
                                                                    

Protecting Natural and Historic Resources through Conservation Design 
by Randall Arendt 
  
Using Aerial Photos in Site Design: Aerial photos can be extremely useful in helping to locate site features such 
as individual trees, hedgerows, or deciduous or coniferous stands within mixed forests. Historical aerials, taken 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ΣΫΥΡÓ ÂÙ 53$!ȭÓ 3ÏÉÌ #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅ ɉÒÅÎÁÍÅÄ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅ 
several decades ago) can be helpful in identifying the oldest specimens today, as most trees visible on ΣΫΥΡȭÓ 
era photos of farmland would be a century old today. Because less land was typically under trees back then, 
those earlier woodlands would be older than other, younger forests appearing on contemporary aerial photos. 
This is a simple and effective technique which is not as widely used as it should be. 
 
On open farmland, the wettest soils can easily be spotted as dark areas on aerial photos, which are usually 
taken before trees have leafed out, and when water tables are still relatively high. When the tile drains 
underlying these soils become overwhelmed by high springtime water tables, the ground can become 
saturated right up to its surface, causing this tell-tale coloration. Such soils can be engineered for construction, 
but why incur that expense when these areas can very easily become parklands graced with water features, 
ÅÎÈÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÖÁÌÕÅȩ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ȰÄÅÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÁÓ )ÁÎ -Ã(ÁÒÇ ÕÒÇÅÄ ÆÏÒty years ago, many 
engineers and developers today continue to rearrange nature, draining hydric soils to enable construction, 
while spending even more money creating open space areas in other parts of their property.  
 
I designed the layout shown here at the request of an Indiana developer who ultimately opted for a more 
familiar, conventional approach that paid little attention to the darker soils appearing on the aerial photo. 
When I visited the development several years later, I was not entirely surprised to see a number of new 
houselots for sale with extensive ponding on the ground surface (photographed below). 
 

      
 
An engineer on a project team with me in Delaware several years ago discounted the wetness of similarly dark-
colored soils I had identified on aerial photos of the development site, until I photographed large flocks of 
Snow geese landing exactly there. 
 

                                                                                
 



Conserving Ephemeral Wetlands ɀ Vernal Pools: Vernal pools occur on land that ponds during the late winter 
and spring, drying up by midsummer. The fact that these ponds do not remain wet year-round makes them 
environmentally very special, because they do not support fish populations which would otherwise devour the 
egg masses (pictured here, with tadpoles emerging) that have been deposited in vernal pools by woodland 
amphibians such as salamanders, frogs, and some toads. It is important to protect not only these sanctuary 
pools, but also the surrounding woodlands constituting the terrestrial habitat of such species which begin their 
life cycles in these shallow waters. (Recommended setbacks for clearing and disturbance vary from state to 
state.) Experts with trained eyes should be engaged to identify pool locations, and to estimate biological 
activity levels by counting the springtime egg masses of certain indicator species , or adult specimens later on 
the year (site visits shown here in both late summer and late fall). Without thorough site investigations, 
conducted by experienced biologists equipped with GPS technology to locate such  environmental features 
precisely, these ephemeral wetlands (dry for half  the year) can end up being offered as houselots. 
 

                              
 

                           
 
Conserving Historic and Cultural Features: A wide variety of site features involve historical uses, including 
farmhouses, barns, country lanes, stone walls, wells, cellarholes, hedgerows, etc. Incorporating them into site 
design can add significant interest value to the neighborhood, improving marketing possibilities and enhancing 
the quality of life of residents in the development and the surrounding community. From long experience, I can 
say that designing around stone walls and hedgerows (or fencerows) is not difficult to do when one is given 
flexibility in lot size, lot width, and street geometry. All too often these features are blithely ignored by site 
planners who either have not walked the property to locate them, or who demonstrate no care or reverence 
for these artifacts from earlier eras.  ɉ1ÕÏÔÉÎÇ $ÁÎÉÅÌ 7ÅÂÓÔÅÒȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÁÎ ×ÈÏ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÎÏ ÓÅÎÔÉÍÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÖÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ 
ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÍÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÅÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÕÎ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ ËÉÎÄÒÅÄ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÏÒ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÃÅȢȱɊ To the extent that 
these value-adding aspects of the property are not retained, when it is relatively easy to do so, site designers 
are not serving either their clients or the community very well. The line drawing pictured here illustrates the 
total lack of regard for historical resources characterizing the vast majority of site plans I have reviewed over 
the last 30 years. While not every wall could have been incorporated along lot lines, quite a few of them could 
have, with conservation design flexibility. 
 



                                                                              
  
The other photos tell happier stories, when developers and their site designers have clearly paid greater 
attention to these value-adding details of the cultural landscape, profitably incorporating barns, country lanes, 
and hedegrows into their layouts..  
 

                                 

 

                               
 

                              

                       
 Conserving Orchards: The entire orchard operation shown here ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÎÏÎ-
ÃÏÍÍÏÎȱ ÏÐÅÎ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ Ãonservation subdivision in Kennett Twp., Chester County PA., where the overall 
density is one dwelling per two acres, but where the development footprint has been minimized by trimming 


