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Introduction 

 

Open Space Residential Development (OSRD) is an approach to residential development that promotes natural 

land preservation based on environmental and social priorities.  

  

It features partnership in development design between municipal officials and developers that provides 

innovative flexible incentives for highest marketability, mixed housing types and land uses, and minimal 

disturbance to the natural terrain. 

 

Article 18 of the Town of Westport Zoning By-Laws is implemented to allow OSRD upon review and approval 

of the Planning Board pursuant to special permit Sections 81K-81GG of Mass. General Law Ch. 41 

(Subdivision Control Law). 

 

The intent of this document is to guide landowners and developers through OSRD practices, detailing its 

purpose, rational, and design techniques. 
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Designing for Open Space Residential Development 
 

Standard Subdivision Design 

 

When designing for Open Space Residential Developments it is important rethink the design approach that is 

standard for conventional development.  Previous practices of engineering the maximum number of developable 

lots that would fit on a site lacked attention to resource priorities of the community.  The resulting subdivision 

plans that are a product of this design style often contributed to sprawl, disrupted open space and ecological 

networks, and compromised the rural character of communities.  Continued use of conventional subdivision 

planning has resulted in the seamless blanketing of the suburban landscape with private lots, degrading or 

eliminating altogether, ecological systems networks. 

 

Problems with and Solutions to  

Traditional Subdivision Design 

• No shared open space  

• Difficult to site septic on every lot due to 

ledge or poor soils 

• Traditional site use (often grazing fields 

or farmland) is permanently altered  

• Roads and lots break-up habitat 

• Increased road impervious surface area  

 

 

Benefits of OSRD 

The planning process for OSRD inherently protects natural resources and promotes recharge to underlying 

aquifers. The OSRD permitting structure encourages smart growth and facilitates a permitting process that is 

clear, easy to understand, and cost-effective to developers. 

 

Environmental 

• Protects unique or fragile habitats 

• Reduces the pollution impacts of stormwater runoff 

• Promotes aquifer recharge 

• Provides opportunities to link wildlife habitats 

• Integrates conservation values into the planning process 

• Can further goals of open space and community development plans 

 

For the Developer and Realtor 

• Streamlines plan review process; reduces time and costs 

• Adds valuable amenities that can enhance marketing and sale prices 

• Increases re-sale value; homes in OSRD subdivisions have shown to appreciate faster than those in 

conventional subdivisions 

• Decreases site development costs by designing with the terrain 
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OSRD Planning Process Example 

 

Step One: The Yield Plan - The maximum number of lots achievable under conventional Zoning Bylaw 

provisions and Subdivision Rules and Regulations.  The contents of this plan are similar to those of a 

Preliminary Subdivision Plan. 

 

 

After The Yield is calculated, the Four Step OSRD Design Process follows… 
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Four Step Design Process 

 

Step One: Evaluate the Site – Identify the primary conservation areas  

• Steep slopes (>20%) 

• Wetlands / Hydric Soils 

• Important Site Characteristics and Natural Features 

o Stone walls 

o Historic structures 

o Significant viewsheds 

o Wooded areas 

o Historic trees 

o Traditional views from the road 

 

 

Identify secondary conservation areas listed under the OSRD by-laws. 
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This leads to a composite map of overlays indicating areas to target for for conservation and areas for 

development. 

 

A note about Open Space: 

Quantity 

• 50% of parcel must be permanently protected contiguous open space.  Not more than 30% of this 

can be wetlands, detention/retention areas do not count as open space.  Individual wells may be 

located in the open space.   

Quality 

• More than just regulated lands – resource value identified in the design process. 

• Related to other open space or recreational needs 

 

Step Two: Locate the houses within development area 

 

 

A note about the number of lots allowable: Determine the number that could be constructed under Standard 

Subdivision approach meeting all regulations and that is number of lots under OSRD. That is no increase in the 

number of homes that can be built. 
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Step Three: Align Streets – After determining the house sites in potentially developable areas, the road and 

trail system can be assessed. 

• Streets – subdivision road standards must be met 

• Open space and trail network 

 

 

 

 

Step Four: Draw in the Lot Lines 
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Comparison 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Land Pre-development 

Standard Design 

Open Space 

Residential Development 
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OSRD Planning Strategies 

 

When designing a possible development under the OSRD principles, it is important to assess the site that will be 

subdivided for primary and secondary conservation elements. 

 

Primary Elements  

 Bodies of Water  

 Easements   

 Floodplains   

 Steep Slopes   

 Wooded Areas   

 Agricultural Soils  

 

Secondary Elements 

 Buffers 

 Heritage 

 Historic Components 

 Landmarks 

 Prime Views 

 Public Vistas 

 

 

When using the OSRD design principles, developments can be dynamic, preserve open space, create desirable 

lots with attractive views, and preserve sensitive ecological networks.  Features of this design include: 

 

• Every lot abuts open space 

• Publicly owned, maintained and preserved land 

• Scenic views of preserved land 

• Public trail networks 

  

 

 

Preservation 

 

In the effort to permanently protect Westport’s rural character, quality of life, and visual landscape, the 2007 

Annual Town Meeting voted to adopt the Open Space Residential Development by-law. The intention of these 

by-laws are to protect common vital resources such as: 

 

• Open Space 

• Agricultural Land 

• Rivers, Ponds, and Wetlands 

• Rural Character   

• Woodland 

• Wildlife Areas 

• Historic and Archeological Sites 

• Recreational Areas 

• Scenic Areas 

  

Westport’s unique location within the New England’s coastal environment makes it an important component in 

a vital natural resource system that supports farming, agricultural products, marine fisheries, and summer 

community. 
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Water and Wastewater 

 

We are all concerned about the quality of the water we drink. Drinking water wells may be threatened by many 

potential sources of contamination, including septic systems, road salting, and improper disposal of hazardous 

materials. Citizens and local officials can work together to better protect these drinking water sources. Residents 

in Westport are predominantly served by individual, on-site wells and septic systems. To mitigate the effects of 

drinking water contamination, the board has adopted the improved rules that are known to protect this vital 

regional resource: 

 

• Minimum Lot Area 

• Minimum Setback 

• Minimum Subdivision Size 

• Open Space Requirements 

• Water Resource Protection 

• Innovative/Alternative Treatment Systems 

  

Wastewater and septic systems shall be managed in accordance with Title V, and the regulations of the 

Westport Board of Health.  Where town sewer is available nearby, the OSRD shall be connected at the owner’s 

expense.  Septic systems may be used on individually owned lots where town sewer is not available. To 

facilitate the safe and effective siting of septic systems in an OSRD, Article 18 allows for the use of the 

following septic systems: Decentralized Innovative/Alternative (I/A) Systems or Decentralized “Localized” 

Treatment Systems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  Source: F.X. Browne, Inc. 

 

Through a combination of conservation development practices and the use of decentralized treatment systems it 

is possible to: 

• Decrease the cost of development 

• Reduce site disturbance 

• Protect ground and drinking water supplies 

• Create buildable lots where it is not possible to site viable wastewater treatment systems 
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Environmental – The reduction of site disturbance has a direct impact on water quality by limiting runoff.  Soil 

and vegetation disruption that results from construction and grading should be minimized and proper protection 

should be taken to contain runoff erosion. Please refer to Town of Westport Zoning Bylaw Article 20 for 

guidance on incorporating Low Impact Development (LID) into your design. Most land disturbances of over 

40,000 square feet will require this review.  

• Minimize grading that increases site slope 

• Grade slopes so that stormwater runoff is slowed and allowed to infiltrate on site using Best 

Management Practices  

• Retain and enhance the ecological function of open space 

 

In this example of OSRD, homes are clustered, linear feet of roadway is reduced, drainage goes into slightly 

pitched open drainage swales, and rooftop drainage also goes into swales thus eliminating stormwater drainage 

infra-structure. (Source: Woodbury Ridge, Bellingham, MA) 
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Historical – Consideration should be taken for the conservation and preservation of existing historical 

infrastructure that is significant to the existing landscape of Westport.  The removal or disruption of the 

following must be avoided, or minimized to the greatest extent possible.  

 

• Significant Landmarks 

• Historic and Archaeological Sites 

• Historical Structures 

• View Sheds 

• Natural Topography 

• Traditional Uses 

• Assets that add to the attractiveness and 

value of the subdivision, and to the town 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Westport Inventory of Historic Buildings has been placed on the Town Website at the Historical 

Commission page.  It includes buildings which are deemed historic by the Historical Commission, many of 

which are registered with the Massachusetts Historical Commission.  Any demolition of these buildings, or 

substantial parts thereof, is subject to review by the Westport Historical Commission.  If deemed preferably 

preserved, the Commission may delay demolition up to one year.   The detailed descriptions of these buildings 

are available at the Library, the Westport Historical Society or by request from a member of the Historical 

Commission. 
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Design Standards 

 

Sprawl Reduction & Natural Feature Protection 

 

Maintaining open space and conforming to the existing natural features of a site reduces the environmental and 

visual impacts of site development. Guidelines set forth in the by-law are intended to encourage a design 

standard that protects the existing environment and appearance of Westport. This can be achieved by departing 

from traditional grid subdivision plans and responding to the natural features of the site, maintaining open space 

that allows for traditional use, and facilitates the protection of natural and historic features.   

 

There are several successful examples of Open Space Residential Developments in Massachusetts. Each of 

these projects preserved more than 50% of the development as open space, maintained traditional uses, and 

created lots with views of open space.  Additionally, natural features were protected through the use of Low 

Impact Development (LID) practices. 

• Caldwell Farm (Rural example) in Newbury, MA 

• Olde North Mill (Suburban example) in Hopkinton, MA 

• Wild Pasture Estates (Rural example) in Rowley, MA 

• Woodbury Ridge (Suburban example) in Bellingham, MA 

• Partridgeberry Place (Suburban example) in Ipswich, MA 

 

  

Maintaining Westport’s Traditional Landscape 

  

Westport’s uniquely traditional landscape is of significant importance to residents and visitors alike.  For this 

reason, it is important that developments maintain the general appearance of neighboring developed areas. In an 

effort to maintain this standard of appearance, the OSRD by-laws limit certain design elements of a 

development.   These limitations include, but are not restricted to: 

 

• Siting houses near wetlands and open space 

• Layout of streets and lots on the 

development 

• The number/size of lots on the development 

• Dimensional requirements of lots 

• Maintain the existing topography and cover 

• Retain historic and significant landmarks 

  

The importance of maintaining this rural character and the preservation of undeveloped land for traditional uses 

is strongly felt by its residents of Westport and is evident in their adoption of the OSRD by-laws. 

  

 

 

 

 

http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/CS-osrd-newbury.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/CS-osrd-hopkinton.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/CS-osrd-rowley.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/CS-osrd-bellham_new.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/CS-osrd-ipswich_new.html
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Encourage Creative Design and Flexibility 

 

Through the use of Low Impact Design (LID) and Smart Growth principles, OSRD provisions promote design 

flexibility related to minimum lot size, setbacks and frontage.  Through the four-step OSRD design process, 

applicants have the opportunity to determine the design of their subdivision within Article 18. Using the four 

step design process, OSRD seeks to create an atmosphere for development where there is a: 

  

• A flexible and creative partnership approach to 

development 

• Link of density bonuses to community goals 

• Link of open space use to community goals 

• Understanding of core concepts by the permit 

granting authority 

• Local coordination of implementing resource based 

partnerships 

 

The practice of OSRD seeks to bring developers and planners 

to the table early in the design process in a collaborative 

approach to site planning.  This approach allows flexibility in 

the design process to facilitate:  

 

• Efficient Decision Making 

• Protection of Land and Ecosystems 

• Local and Regional Compatibility 

 

Promote Sustainable Design & Regional Identity 

 

The OSRD four step design process allows property owners 

and developers an opportunity to work with the planning 

board to design residential developments that promote open space preservation that are based on the 

community’s environmental and social priorities.  The loss of environmentally sensitive lands and community 

character is a real concern that is addressed by the OSRD design process. 

 

Through the OSRD design process, landowners and developers are encouraged to implement sustainable 

design, while also protecting regional identity.  Through a combination of design implementations, both of these 

objectives can be met. 

• Conforming to natural landform 

• Siting homes outside prescribed buffer zones 

• Situating structures and development in ways that do not disrupt existing vistas and common uses 

• Low-impact drainage techniques 

• Minimize site disruption/protection of natural landscape 

• Design in accordance with neighboring developed area 

• Site/design streets and utilities with consideration of natural landform and environmental functions 
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Preservation of Real Property Value 

  

An important characteristic of OSRD is the preservation of real property value.  This concern is shared by 

existing property owners, and future owners of the property that is to be developed.  OSRD subdivisions in 

Massachusetts have demonstrated that well designed subdivisions create higher property value than 

conventional developments with the same amount of housing as a direct result of the increased site amenities 

such as: open space, views, and preservation of historic resources. 

  

The financial benefits of OSRD principles that are common to landowners, developers and the greater 

community include: 

 

• Decreased Site Development Costs by Designing with the Terrain 

• Minimizing Engineering and Grading Costs 

• Reduced Potential Environmental Conflicts 

• Streamlining of Planning Review Process  

• Reduced Cost of Infrastructure Implementation and Maintenance 

• Stormwater Management Infrastructure Cost Reduction 

• Maintains/Protects Value of Neighboring Property 

• Increases Common Shared Resources 

  

 

Values Identified by OSRD Developers 

1) Reduced roadways and infrastructure 

• Roadway construction costs are in the $400 - $600/ft range. 

• Less roadway = Less impervious surface = Less infiltration makeup areas 

2) Less impacts on wetlands 

• Minimal wetland impacts = less wetland replication areas and expensive crossings. 

• Less time and risk in front of the Conservation Commission/DEP 

3) Reduced lot areas and setbacks = cost savings on driveways and landscaping 

4) Time – geographically condensed construction is easier to manage 

5) Pride – OSRD plans are just more socially responsible 

6) Sales advantages often include trail systems, open space, and social community 
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Open Space Residential Design (OSRD) 
  

  

In Brief: OSRD is an approach to residential development that promotes 

open space preservation based on environmental and social priorities. It 

features partnership in development design between the Planning Board 

and developers that provides innovative flexible incentives for highest 

marketability, mixed housing types and land uses, and minimal 

disturbance to the natural terrain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OSRD By-law 

Click here for the Town of Westport Zoning Bylaw 

 

Or: www.westport-ma.com/planning and Select Zoning Bylaw from the list of documents 

 

Contact the Town Planner: (508) 636-1037 or Planning@Westport-MA.Gov  

 

Visit the Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs (EEA)  

Smart Growth/Smart Energy Toolkit for more information  

http://westport-ma.com/news/docs/Zoning%20By-Laws%202011%20%28as%20of%20Jan%2011%2C%202012%29.pdf
http://www.westport-ma.com/planning
mailto:Planning@Westport-MA.Gov
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/index.html

