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Adaptive Reuse
Architecture is a physical expression of a places 
character and the renovation or reuse of historic 
structures is one method for preserving that physi-
cal link while serving modern purposes.  While it 
is unrealistic to preserve all, or even most, of those 
structures, they contribute greatly to the County’s 
character and remind one of the past.  Where the 
original use is no longer practical, an adaptation 
of the building to a new use may be an economi-
cally viable approach to preservation.  To preserve 
McHenry County’s history, the adaptive reuse of ag-
ing structures is preferred over the common practice 
of demolition and replacement.

Adaptive reuse is a tactic which can most readily 
be applied in the County’s urban areas where the 
oldest buildings are at the core of historic com-
munity centers and their preservation is essential 
to the maintenance of the traditional character 
of the municipality.  In addition to well preserved 
mid-nineteenth century architecture, areas such 
as Downtown Woodstock, Downtown Crystal Lake, 
Downtown Richmond and Downtown Algonquin 
also offer unique shopping, dining, and cultural at-
tractions.  There are also many structures in unin-
corporated parts of McHenry County which contrib-
ute the region’s collective sense of place, including 
historic farmsteads, barns, and silos.

Traditional Neighborhood Development 
(TND)
Compact land use patterns provide for the efficient 
use of resources by locating retail, employment, 
and public buildings such as schools, libraries, and 
government facilities within close proximity to 
residences.  A reversion to traditional land use pat-
terns can create an environment wherein residents 
can satisfy most of the daily needs for goods and 
services within a short and convenient walk of their 
homes.  TND also emphasizes the use of an intercon-
nected street grid, with the minimal use of cul-de-
sacs, to promote improved neighborhood intercon-
nectivity and walkability.  

This strategy, sometimes referred to as nontra-
ditional development, can help reduce strain on 
infrastructure by making a community less auto 
dependent.  While many of the County’s urban areas 
have been developed in this manner, new nontradi-
tional development is most likely to occur in subur-
ban master-planned developments.  Nontraditional 
development may be appropriate for exurban areas 
is some instances, but it is not appropriate in rural 
areas where agriculture and natural areas predomi-
nate.  The City of Marengo’s Subdivision Ordinance 
provides a local example of design requirements that 
utilize many of the tenets espoused by traditional 
neighborhood design.
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LEED
In addition to efficient land use and development 
patterns, it is also important that new development 
utilize efficient construction methods.  The develop-
ment of the Leadership in Energy and Environmen-
tal Design (LEED) rating system for green building 
construction and energy conservation indicates a 
larger movement toward improved energy efficiency 
and sustainable design which is anticipated to gain 
momentum over the life of the 2030 Comprehensive 
Plan.  While new development may be more will 
likely adhere to the broader tenets of LEED as a cost-
effective means of construction, it is also important 
that potential regulatory barriers to retrofitting 
existing structures are removed.

Conservation Design
In areas where more compact and intense develop-
ment is inappropriate, such as most exurban areas, 
environmental conservation may provide the best 
guiding framework for new development.  Conser-
vation design strives to preserve the integrity of a 
landscape’s natural functions, protect water resourc-
es, enhance community character and connectivity, 
and provide for greater design flexibility and hous-
ing affordability.  These goals can be accomplished 
through the use of a variety of tools including:

Minimum open space, greenway, and trail stan-��
dards; 

Density bonuses;��

Protection of natural areas, including wetlands, ��
woodlands, and steep slopes;

Clustering of lots and flexible lot standards;��

Efficient road networks;��

Best management practices for infiltrating and ��
filtering stormwater runoff;

Natural landscaping;��

Tree protection;��

Long-term stewardship of natural areas and ��
open space; and,

“Dark sky” lighting standards.��

Conservation development is a growing trend both 
within the county and the broader region.  In Febru-
ary 2008, the McHenry County Board adopted a Con-
servation Design Addendum to the county’s subdivi-
sion code, alternatively referred to as the ‘Land First’ 
initiative.  Because of the design flexibility provided 
by the conservation design ordinance, particularly 
regarding lot clustering and lot sizes, it also provides 
a framework for other emerging development ap-
proaches discussed in the chapter including neo-
traditional and conventional neighborhood designs.  

While the ‘Land First’ approach adopted by the 
County allows conservation design for any new 
development without a requirement to go through a 
very time-consuming Planned Development process, 
conservation design is required for those develop-
ment sites that contain significant sensitive natural 
resources like wetlands, streams, woodlands, or sen-
sitive soils. Conservation design is also encouraged 
or required, to varying degrees, by an increasing 
number of municipalities such as Woodstock, Crystal 
Lake, Lakewood, Bull Valley, and Marengo. 

Guiding Future Development
Given development trends in McHenry County since 
1995, it is estimated that there will an additional 
demand for over 48,000 acres of land for residential 
use by the year 2030.  This land area is equivalent to 
76 square miles, or the area covered by two town-
ships. Additional land will also be needed to accom-
modate related nonresidential uses and infrastruc-
ture.  

These calculations underscore a potential for sig-
nificant change that McHenry County is currently 
facing.  As discussed previously, the rural character 
that could once be aptly applied to the majority of 
the County must be reassessed.  The character of the 
County is changing, but it does not have to change 
for the worse.  The 2030 Comprehensive Plan seeks 
to direct that change and establish growth manage-
ment policies that vary depending upon the exist-
ing context.  If a given location is located in a rural 
context the policies impacting land use and devel-
opment should be different than those applied to a 
location in a suburban context.

Overall, the policies put forth throughout the 2030 
Comprehensive Plan will seek to accomplish:  1) 
compact, intensified development in urban areas; 2) 
improved local connectivity and moderate intensifi-
cation in suburban areas; 3)improved connectivity 
to the larger region and greater conservation-orient-
ed development in exurban areas;  and 4) enhanced 
protection of large contiguous agricultural and 
natural areas in rural areas.




