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Memorandum #5 

DATE: February 13, 2017, Revised 11/14/17 PROJECT NO.: 527116089 

TO: Lisa Barrett, Planning Manager 

FROM: Patricia A. Tyjeski, AICP, Project Manager 

SUBJECT: Conservation Clustering 

 

S&ME has been tasked to review and propose improvements to County provisions permitting or requiring the 

clustering of development for the purpose of protecting environmentally sensitive areas. This memorandum 

contains the analysis and recommendations for Comprehensive Plan and LDC amendments intended to improve 

the implementation of such strategies by providing predictable regulations addressing development compatibility, 

protection of natural resources, and efficient use of public facilities and services. 

 

Background: 

Appendix A contains excerpts from the Comprehensive Plan and Land Development Code addressing clustering 

for conservation purposes. In summary, the comprehensive plan addresses clustering for conservation purposes 

as follows: 

1. The Plan defines clustering as the practice of grouping residential or non-residential uses close together 

while staying below the gross density ceiling. 

2. Allowing development east of the FDAB line if significant clustering is achieved through Special Approval 

(“significant clustering” not defined); 

3. The ER category allows clustered low density suburban development; 

4. The RES-1 and RES-3 categories allow clustered low density urban development. The RES-1 policy 

specifies that the net density may be up to 6 units per acre, or higher in the Evers Watershed Overlay 

or Coastal High Hazard Overlay to maximize the protection of natural resources and open space (and 

reduce the amount of impervious surface); 

5. The UF-3, RES-6 and OL categories allow clustered low-moderate density urban development; 

6. The RES-9 category allows clustered moderate density urban development; 

7. Requiring (at staff’s discretion) the use of clustering to limit the impacts of residential development on 

adjacent conservation, open space or environmentally sensitive uses; 

8. Promoting clustering for the protection of the environment.  

9. All future land use categories have a maximum net density. 

The LDC clustering definition is slightly different than the one in the Plan.  It goes into specifying where the 

clustered lots can be located. The code contains very minimal regulations for cluster development. Chapter 4 

specifies the minimum yard requirements (setbacks) for “existing” cluster subdivisions (approved under Ord. 81-

4), and it encourages clustering in the Coastal High Hazard Overlay District. The LDC does not contain net 

density requirements. It relies on the maximum net densities set in the Future Land Use Element and minimum 

lot sizes set in Chapter 4.  
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Analysis: 

Definition: 

The definition of cluster development included in the Plan can be made more direct. The definition included in 

the LDC does not need to go into regulating where lots can be located. S&ME recommends amending the 

definitions to make them consistent, and removing the standards. The definitions do not need to mention the 

preservation of open space, as clustering is offered not only to preserve open space but also to allow the 

continuation of agricultural activities in urbanizing areas. 

One area that needs to be clarified in the Plan and LDC is that clustering implies that the minimum lots sizes are 

being reduced (increasing net densities) to protect open space. Clustering is not the same as “transferring” 

density from a wetland. That “transfer” is already allowed (a portion of it) and does not automatically permit a 

reduction of lot sizes or an increase in net density. 

Clustering Policies: 

The Comprehensive Plan currently allows “significant” clustering east of the FDBA (Policy 2.1.2.2) through the 

Special Approval process. The purpose of the Special Approval process is to ensure the projects will have no 

significant detrimental impacts on natural resources, adjacent land uses, or public facilities. Rather than leaving 

the decision up to the approval authority of the Special Approval, S&ME recommends that “significant” be 

defined and/or standards be adopted (including a requirement for Special Permit) to ensure the approval of 

clustered development does not set a precedent for introducing other types of development into the rural area, 

and to ensure the character of the rural area remains as such.  

Clustering Standards: 

S&ME has reviewed various cluster subdivision regulations of other local governments, as well as, model 

ordinances recommended by planning organizations and state agencies across the nation. These ordinances have 

common components which include: 

1. Minimum project size – from no minimum size to 32 acres 

2. Minimum lot sizes and dimensional requirements for clustered lots – from no minimum lot 

size/dimensions to 1 acre in size.   

3. Minimum open space requirements - from no minimum to eighty percent.  Some communities based the 

minimum open space requirement on the percentage of lot size/dimension reduction requested. 

4. Restrictions on density - typically not to exceed Future Land Use or Zoning cap. 

5. Open space/natural resource ownership and management plan – this is a consistent requirement. 

6. Open space access requirements – this is another consistent requirement for public access/resident 

access anywhere from 50 feet wide access tracts to 6 feet wide access easements. 

7. Dedication of open space tract easements (permanent) to a governing or not-for-profit organization – 

this is a consistent requirement. 

8. Additional subdivision/platting requirements - typically, the process of reviewing a subdivision/plat 

doesn’t change, but additional submittal requirements are imposed. 

9. Restrictions on open space uses (including agricultural uses) – typically communities limit active uses, 

land disturbance and paving in open space tracts.  

The standards and details of the regulations reviewed vary widely regarding the components above, but the 

common theme is that cluster developments may not exceed the overall density of a conventional subdivision 

based on standard zoning regulations and future land use categories.  Some communities use gross density and 
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some use net density.  Several of the regulations reviewed required a conventional subdivision analysis to be 

provided as part of the review process so its yield can be compared to the cluster plan. 

Some communities addressed transitioning and buffering at the project perimeter by requiring buffers such as 25 

or 75 feet wide, or by requiring lots abutting the perimeter to meet the standards of the underlying zoning.  

One code required perimeter lots to increase setbacks of the underlying zoning district by fifty percent. 

Development Compatibility: 

The buffer requirements contained in Chapter 7 do not require any type of buffering between different levels of 

density. It only addresses buffers between different types of uses (e.g. single family vs. multifamily, or commercial 

vs. residential).  

One of the concerns typically voiced against clustering is the fact that in the same zoning district, there may be 

two subdivisions that have different housing products. One may have lots that meet or exceed the required 

minimum lot size of the district, and next door or across the street, there may be a subdivision with lot sizes 

that are below the requirement.  Looking at it from the plan view perspective, it is easy to see that the densities 

are the same, just distributed differently on the site, but for the homeowner that ends up across the street from 

a much smaller lot/home, it may seem incompatible. The County has been addressing this potential conflict by 

reviewing cluster developments through the Special Approval process, allowing neighbors to voice their 

concerns in a public hearing where the proposed development is reviewed. There are two ways to address this 

issue. One is adopting compatibility standards to mitigate the perceived impact (some of the communities 

reviewed require a landscaping buffer, while others require that the lots facing the street not be clustered), and 

the other is still requiring approval through a public hearing process. It may even be a combination of the two. 

The Special Permit process, which has the same goal as the Special Approval process, would address the need to 

ensure compatibility between clustered (higher density/intensity) development and uses on adjacent properties.  

Methods of providing compatibility include, but are not limited to, buffering and increased setbacks along a 

shared lot line, requiring clustered lots abutting exterior project boundaries to have larger lot sizes/setbacks, 

and enforcing building height restrictions.  

 

Recommendations: 

1. Definition of “Cluster Development.” 

As noted above, the definitions of cluster development in the LDC and Comprehensive Plan need to be 

amended and reconciled. 

2. Plan Policies Addressing Clustering. 

Policies 2.3.1.1 and 2.3.1.2 mix two different concepts – calculating density and clustering. S&ME staff 

recommends focusing on what each policy directive is – to allow the counting of wetland acreage when 

calculating gross density.  

The Plan currently allows the transfer of density out of a wetland, for up to 20% of the site acreage. It does not 

specify that the wetland must remain undisturbed. S&ME recommends specifying that for the transfer to occur, 

the wetland must be preserved.  Also, with lot size restrictions in place (or net densities, if maintained), the 20% 

restriction may not be necessary. S&ME is proposing to delete that restriction. 

The Plan also states that for altered or relocated wetlands, the density transfer is cut in half. Giving any type of 

density credit for impacted wetlands does not serve the purpose of preserving the wetlands. S&ME recommends 
deleting that provision. 

3. Cluster Development Standards 

S&ME proposes to amend the LDC to address cluster development as follows: 
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Chapter 4, Section 401.3.E.10 specifies the minimum yard requirements (setbacks) for “existing” cluster 

subdivisions (approved under Ord. 81-4).  This section should be moved to the new clustering regulations 

proposed for Chapter 5 (532.3). 

Specify in Tables 4-1, 4-2 and 4-9 where cluster development would be allowed and the type of review it 

requires (P, AP, or SP). The line should specify the type of cluster development as “conservation,” given that 

clustering for agriculture may have different standards and different review type. 

Table 4-1. Uses in Agriculture and Residential Districts 

Land Use See Sec. # CON A A-1 RSF RSMH RDD RMF VIL 

Cluster Development, Conservation 532.1 X SP SP  SP X SP SP SP 

 

Table 4-2: Uses in Non-Residential and Mixed-Use Districts 

Land Use See Sec. # PR NC GC HC RVP LM HM EX MP-I 

Cluster Development, Conservation 532.1 SP SP SP SP X SP SP X SP 

 

Table 4-9: Schedule of Uses for PD Districts 

Land Use 
See 

Sec. # PDR PDO PDC PDRP PDI PDW PDMU PDRV PDMH PDGC PDA PDEZ 

Cluster Development, 
Conservation 

532.1 P P P P P P P X X P P P 

 

Additionally, S&ME recommends establishing new standards for cluster development in Chapter 5 and allowing 

for modification of standards for clustering (see LDC Amendments document for specific language). 
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APPENDIX A – MANATEE COUNTY CLUSTER DEVELOPMENT POLICY & 

STANDARDS 

 

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN  

Definitions: 

Clustering. The practice of grouping residential or nonresidential uses close together rather than distributing 
them evenly throughout a project, while remaining below the appropriate gross density or intensity ceiling.  
That is, increasing net density or intensity on the developed portion(s) of a parcel to a value moderately or 
significantly greater than the gross density or intensity on the total parcel. 

Future Land Use Element: 

Policy 2.1.2.2 Limit urban sprawl by prohibiting all future development in the area east of the established 
FDAB . . . , except as follows: 

*** 

5) projects obtaining Special approval from the Board of County Commissioners which implement 
significant clustering provisions for the protection of open space and agricultural operations. 

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.9 RES-1:  Establish the Residential-1 future land use category as follows: 

Policy 2.2.1.9.1 Intent:  To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and policies, or 
graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for a low density suburban residential 
environment, or a clustered low density urban residential environment where appropriate, and which may 
be utilized for compatible agricultural activities in the short-term, while recognizing that suburban or 
clustered urban uses are the preferred long-term land use for these areas.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.9.4 Other Information: 

*** 

c) Maximum net residential density within areas which are generally undeveloped, or which have 
experienced development which has predominantly utilized "clustering" to achieve net densities which 
are significantly greater than gross densities of the same projects(s), shall be limited to 6 dwelling units 
per acre on any part, or all of any proposed project.  Net densities greater than 6 dwelling units per net 
acre may be considered within the WO (Evers) or CHHA Overlay Districts, pursuant to policies 2.3.1.5 
and 4.3.1.5, to maximize protection of natural resources and to maximize reserved open space. 

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.10 RES-3:  Establish the Residential-3 future land use category as follows: 

Policy 2.2.1.10.1 Intent:  To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for a moderate-density 
suburban, or a clustered low density urban, residential environment.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.11 UF-3:  Establish the Urban Fringe - 3 future land use category as follows: 
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Policy 2.2.1.11.1 Intent:  To identify, textually, in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas limited to the urban fringe within which future 
growth (and growth beyond the long term planning period) is projected to occur at the appropriate time in 
a responsible manner. The development of these lands shall follow a logical expansion of the urban 
environment, typically growing from the west to the east, consistent with the availability of services. At a 
minimum, the nature, extent, location of development, and availability of services will be reviewed to ensure 
the transitioning of these lands is conducted consistent with the intent of this policy. These UF-3 areas are 
those which are established for a low density urban, or clustered low-moderate density urban, residential 
environment, generally developed through the planned unit development concept.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.12  RES-6:  Establish the Residential-6 future land use category as follows: 

Policy 2.2.1.12.1  Intent:  To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for a low density urban, or 
a clustered low-moderate density urban, residential environment.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.13  RES-9:  Establish the Residential-9 future land use category as follows:  

Policy 2.2.1.13.1  Intent:  To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for a low-moderate urban, 
or clustered moderate density urban residential environment.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.16  OL:  Establish the Low Intensity Office future land use category as follows: 

Policy 2.2.1.16.1  Intent:  To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan's goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on the Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for low intensity office 
development, or low intensity office development mixed, and compatible, with an existing low density urban 
or clustered low moderate density urban, residential environment.  . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.2.1.26  ER:  Establish the Estate Rural future land use category as follows: 

Policy  2.2.1.26.1  Intent: To identify, textually in the Comprehensive Plan’s goals, objectives, and 
policies, or graphically on Future Land Use Map, areas which are established for a clustered, low density 
suburban residential environment which includes large tracts of open space which may be utilized for 
compatible agricultural activities, low intensity recreational use, environmental protection or other open 
space which serve as transitional buffers between suburban development and rural/ agricultural 
development. . . .    

Policy  2.2.1.26.2  Range of potential uses: (See Policies 2.1.2.3 – 2.1.2.7, 2.2.1.5): Clustered 
suburban residential uses, neighborhood retail, agricultural uses, agriculturally compatible residential uses, 
public or semi-public uses, schools, low intensity recreational uses, and appropriate water-
dependent/water-related/water-enhanced uses (see Objective 2.3.1 and 2.10.4). 

*** 

Objective 2.6.2. Residential Compatibility/transition:  Residential uses compatible with adjacent residential 
and nonresidential uses. 
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*** 

Policy 2.6.2.7. Require clustering, as appropriate, to limit impacts of residential development on adjacent 
agricultural, conservation, open space, or environmentally sensitive uses.  

Implementation Mechanism: 

a) County review and conditioning of development orders to ensure compliance with this 
policy. 

b) *** 

Objective 2.3.1 Clustering and Density/Intensity Transfers to Preserve Natural Resources:  Promote 
the clustering of uses and the transfer of density/intensity to: 

- protect sensitive environments while preserving development potential; 

- decrease impervious surface in important groundwater recharge areas; 

- decrease runoff to potable water reservoirs; 

- limit development in areas subject to natural disasters which may cause damage to life and/or 
property; 

- preserve endangered and threatened species; 

- preserve open areas to increase light, air, and quality of life; 

- decrease development costs by limiting infrastructure; and 

- decrease maintenance costs for new infrastructure.   [See also policy 5.2.1.5] 

Policy 2.3.1.1 Permit the transfer of density or intensity from wetlands and associated buffers to 
upland portions of the same project site.  Such transfer from pre-development jurisdictional wetlands 
shall be limited to wetland acreage less than or equal to 20% of total gross project acreage.  Such 
development potential transfer shall also be subject to: 

*** 

Policy 2.3.1.4 Prohibit the clustering of development through the transfer of density/intensity credits 
from property located outside of the Watershed Overlay District to property located within this district, 
unless a finding of overriding public interest is determined by the Board of County Commissioners.  

Implementation Mechanism: 

a) County review of projects for compliance with this policy. 

Policy 2.3.1.5 Promote the clustering of uses by permitting increased net densities within the WO 
District where such densities effectively reduce the percentage of impervious surface within the WO 
District.  

*** 

Policy 2.3.3.4 Prohibit habitable structures and major public and private investment within the 25-
year flood plain except for projects which obtain a Special Approval. This policy shall not preclude the 
development of water-dependent uses, water-related and water-enhanced uses, stormwater 
management structures, non-habitable structures, and passive recreational uses where appropriate.  
Any such development shall: 

- minimize impervious surface in the 25-year floodplain; 
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- cluster structures and uses outside of the 25-year floodplain, whenever possible [see policy 2.3.1.2];  
and . . .  

*** 

Policy 2.3.4.2 Require that impervious surface within the Watershed Overlay District be minimized 
through the use of one or more of the following strategies: 

*** 

- through the clustering of uses to maximize the preservation of vegetated open space areas in their 
natural state. 

*** 

Policy 2.6.2.7 Require clustering, as appropriate, to limit impacts of residential development on 
adjacent agricultural, conservation, open space, or environmentally sensitive uses. 

*** 

Policy 2.6.5.1 Allow the use of the planned unit development procedure to achieve quality, highly 
functional, and well-integrated project designs.  

Implementation Mechanism(s): 

d) Available clustering options for planned unit development projects. 

 

LAND DEVELOPMENT CODE 

Definitions: 

Development, Cluster shall mean a development approach of the division of land into lots which 
permits a reduction in the minimum lot size requirements for certain residential districts where said 
lots are arranged into one (1) or more groups while keeping the overall project gross density the same 
as in a conventional development. These clusters or groups shall be separated from adjacent property 
and other groups of lots by intervening common land. No lot shall front on a major local street, 
thoroughfare, or arterial.  

LDC Provisions: 

401.3. Bulk and Dimensional Regulations. 

*** 

D. Required Yards 

10. Residential Cluster Development Subdivisions. The minimum yard requirements (setbacks) 
for existing residential Cluster subdivisions approved as a Cluster Development under 
Ordinance 81-4 shall be front yard—twenty (20) feet, side yard—eight (8) feet, rear yard—
fifteen (15) feet. 

*** 

403.8. Coastal High Hazard Area Overlay District (CH). 

*** 
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D. Limitations on Permitted Uses. 

*** 

4. The density and intensity of development in the CH district shall be governed by the policies 
of the Comprehensive Plan. As permitted by the Comprehensive Plan, clustering and 
transferring of density and intensity out of the CH district is encouraged. 
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Sources consulted: 

Books: Rural By Design, Randall Arendt 

 

Codes from the following communities: 

 Arroyo Grande, California 

 Pima, Arizona 

 Detroit, Michigan 

 Henry County, Georgia 

 Fulton County, Georgia 

 Orland, California 

 Greenville County, SC 

 King George County, 

Virginia 

 Orlando, Florida 

 Burke County, North 

Carolina 

 Portland, Oregon 

 Santa Barbara County, 

California 

 Southport, North Carolina 

 Lake County, Florida 

 Palm Beach County, Florida 

 Collier County, Florida 

 St. Lucie County, Florida 

 Flagler County, Florida 

 St. Johns County, Florida 

 Clay County, Florida 

 Eagle Lake, Florida 

 Shenandoah County, VA 

 Wilton, New Hampshire 

 New Milford, Connecticut 

 Charleston, South Carolina 

 Charlotte County, Florida 

 Sarasota County Florida 

 Marion County, Florida 

 Alachua County, Florida 

 Polk County, Florida 

 Osceola County, Florida 

 Hillsborough County, 

Florida 

 Tallahassee, Florida 

 Westerly, Rhode Island 

 

White Papers: 

Section 4.7 Model Residential Cluster Development Ordinance, Model Smart Land Development Regulations, 

Interim PAS Report © American Planning Association, March 2006 

AGRICULTURAL BUFFER CRITERIA FOR THE CITY OF ARROYO GRANDE, Laura Pennebaker 

The Conservation Subdivision Design Process, Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Council 

Clustering Ordinance, Sustainable New Jersey 

Guidelines for Separation of Agricultural and Residential Land Uses, Government of Western Australia 

Guidelines for Establishing Effective Buffers Between Rural Agricultural and Urban Uses, Resource 

Lands Review Committee of the Rogue Valley Regional Problem Solving Process, 2006. 

 


