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Neighborhoods can be green too 
Developments that preserve land are catching on 
Steve Pardo / The Detroit News 

MILFORD -- Kirt Manecke is a man with a mission, working to convince people there are alternatives to 
boxy, cookie-cutter subdivisions.  

In these days of green car initiatives and green housing ambitions, Manecke asks, "What about green 
neighborhoods?"  

"When they build these green homes, they clear-cut the land, destroy all the wildlife," Manecke said. "All 
the water runs off those fertilized lawns and pollutes our lakes and streams. There's not much green about 
a green home other than it's a little more efficient."  

Manecke, who works as a publicist for nature photographer Carl Sams II, 
became involved in land preservation as a student at Eastern Michigan 
University. He came home from college and saw the land across from his 
Orchard Lake home clear-cut and leveled for a new subdivision called, 
ironically, "The Woods of Orchard Lake." That motivated him to start the 
nonprofit organization LandChoices, and he is helping owners preserve land 
while educating people on land-friendly neighborhoods.  

Manecke extols the virtues of "conservation subdivisions" -- those that use 
natural landscape as the basis for their design, preserving at least 50 percent 
of the buildable land. The latest campaign is called "Supersize my backyard" 
with the goal to take conservation subdivisions mainstream.  

"Our goal is to educate people and planners and make it easier for them to 
implement conservation subdivisions into their ordinances," Manecke said.  

The conservation subdivision is slowly catching on -- Hamburg Township in 
Livingston County has a few that fit the definition. But it's not always easy to 
get municipalities on board. Officials outside Traverse City had to write new 
ordinances so developer Dan Paulson could build 35 homes on 177 acres. 
The Cedar Valley Ridge subdivision kept 75 percent of its buildable land 
open, Paulson said.  

"People get privacy trails and great views out of their backyards," Paulson 
said. About half of the lots are sold. "In spite of the fact that we're in a serious 
housing downturn, we've sold four lots last year -- three of them in the 
winter."  

A study conducted by Wayne State University assistant professor Rayman 
Mohamed concluded that conservation subdivisions have advantages over 
traditional designs.  

"Lots in conservation subdivisions carry a price premium, are less expensive 
to build, and sell more quickly than lots in conventional subdivisions," 
Mohamed said in the study.  

Developers are wary about new styles -- especially now.  
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Advertisement Kirt Manecke, at his home in Milford, is promoting 
the "conservation subdivision," which showcases, 
rather than destroys, the natural landscape. (John 
M. Galloway / Special to The Detroit News) 

 

 

 

More information 

To find out more 
For information on conservation subdivisions, go to 
landchoices.org or call (248) 685-0483 
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It's been one of the worst years for home builders in 40 years. So far, 1,549 residential building permits 
have been issued in the region, according to the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments, the quasi-
governmental agency tracking population trends and development through seven southeast Michigan 
counties. There have also been 1,659 demolitions this year, resulting in a net loss of 110 homes. The 
region hasn't seen a yearly decline in homes since 1981. By comparison, in 2004 there were 15,399 
residential permits and 4,058 demolitions.  

But Manecke said the economic downturn is a good time to change perceptions of what makes a satisfying 
homestead.  

"You're never going to stop people from wanting to build their dream house in the country," he said.  

You can reach Steve Pardo at (734) 462-2191 or spardo@detnews.com  
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