Large-lot zoning: too much of a good thing?






Real estate agent Dave Hawkins next to a cornfield on Reservoir and Scolza Roads in the Town of Goshen. In the background are homes in the Northgate Sleepy Hollow Estates. Hawkins hopes to save these fields by clustering new homes near them and preserving the scenic views.Times Herald-Record/DOMINICK FIORILLE
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The zoning that most towns and many environmentalists love will destroy our region.

Five-acre zoning — or most any large-lot zoning — will gobble up our precious farmland. It will deplete our water. It will raise real estate prices so high that our sons and daughters, firefighters and teachers won't be able to afford to live here.

So say the new preservationists, an unlikely, mostly unorganized group of suit-and-tie folks like planners and politicians, and jeans types like farmers and real estate agents.

"Big-lot zoning just absolutely eats the land," says real estate executive Dave Smith of Pine Bush. "It makes homes more expensive and land more expensive."

Dairy farmer Harold Russell, supervisor of the fast-growing Sullivan County Town of Bethel, agrees. His town, home to the new Bethel Woods Center for the Arts, is debating whether to go with minimum two-acre or one-acre zoning. The reason he supports one acre is simple.

"You eat up the land twice as fast with two acres, compared to one acre," he says.

But while Russell and Smith agree that the large-lot zoning favored by so many will gobble up the open spaces that lure so many, the men who both make money off that land disagree on how to preserve it.

Smith favors cluster zoning, which, in its most simplified form, essentially works like this:

With traditional five-acre zoning, a 100-acre farm would be carved into 20 five-acre lots. That means 100 acres of open space is gone.

With cluster zoning, you would cluster those homes on, say, 50 acres, perhaps varying lot size, price and even the number of homes. Thus, you would save 50 acres of open space and maybe even provide affordable housing.

Russell is suspicious of cluster zoning. He's wary that, as time passes, new politicians would change the laws to build on the open space. Plus, he says, clustering homes in one area could stress water sources.

But while many of the planning players struggle to find a balance between development and preservation, most everyone agrees what's at stake — the places we live, the air we breathe, the water we drink and the services we use.

If we don't act soon, it could be too late.

While the population of our region has increased by 15 percent over the past 15 years, the amount of open space that's been developed has risen by 35 percent, says Mike DiTullo, president and CEO of the Mid-Hudson Pattern for Progress. It's a trend that shows no sign of reversing.

"For 50 years, the Hudson Valley has been growing out, says DiTullo. "It's time we grew up."

Here, according to many of the new preservationists, is what's at stake and how to accomplish it.

Steve Israel is a reporter for the Times Herald-Record. Reach him at sisrael@th-record.com.

There goes the neighborhood

The larger the minimum lot size, the more expensive the land. So the only people who can afford to buy that land are the wealthy, who then build large, pricey homes. This leaves young people, who were raised in these towns with large-lot zoning, out of luck - and out of town. Higher housing costs also means that the workers who must maintain the roads, teach the children and protect the town can't afford to move in.



So up go the taxes

Large-lot developments stress services. Longer roads must be built, plowed and paved. Sewer systems must be built, maintained and connected. Buses must deliver kids to schools. Residents must drive miles for a quart of milk. "It's an inefficiency in providing services," says Orange County Planning Commissioner David Church.



And they stay up

Town hall politics are driven by a fear of development; the fewer people the better, says Church. This is why many local planning boards and town boards want bigger lots. This often smacks of elitism, says Goshen real estate agent Dave Hawkins, who adds that this is why poorer people often settle in places like Middletown and Monticello - and not in leafy, more rural towns.



Unless we think out of the box

Warwick is one place that's figured out how to preserve open spaces and create affordable housing. The southern Orange town of stately Victorians, a bustling Main Street and rolling fields has four-acre zoning. But if a developer agrees to cluster homes, he can build more houses on lots of three acres. To keep the middle class in town, 10 percent of the homes must be affordable to most people. They must be priced so that someone earning 80 percent of the average Orange County yearly income can afford them. And financing can't comprise more than 30 percent of the buyer's yearly income.

Out of the box and into sprawl?

Here's where that cluster development doesn't really help. Even if you cluster 20 homes on 100 acres, you still must drive miles and miles to schools and shopping. 



Thinking really out of the box

New preservationists like DiTullo, Church and Hawkins want something almost unheard of in these parts: zoning that allows and encourages both housing and business in the same development, like the unplanned neighborhoods of old. This way, you could walk to the store for that quart of milk instead of getting in your car and creating pollution and traffic. Real estate agent Hawkins wants towns to allow developers to build more houses if they're built in or near the village, where there are services.



We must change our way of thinking

Zoning in most towns defines what we can't do, not what we can do, says DiTullo. Zoning should encourage cluster developments and the mixed-use zoning that creates neighborhoods. 
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