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“Low Impact Development” Beginning To Catch On
For years, urban sprawl has reshaped the nation's landscape.  Recently a new term, Low Impact Development (LID) is getting discussed more and more, as folks try to address urban sprawl issues.  The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines low impact development as an approach to land development that works with nature to manage stormwater as close to its source as possible.  In essence, LID treats stormwater as a resource rather than a waste product.  The principles and practices can be applied to new development, redevelopment or retrofits to existing development.  Overall, LID helps improve water quality and reduces damaging peak discharges of stormwater runoff. 

LID is seen as a more resource-friendly alternative to conventional stormwater management practices, which quickly move water away from developed areas, usually changing the natural hydrologic functions.  This often results in lost filtration and infiltration capacity.  Streams and waterways can be eroded by the runoff volume and velocity resulting from conventional practices, and groundwater reservoirs can become depleted.  Large areas of land must be allocated as storage ponds, which can cause safety and health problems and often are aesthetically unappealing.  
While LID requires a more detailed site design, greater construction oversight and increased landowner education, it offers numerous benefits.  Environmental benefits may include:  preservation of the integrity of ecological and biological systems (i.e. hydrologic cycle, soil health, stream channels, etc.); protection of site and regional surface and ground water quality, and recharges aquifers; reduction of the impact on native plants and animals; and reduction of the potential for health issues (i.e. West Nile virus).  Economic benefits can be lower costs of development, such as land clearing, grading and infrastructure; reduction of municipal infrastructure and utility maintenance costs; reduction of liability and safety concerns; and increases in development and community marketability.  

The National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD) says, “Local Soil and Water Conservation Districts are known for championing voluntary conservation efforts on private lands that don't just solve, but also prevent natural resource problems.  Low impact development fits right into that philosophy because LID prevents environmental damage by enabling a developed site to maintain its ecological and biological functions.  In fact, private landowners and developers often voluntarily implement LID practices, recognizing that the benefits of LID outweigh the costs.” 

There are a number of roles that districts can take in advancing low impact development.  They can help educate local government officials, developers, communities and homeowners about the need for and value of low impact development.  In many areas, districts have conducted this outreach through workshops and onsite demonstrations.  Another critical aspect of LID education is helping local officials review their ordinances.  Often there are barriers to LID practices that can be replaced with regulations and technical information that both allow and encourage their use.  As developers embrace LID concepts, and local governments facilitate their use, districts can assist with site design, redesign and approval.  Applying LID practices to new developments-or retrofitting older ones-requires thorough planning and preparation. Sites must be studied and changes carefully calculated to ensure that existing drainage patterns and soil health are protected. 

Another important role for districts-one that is often overlooked by others-is ensuring that LID sites are adequately maintained. Once the developers and government officials have moved on to newer sites, communities and homeowners are left to oversee the aesthetics and functioning of LID measures.  Over time, sediment accumulation, soil modification and other factors can reduce LID performance.  Districts can help prevent this by educating landowners about the functioning and maintenance requirements of LID through workshops and demonstrations.  
Numerous resources are available on the web about low impact development including the US Environmental Protection Agency Office of Water at www.epa.gov/nps/lid/, the Center for Watershed Protection at www.cwp.org/Resource_Library/index.htm, the Low Impact Development Center at www.lowimpactdevelopment.org/ and the Nonpoint Education for Municipal Officials at http://nemo.uconn.edu/tools.htm.  
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