seeing vesper
sparrows, grasshopper sparrows, the specialized species of conservation interest,”
says ecologist Buffy Lenth, the study’s
lead author. Instead, she and her coworkers saw starlings, grackles and robins, the
same old generalist species and invasives
that characterize the fragmented habitat
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of traditional development. The reason
was not entirely clear. Lenth suspected
heavy use of the open space by residents
and their pets might be a factor, along
with its small size and a design intended to
maximize views rather than conservation.
All of these issues contribute to a
growing sense that clustered development is not living up to its promise. “I’ve
watched the Land Preservation Subdivision program as it was developed and used
over the years, and from a habitat preservation standpoint, it’s not great,” says
Jim Haskins, wildlife manager with the
Colorado Parks and Wildlife Steamboat
Springs office in Routt County.
Marabou Ranch, one of the newest and
most upscale LPS developments in Routt
County, offers hints as to where the problems might lie. The 1,717-acre subdivision
five miles west of Steamboat Springs fulfills Routt County’s guidelines to the letter
and circumvents many, but not all, of the
issues identified by Reed. It has reserved
1,325 acres as open space; a lot map in the
sales office marks the location of a lek site
for Columbian sharp-tailed grouse and an
elk-calving area, both of which are off-limits to development and subject to seasonal
closure. A resident manager is responsible
for stewardship. But 62 homesites are
scattered throughout the site; the open
space, though large, is fragmented, with
lots of edges. The sensitive habitat is located at the edges of the property; the lek
lies along the road and the calving area is
crowded by homesites.
Carbonell tends to blame the way such
developments are originally planned. “It’s
important (for planners and developers) to
start interacting before a design gets finalized. In the absence of understanding how
watersheds work, or how an ecosystem
works, you can get development patterns

that are not terribly functional.”
Not surprisingly, the projects that have
done well on an ecosystem scale are enormous, built by developers with deep pockets and a grand vision. Santa Lucia Preserve, Calif., is 20,000 acres, with 18,000
acres permanently conserved. Galisteo Basin Preserve outside of Santa Fe, N.M., is
13,522 acres, with more than 12,800 acres
of open space. Highlands Ranch, Colo., is
22,000 acres with 13,000 acres preserved,
including a “backcountry wilderness” of
8,200 acres that supports an elk herd.
These three developments preserve
meaningful chunks of open land and connect with other natural reserves — conservation easements, state parks, national
forest. They also take habitat stewardship
seriously. The Santa Lucia Preserve established an endowment to fund the Santa
Lucia Conservancy, a nonprofit group with
an independent board, to manage its preserve land and set long-term ecological
goals. The Galisteo Basin Preserve coordinates with two nonprofit organizations,
a corps of graduate students, and local
volunteers to perform monitoring and restoration work. Highlands Ranch employs
three full-time natural area managers and
seasonal rangers, plus resident volunteers.
However, it is possible to achieve landscape-level results through interaction
and flexibility. Just west of Salt Lake City,
Utah’s Tooele County specifically requires
that at least 75 percent of a development’s
open space lots “shall be in a contiguous
tract” and “adjoin any neighboring areas of
open space.” Douglas County, Colo., is currently amending its regulations to mandate formal community meetings before a
project is finalized. Then the development
can better meet the conservation goals articulated in the community’s master plan:
Wildlife corridors and open-space parcels
can be planned so that they align, watersheds can be protected along their length,
and development can be steered so that it
clusters along major roadways and population centers.
“Watersheds, ecosystems, migration
patterns can be functional in close proximity to people and cities,” says Carbonell.
Conservation development is just another
element in the planning process. Reed recommends that the open-space parcels be big
enough (she is currently seeking funding
to determine the best size), and that they
minimize edges and be properly monitored
and maintained. The entire project should
be surveyed at the start to identify critical
habitat, and the development should be
planned around it. Finally, the open-space
parcels should communicate with other
natural areas outside of the development.
Ideally, Reed says, each community
should develop a vision that manages
growth while protecting critical areas and
corridors for biodiversity — and then use
“conservation development as one way to
attain that ideal configuration.”

