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Site planning:
‘more than what
meets the eye

By Doug Funke ‘
stalf writor 5

Developers today can't atford to
gobble up every vacant piece of land
. they stumble across, then roll the
dive, throw darts or consult the stars
about when to break ground. -
They do thelr homework.
They personally talk with munici-
pat planners, cngincers, land use
professionals, They 'study zoning

maps and master plan documents.

They walk the property.

They hire consultants. They dosoll .

borings. They get a history of the
parcel. They famitlarize themsclves
with schools and other amenltles.
They scope out the competltion.

‘Then, If they feel conlident and
can work out {inancing detalls, they .

forge ahead,
“1 suggest that you put In more
tlme, more cffort,”. Larry Cohen, a
. West Bloomtield developer/bullder

told sales professlonals and col- *

leagues durlng a recent seminar on
the slte sclection process,

Cohen recently has developed or
plans to develop several subdivisions
Including Maplewoods and Stone-
bridge in West DBloomf{icld,
Meadowbrook [n Canton and Hills-
barough In Wixom.

“AS A DEVELOPER, it's been en-
lightening to me how much inferma-
tion you need.to make a declslon,
You can't necessarily assume what
you see Is what you get,” he said,

Cohen outlined several steps that
he believes ‘developers should take
themselves or with the help of sales
professionals to evaluate vacant
property, . .

Many of hls ldcas could be extend-

to home buyers consldering a
move to semi-developed arcas or
rospective movers to the country.

““The tirst thing I do Is contact the

A farmer’s fiel

By Doug Funke .
staif writer

The land development/site selec-
tion game has changed durlng the

1ast decade or so, Larry Cohen and |

other developers/builders agree.

“In the past, you had six to.nine

months from an jdea to breaking
ground,” Cohen sajd. “Now it's so
cumbersome, s two to- three

years.

In addition to finding that perfect
locatlon, more Is expécted of devel-
opers from municlpatitles in the way
of extending water lines, sewers and

(municipal) planner,” he 3aid. You're
going to use that individual many
times. They're a wealth of informa-
tlon,

“Look at zonlng," Cohen contin-
ued, “Zonlng defines what you can do
with the property. Planners can glve
insight into what 1t means, A planner
can glve insight Into what changes
the communlty Ls golng through.”

Zoping classifications can mean
different things In different com-
munities. Cohen, for example, found

* that banks aren’t allowed in- the
same zoning class in all communl-
tles when he bought a parcel In Can-
{on for that purpose.

“THE NEXT step Is to meet with
the city or township englnecr,”
Cohen advised. A planner will give
insights into how llkely a sectlon of
the communlty will develop. An en-
gineer will tell you the mechanles —
how It will happen.

“Just because a slie doesn’t have
what we consider 1o be a basle ne-
cessity — water lincs and sewers —
doesn't mean It {devetopment) can't
happen,” he said. .

“A lot of times If those things
arco't there, there I$ opportunity, A
hot spot with the utilitles in, no one
can afford. Community wells In the
Hillsborough project proved to be an
alternative fo no clty water lines, he

said. .
A hlstory of the properly, espe-

clally over the past five to 10 years,
also needs researching, Cohen sald.
Brokers who are on the ball will
have thls information, he sald,
“When you buy, you buy every-
thing that has gone before It he
sald. “You say you dida't do it, why
not sue? Generally, If you get into a
lawsuit, It’s a losing situation.”

Long before the cqﬁlpmcnl ‘arrives on the site, the

erty and sketch a site plan,

SIMPLE SOIL borlngs have be-
come a necessity at the developer’s
expense. .

“Do an envlronmental study. If the
seller- had one dope; I'd have my
awn. | want an englneer on the hook
to me,” he said.- .

"Yau have to expect the uncxpect-
od. Most of these things can’ be
Tearned in ' mornlng with a planner
and an with an englneer,

Alter Ing hasie p 'y
Informatlon, Cohen recommends
that developers have a staff -engl-

environmental hoops ‘to jump.

through, stringent
ments on everything from lot slzes
- to scibacks to landscaplng and a

sources. .

time to study proposals before com-
- mitting. .

“With the price of land and with’

the interest clock ticklng, you can't
slt,” Dan MacLelsh, a Troy develop-
er/bullder, sald of getting stuck with
a parcel, . .

“I’s become much more regulato-

Jocal requlres’

tightenlng' of screws by - flnancing-

1t costs big moncy today to make ©
a mistake. So developers take more -

Cohen sald, .
Beyond all of that, a little more

faterial,” sald . Robert ' Schwartz, *
Farm-

president of United Homes of
Ington Hills, .

‘neer or & consultant walk the prop-’

Most people not in the business '

have no [dea what’s Involved In ana- .

tyzing and develaping property.

* "They would be appalled,” M‘u'cbei_ -

ish sasd of the selection and approval
processes, “If you don’t know ‘the
ropes, il's galng to take an extra slx
months to get a house up.” - - °
Jim Clarke, tand acquisition direc-

tor for' Robertson Brothers of

Bloomfield Hills, -sald developers
and Individual buyers can get hurt if

they don't do their homework in an

has spent

work needs dolng. .
Check out the schools and other

demagraphle information about the

extended arca under serutiny, Cohen

sald, ° .

> “School systéms are lmportant.

Years ago when 1 got started, that

- .went over my head. Today, It has a
tremendous effect on the value of

property. .

“Proximity to employment Is Im-
poriant,” “he sald.. “One factor in-
fluenclng development today Is
transferecs. One thing that’s spurred
Canton on is proximlty to Ann Arbor.
It's very expensive to live wlthin the

#The. worst thing they can do-ls
buy without knowlng .what it (adja-

cent land) IS 20ned, who owns It and -
_what his plans are,” Clarke said. “A .
farmer’s ficld Isn't always golng lo

be a farmer’s ficld.

“T think what most’people don't |
' have a concept of Ls the time and ef-

fort to go-through the approval pro-
cess,” Clarke said. “Even if. you do

boundaries of Ann’ Arbor. Canton is
an easy drive." .

BUILDERS AND ' prospective
huyers also can avold surprises by
doing a little.rescarch Into-an area

under development. Brokers, again, .

would be the best source for Infor-
mational packets, Data s usually Is
avallable with some digging at town

alls; .
“I llke: plat (lot conilguration)
maps, the identity, by name of the

development. T want to know wha
‘eary. We must have pulled up 500

the competitlon is.- Other things I
like to see In an informational pack-

1ot of negotlatlon back and forth."
Sa IU's better to be safe than sorry,
developers said. L. .
*One thing that's changed dramal-
fcally over he Jast’10 years is a
level one soll (contaminatlon) test,”
Schwartz ‘said. “IU's optional. now,
hut.you make a blg mistake. If you
Jdowidolt oo L

! ., Photo by MARILYN FITCHETT/atatf pholographer
houra researching the area.

et Is what products arc out there —
what slze, what price.

"You want to ook at the overall
absorptlon of the communliy — per-
mits Issued versus spee houses avall-
able,” Cohen said. ! .

Surprises occaslonally surface re~
gardless. of how well a developer
:prepares, Cohen sald. ie told a story

" about & Novi project to Nlustrate. |

* “In spite_of all due diligence, s
soon as we started putiing shovels In
the .ground, we atarted digging up

parts”

d isn’t always going to bea farmer’s field’

what a townshlp o city says, there's.

Clarke said ke always pays speclal
attentlon to - what's happening

-around- a vacant parcel he has his

eyeon, -

- *We also z.io a pipeline, .ﬂual‘s

coming. so you not only know what's

. "there and so you don't get slammed

by jobs you dida't know were in the

- works,” he sald. .

roads. ry, much’ costller aside from-stan- area where development has started . .
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The 16th annua) survey prepared by Chicago Title
oand Trust Family of Tille Insurers p this

. broakdown of Datrolt aroa house and condo
buyors. .

Still, with mortgage rates down substantially and home price
glng less than 7 percent, home buyers

1ast year generally got more house for the money than counter-

parts in 1990, Pilster sald. ~ :

GOLF COURSE LIVING FROM.ONLY $89,900!
-~ ANNOUNCING THE .

A MAGNIFICENT GOLE CQURSE QQ‘VIMUN’ Y FOR EVERY LIFESTYLE
ANOTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE MAPLE GROUP
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