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Smart Growth research, policy and 
advocacy organization

Development that protects open space and farmland, strengthens 
communities, keeps housing affordable, provides transportation 

choices and fuels a prosperous economy
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If we could go back in time… 
what planning tools could have been used?

Franklin Township, NJ. Google maps 2011

Large lot zoning

Lot size 
averaging

Clustering

Noncontiguous 
clustering

Transfer of 
Development 
Rights (TDR)

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)

Large Lot Zoning

Lot sizes are 
increased to 
reduce the 
amount of 
development 
on a parcel

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)

Lot Size Averaging

The number 
of units stays 
the same, but 
the developer 
can shrink 
some lots and 
make others 
bigger.

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Development is 
concentrated 
on a portion of 
the site, and the 
rest is 
preserved as 
open space

Contiguous Clustering

Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)



In this example, 
development is 
concentrated on 
the perimeter of 
the site, and a 
small farm is 
preserved.

Contiguous Clustering

Graphic courtesy of Clarke Caton Hintz



Municipality 
designates 
multiple parcels 
that a developer 
may choose 
from and 
combine into a 
single cluster 
even if they are 
noncontiguous

Noncontiguous Clustering

Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)



A developer 
may cluster 
units from 
one parcel 
onto another 
parcel, which 
would be 
developed 
more 
intensely.

Noncontiguous Clustering

Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)



A developer 
may cluster 
units from 
multiple 
parcels onto 
another 
parcel, which 
is developed 
more 
intensely.  

Noncontiguous Clustering

Franklin Township, NJ., Google maps 2011.  (Parcel boundaries are fictitious)



Noncontiguous Clustering  Basics

Å a[¦[ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ άǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ 
zone on multiple noncontiguous properties that can be 
developed as a single cluster:

Å ά{ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀέ ǇŀǊŎŜƭόǎύ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ

Å άwŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀέ ǇŀǊŎŜƭόǎύ ŀǊŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŘŜƴǎƛǘƛŜǎΣ 

according to zoning standards

Å ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅΥ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ άŘŜŀƭέ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ  ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘȅΣ 
sending area landowner(s), and receiving area 
landowner/developer

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Plainsboro example
Noncontiguous cluster 
helped create 1,025-acre 
Plainsboro Preserve.

100 acres near the lake 
were preserved by 
transferring the allowable 
density of 30 units to 
another property.  

A single person owned 
both properties and had 
an agreement with an 
eager developer.  

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Hillsborough example

Noncontiguous clustering used 
on five parcels for Hillsborough 
Chase project

105 homes under construction 
by Toll Brothers

157 acres on four parcels were 
permanently preserved and 
given to the township.  Three 
are leased for farming and one 
is managed as bird habitat.

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


West Windsor example

A development transfer in West Windsor 
Township, Mercer County illustrates how 
noncontiguous clustering could be used.

The development rights on the Cranbury 
golf course were sold to a developer who 
was allowed to increase commercial 
square footage of an office building on 
Route One.  The golf course remains in 
private hands but is deed restricted from 
future development.

Images courtesy of Clarke Caton Hintz

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


Used on a larger scale 

Developers may build more 
units in the designated 
growth area, if they 
purchase development 
rights from landowners in 
the preservation area

Transfer of Development Rights

Chesterfield Township, NJ., Graphic courtesy of Clarke, Caton, Hintz.

Planned 

Village



Used on a larger scale 

Developers may build more 
units in the designated 
growth area, if they 
purchase development 
rights from landowners in 
the preservation area

Transfer of Development Rights

Chesterfield Township, NJ., Graphic courtesy of Clarke, Caton, Hintz.
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Comparing the Tools

Franklin Township, NJ. Google maps 2011

Large lot 

zoning

Lot size 

averaging

Clustering

Noncontiguous 

clustering

TDR

Permanent 

land 

preservation 

Single 

parcel or 

adjacent 

parcels

Multiple, 

noncontiguous 

parcels

* Relatively simple

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


All Clustering - Opportunities

V Affordable - Preserves land with private funds

V Fair - Provides landowners with another option to use 
development potential

V Simple - Relatively easy and inexpensive to administer 
when compared to TDR



NoncontiguousCluster –Opportunities and Issues

V More powerful, larger-scale tool

V Voluntary and market-driven ςTown may have to serve 
as a broker for landowners and developer

V Incentives, such as bonus units and infrastructure may 
be helpful.

V Accelerated, denser growth may cause opposition

V Legal constraints  



V Allow clustering of residential and/or non-

residential uses

V Clearly authorize clustering to preserve no only 

open space, but also farmland and historic sites

V Explicitly authorize towns to mandate contiguous 

clustering

V Explicitly authorize lot-size averaging

Proposed MLUL Amendments to Improve 

Cluster Tools
.

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html


V Simplify municipal planning obligations by not requiring creation 
ƻŦ ŀ άtƭŀƴƴŜŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ

V Expand powers while distinguishing clearly from TDR
V !ƭƭƻǿ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜ άǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎέ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
άǎŜƴŘƛƴƎέ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ

V Do not allow towns to access TDR tools ςallocation of 
development credits with the intent to create a market for 
their sale or access to the TDR Bank

V Allow increase in units if needed to maintain equity

V Allow for consolidation of sending and receiving lots for tax and 
stewardship purposes, as in the Pinelands

Proposed MLUL Amendments to Make Noncontiguous 
Clustering Easier and More Effective

.

http://www.transitorienteddevelopment.org/transportation.html
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