
Abstract
The environmental bene�ts 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 subdivision 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 examining 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 premium, 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 community can assuage

concerns about higher density. However, the potential negative consequences of conservation

subdivisions require further study.
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1. 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 a�ect the results presented in this article.

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

3. 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 Subdivision Review
Enabling Act of 1992, Chapter 45, Sections 23-25 through 23-74.

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

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

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

7. 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. 8. The purpose for requiring performance bonds from developers is that in the event developers
default on their projects, the town can utilize the bond to complete the subdivision. Performance
bond estimates do not include engineering, approvals, and attorney fees. In addition, performance
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 �rst time that performance bond estimates have been used in
scholarly research to analyze the costs of subdivision development.

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

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

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