
JAMES CITY COUNTY  
Rural Lands Residential Development
Design Guidelines



Slope: Slopes greater than 20% are less desirable.  Avoid siting 
buildings along ridgelines to preserve rural vistas.

 Streams: Streams, ÿ oodplains, and wetlands should be conserved.

Soil: Soil analyses will locate the best soils for on-site drainage.  
Refer to a soil survey and þ eld verify to locate a site for septic drain-
þ elds, if necessary for the development type.

The hatch pattern in the diagrams below represent the best opportunity for development on this site, with the least 
amount of impact.  These diagrams are representative of a process that can be applied on a site-speciþ c basis to 
determine the most appropriate location for development with the goal of preserving open space and rural vistas.

Forest: Forest edge is optimal for siting houses and roads, while retaining 
open space viewsheds.  Prioritize preserving mature stands of trees and 
native species.

Stream Buffer:  Landscape buffers protect the health of the stream and act 
as wildlife corridors.  Preserve these buffers at a minimum of the Chesa-
peake Bay requirements.

Non-forested land: Includes farmland, open þ elds, meadows, and other land 
uses.   
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E x i s t i n g  C o n d i t i o n s
The best opportunity for development on this hypothetical site is indicated in the hatch pattern below.  The land is < 20% slope 
and incorporates good soils for on-site drainage.

D e v e l o p m e n t  P l a n n i n g
The physical design of all site and building elements in the rural lands should respect the environment, the land, the history, and 
the way of life of the people who live in it.

S I T E  A N A L Y S I S  R E G I O N A L

Overlaying the existing conditions above, the remaining property high-
lighed in red is best suited for development.  It takes advantage of the 
forest edge, incorporates soils for drainage, is on a slope of < 20% and 
conserves a high proportion of forested land.  

Building a cluster type development on this land could resemble the fol-
lowing diagram.  One driveway connects with the main road and houses 
are tucked into and behind the trees.  Open space is conserved adja-



P r o p e r t y  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s

-     Location, size: 
What is the lotõs distance from the street?
Is the lot located on a major Community Character Corridor?
Does the lot have enough acreage to allow for setbacks?

-     Character of site:
Farm, open þ eld, meadow, forest, ÿ oodplain, water/wetland?  
Can a site asset act as a central communal space for the cluster?
Can the character become a focal point/viewshed for the homes?

-     Shape of land:
Is the site long, short, narrow, or wide?  
Is there room to cluster houses around a central element? or will they be more 
linear?

B y - R i g h t  D e v e l o p m e n t

Spreading lots evenly over site

-  Screen development with wide, land       
scaped berms and buffers. 

-  Situate the houses along the forest edge 
when possible.  

-  Driveways off one access road minimize 
the presence of development along the 
corridor. 

C l u s t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t

Houses located to conserve open space and have least visual impact on 
the landscape

-  On a lot located horizontal to the road with little room for setbacks, homes 
should be clustered near the wooded edge and/or screened with a landscape 
buffer.  

-  Minimze the number of access points.  
-  Larger setbacks are encouraged whenever possible to conserve the maximum 

amount of open space and to preserve rural vistas. 
 -  Roadways can be hidden along the forest edge.

S I T E  A N A L Y S I S L O C A L




