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The environmental benefits of less land consumption and a growing interest in addressing the
negative economic and social impacts of sprawl have resulted in calls for more sensitive subdivi-
sion designs. One such design is conservation subdivisions. However, not much is known about
these subdivisions, in particular about their economics. This article addresses the issue by exam-
ining price premiums, investment costs, and absorption rates for lots in conservation versus those
in conventional subdivisions. The results show that lots in conservation subdivisions carry a pre-
mium, are less expensive to build, and sell more quickly than lots in conventional subdivisions.
The results suggest that designs that take a holistic view of ecology, aesthetics, and sense of com-
munity can assuage concerns about higher density. However, the potential negative
consequences of conservation subdivisions require further study.

Keywords: conservation subdivisions; open space; developers; Smart Growth; New
Urbanism

The environmental benefits of less land consumption and a growing inter-
est in addressing the negative economic and social impacts of sprawl have
resulted in calls for more sensitive subdivision designs (Randolph 2004, 39;
Rocky Mountain Institute 1998). One such type of design is “conservation
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subdivisions.” These subdivisions are defined by their use of the natural land-
scape as the basis for overall design (Arendt 1999a). Their advantages over
conventional “cookie-cutter” subdivisions include reduced land consump-
tion, less damage to the environment, and the preservation of open space
(Arendt 1999a; Arnold and Gibbons 1996; Berke et al. 2003; Odell, Theobald,
and Knight 2003). Figure 1 shows a generic conventional subdivision and
compares it to a generic conservation subdivision.

Beyond these broad generalizations, however, not much is known about
conservation subdivisions. An exchange between Arendt (1997) and Daniels
(1997) highlighted some of the unknowns related to conservation subdivi-
sions, including their role in controlling sprawl and preserving agricultural
land and their effects on the environment and land prices. This exchange
presaged a growing interest in gaining a deeper understanding of the effects
and policy implications of utilizing conservation subdivisions as a component
of land use policies.

The issues related to conservation subdivisions are wide-ranging and
require further study before a comprehensive picture of the policy implica-
tions of using these subdivisions can emerge. One of these issues is the eco-
nomics of conservation subdivisions. In broadly discussing the economics of
new subdivision designs, Pauker (1997) lists price premiums, investment
costs, and absorption rates as three of the unknowns that hinder adoption by
developers.

This article contributes to our understanding about conservation subdivi-
sions by addressing these unknowns from three directions: First, it examines
whether there is a price premium for lots in conservation versus conventional
subdivisions. Although the natural and social features of conservation subdi-
visions are appreciated by residents (Kaplan, Austin, and Kaplan 2004),
higher-density development is viewed negatively by most Americans
(Danielsen, Lang, and Fulton 1999). How these two competing features of
conservation subdivisions are resolved in the market is not clear.

Second, this article examines whether lots in conservation subdivisions
are less expensive to build than lots in conventional subdivisions. Although
smaller lot sizes reduce infrastructure costs, requirements to build around the
natural features of a parcel might increase the overall cost of conservation
subdivisions, offsetting any premiums such lots may carry.1 The industry’s
experience with novel projects can explain developers’ reluctance to under-
take projects with uncertain costs. For instance, imaginative projects such as
Reston, Columbia, and Kentlands almost failed because the rate of disposal
of finished property was not sufficient to cover upfront costs (Fulton 1996).

Third, this article examines absorption rates for lots in conservation ver-
sus conventional subdivisions to ascertain if lots in the former sell at a faster
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rate. Differences in absorption rates will corroborate results from the analysis
of prices. Although the research reported in this article does not ascertain the
exact profits associated with conservation subdivisions, an examination of
price premiums, improvement costs, and time on the market permits a rank-
ing of the profitability of conservation subdivisions relative to other designs.
Together, the results show that conservation subdivisions are more profitable
to developers than conventional subdivisions.

The need for a convincing business case for developers is not trivial.
Developers have long been known to be risk averse (Baerwald 1981; Kenney
1972; Leung 1987; Wiewel, Persky, and Sendzik 1999), and the relatively
new conservation subdivision model can present additional risks. Indeed, in
general, one of the key challenges facing policy makers is to convince devel-
opers of the profitability of alternatives to conventional subdivisions
(Gyourko and Rybczynski 2000). Demonstrating the economic advantages
of conservation subdivisions can contribute toward this larger objective, and
the methodology employed in this article can be replicated to study other
subdivision designs.

It is important to note that this article does not address the role of conser-
vation subdivisions in Smart Growth or New Urbanism, the potential for neg-
ative socioeconomic consequences that result from their use, or whether the
purported environmental benefits of conservation designs will be realized.2

Moreover, this article is an accounting of benefits and costs only from the
perspective of developers; it is not an accounting of benefits and costs to soci-
ety that result from the use of conservation subdivisions. However, the results
of this research are intended to inform these discussions and the larger dis-
course about adopting alternative subdivision designs.
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Figure 1: Generic Conventional and Conservation Subdivisions
SOURCE: Reprinted from Arendt et al. (1996).



DIFFERENCES FROM PREVIOUS STUDIES

Most previous research on the value of open space is concerned with open
space that lies outside subdivisions (see, for example, Correll, Lillydahl, and
Singell 1978; Hammer, Coughlin, and Horn 1974; Li and Brown 1980;
Lindsey and Knaap 1999; Nelson 1985). Those studies are different from this
study for two reasons. First, as noted by Thorsnes (2002) and Hammer,
Coughlin, and Horn (1974), the price effects of open space are localized.
Thus, extrapolating from open space outside subdivisions (even if it is close)
will not lead to accurate estimates of this amenity within conservation
subdivisions.

Second, conservation subdivisions contain a grouping of design and
social features, such as exclusivity, privacy, and a perception of prestige, that
are collectively valued by households (Kaplan, Austin, and Kaplan 2004)
and should be reflected in the value of the lots. Moreover, properly designed
conservation subdivisions could offer environmental and aesthetic benefits
superior to those of other open space (Thompson 2004).

Peiser and Schwann (1993) addressed the issue of open space within sub-
divisions and found that developers’ reluctance to leave internal open space
was the result of the low value placed on such space by homeowners. How-
ever, the subdivision that the authors examined, Greenway Parks in Dallas,
Texas, is very different from the design, ecological, and social constructs of
today’s conservation subdivision. For example, in Greenway Parks, lot sizes
are large and open space consists of strips of land between the backyards of
houses. Newer conservation subdivisions have large communal spaces that
evoke a stronger sense of social and environmental benefits. In addition,
whereas conservation subdivisions are designed with the natural features of
the parcel in mind, there is no indication of this in Greenway Parks.

Finally, as far as I am aware, there is no research that simultaneously
determines price premiums for innovative subdivision designs, improvement
costs, and absorption rates. Thus, this study fills a critical knowledge gap by
addressing the complexity of pricing and market issues related to conserva-
tion subdivisions and by providing a methodology that can be replicated to
study the profitability of other subdivision designs.

CONSERVATION SUBDIVISIONS,
SPRAWL, AND DEVELOPERS’ CONCERNS

Conservation subdivisions can be traced to the past use of cluster subdivi-
sions that were primarily concerned with protecting agricultural land (Nelson
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and Duncan 1995, 67). Over time, however, this design theme has evolved
into today’s conservation subdivisions. In addition to preserving agricultural
land, open space is now expected to serve important ecological roles by pro-
viding natural habitat, reducing runoff volumes, limiting landscaping and
lawn maintenance, and providing natural cooling (Berke et al. 2003; Burchell
et al. 2002; Dramstad, Olson, and Forman 1996). These ecological benefits
in turn translate into higher levels of residential satisfaction (Kaplan, Austin,
and Kaplan 2004).

Using the expansive label of “conservation design,” Arendt (1999a) for-
malized the design elements of conservation subdivisions. Moving beyond
isolated treatments of agricultural land preservation and ecological sustain-
ability, Arendt (1999a) argued that conservation subdivisions are a subset of
traditional neighborhood designs (TNDs) that form part of the history of
New England. Called villages and hamlets, TNDs are smaller versions of
New England towns. According to Arendt (1999a), these villages and ham-
lets have the ultimate goal of conservation design.

Taking their cue from TNDs, conservation subdivisions lay the ground-
work to “protect streams and water quality, provide habitat for plants and ani-
mals, preserve rural ‘atmosphere,’ provide recreational areas, protect home
values, and reduce costs of municipal services” (Arendt 1999b, 7). Conserva-
tion subdivisions are thus distinct from the mere clustering of lots where
environmental concerns, aesthetics, history, and culture are given relatively
short shrift.

The role of conservation subdivisions in addressing issues related to
sprawl has, however, attracted some controversy. The observation by Berke
et al. (2003) that conservation subdivisions are sometimes built in greenfields
highlights a criticism of these subdivisions: their potential to promote leap-
frogging and socioeconomic disparities (Nelson and Duncan 1995, 67–68;
Sutro 1990). Authors who propose a regional view of land-use planning
argue that conservation subdivisions have to find their place in the context of
social concerns and planning for habitats, corridors, transportation, and
mixed-used development (Calthorpe and Fulton 2001).

The use of conservation subdivisions to preserve farmland has also
emerged as a point of contention. Daniels (1997) took a critical view of such
subdivisions in agricultural areas, claiming that they focus on site-specific
rather than comprehensive land-use planning. He argued in favor of compre-
hensive planning that zones farming areas exclusively for agricultural use.
Similar concerns about the efficacy of conservation subdivisions to save agri-
cultural land were noted by Mennito (1995, cited in Daniels (1997)), who
observed that their use in Howard County, Maryland, has not resulted in par-
cels that are amenable to farming. In addition, Nelson and Duncan (1995, 67)
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noted that residents in conservation subdivisions may place restrictions on
the use of farming inputs and eventually oppose farming altogether. As a
result, using conservation subdivisions to save farmland can backfire and
turn the open space into an unsightly field.

In response to criticisms that conservation subdivisions can be detrimen-
tal to farming, Arendt (1997) argued that the debate should focus on the
appropriate use of conservation subdivisions at suitable densities and config-
urations. For example, in rural areas with strong commercial farming, con-
servation subdivisions may not be appropriate. Instead, other techniques
such as urban growth boundaries should be utilized. However, in areas with
intermediate agricultural strength, conservation subdivisions are appropriate
when they specify maximum lot sizes to ensure that critical amounts of farm-
land are preserved (Arendt 1997). Finally, Arendt (1997) argued that areas
with suburban densities should employ conservation designs primarily for
the provision of open space. The latter two situations are found across the
nation, and it is in these two types of areas that lessons about conservation
subdivisions can be applied.

Although discussions amongst planning academicians are informative,
they do not address issues of concern to developers and have not had a major
effect on developers’decisions. Intuitively, developers should welcome con-
servation subdivisions because they are believed to carry higher selling
prices and to be less expensive to build. Higher selling prices should result
from access to communal open space that makes full use of the natural land-
scape, superior aesthetic and environmental qualities, and a sense of higher
socioeconomic standing (Kaplan, Austin, and Kaplan 2004). Lower con-
struction costs should result from smaller lot sizes (Arendt 1999b; Arendt et
al. 1996, 10–13; National Association of Homebuilders 1986). However, no
hard evidence has been presented to support these hypotheses.

THE STUDY AREA:
SOUTH KINGSTOWN, RHODE ISLAND

Rhode Island is one of a few states to have significantly updated state plan-
ning legislation from the first land-use planning efforts of the 1920s (Ameri-
can Planning Association 1999).3 The Town of South Kingstown (Figure 2)
has taken its cue from state legislation and revamped its subdivision regula-
tions and zoning ordinances.4 Under the rubric of “Smart Growth,” the town
has adopted open space preservation as a central feature of its land-use poli-
cies (Town of South Kingstown 2000). The town believes that open space
preservation can lead to fiscal health and reduced sprawl and create a better
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delineation between the central core of the town and the periphery. One ave-
nue for preserving open space is the use of conservation subdivisions.

It is important to note that the town’s definition of conservation subdivi-
sions follows the generally accepted model (Arendt 1999b). Referred to as
Flexible Design Residential Projects (FDRPs) in the town’s Subdivision
Regulations, these subdivisions are required to set aside a minimum of 30%
to 70% of a parcel as open space. Although 30% is smaller than the minimum
50% proposed by Arendt (1999b, 139), the lower percentage applies only to
lot sizes that are typically found in built-up areas—10,000 to 20,000 square
feet. When lot sizes approach those typically found in suburban and exurban
areas—an acre or more—developers are required to set aside between 50%
and 70% of the parcel.

Requirements for FDRPs in South Kingstown also take other cues from
archetypical conservation subdivisions discussed by Arendt (1999b): condi-
tions for ownership of the open space (usually homeowners’associations or a
land trust), access to the open space (direct access for as many lots as possi-
ble), interconnections between the open spaces of different subdivisions,
preservation of sensitive lands, and limited permitted uses of the open space.
The town’s criteria for projects to be approved and designated as conserva-
tion subdivisions are therefore consistent with the archetypical model.

382 URBAN AFFAIRS REVIEW / January 2006

Figure 2: Locations of Different Subdivisions in South Kingstown, RI



In addition, South Kingstown is typical of areas in which conservation
subdivisions might be considered a useful policy tool to address the loss of
open space. First, the town’s recent development could be considered
exurban in that it extends from the edge of built-up suburbs into environmen-
tally fragile land (Nelson and Duncan 1995, 71–72). Second, utilizing geo-
graphic information systems (GIS), I found that in Washington County,
where South Kingstown is located, the percentage of land that is classified as
forested had fallen from 54% to 51% between 1988 and 1995. Third, analy-
ses of census and land-use data showed that between 1990 and 2000 the 13%
increase in population was accompanied by a 20% increase in land consumed
for residential development. Thus, like other sprawling areas, the town is
consuming environmentally sensitive land in the periphery at rates that
exceed the growth of its population. In summary, South Kingstown is a town
where conservation subdivisions might be considered a useful policy tool for
preserving open space; this is the reason it was chosen for study.

DATA AND APPROACH TO ANALYSIS

This article takes a three-pronged approach to discussing the financial
implications for developers of conservation subdivisions. First, the value
added to developed lots in conservation subdivisions was determined relative
to lots in other subdivision types. This analysis was performed using ordinary
least squares (OLS) regressions where the dependent variable was the price
per acre of developed lots. The results obtained from the OLS regressions
were corroborated by an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) of the price per
acre of developed lots.

In the absence of interaction effects, OLS regressions are equivalent to
ANCOVA (Cohen and Cohen 1983, 4; DeMaris 2004, 126). However, the
advantage of ANCOVA is that it determines the actual mean selling price of
lots in different subdivisions and whether the differences in those means are
statistically significant, while controlling for other covariates. On the other
hand, OLS regressions present the results in a form that is familiar to policy
makers and expresses the premium for conservation subdivisions in terms of
a percentage over conventional subdivisions, a figure that is more robust than
actual values. To monitor multicollinearity, the variance inflation factor
(VIF) was observed for each variable in each regression.5

Second, costs for producing lots in different subdivision types were com-
pared through analyses of variance (ANOVA). Finally, again using ANOVA,
absorption rates were determined by analyzing the time it took for lots in dif-
ferent subdivision types to sell after being recorded.
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This study utilized data from 184 randomly selected vacant developed lots
in South Kingstown built and sold between 1993 and 2002.6 The lots repre-
sent the finished product that was sold by developers.7 Data were obtained
from six sources: four departments or programs within the town government;
the Rhode Island Geographic Information System (RIGIS), a database main-
tained at the University of Rhode Island; and the U.S. Census Bureau.

First, records from the Tax Assessor’s Office provided information on sale
prices for finished lots, the dates lots were recorded, and the dates they were
sold. The sample was screened to ensure that all transactions were “arms
length.” Screening was performed by checking that the transaction price per
acre of each lot deviated by no more than one-third from the median price per
acre of all lots in the subdivision to which it belonged. No anomalous prices
were observed.

Second, files maintained by the town’s planning department were reviewed
to determine each subdivision type (conservation, conventional, or other),
utilities provided, and the number of lots in each subdivision. Third, basic
data such as lot sizes were obtained from a parcel-based GIS maintained by
the planning department. Fourth, for comparing improvement costs between
different subdivision types, data were obtained from performance bond esti-
mates prepared by the public works department. These data assess the costs
of public improvements required in each subdivision, such as landscaping,
drainage, roads, and public water and sewer services.8 To provide a common
point in time to compare costs, the estimates were inflation-adjusted to year
2000 dollars using cost indices obtained from R. S. Means (2001) for Provi-
dence, RI, the closest location for which data were available.

Fifth, RIGIS provided location information on roads, scenic districts, the
coastline, water bodies, the seasonal high-water table, and steep slopes. GIS
software was utilized to ascertain the distance between developed lots and
roads, scenic districts, and the coastline, respectively. The software was also
utilized to determine the percentage of lot area that contained water bodies, a
seasonal high-water table, and steep slopes. When combined, these three
variables provide a proxy for on-lot costs to be incurred by buyers of lots.
Finally, data from the U.S. Census Bureau provided information on the
socioeconomic status of the census block group in which the subdivision was
located.
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THE OLS REGRESSIONS
AND ANCOVA MODEL

Equation 1 shows the model utilized to perform the OLS regressions and
ANCOVAs for the price of developed lots. “PL” is the price per unit area of
developed lots, X i , 1

1� is the area of the lot, � l is the regression coefficient asso-
ciated with lot size, and i and j are measures of the jth attribute for the ith lot,
respectively. Variations of this model have been used in the past, for example,
by Adams and Milgram (1968), Colwell and Sirmans (1980), Chicoine
(1981), and Guntermann (1997).
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This specification has three advantages: It sets prices equal to zero when
parcel size equals zero, detects plottage and plattage, and allows for an inter-
pretation of inflation in land prices. Plottage signifies additional value that
can be obtained from combining more than one parcel, whereas plattage is
additional value that can be obtained from dividing a parcel (Colwell 1999;
Colwell and Sirmans 1980). If �1 > 0 there is plottage, but if –1 < �� < 0 there
is plattage.

The review of subdivision files revealed that in addition to conservation
and conventional subdivisions, there are also minor subdivisions of five or
fewer lots. (These are not discussed in detail because they are included in the
analyses only for control purposes and they constitute only a small portion of
the subdivisions built in South Kingstown.) For the three types of subdivi-
sions, two dummy variables were utilized in the OLS regressions. The first
variable, CONS, is assigned a value of 1 if the lot is in a conservation subdivi-
sion and 0 otherwise. This is the key test variable. The second variable, MIN,
is assigned 1 if the lot is in a minor subdivision and 0 otherwise. Minor subdi-
visions benefit from a less onerous approvals process and fewer road stan-
dards. Although a less onerous approvals process will affect prices for the
undeveloped parcel, it will not have any effect on prices for developed lots.
Fewer road standards, however, often results in shared driveways that are
expected to reduce the value of lots in minor subdivisions. In addition, minor
subdivisions are often built on irregularly shaped parcels that are sometimes
near busy streets, again reducing the value of their lots.
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CONTROL VARIABLES

The same control variables used in the OLS regressions were employed in
the ANCOVAs as covariates. Table 1 contains all variables in the OLS and
ANCOVAs and their expected signs. Table 2 provides summary statistics.

Natural log of lot size. Several scholars have noted a concave relationship
between price and land area that leads to the declining marginal value of land,
the phenomenon of plattage referred to above (Brownstone and Devany
1991; Chicoine 1981; Colwell and Sirmans 1993; Nelson and Knaap 1987).
Thus, the sign on this variable is expected to be negative.

Year of transaction. Regression models of land prices routinely include a
variable to account for inflation. For this research, the year in which the first
sale took place is assigned the number 1, and each subsequent year is assigned
2, 3, and so on. The study period, 1994 to 2001, is one of steadily increasing
property values associated with the longest U.S. economic expansion on
record. There were no years in this period during which land prices decreased.
Thus, a single variable to represent time is sufficient, and dummy variables
for each year that capture annual changes in price are not necessary.9

Public water and sewer infrastructure. On developed lots, public water
and sewer infrastructure are unambiguously expected to be capitalized into
prices because of their inherent advantages and conveniences (Adams et al.
1968; Knaap 1985; Nelson and Knaap 1987).

Accessibility. Research has found that homeowners pay a premium for
locations close to jobs or downtowns, though these studies appear to mix
undeveloped parcels with developed lots in the same sample (Adams et al.
1968; Brigham 1965). The distinction is important because developers might
pay more for undeveloped parcels near major roads, where fewer infrastruc-
ture extensions are required. However, households may pay less for locations
near busy streets (Adams et al. 1968; Asabere 1990; Hughes and Sirmans
1992).

The study area contains a web of roads that allows easy access to the major
highway, I-95, and major employment centers at the University of Rhode
Island and downtown. Two important roads in this web are US-1 and Route
138, and the shortest distance from a developed lot to either of these roads
was used as a proxy for accessibility. Because of the important role that these
roads play in providing access, being closer to them is expected to carry a
premium.

Distance to scenic districts. This variable measures the distance of each
lot to state-designated scenic districts. Premiums are expected for lots close
to these districts (Correll, Lillydahl, and Singell 1978; Hammer, Coughlin,
and Horn 1974; Li and Brown 1980; Lindsey and Knaap 1999; Nelson 1985).
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It is important to control for this variable because conservation subdivisions
located close to scenic districts may reflect the value placed on these districts
rather than the intrinsic value of the subdivision.

Distance to coastline. The effect of this variable on prices could be diffi-
cult to determine because of special permits required to build close to coastal
areas. As Brownstone and Devany (1991) noted in their study of undevel-
oped land sales in Southern California, the insignificant coefficient obtained
for this variable, when regressed against prices, was most likely a result of
difficulties in obtaining permits from the California Coastal Commission. In
South Kingstown, there is a marked lack of undeveloped land sales close to
the coast. This is not coincidental, because development in these areas
requires additional approvals from the Rhode Island Coastal Resources Man-
agement Council (CRMC), increasing the costs of approvals. Thus, there are
few developed lots available close to the coast, and the nearest one in the sam-
ple is more than 6,000 feet away (Table 2). Nonetheless, a premium is
expected the closer a lot is to the coast.
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TABLE 1: Determinants of Developed Lot Prices

Independent Variables Variable Name Expected Signs

Main variables
Subdivision in which lot is located: 1 if conservation

subdivision, 0 if conventional or minor subdivision CONS Positive
Subdivision in which lot is located: 1 if minor

subdivision, 0 if conservation or conventional
subdivision MIN Negative

Control variables
Natural log of lot size, acres NLLS Negative
Year developed lots were sold YEAR Positive
Public water: 1 if yes, 0 if private well WATER Positive
Public sewer: 1 if yes, 0 if private septic system SEWER Positive
Accessibility: mean distance to Rt. 138 and U.S. 1, feet ACC Negative
Mean distance to scenic districts, feet SD Negative
Mean distance to coastline, feet COAST Negative
Relative socioeconomic status of subdivision as

determined by median housing price in 1990 census
block group, $1,000s MHP Positive

Number of lots in each subdivision LOTS Positive
Percentage of lot with difficult building conditions UNBUILD Negative
Time for lots to sell after subdivision (or phase of) was

recorded, months TIME Negative



Relative socioeconomic status of the neighborhood. There is evidence
that locations of higher socioeconomic status carry a premium (Brigham
1965). This article uses self-assessed housing values from the 1990 census at
the block group level to represent relative socioeconomic status. This vari-
able is not endogenously determined because the values were determined in
1990, before the period covered by this study.

Number of lots. This variable is an indication of the ability of developers to
control neighborhood characteristics. Previous research has found that the
control of subdivision characteristics can increase property values, for exam-
ple, through the use of restrictive covenants (Hughes and Turnbull 1996;
Speyrer 1989). Thorsnes (2000) corroborated these findings in his research,
but he used the size of the entire subdivision as a proxy for the effect. This
analysis utilizes the number of lots as a proxy for subdivision size, and, in
turn, as a proxy for the degree to which developers can control neighborhood
characteristics. It is a more appropriate measure than the size of the entire
subdivision because it isolates the effects of open space in conservation sub-
divisions while at the same time reflecting the size of conventional and minor
subdivisions.
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TABLE 2: Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables

Mean Standard Minimum Maximum
Independent Variables Value Deviation Value Value

Conservation subdivisions (1 if yes, 0 if no) 0.47 0.50 0 1
Minor subdivisions (1 if yes, 0 if no) 0.08 0.27 0 1
Average lot size, acres 0.62 0.32 0.22 1.64
Year in which developed lots were sold 5.18 2.02 1 8
Public water (1 if yes, 0 if no) 0.78 0.42 0 1
Public sewer (1 if yes, 0 if no) 0.40 0.49 0 1
Accessibility: Mean distance to Rt. 138

and U.S. 1, feet 2,995 1,869 113 6,348
Mean distance to scenic districts, feet 3,591 2,721 0 9,921
Mean distance to coastline, feet 19,476 5,623 6,143 28,415
Relative socioeconomic status of

subdivision as determined by
median housing price in 1990
census block group, $1,000s 158 7 144 171

Number of lots in each subdivision 52.2 34.9 3 89
Percentage of lot with difficult building

conditions 6.4 20.1 0 100
Time for lots to sell after subdivision

(or phase of) was recorded, months 12.0 12.12 0.03 58.4



Difficult building conditions. This variable is a composite measure of the
percentage area of a lot that contains water bodies, a high water table, and
steep slopes. These characteristics limit the layout of houses unless the buyer
invests in substantive landscaping. Thus, the presence of difficult building
conditions will reduce the value of developed lots. However, it is evident that
there are errors in the GIS measurements of water bodies because the data in
RIGIS were found to be significantly different from those reported on devel-
opers’ approved plats. This discrepancy suggests that other measures related
to the buildability of lots may also be erroneous, thus affecting the validity of
the results. Indeed, RIGIS reports that one lot was 100% unbuildable (Table
2), clearly a situation that is not possible.

Time for lots to sell after the subdivision was recorded. This variable
accounts for the effects of the market on prices. It is expected that as lots take
longer to sell, prices will be negatively affected.

RESULTS OF THE OLS
REGRESSIONS AND ANCOVAs

Four regression models (Table 3) show that developed lots in conservation
subdivisions carry additional value ranging from 12% to 16% per acre over
lots in conventional subdivisions. Not surprisingly, lots in minor subdivi-
sions are heavily discounted because, as discussed earlier, they have some
undesirable features. As shown in Table 3, multicollinearity was not a prob-
lem in any of the regression models.

In the ANCOVAs, the subdivision type is the main variable of interest (the
fixed factor), and the other variables are controls. In each of the four models,
subdivision type significantly affects land prices (Table 4), as revealed by F-
statistics that are significant at greater than the 0.001% level.

In addition, Bonferroni post hoc analyses found that mean selling prices
of developed lots in the three subdivision types are significantly different
from each other at the 5% level. Table 5 shows that lots in conservation subdi-
visions sold for $122,000 to $125,000 per acre whereas lots in conventional
subdivisions sold for $107,000 to $109,000 per acre. These numbers trans-
late into premiums for lots in conservation subdivisions ranging from
$13,000 to $18,000 per acre over lots in conventional subdivisions (Table 6).

These results confirm the attractiveness of conservation subdivisions to
developers from the demand side. However, more definitive statements about
the relative profitability of conservation subdivisions cannot be made until
investigations are performed on the costs of producing lots in different
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subdivision types and the rate at which these lots are sold. Before moving
onto these analyses, other results from the OLS regressions and ANCOVAs
are discussed.

RESULTS FOR CONTROL VARIABLES
IN THE OLS REGRESSIONS AND ANCOVAs

Importantly, the existence of plattage, around –0.75 across the four mod-
els, shows that there is diminishing marginal value from additional lot size.
The results suggest that developers would rather not build large lots, but
instead, they may prefer the opposite, that is, to take area from the lots and
convert it into open space. These results differ from those of Peiser and
Schwann (1993), who found that strips of open space directly behind back-
yards added little value to property.

Other variables are significant, as expected. Many lots are located in close
proximity to state-designated scenic districts, and buyers pay a premium for
this amenity. Across Models 1 through 4, the premium ranges from 4.5 to 5
percent per acre of lot for every 1,000 feet closer to a scenic district. Lots in
areas of higher socioeconomic standing carry a premium of around 3.5% per
acre of lot, though these results are significant only at the 10% level (Models
3 and 4).10

As expected, lots with public water and sewer sell for more. For the for-
mer, the premium ranges from 15% to 26% per acre of lot, while for the latter
the premium ranges from 8% to 12%. Inflation averages about 8% per year.
Each additional lot in a subdivision increases the per acre price of lots by less
than 0.25% in all the models. This demonstrates households’preferences for
living in larger projects where developers are able to internalize amenities but
the absolute effect is small.

Accessibility, distance to the coastline, percentage of the lot that is
unbuildable, and the time it takes for lots to sell after recording are not signifi-
cant in any of the models in which they were considered. In the case of
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TABLE 4: Results of ANCOVAs for Price per Acre of Developed Lots Where
Subdivision Type is the Fixed Factor

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

F-statistic 39.19 40.53 38.67 35.12
p-statistic < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001



accessibility, the results may reflect the web of roads in the study area that
allow for quick access to I-95 and major sources of employment in the down-
town and at the University of Rhode Island, regardless of where development
takes place. For distance to the coastline (Model 1), the results most likely
reflect the fact that there was too little construction near the coast during the
study period to provide sufficient variation in the data. The percent of the lot
that is unbuildable may be insignificant owing to errors in RIGIS measure-
ments of this variable (Models 3 and 4), as discussed earlier. Finally, the time
it takes for lots to sell after being recorded is not significant (Model 4).

The results indicate that, in general, the fundamentals of the land market
in South Kingstown are fairly typical. Putting aside the coefficients on subdi-
vision type, the other results are for the most part consistent with results
obtained elsewhere. For example, there is general agreement that in a variety
of land markets, values increase when infrastructure such as public water and
sewer are provided, the property is located in areas of higher socioeconomic
standing, scenic areas are in close proximity, and neighborhood amenities are
internalized (as measured by the size of the subdivision—in this article, the
number of lots). In addition, as has been observed elsewhere, there is dimin-
ishing marginal value to additional land, and in recent years there has been a
steady increase in residential land prices across many land markets in the
United States.
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TABLE 5: Results of ANCOVAs for Price per Acre of Developed Lots in Differ-
ent Subdivision Types

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Average price per acre of lots in
conservation subdivisions ($1,000s) 125.3 123.5 122.3 123.3

Average price per acre of lots in
conventional subdivisions ($1,000s) 107.1 108.5 109.2 108.4

Average price per acre of lots in minor
subdivisions ($1,000s) 81.7 82.5 82.6 83.6

TABLE 6: Results of ANCOVAs for Differences in Price per Acre of Developed
Lots in Conservation versus Other Subdivision Types

Subdivision Type Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Conventional ($1,000s) 18.2 15.0 13.6 14.9
Minor ($1,000s) 43.5 41.0 40.1 39.6



COMPARISON OF COSTS FOR
PRODUCING DIFFERENT LOT TYPES

Using data from performance-bond estimates, an ANOVA was performed
on improvement costs per lot within conservation, conventional, and minor
subdivisions.11 The results shown in Table 7 are statistically significant at the
1% level, showing that lots in conservation subdivisions cost on average
about $7,400 less to produce than lots in conventional subdivisions. The
results for minor subdivisions are lower, as expected; these typically do not
require internal infrastructure and are often located alongside existing roads.
A direct comparison between lots in conservation and conventional subdivi-
sions using a t-test also results in statistically significant differences at the 1%
level. Together with the results obtained from the OLS regressions and
ANCOVAs, these results show that there are higher profits to be made from
conservation subdivisions.

COMPARISON OF TIME FOR
DIFFERENT LOT TYPES TO SELL

The earlier results are sufficient to show that developers should prefer
conservation subdivisions. However, corroborating evidence could be obtained
by analyzing the time it takes for lots in these subdivisions to sell when com-
pared to lots in other subdivisions. The time interval starts when lots are first
recorded (taking account of any phasing in the subdivision), thus making
delays purely a function of the market, not the subdivision review process.

The results of the ANOVA are presented in Table 7. Lots in minor subdivi-
sions sold the fastest (on average, 1.1 months) because they are usually sold
in sets at a time, followed by lots in conservation subdivisions (9.1 months),
and then lots in conventional subdivisions (17.0 months).12 The differences
are statistically significant at the 1% level. That lots in conservation subdivi-
sions sold in about half the time as lots in conventional subdivisions must be
advantageous to the cash flow of developers.

When lots in conservation subdivisions were compared only against lots
in conventional subdivisions using a t-test, the statistical difference was
maintained at the 1% level. This was also the case when they were compared
to lots in conventional and minor subdivisions combined; the average time
for lots to sell in conventional and minor subdivisions was 14.5 months, still
considerably more than the 9.1 months for lots in conservation subdivisions.
The strong demand for lots in conservation subdivisions corroborates the
price premium observed in the OLS regressions and ANCOVAs.
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CONCLUSIONS

Innovative subdivision designs continue to be viewed by developers as
financially risky (Gyourko and Rybczynski 2000). This article, however,
shows that one type—conservation subdivisions—can provide higher profits
to developers. Lots in conservation subdivisions carry a price premium, are
less expensive to build, and sell more quickly than lots in conventional subdi-
visions. The methodology used in this article could be easily applied to other
subdivision designs to ascertain whether, from the perspective of developers,
they are preferable to conventional subdivisions.

The results from this study are instructive when compared to other studies
that examine the value of open space. For example, whereas Peiser and
Schwann (1993) show that residents prefer private backyard space to com-
munal open space, this study indicates that buyers of lots in conservation sub-
divisions would pay less for additional lot size and more for amenities associ-
ated with conservation subdivisions.

The possible reasons for these differences have implications for subdivi-
sion layout and the use of open space. Designs that take a holistic view of
ecology, aesthetics, and sense of community may assuage concerns about
density. In comparing this case to other attempts to create open space in sub-
divisions, such as that examined by Peiser and Schwann (1993), three
important differences emerge:

� Concentrating open space in one or a few locations matters: In contrast to open
space that is laid out such that each household gets to “claim” a small portion,
conservation subdivisions provide concentrated open space accessible to a max-
imum number of households and discourage claims of individual ownership.

� Communal ownership is important: When the ownership of open space is am-
biguous, it may not be as well appreciated as when ownership, rights, and re-
sponsibilities are clear. For example, Peiser and Schwann (1993) found that
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TABLE 7: ANOVA of Mean Improvement Costs per Lot and Mean Selling Time
for Lots for Different Subdivision Types

Mean Improvement Mean Selling
Subdivision Type Sample Size Costs per Lot ($1,000s) Time (months)

Conservation 87 18.7 9.1
Conventional 82 26.1 17.0
Minor 15 5.5 1.1



strips of open space behind backyards simply encouraged residents on either
side of the strip to consider portions as private, leaving a small communal
greenbelt of little use. With their backyards effectively enlarged, there was lit-
tle reason to value the remaining greenbelt. Moreover, when boundaries are
not properly demarcated, it is not clear which neighbor is responsible for pres-
ervation. This is clarified in the communal setting of conservation subdivi-
sions. In addition, the concentrated layout of open space in conservation
subdivisions may lead to economies of scale in its management.

That communal open space in conservation subdivisions may be better pre-
served appears to be at odds with contemporary views of property rights, which
argue that the private ownership of property leads to better management. How-
ever, conditions in conservation subdivisions are consistent with some of the
criteria spelled out by Ostrom (1990, 91–102) as necessary for successfully
managing communal property. These include: 1) physical boundaries and rights
and responsibilities of households that are clearly defined; 2) households af-
fected by operational rules can participate in changing those rules; 3) house-
holds and officials have low-cost mechanisms to resolve conflicts; and 4)
households have the right to organize their own managerial institutions.

� High density can be acceptable: Americans can be comfortable with higher
density subdivisions provided that other environmental, aesthetic, and com-
munal concerns are addressed, as observed by Kaplan, Austin, and Kaplan
(2004). Although the negative sign of the coefficient of lot size is usually
attributed to the diminishing utility of additional land, the relatively large
value of the coefficient obtained in this research suggests that the utility of ad-
ditional land falls faster when open space is available than when it is not. The
size of the coefficient reflects the intuition that there is little value to additional
yard space given the existence of concentrated open space in conservation sub-
divisions (and nearby scenic districts). This result suggests that lot sizes in con-
servation subdivisions may be somewhat endogenously determined, and that
the choice of lot size is not entirely a function of zoning or the availability of
infrastructure.

For municipalities that seek to address issues related to sprawl by using
conservation subdivisions, the results of this study are encouraging. How-
ever, the role of conservation subdivisions in promoting Smart Growth and
New Urbanism is uncertain. In particular, the socioeconomic implications of
conservation subdivisions need to be addressed. Further, the potential envi-
ronmental benefits may not be realized if the open space is misused, and con-
servation subdivisions may be a hindrance rather than a boost to agriculture.
These issues require further research.
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NOTES

1. Designing around natural landscapes is a new concept not only to developers, but also to
engineers, planners, and attorneys, who have long been accustomed to conventional designs
(Gyourko and Rybczynski 2000). Thus, engineering, approvals, and attorney fees may be more
onerous. However, these costs are not considered in this article because data are not available.
These costs are not expected to affect the results presented in this article.

2. A common concern among the anonymous reviewers of this article is the potential nega-
tive socioeconomic consequences of conservation subdivisions. In general, the concerns center
on whether conservation subdivisions are just a mechanism for ensuring class separation by
building another form of “gated communities.”

3. This was achieved through the passage of the Rhode Island Zoning Enabling Act of 1991,
Chapter 45, Sections 24–27 through 24–72 and the Rhode Island Land Development and Subdi-
vision Review Enabling Act of 1992, Chapter 45, Sections 23–25 through 23–74.

4. See the Town of South Kingstown Subdivision Regulations (February 14, 1995, with
amendments through 2002).

5. A VIF above 10 indicates that the variable is collinear with others in the model (Gujarati
1995).

6. Some of the lots in this sample were developed before more rigorous standards for con-
servation subdivisions, following (Arendt 1999b), were adopted by the Town.

7. In a few instances (about 15% during the study period) the builders were the developers.
These observations are not included in the sample because a price for the vacant developed lot
could not be observed; the product that was sold consisted of a house and a lot.

8. The purpose for requiring performance bonds from developers is that in the event devel-
opers default on their projects, the town can utilize the bond to complete the subdivision. Perfor-
mance bond estimates do not include engineering, approvals, and attorney fees. In addition, per-
formance bond estimates do not include on-lot costs that are borne by buyers, such as costs for
building the house and on-site landscaping.

As far as I am aware, this is the first time that performance bond estimates have been used in
scholarly research to analyze the costs of subdivision development.

9. Preliminary regressions that used dummy variables for each year during the study period
revealed that inflation rates did not vary dramatically from one year to another, further justifying
the use of a single variable.

10. Alternative regressions where the median household income was used instead of the
median housing value produced similar results.

11. Another approach to comparing improvement costs is on the basis of costs per area of lot.
However, lots in conservation subdivisions are smaller than lots in conventional subdivisions and
thus in the former case improvement costs will be concentrated on smaller areas. Indeed, on this
basis the mean cost per acre of lots in conservation subdivisions ($45,600) is virtually the same as
in conventional subdivisions ($45,500).

12. An anonymous reviewer suggested that minor subdivisions may be at a different “price
point” than other subdivisions, explaining why they sell faster despite being the least valued.

396 URBAN AFFAIRS REVIEW / January 2006



REFERENCES

Adams, F. G., G. Milgram, E. W. Green, and C. Mansfield. 1968. Undeveloped land prices during
urbanization—micro-empirical study over time. Review of Economics and Statistics 50(2):
248–258.

American Planning Association. 1999. Planning communities for the 21st century. Chicago:
American Planning Association.

Arendt, R. 1997. Basing cluster techniques on development densities appropriate to the area.
Journal of the American Planning Association 63(1): 137–145.

———. 1999a. Crossroads, hamlet, village, town: Design characteristics of traditional neigh-
borhoods, old and new. Chicago: American Planning Association Planning Advisory
Service.

———. 1999b. Growing greener: Conservation subdivision design. Planning Commissioners
Journal 33 (Winter): 7–14.

Arendt, R., H. Harper, Natural Lands Trust, American Planning Association, and American
Society of Landscape Architects. 1996. Conservation design for subdivisions: A practical
guide to creating open space networks. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Arnold, C. L. J., and C. J. Gibbons. 1996. Impervious surface coverage: The emergence of a key
environmental indicator. Journal of the American Planning Association 62(2): 243–258.

Asabere, P. K. 1990. The value of a neighborhood street with reference to the cul-de-sac. Journal
of Real Estate Finance and Economics 3(2): 185–193.

Baerwald, T. 1981. The site selection process of suburban residential builders. Urban Geography
2(4): 339–357.

Berke, P. R., J. MacDonald, N. White, and M. Holmes. 2003. Greening development to protect
watersheds. Journal of the American Planning Association 69(4): 397–413.

Brigham, E. F. 1965. The determinants of residential land values. Land Economics 41(4): 325–
334.

Brownstone, D., and A. Devany. 1991. Zoning, returns to scale, and the value of undeveloped
land. Review of Economics and Statistics 73(4): 699–704.

Burchell, R., G. Lowenstein, W. Dolphin, C. Galley, A. Downs, S. Seskin, K. Still, and T. Moore.
2002. Costs of sprawl—2000. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Calthorpe, P., and W. B. Fulton. 2001. The regional city: Planning for the end of sprawl. Wash-
ington, DC: Island Press.

Chicoine, D. L. 1981. Farmland values at the urban fringe: An analysis of sale prices. Land Eco-
nomics 57(3): 353–362.

Cohen, J., and P. Cohen. 1983. Applied multiple regression/correlation analysis for the behav-
ioral sciences. Hillsdale, N. J.: L. Erlbaum Associates.

Colwell, P. F. (1999). What I think I have learned about urban land markets. Illinois Real Estate
Letter 13:2.

Colwell, P. F., and C. F. Sirmans. 1980. Nonlinear urban land prices. Urban Geography 1(2):
141–152.

———. 1993. A comment on zoning, returns to scale, and the value of undeveloped land. Review
of Economics and Statistics 75(4): 783–786.

Correll, M. R., J. H. Lillydahl, and L. D. Singell. 1978. The effects of greenbelts on residential
property values: Some findings on the political economy of open space. Land Economics
54(2): 207–217.

Daniels, T. 1997. Where does cluster zoning fit in farmland protection? Journal of the American
Planning Association 63(1): 129–137.

Mohamed / CONSERVATION SUBDIVISIONS 397



Danielsen, K. A., R. E. Lang, and W. Fulton. 1999. Retracting suburbia: Smart growth and the
future of housing. Housing Policy Debate 10(3): 513–540.

DeMaris, A. 2004. Regression with social data: Modeling continuous and limited response vari-
ables. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Interscience.

Dramstad, W. E., J. D. Olson, and R. T. T. Forman. 1996. Landscape ecology principles in land-
scape architecture and land-use planning. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Fulton, W. B. 1996. The new urbanism: Hope or hype for American communities? Cambridge,
MA: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy.

Gujarati, D. N. 1995. Basic Econometrics. New York: McGraw Hill.
Guntermann, K. L. 1997. Residential land prices prior to development. Journal of Real Estate

Research 14(1): 1–17.
Gyourko, J., and W. Rybczynski. 2000. Financing new urbanism projects: obstacles and solu-

tions. Housing Policy Debate 11(3): 733–750.
Hammer, T. R., R. E. Coughlin, and E. T. Horn. 1974. The effect of a large urban park on real

estate value. Journal of the American Institute of Planners 40(4): 274–277.
Hughes, W. T., and C. F. Sirmans. 1992. Traffic externalities and single-family house prices.

Journal of Regional Science 32(4): 487–500.
Hughes, W. T., and G. K. Turnbull. 1996. Uncertain neighborhood effects and restrictive cove-

nants. Journal of Urban Economics 39(2): 160–172.
Kaplan, R., M. E. Austin, and S. Kaplan. 2004. Open space communities—Resident perceptions,

nature benefits, and problems with terminology. Journal of the American Planning Associa-
tion 70(3): 300–312.

Kenney, K. (1972). The residential land developer and his land purchase decision. Department of
City and Regional Planning. Chapel Hill: Univ. Of North Carolina.

Knaap, G. 1985. The price effects of urban-growth boundaries in metropolitan Portland, Oregon.
Land Economics 61(1): 26–35.

Leung, L. 1987. Developer behavior and development control. Land Development Studies 4: 17–
34.

Li, M. M., and H. J. Brown. 1980. Micro-neighborhoodexternalities and hedonic housing prices.
Land Economics 56(2): 125–141.

Lindsey, G., and G. Knaap. 1999. Willingness to pay for urban greenway projects. Journal of the
American Planning Association 65(3): 297–313.

National Association of Homebuilders. 1986. Cost-effective site planning: Single-family devel-
opment. Washington, DC: National Association of Home Builders.

Nelson, A. 1985. A unifying view of greenbelt influences on regional land values and implica-
tions for regional-planning policy. Growth and Change 16(2): 43–48.

Nelson, A., and J. Duncan. 1995. Growth management principles and practices. Chicago: APA
Planners Press.

Nelson, A., and G. Knaap. 1987. A theoretical and empirical argument for centralized regional
sewer planning. Journal of the American Planning Association 53(4): 479–486.

Odell, E. A., D. M. Theobald, and R. L. Knight. 2003. Incorporating ecology into land use plan-
ning: The songbirds’ case for clustered development. Journal of the American Planning
Association 69(1): 72–82.

Ostrom, E. 1990. Governing the commons: The evolution of institutions for collective action.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Pauker, T. 1997. Testing neotraditionalism by its economics. Journal Of The American Planning
Association 63(4): 509–509.

Peiser, R. B., and G. M. Schwann. 1993. The private value of public open space within subdivi-
sions. Journal of Architectural and Planning Research 10(2): 91–104.

398 URBAN AFFAIRS REVIEW / January 2006



R. S. Means. 2001. Means building construction cost data 2001 book. Kingston, MA: R. S.
Means.

Randolph, J. 2004. Environmental land use planning and management. Washington, DC: Island
Press.

Rocky Mountain Institute. 1998. Green development: integrating ecology and real estate. New
York: Wiley.

Speyrer, J. F. 1989. The effect of land-use restrictions on market values of single-family homes in
Houston. Journal of Real Estate Finance and Economics 2: 117–130.

Sutro, S. 1990. Reinventing the village. Chicago: APA Planners Press.
Thompson, R. H. 2004. Overcoming barriers to ecologically sensitive land management—Con-

servation subdivisions, green developments, and the development of a land ethic. Journal Of
Planning Education And Research 24(2): 141–153.

Thorsnes, P. 2000. Internalizing neighborhood externalities: The effect of subdivision size and
zoning on residential lot prices. Journal of Urban Economics 48(3): 397–418.

———. 2002. The value of a suburban forest preserve: Estimates from sales of vacant residential
building lots. Land Economics 78(3): 426–441.

Town of South Kingstown. 2000. Annual action agenda.
———. (February 14, 1995, with amendments through 2002). Subdivision and land develop-

ment regulations.
Wiewel, W., J. Persky, and M. Sendzik. 1999. Private benefits and public costs: Policies to

address suburban sprawl. Policy Studies Journal 27(1): 96–114.

Rayman Mohamed is an assistant professor at Wayne State University. His research
examines developer decision making, the implications of smart growth for developers’
profits, brownfields redevelopment, and citizens’ attitudes toward Smart Growth.

Mohamed / CONSERVATION SUBDIVISIONS 399


