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INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
Developed on behalf of the town of Northbridge, this Economic Development Strategic Plan (EDSP) is intended to help local 
stakeholders and town staff implement strategies that capitalize on the town’s existing historical, cultural, and economic 
assets. This document establishes a baseline existing conditions that drive the Town’s economy. It provides a five-year 
action plan to ensure the town’s fiscal health and support economic growth in Northbridge.  

At the request of Northbridge’s Town Planner and Town Manager, the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission 
(CMRPC) and Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (PVPC) analyzed opportunities and constraints to economic development 
in Northbridge. Financed through Massachusetts Community Compact Cabinet program, the study builds on an existing 
body of work that includes the Blackstone Valley Prioritization Project (2012), Northbridge Open Space and Recreation 
Plan (1994), the Northbridge Reconnaissance Report (2007), and Priority Development Area (PDA) studies completed by 
CMRPC. 

To establish a foundation for research, the Project Team met with municipal staff to review economic development priorities, 
interpret past economic development efforts, and study targeted areas and other economic development initiatives such 
as 43D Expedited Permitting. Characterizing priority sites and past projects was supplemented by an extensive public 
process that engaged community and business leaders in identifying issues and opportunities they viewed as being key 
to economic development in Northbridge. Similar interviews were conducted with elected and appointed officials, the 
Blackstone Valley Chamber of Commerce, and the Massachusetts Office of Business Development (MOBD). Existing 
conditions were further assessed by analyzing the business climate, zoning, workforce development and education, 
marketing and economic efforts, sites and infrastructure, and tourism. Collecting and analyzing these data sources, along 
with the Project Team’s extensive knowledge of the Central Massachusetts Region, were key to relating current State, 
regional, and local economic trends to this project. 

The Project Team next worked with the Town to identify opportunities and challenges for economic development in 
Northbridge. An analysis showing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) highlights areas that may 
have the most direct impact on future economic development in Northbridge. In culmination, the Project Team prepared 
an implementation framework for the proposed  economic development strategy, which includes goals and objectives, 
focus areas, maps and illustrations, and a five-year action plan. 

Ultimately, the Project Team determined that Northbridge is home to abundant assets that position it to thrive in the 
21st century economy. Such assets include its natural and cultural resources, transportation connections, and a diverse 
commercial base. However, the Project Team also identified constraints in the form of zoning, permitting processes, 
parking requirements, and other areas that require redress. The Town must address these challenges to pave the way for 
private investment. The following report details these opportunities and challenges and presents strategies for facilitating 
economic growth.
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HISTORY 
Northbridge has a rich manufacturing 
heritage.  Located south of the City of 
Worcester and in close proximity to the 
confluence of The Blackstone and Mumford 
Rivers, Northbridge underwent a transition 
from a farming-based community to    a hub 
of industry and transportation. Available 
hydro-power, connections provided by the 
Blackstone River canal, and regional railroads 
made Northbridge a key manufacturing 
center throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. 

The Town’s manufacturing heritage dates to 
the early 18th century, when grist, saw, and 
iron mills were established in present-day 
Whitinsville and Riverdale. In the early 19th 
century, a mill village emerged in present-day Rockdale. At approximately the same time, the Whitin family constructed 
a cotton mill and housing for its workers. Two additional cotton mills would be built over the next two (2) decades.1  By 
the late 19th century, Rockdale, Riverdale, Linwood, and Whitinsville were established as stable mill villages to support 
the growing population of Northbridge mill workers and their families. Of the four (4) villages, Whitinsville experienced 
the greatest growth. In the mid-1800s, the Whitin family expanded their operation to include cotton yard goods and 
textile production. In addition to increasing their manufacturing facilities, the Whitin family continued to build housing for 
workers, civic institutions, and a variety of other assets. By engaging in this work, the Whitin family positioned Whitinsville 
to become a focal point of life and work in the local landscape. These industries thrived in Northbridge until the Great 
Depression, when several mills closed due to economic decline. This downward trend continued through the 20th century 
as manufacturing declined across the country. In recent years, Northbridge, like many mill towns, has struggled to reorient 
its economy to the new post-industrial era.  

In the mid-20th century, many former industrial centers were repurposed as bedroom communities for larger cities. Easy 
access to Worcester and Providence via Route 146, and to Boston via Route 90, has allowed Northbridge to maintain a 
robust housing market and a comparatively high standard of living. Yet, at the same time, this pattern has had a damaging 
effect on the old village centers. Reorienting town life away from existing mills and village centers has limited pedestrian-
scale development and stifled the potential for village centers to become modern cultural and economic destinations. 
Auto-oriented development, like that along Route 122, provides economic benefits, but draws focus away from the 
village centers. Such development also requires large amounts of otherwise productive land to be used for parking. As an 
additional challenge, economic activity in the old mill villages has given way to regional shopping centers located outside 
of Northbridge. However, the Town has taken steps to reimagine its village centers and reclaim them as destination sites. 
In 2014, the Blackstone River Valley National Park, which spans parts of Massachusetts and Rhode Island, was established 
to preserve and protect the historic legacy in the Blackstone River Valley. Northbridge and other prominent mill towns are 
included in the park. This national designation provides a unique opportunity to raise the profile of the Town’s mill 

1 Northbridge Reconnaissance Report (2007). 

Figure 1. Northbridge in a Statewide and Regional Context

Northbridge is located in the Blackstone Valley subregion of Central Massachusetts.                           
The Blackstone River helped transform the Town from an agrarian community
to a hub of industry in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
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villages and bring new vitality. Additionally, the Town has worked to encourage private investment, streamline plan review 
processes, and enhance aesthetics in key areas.  

PRIOR EFFORTS
Northbridge has recently implemented many strategies to facilitate economic development. Funded through the Community 
Development Block Grant (CBDG) and Community Development Action Grant (CDAG) programs, the Town undertook 
streetscape, sign, and facade improvement projects in Rockdale and Whitinsville in the early 2000s. These improvements 
enhanced the villages' visual quality and improved pedestrian and vehicular circulation. In 2007, Northbridge partnered 
with the Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs (EOEA) on an Urban Rivers Vision 2 project for 
the Village of Rockdale. The project engaged residents in visioning the riverfront’s future. Existing brownfields have been 
identified by previous studies. The 2040 Providence Road site, a brownfield at the gateway of the village, was identified 
as critical to Rockdale’s revitalization. In 2011 and 2012, the Town completed Phase I and Phase II Environmental Site 
Assessments, as well as a reuse study. 

Adopting a Historic Mill Adaptive �euse Bylaw in 2012 supported adaptive reuse in the Linwood and Whitin Mills. The 
Linwood Mill complex is now home to affordable senior housing, the Blackstone Valley Chamber of Commerce, the 
Blackstone Valley National Heritage Corridor offices, retail stores, a restaurant, and a brew pub. The Whitin Mill is home 
to several businesses as well as a successful business incubator. In 2010, the Town adopted an Agri-Tourism Farm zoning 
provision that permitted agricultural based recreation, entertainment and education by-right. In doing so, the Town 
supported expansion of the West End Creamery, which serves 15,000 visitors annually and (in addition to handcrafted ice-
cream) offers amenities such as a corn maze, miniature golf, and barnyard jump. The Town also designated several sites 
as priority development areas. These sites include parcels in Rockdale, Linwood, and Whitinsville among others. The Town 
has also established a 43D expedited permitting process for six (6) sites on Main Street and Linwood Avenue.  Northbridge 
has provided Tax Increment Financing (TIF) agreements for priority properties. In 2015,  the Town provided Woonsocket 
Glass Manufacturing with a five-year TIF  that enabled the business relocate from Rhode Island to facility in Whitinsville. 
The agreement funneled $8.1 million in private investment into Northbridge and created an estimated fifty (50) local jobs.2 

In addition to successful place-based projects, the Town has implemented best practices in municipal processes and 
procedures. The Town Planner hosts Technical Review meetings with applicants, engineers, and various department heads. 
These meetings help mitigate potential application issues, build consensus, and provide a single forum in which applicants 
can ask questions. In support, the Town published a Town of Northbridge Best Development Practices Guidebook in 2009 
and a Town of Northbridge Permitting Guidebook in 2012. The Town’s Business Spotlight gives additional support to 
local businesses by providing a monthly opportunity for businesses to promote themselves at meetings of the Board of 
Selectmen. Northbridge’s Community Planning and Development Office and the Blackstone Valley Chamber of Commerce 
host an Annual Business Breakfast. At these events, local officials and staff, State agencies and business partners field 
questions from local business owners and discuss how they can support local enterprise. 

Northbridge has made great strides to improve its economic future. Additional actions such as those identified in this study 
will help the Town build upon and maximize such successes.

2 http://www.mass.gov/hed/press-releases/13-economic-development-projects-supporting-job-growth-.html
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PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY 

PROCESS OVERVIEW
This Strategic Plan leverages a variety of techniques and data sources to develop a holistic and customized economic 
development strategy for Northbridge. The development team began its work by reviewing local and regional data to 
identify trends and opportunities. In addition to publicly available data such as US Census Bureau and Department of 
Education statistics, the project team acquired proprietary data sets and specialized reports such as fiscal hot spot analysis, 
retail leakage reports, and industry cluster information. This data, combined with  preexisting analysis, field work, and land 
use maps, provided a strong foundation for further analysis.  

The Project Team focused extensively on the following nodes: Rt. 146/Main Street; Church Street (Whitinsville); Plummer’s 
Corner; Providence Road (Rockdale); Providence Road (Linwood); Providence Road (Riverdale); Providence Road 
(undeveloped area) Osterman Commerce Park; Linwood Mill; Whitin Machine Works (the Shops); 2040 Providence Road; 
and Foppema’s Farm and Castle Hill Farm. The team assessed natural and cultural resources, transportation, traffic, and 
connectivity, municipal processes and procedures, and zoning as well. 

After identifying priorities and visions held by residents and stakeholders through various public input processes, and 
analyzing opportunities for pursuing these goals, the project team developed a framework for the implementation of the 
strategic plan. This framework includes goals and objectives, focus areas, maps/illustrations, a 5-year action plan, and 
recommendations. 

Organized thematically, the plan addresses the following topics: 

■■ Natural and cultural resources
■■ Transportation, traffic and connectivity
■■ Industry
■■ Village and commercial centers
■■ Municipal processes and procedures
■■ Zoning
■■ Parking

Each recommendation is accompanied by a time-frame for action and implementation. The action plan presents concrete 
steps for the strategies detailed in this plan. 

PUBLIC INPUT PROCESSES 
The Project Team sought public input to help develop a vision for the Town’s future and to identify additional nodes. 
These efforts included meetings with municipal staff and the Planning Board, staff-oriented focus groups, business-
oriented focus groups, and a public forum. From extensive public outreach, the consultant team became familiar with the 
issues Northbridge currently faces and gained a strong understanding of the Town’s strengths and of residents’ priorities. 
Ultimately, the Project Team found that residents, business owners, elected officials, and municipal staff who participated 
in these events had similar visions for future economic development in Northbridge. 
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Community/Stakeholder interviews

On March 29, 2017, the project team held two (2) community/stakeholder interviews. These interviews allowed the 
project team to collect a large of amount data on public opinion in a short period of time.  Through this method, the project 
team looked to key stakeholders to help identify significant issues, voice their concerns, and make recommendations for 
Northbridge’s future. 

The first interview session was conducted with municipal personnel. This group was encouraged to discuss municipal 
processes, procedures, challenges, and strategies to make the town more “business friendly.” Municipal personnel 
identified several unmet needs and strategies to improve current processes. These included: 

■■ Clarifying regulations so that they can be easily interpreted by everyone regardless of professional specialty (i.e. 
applicants, the Board of Selectmen)

■■ Cultivating mixed-use village centers, especially in the downtown
■■ Ensuring parking and other infrastructure in the village centers are not over-burdened
■■ Reducing the number of staff with which applicants need to meet (i.e., streamlining processes)
■■ Encouraging more flexibility interpreting the building code to simplify the development process  

The second stakeholder interview group included business owners, Realtors, and Chamber of Commerce personnel. 
Attendees were encouraged to discuss existing obstacles to business, desired changes to local regulations, processes, and 
procedures, and the completeness of municipal economic development tools. Participants identified several challenges 
and strategies, including: 

■■ Reconsidering industrial zones along major highway corridors (e.g. Rte. 122) to be more flexible
■■ The role of small businesses in refilling the historic mills 
■■ A the need for pad-ready sites to accommodate large, growing businesses
■■ Existing challenges with the school district, which impact the perception of quality of life in town
■■ A lack of coordination between towns in the region 
■■ Increasing State support for sub-regional efforts (e.g. the Blackstone Valley)

On April 14, 2017, the project team conducted a final stakeholder group interview with owners of the Town’s historic mills. 
Participants identified several challenges and strategies for economic development, including:

■■ Marketing available properties. Potential business interests are often unaware that Northbridge has available 
space. 

■■ Clarifying zoning and development processes and changing the existing special permit authority
■■ Ensuring a potential Local Historic District does not over-burden mill owners with additional maintenance costs 

and limiting restrictions that could prevent modernization of the buildings

Public Forum

On April 11, the Town Planner convened a public forum on economic development.  The public forum was designed 
as a collaborative session for participants to identify problems and brainstorm solutions. Following an overview of the 
Economic Development Strategic Plan’s purpose and goals, participants divided into four (4) subgroups to identify and 
develop solutions. Members of the Project Team participated as facilitators and led subgroups through activities to identify 
resources and needs, opportunities and constraints, a vision for the community, and detailed development scenarios. After 
reconvening from breakout groups, participants identified their favorite solutions. 
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Participants highly favored economic strategies that preserve and capitalize on Northbridge’s rural, small-town feel and 
history (a complete summary of proposed solutions and their rank by residents is located in Appendix A). They expressed 
overwhelming support for economic development that focuses on tourism in the historic district. Beyond historic tourism, 
the following strategies also received broad support: 

■■ Promoting creative use of mill spaces
■■ Developing an outdoor recreational economy
■■ Promoting 43D Expedited Permitting sites
■■ Preserving or appropriately redeveloping Castle Hill Farm 

The public input process revealed a common vision for the future of Northbridge- preserving, protecting, and leveraging 
the Town’s unique assets to facilitate economic growth. The following goals synthesize the priorities and strategies favored 
by residents with best practices in economic development. They served as the basis for the project team’s analysis, which 
identifies strategies to help the town make progress toward these goals. 

GOALS
The following goals reflect desires held by residents, the business community, municipal staff and officials, and other 
stakeholders as expressed to the project team. 

Goal 1: Northbridge will leverage its unique historical and cultural assets. 

Public input suggests that past efforts to leverage Northbridge’s robust historical legacy, such as establishing a Historic 
and Cultural Zoning district in Whitinsville, have been favored by residents. Many of public process participants suggested 
expanding the uses allowed in and around town mills, especially those mills located within the Blackstone Valley National 
Park. Participants voiced support for including a visitor’s center, a conference center, and/or a hotel at or near existing mill 
sites. 

Goal 2: Northbridge will make village centers genuine destinations for residents and visitors. 

Like many New England communities, Northbridge was incorporated from several smaller villages. The Town’s historic 
legacy is visible today and is represented in its village centers. These village centers serve as dominant cultural and economic 
focal points in town. Participants identified four (4) major village centers: 

■■ Whitinsville (downtown) 
■■ Rockdale Center 
■■ Linwood
■■ Riverdale

Respondents voiced support for more retail, restaurants and bars in these locations.  While not considered a village center, 
participants highlighted Plummer’s Corner as being a key commercial center.

Goal 3: Northbridge will expand development opportunities along major transportation corridors.  

Existing commercial and industrial areas, such as those around Route 122, were identified as attractive areas for future 
opportunity in the Town. Currently, large swaths of industrial land along the Route 122 corridor, especially around the 
southern portion, are zoned Industrial I and Industrial II. This zoning precludes many of the more commonly requested 
uses, including more office space, expanded restaurants, bars, and service industries.  The sense, especially among 
business owners who attended the focus groups, was that more flexibility in by-right usage in those areas would improve 
their market viability.  
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Goal 4: Northbridge will make the process of developing a business in village centers as easy as possible. 

Respondents at the public meeting and focus groups expressed a desire for increased economic activity concentrated 
around the town’s village centers. Respondents pointed to Town regulatory processes such as limited by-right uses in 
the village centers, the Zoning Board of Appeals’ Special Permit Granting Authority, and a lack of one-stop-shopping for 
permitting as constraints to development. 

Pursuing these goals will allow the Town to take full advantage of economic opportunities and leverage its existing assets 
to sustainable economic growth consistent with the stakeholders’ desires. The following section presents an overview of 
town-wide existing conditions in areas that relate to economic development. The section will orient the reader, provide 
a baseline from which to measure the success of future economic development strategies, and establish a context for 
analysis. 
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EXISTING CONDITIONS

LAND USE

Northbridge comprises 18.06 square 
miles and abuts Grafton on the north, 
Upton and Mendon on the east, Uxbridge 
on the south, and Sutton on the west. 
Northbridge is the most densely popu-
lated of these communities (870 people 
per square mile).3 The Town’s village cen-
ter land use is relatively dense which is       
typical of mill centers, providing excellent    
urban fabric for developing robust walk-
able centers. Outside of these centers, 
Northbridge is largely low-density resi-
dential, agricultural, and open space. The 
areas of open space provide excellent op-
portunities for recreational activities with 
the Blackstone River as an example of po-
tential tourist-based economic assets.

FISCAL HOT SPOTS
Geographic fiscal analysis is a common 
technique used to characterize “clusters” 
of development with similar assessment 
values. Hot Spot Analysis, a GIS tool, 
is used to conduct this operation. 
Through Hot Spot Analysis, economic 
development experts can determine whether features with high or 
low values tend to cluster spatially. To be considered a statistically 
significant hot spot, parcels must have high assessment values and 
be surrounded by other parcels with similar values. This concept, 
which is based on spatial autocorrelation or dependence, assumes 
that features located near one another are more likely to be similar 
than those that are not.  This type of analysis shows geographically 
where a higher density or cluster of activity occurs. In short, Hot Spot 
Analysis is a method of describing the relationship a development 
pattern has on the assessed land value around it. This information 

3 Draft Open Space & Recreation Plan (2015 - 2022); CMRPC Community Snapshot-    
Northbridge (2008).

Figure 2. Northbridge Land Use Map 

Approximately 63% of the Town’s total land area is categorized as 
open space. Residential uses comprise 24% of land area. Water, 
built environment,and agriculture represent 4% each.

Figure 3. Northbridge  Land Use by Percent

63%

24%

4% 4%
4%

Northbridge Land Use

Open Space
Residential
Water
Built Environment
Agriculture
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can help a community answer several questions including: 1) Is the 
community’s tax base really driven by a few geographic spots within 
a jurisdiction, 2) How much of the tax  base is  concentrated there, 
and 3) Are these areas places the Town might want to consider for 
strategic investment and development. 

This analysis shows that Northbridge contains two primary hotspots: 
Whitinsville and Rockdale. Linwood and Plummer’s Corner are 
shown to be spatially dependent as well. However, the relationship 
found in these two areas is less significant than that calculated for 
Whitinsville and Rockdale. When combined, Whitinsville, Rockdale, 
Linwood, and Plummer’s Corner account for only thirteen (13) 
percent of the Town’s land. Despite making up only a relatively small 
land area, these areas represent thirty-two (32) percent of total 
parcel value in Northbridge. The two primary hotspots, Whitinsville 
and Rockdale, are caused by unique features.  In Whitinsville, the 
high value per acre is largely due to moderately dense commercial 
development (as well as some civic uses). In Rockdale, the high 
value is largely attributable to its historic mill housing, which has 
greater housing density than anywhere else in town. Despite having 
different development patterns, the areas cited above are alike in 
that they have acreage values higher than elsewhere in town and 
contribute more to the tax base per square acre than any other 
area. Consequently, efforts to encourage private investment (such 
as development incentives and infrastructure investments) should 
be considered in these areas. 

POPULATION 
Northbridge is a growing community and is currently home to 
15,707 people.4 Between 2000 and 2015, the population grew by 
more than twenty-three (23) percent. This growth outpaced that of 
all but one (1) municipality in the Southeast Central Massachusetts 
subregion.5 By 2030, Northbridge’s population is expected to grow 
to nearly 19,000 residents.6 

Locally, income is also on the rise. In 2010, per capita income 
among Northbridge residents averaged $30,499. By 2015, the per 
capita income increased by nearly sixteen (16) percent to $35,354. 
The Town’s median household income also experienced moderate 
growth, increasing by approximately seven (7) percent over the 
same period. In 2015, the Town’s median household income was 

4 US Census Bureau 2010 Demographic Profile Data 
5 The Southeast Central Subregion includes the towns of Blackstone, Douglas, Grafton, 
Hopedale, Mendon, Millbury, Millville, Northbridge, Uxbridge, Upton, and Sutton.
6 CMRPC Population Projects (2016). 

Figure 4. Fiscal Hot Spots 

Northbridge contains two (2) fiscal hot spots. Located in the 
villages of Rockdale and Whitinsville, these hot spots comprise 
13% of the Town's area and 32% of its value. 

The above map depicts the degree of interdependence 
between parcel prices, with red indicating a strong 
dependence, blue indicating a low dependence, and yellow 
indicating  neutral dependence. The red areas ( "hot 
spots") represent places where investments have a strong 
chance of impacting nearby prices due to strong price in 
interdependence. 

Northbridge Land Price Interdependence

Rockdale Hot Spot 

The above image depicts land value per acre in Rockdale, with 
darker shades representing higher land values. An analysis of 
spatial autocorrelation ("dependence") is shown below. This 
analysis revealed that property prices in the Rockdale (as well 
as Whitinsville) are closely linked to each other. Consequently, 
investment in any of the red areas has a strong chance of 
generating property price increases in nearby parcels.  
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slightly higher than elsewhere in Massachusetts - $72,550 in 
Northbridge versus $68,563 statewide.7 This growth reflects 
numerous factors, including significant improvements 
in educational achievement. In 2011, Northbridge’s high 
school graduation rate was approximately seventy-eight 
(78) percent. By 2016, this rate reached ninety-one (91) 
percent, representing the greatest rate of improvement in  
a Central Massachusetts school district during this period.8  
Figure 5 presents 2011 and 2016 graduation rates, as well 
as the rate of change, for all Central Massachusetts school 
districts. Overall, the Town’s resident population tends to 
be well educated- 43.5 percent possess a college degree.9 
For Northbridge to meet the needs of its future population 
and resist becoming a bedroom community, it must ensure 
that job growth occurs across income and education levels. 

HOUSING
The affordable housing stock in Northbridge is currently 
insufficient to meet low-to-moderate income residents’ 
needs.10  Of the 6,488 total housing units in town, only 455 
(or 7.4 percent) qualify as affordable, while 7.7 percent of 
all Northbridge households are below the poverty level.11   
Consequently, many Northbridge households are housing 
cost burdened.12 Because affordable housing comprises less 
than the (10) percent of Northbridge’s total housing stock, 
the Town does not qualify for exemption from MGL 40B 
affordable housing projects that do not meet its standards 
for density, buffers, conservation, and other criteria. 

Under Massachusetts General Law Chapter 40B (the Comprehensive Permitting Act), in communities with less than ten 
(10) percent affordable housing, developers can appeal unfavorable decisions by local Zoning Boards of Appeals to a State 
Housing Appeals Committee. Unless a proposed development presents serious health or safety concerns that cannot be 
mitigated, the State Housing Appeals Committee typically overrules local decisions to favor developers. Thus, Northbridge 
is not fully protected from developers pursuing projects inconsistent with local zoning regulations.13 Achieving a ten (10) 
percent affordable housing rate would provide the town with protection from undesirable 40B applications. Such goals 
could be pursued using Community Preservation Act (CPA) funds, developing and executing a local Housing Production 
Plan, or passing an affordable housing bylaw.  

7 US Census Bureau, Decennial 2010 Census; U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
8 Massachusetts Department of Education, 2011-2016  
9 U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimate   
10 The US Department of Housing and Urban Development defines “affordable” as accessible to incomes at or under the 80 percent area mean income level.
11 Massachusetts Department of Housing and Economic Development, May 12, 2014 
12 Housing cost burdened is defined as spending thirty (30) percent or more of one's income on housing.  
13 Fact Sheet on Chapter 40B. The State’s Affordable Housing Zoning Law. Citizens’ Housing and Planning Association. 2007.

Table 1. Central MA Graduation Rates by District
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Northbridge residents recently voted to advance a  one (1) percent CPA surcharge to the 2018 annual town meeting ballot.  
Funded through a local option tax surcharge and a match from the state CPA Trust Fund (which comes from a surcharge 
on real estate transactions at the Registry of Deeds), CPA funds could support the creation of affordable housing or other 
municipal preservation priorities.  

JOBS AND WORKFORCE
Northbridge’s convenient highway access and proximity to 
Worcester, Massachusetts and Providence, Rhode Island are 
fueling the Town’s transition from a center of industry to a 
bedroom community. Approximately twenty-five (25) percent 
of Northbridge residents commute to another county, and five 
(5) percent commute to another state. Forty-six (46) percent 
of residents commute longer than half an hour.14 In part, these 
figures reflect a national pattern of working outside of one’s 
community. However, they also reflect a limited amount of local 
job opportunities  and a possible inconsistency between the 
types of jobs available and the education and skills of the local 
workforce. 

Between 2010 and 2016, Northbridge added 419 jobs for an 
increase of approximately 8.28 percent. However, this growth rate 
must be considered in the context of the Great Recession (late 
2007 to the early 2010s).  Between 2007 and 2010, Northbridge 
lost 169 jobs or 3.23 percent of its total labor market. The 
increase in jobs between the first quarter of 2007 and the first 
quarter of 2016 was just 4.78 percent.15  Meanwhile, the Town's 
population increased approximately 3.5 percent during the same 
period. Consequently, Northbridge’s job growth rate , controlled 
for population changes, was approximately 1.28 percent. Additionally, the sectors in which Northbridge experienced 
the greatest growth do not represent those with the highest earning or many workers. Mean salaries for Northbridge’s 
employers by sector were available for three of the industries with the highest number of jobs: Retail Trade ($23,793), 
Health Care and Social Assistance ($31,080), and Administrative and Support and Waste Management ($46,973). By 
contrast, the industries with the highest average earnings were Utilities ($180,916), Wholesale Trade ($103,507), Finance 
and Insurance ($100,730), and Management of Companies and Enterprises ($98,027).  

TAX BASE
In 2017, Northbridge’s tax rate was $13.53 per $1,000 of assessed value for all property types, which is the third lowest 
rate in Central Massachusetts.  Figure 7 presents tax rates by property classification for all forty (40) municipalities in the 
region. This low rate is attractive to homeowners but limits tax local revenue and, given Northbridge's ratio of residential 
to commercial and industrial properties, requires homeowners to fund a large percentage of capital investments.  

14 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
15 Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development (EOLWD). Employment and Wage (ES-202). Q1 2007, 2010, and 2016. 

Figure 5. Highest Growth Areas (2016)

INDUSTRIES                      

 ■ Other Fabricated Wire Product                                                                 
Manufacturing (+22.6%)

 ■ Other Individual or Family Services (+ 18.6%)
 ■ Logging (+ 116.7%)

JOBS 
 ■ Health Care and Social Assistance (396)
 ■ Manufacturing (273)
 ■ Government (271)
 ■ Retail Trade (89)
 ■ Construction (51)
 ■ Administrative Support and Waste                                             

Management and Remediation Services (40)

AVERAGE EARNINGS 
 ■ Utilities ($180,916)
 ■ Wholesale Trade ($103,507)
 ■ Finance and Insurance ($100,730)
 ■ Management of Companies and Enterprises 

($98,027)
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In 2017, residential properties represented 89.5 percent of Northbridge's $1.5 billion in assessed property values. While the 
Town contains 1,098 businesses, commercial and industrial properties contribute just 8.4 and 2.1 percent of total assessed 
value respectively. Of the forty (40) communities that comprise the Central Massachusetts region, Northbridge has the 
15th highest percentage of residential assessments; the neighboring towns of Charlton, Hopedale, and Uxbridge rank 16th, 
17th, and 13th, respectively (see Figure 7 for a complete inventory of Central Massachusetts tax ratios). Although consistent 
with that of its neighbors, Northbridge’s tax ratio places the responsibility of financing local government, schools, and 
other services largely with homeowners. Since 2008, Northbridge residents have faced ten (10) capital outlay expenditure 
exclusions or tax rate cap overrides, eight (8) of which were approved.16 Expanding the commercial and industrial portions 
of the tax base presents an opportunity for residential tax relief. 

16 Massachusetts Department of Revenue. Division of Local Services. Municipal Databank/Local Aid Section.

Table 3. FY2017 Tax Ratio by MunicipalityTable 2. FY2017 Tax Rates by Property Classification

R= Residential 

OS= Open Space 

C= Commercial 

I= Industrial
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MANUFACTURING 
In 2016, Northbridge industries exported more than $264 million in goods and services to outside trade areas. 
Manufacturing represented the largest source of exports at $67,932,312.17 According to the most recently available data 
(2010), Northbridge is home to eighteen (18) manufacturing business that employ a combined 342 employees.18 Income 
for these companies is unavailable; however, employee wages for these businesses totaled $16,800,000. This figure 
exceeds those of all other sectors except retail and healthcare. As such, manufacturing remains an important component 
of the Northbridge’s economy. Riverdale Mills Corporation and Polyfoam Corporation are the Town’s 3rd and 5th largest 
employers. Because these businesses operate at such large scales, strategies to incorporate more local products into their 
operations could have a significant impact on the local economy. In 2016, Northbridge-based manufacturing businesses 
imported $66,918,486 in services and products. Channeling a percentage of these purchases to local suppliers could have 
a significant impact. Opportunities for cluster development and business attraction may exist if the Town can identify one 
or more major, non-local suppliers of these businesses. 

SERVICE INDUSTRIES
Northbridge’s commercial sector is primarily based on service industries. According to the United States Economic Census, 
Northbridge-based service businesses employed 3,952 people in 2012. Retail trade comprised the greatest percentage 
of the service economy, with sales exceeding $195,000,000. Administrative support and waste remediation (NAICS code 
56) and health care and social assistance (NAICS code 62) are significant to the local economy, too. These sectors each 
provided approximately $50,000,000 in 
services in 2012, placing them 2nd and 
3rd behind retail trade (where receipts 
include those of Walmart). Several 
of the Town’s largest employers 
are healthcare establishments and 
include Salmon Group (1st), Beaumont 
Rehabilitation (2nd), and St. Camillus 
Health Center (4th). Northbridge 
also contains many home-based 
businesses that may not be reflected 
in the US Census data. 

So far  In 2017, 391 businesses filed 
certificates with the Northbridge 
Town Clerk. These certificates provide 
a community-scale snapshot that 
may not be reflected in the Economic 
Census. For example, self-employed individuals or small business owners are reflected in the following data but not in 
the Economic Census.  While most businesses registered with the Town Clerk are service providers, the greatest percentage 
of business activity are home improvement, construction, and building contractor businesses at seventeen (17) percent 
and retail, childcare, and professional services at seven (7) percent each. These small businesses are important to the small 
town character that Northbridge residents prize. Economic development strategies should include strategies to support 
existing and potential small business owners. 
17 EMSI (2016). 
18 Economic Census of the United States (2012).

Figure 6. Northbridge Business Certificates

Of the 391 businesses on record with the Town Clerk, the largest percentage are health and medical 
related, at 17%. Retail and  personal care/beauty enterprises represent the second-largest percentage, at 
7% each, followed by food service at 6%. 
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RETAIL GAP 
A strong retail sector is essential to attracting private investment, visitors, and residents. Today, baby boomers and millennials 
are flocking to mixed-use buildings in walkable communities and near downtowns. Community amenities are a key factor 
for site selectors looking to relocate or expand a business to a new community. The Project Team assessed Northbridge’s 
retail sector for opportunities via a leakage analysis provided by Buxton Company, a national business analytics firm (see 
Appendix B for a complete report). 

CMRPC and PVPC identified retail surplus and leakage areas within a 10-minute drive time from the geographic center of 
Town. Leakage areas indicate that demand for certain retail types outweighs supply, and residents are spending money 
outside of town that could instead be channeled to local businesses. By contrast, a surplus in retail supply indicates that 
businesses are drawing customers and spending from outside the trade area. The industries with the greatest leakage are 
‘Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores’ and ‘Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book, & Music Stories’, for which demand respectively 
exceeds sales by one-hundred (100) percent and ninety (90) percent respectively.  The industry which has the least amount 
of retail leakage is ‘Food & Beverage Stores’, for which demand exceeds sales by twenty (20) percent. The Leakage/Surplus 
Factor of one-hundred (100) percent for Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores reveals complete leakage of potential 
retail sales to other markets. There are no retailers in the market, but household demand exists. This reflects a possible 
opportunity for investment.

Northbridge retail subcategories with a surplus include Hardware Stores, for which sales exceed demand by four-hundred 
(400) percent. Similarly, sales in Beer, Wine, & Liquor Stores exceed demand by 160 percent. Department Stores sales 
exceed demand by 150 percent, a figure which largely reflects the presence of Walmart. Finally, sales in the Gift, Novelty, 
and Souvenir Stores category exceed demand by 170 percent. 

IMPLICATIONS
The Town of Northbridge is weathering the structural decline in manufacturing with noteworthy resilience. While the 
transition from an industrially-driven economy has left several sites vacant or underutilized, the Town’s growing service 
sector, small business enterprises, and cultural and historic assets have allowed Northbridge to retain its vibrancy. 
Manufacturing continues to play a significant, though decreased, role in the local economy as well. Demographic trends 
are also favorable, with the level of education, income, and homeownership rising. Challenges, such as the percentage 
of taxes raised from residential assessments and a lack of retail amenities, remain. The following section examines how 
Northbridge can grow its economic base to address these and other challenges while retaining the quality of life and 
character that makes it so unique.



CMRPC & PVPC                                                                                                                                                       PAGE I 15

Town of Northbridge                                                                                         Economic Development Strategic Plan

STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, OPPORTUNITIES,           
AND THREATS

NATURAL AND CULTURAL RESOURCES
Natural and cultural resources are among 
the Town’s greatest assets. The Town of 
Northbridge is part of the John H. Chaffee 
Blackstone River Valley National Heritage 
Corridor (now part of the National Park 
System) that extends from Worcester, 
Massachusetts to Providence, Rhode Island 
and memorializes New England’s early 
industrial heritage. The region spawned 
the American Industrial Revolution in its 
textile mills and waterways. In this way, 
Northbridge shares a common history with 
its cohorts along the Blackstone River. The 
canals that fueled the region’s growth led to 
the development of mills, mill housing, and 
waves of immigrants across the region. Yet, 
few towns in the region are as rich in natural 
beauty and ecotourism opportunities as 
Northbridge. The village of Whitinsville is 
one of just four (4) town centers highlighted 
in National Park Service walking tours of 
the Blackstone Valley National Heritage 
Corridor. Historic downtown Whitinsville 
has also been designated as the Whitinsville 
Historic District and is on the National 
Register of Historic Places. Further, the state 
has established the Blackstone River and 
Canal Heritage State Park to include parts 
of Northbridge and neighboring Uxbridge. 

Strengths

Blackstone River Valley National Historical Park:  The inclusion of the town’s historical mills and waterways in the Blackstone 
River Valley National Park is a key strength that should be leveraged. The park designation has the potential to elevate 
Northbridge’s profile to the national level. Visitors to the national park service spent an estimated eighteen billion  dollars 
in 2016, with more than five hundred million spent in Massachusetts alone1. The potential to capture even a modest share 

1 National Park Service, “Visitor Spending Effects - Economic Contributions of National Park Visitor Spending” https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm

Figure 7. Northbridge Trails and Open Space Map

In Northbridge, natural and cultural resources abound. From the Town’s historic mills to its trails 
and outdoor recreation sites, the Town has many assets that can be leveraged to economic 
growth. 
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of this spending could be a powerful inducement to private investment in and around official park sites.  

Trails: Northbridge is home to numerous trails, ponds, overlooks, and historic sites. Regionally, the Town is a destination for 
outdoor recreation. Northbridge is also home to the Northbridge Bike Route, which begins at Swans Pond in the west and 
ends at Linwood Pond in the south, Shining Rock Trail, which is located to the east of Rockdale, and the Rice City Pond trail. 
Informal trails also exist. Used by all-terrain vehicles, off-road bicyclists, and others, these pathways often require crossing 
private, yet undeveloped property. One such trail exists in the eastern portion of Northbridge near the Upton State Forest. 
Referred to as the Blackstone Trails, these informal trails could connect to the Blackstone River Bikeway and the Grafton & 
Upton Rail Trail in the Towns of Grafton and Upton.  The Blackstone River Bikeway (a partially realized trail that will extend 
forty-eight [48] miles through fourteen [14] Towns from Worcester to Providence) will traverse Northbridge in its entirety 
if completed as proposed.

Water bodies: The Town also has numerous water bodies, including Whitin’s Pond, Swans Pond/Burt Pond, Carpenter 
Reservoir, Linwood Pond, Rice City Pond, and the E. Kent Swift Wildlife Management Area (WMA), which abuts a separate 
WMA in Uxbridge.

Scenic Vistas: The Town’s scenic vistas and hidden wonders are also numerous. Among them is Lookout Point, a rumored 
vantage of Wampanoag Chief King Phillip. The site boasts views of Goat Hill, “a great kayak access point at Plummer’s 
Landing (the old Blackstone Canal stopover), and nearby River Bend Farm and its old arch bridge, canal and farmlands (the 
old Voss Farm)."2 As demonstrated by the case of Lookout Point, Northbridge teems with publicly accessible, historic and 
natural assets. 

Publicly owned land: One of the Town’s few publicly-owned open spaces, the Elsa Whitin Land Trust consists of 21.5 acres. 
The property includes a community garden and older growth forests. Yet, this property includes no permanent conservation 
restrictions. Similarly, Northbridge is home to privately owned assets, including Castle Hill, Foppema’s Farm, and the West 
End Creamery. Beloved by Northbridge residents, such landmarks are important to the character of the Town.

Weaknesses 

Connectivity: While the Blackstone River Canal and Heritage State Park has numerous trails and opportunities for outdoor 
recreation, connections between outdoor destinations are limited. Most connections require driving, with options for 
cycling and walking extremely limited. This lack of internal connectivity could pose a limitation to the development, use, 
and promotion of the Town’s natural assets. Similarly, as stated above, some of the trails within public lands are incomplete 
and cross through private lands. 

Marketing: The National Park Service promotes the Blackstone Valley National Heritage Corridor on its website and in its 
brochures. However, the characterization of Whitinsville as a company town with the tag line, “Making the Machines,” is 
compelling to only a small segment of potential visitors and it does not reflect the architectural beauty and small-town 
atmosphere of the village. Once a visitor has decided to come to Whitinsville, the walking tour provided by the Park Service 
provides a more complete picture of Whitinsville's character. The Town and the Blackstone Valley Chamber of Commerce 
could create additional marketing materials that better capture the village's many charm. Such materials should be linked 
to the Park Service website.

Complementary amenities: the historic and cultural centers of the Town are attractive destinations. However, many 
residents noted a lack of the kinds of complementary amenities that often characterize tourist destinations. Among these 
were cited restaurants, hotels, bed and breakfasts and a visitor center. 

2 Blackstone Daily
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Opportunities

Castle Hill Farm: Castle Hill Farm is among the Town’s most prized heritage landscapes. Privately owned, the hilltop farm 
includes ninety-eight (98) acres of rolling hills. The usage dates to the 1900s, when the Whitin family developed it as a 
dairy farm to meet the growing needs of mill workers. The property is not currently used for farming activities but in 2012, 
the Town and region identified the property as a Priority Preservation Area. Participants in the public forum stressed the 
importance of this site to the Town’s identity and expressed strong support for its preservation or appropriate partial 
redevelopment. With its rich soils, scenic landscape, and interesting history, the site could potentially support a vineyard 
and winery, destination spa, conference center, or other agritourism businesses in addition to an area conserved for public 
access. This would provide financial benefit to the owner without the loss of a valuable scenic and cultural resource.

Foppema’s Farm: A seventy-five (75) acre fruit and tree farm located in Northbridge’s Upper Hill Street Area, Foppema’s 
Farm is a local institution. The farm boasts Northbridge’s only farm store and includes areas where visitors can pick their 
own berries and produce. In addition to a social medial presence, the owners maintain also user-friendly website and 
provide visitors the option of receive email notifications with recipes and news. While the owners have done an excellent 
job of modernizing their operation to meet the demands and preferences of 21st century  buyers, farming is a labor-
intensive, low-return enterprise. Efforts to help the owners generate more income can help mitigate challenges that may 
arise and protect its long-term viability. 

Preservation of Castle Hill Farm, Foppema’s Farm, and other remaining farmland can be supported through zoning and 
strategies to help owners generate additional income. Zoning protections for farms include:

■■ Agricultural Preservation Overlay Districts, which preserve farmland by requiring clustering of residential properties 
on smaller lots

■■ Scenic Roads Bylaws and Scenic Overlay Districts, which promote and protect farm views 
■■ Local Historic Districts, which can be used to help ensure that an agricultural area maintains its rural character
■■ Adaptive Reuse Bylaws that encourage adaptive reuse of barns if the structures are no longer in agricultural use. 
■■ Open Space Residential Design that identifies conservation areas and then integrates residential units into the 

remaining landscape
■■ Transfer of Development Rights, which direct growth away from farmland that should be preserved to locations 

suited to higher density development

Tools that help farm owners generate additional income include: 

■■ Agricultural Preservation Restrictions (APR), which pay farmers the difference between “fair market value” and the 
“agricultural value” of their farmland in exchange for a permanent deed restriction 

■■ Chapter 61A, which provides farm owners with reduced local tax assessments while their land is kept in working 
agriculture

■■ Community Preservation Act funds, which can be used to purchase Agricultural Preservation Restrictions, document 
agricultural resources, repair barns, and acquire farmland. 

■■ Historic preservation easements, which are voluntary legal agreements that permanently protect an historic 
property and offer tax benefits. 

■■ Preservation/ Conservation Restrictions, which are permanent deed restrictions that can be donated to or acquired 
by a preservation organization which then monitors any future changes to the historic property for perpetuity. 

■■ Leasing the land to one or more agricultural producers. Farm owners can issue RFPs to gauge interest from the 
local farming community or utilize New England Small Farm Institute’s New England Land Link, which is  an online 
clearinghouse for parties interested in leasing out or utilizing farm land. 
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Threats

Prior to the U.S. Industrial Revolution, Northbridge was an agrarian community. With the influx of industry and mill workers, 
farmland steadily decreased as a percentage of Northbridge property. Yet, the town retains many working landscapes. 
These historic farms (and view sheds) are important to the character of Northbridge and highly valued by its residents; 
however, many of them are insufficiently protected. 

Castle Hill Farm is threatened by the possibility of residential development. Within the last decade, a seventy-five (75) lot 
subdivision has been considered by the property owners.  In 2012, this site was designated a Regionally Significant Priority 
Preservation Area (PPA), along with Foppema’s Farm and Kroll’s Farm. Nevertheless, today, Kroll’s Farm is the site of a sixty-
two (62) lot subdivision. Given the importance Northbridge residents place on their historic working landscapes, efforts to 
preserve remaining agricultural properties should be pursued. 

Summary of Action Items

■■ Build on existing branding and marketing of Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor and Blackstone 
River and Canal Heritage State Park

■■ Leverage designation as a National Park to draw more visitors to Whitinsville.
■■ Build on historic resources and outdoor recreation as a key draw for the region. Promoting these opportunities can 

bring more people into town and even into the village centers.
■■ Preserve remaining agricultural properties and historic working landscapes.  
■■ Work with the owners of Castle Hill Farm and Foppema’s Farm to identify strategies that will preserve these 

important assets while increasing the financial viability of the properties. 
■■ Work to find opportunities to enhance local agricultural sector through work with organizations like Central Mass 

Grown

INDUSTRY
Industry represents a smaller component 
of the local economy than in decades past; 
however, it remains vital to Northbridge’s 
identity and employs a significant number 
of workers. From the Riverdale Mills and 
Polyfoam Corporation to the Shops at Whitin 
Machine Works and Osterman Commerce 
Park, heavy and light industrial enterprises 
are finding a welcome, supportive home in 
Northbridge. The Town’s low, single-payer 
tax rate, improving infrastructure, available 
space, and development incentives present 
a compelling case for private investment. 

Strengths

Infill Space: Northbridge has an abundance of existing industrial spaces. While the demand for large scale manufacturing 
has been shrinking over the years, demand for smaller scale, entrepreneurial space has grown. The town’s existing stock 
of available mill space could be leveraged to draw in new smaller startups, co-working or makerspaces, or mixed-use 
development. 

Figure 8. 2040 Providence Road

2040 Providence road is a brownfield located at the gateway of Rockdale.  This site is among 
several prime Northbridge parcels suitable for development. 
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Developable Land: Beyond opportunities for adaptive reuse, Northbridge also has several undeveloped or brownfield 
parcels well-suited to industry. A former auto salvage yard located at 2040 Providence Road is located within walking 
distance of Rockdale. “It is an important gateway site, especially approaching the Village from the South along Providence 
Road (Rt. 122).”3 The site abuts the river, is located along a WRTA bus route, and has water and sewer connections. The 
property is in a 100-year floodplain, has environmental issues, and is not zoned for residential uses; however, the property’s 
B-2 zoning allows for community uses and certain retail by right, and manufacturing and wholesale trade by special permit.  

Transportation Connections:  The Town’s position between two major arterials is potentially a major asset. Rt. 146 and Rt. 
122 provide valuable connections to Worcester, Providence, and the greater Worcester County area. The industrial land 
along Rt.122 provides a great opportunity for connecting businesses to workers and markets. 

Weaknesses

Weak Demand: Over the last few decades demand for industrial floor space has seen a precipitous decline. Many mills 
across the region have had to find new and inventive uses for available space or risk closing entirely. While many mills 
have seen an up-tick in smaller independent manufacturers, craftspeople and other uses, this demand has not increased 
so much that it has completely offset the loss of the former, more intensive uses. This has led to a corresponding drop in 
the price per square foot.

Development Constraints: Many of the existing, industrially-zoned properties suffer from development constraints such as 
location within a floodplain, geology challenges such as shallow soil covering ledge, or steep slopes. These factors severely 
limit the amount of developable greenfield space in Northbridge. Concerning infill opportunities or brownfields, modern 
manufacturers no long favor multistory brick mill buildings due to changes in production processes. 

Opportunities 

Adaptive Reuse: As indicated above, the existing mills have adequate space to accommodate smaller scale manufacturing, 
co-working, makerspaces, and other uses.4  Food and beverage manufacturing, especially beer, cider and other alcoholic 
beverages have seen a marked increase in demand. Indeed, Northbridge is on track to open its first micro-brewery. While 
these types of businesses do not utilize the floor space to nearly the extent of previous industrial uses, finding creative, 
adaptive reuses for underutilized industrial spaces can provide a much-needed revenue stream to property owners. 

The Whitin Machine Works Shops currently house businesses of varied size. This large-scale historic mill complex is 
partially occupied; the mill provides opportunities for business incubation and can support enterprises seeking to scale 
up operations.  Located in the heart of Whitinsville, the Shops are an ideal location for mixed-use development and could 
be redeveloped to include housing that would help activate the downtown. Participants of the public forum expressed 
support for mixed-use development that included a combination of residences on the top story, a hotel and conference 
center on the second story, and commercial, retail, manufacturing, warehousing, office space, or other uses on the first 
and second floors.

Resilient development: Participants in the forums and the public meetings voiced support for expanding the potential uses 
within industrial zones. The sense from property owners and residents was that current use restrictions within industrial 
zones do not allow sufficient flexibility to reflect current market demand. Some of the zones along Rt. 122 may be suitable 
for uses beyond manufacturing. Expanding the possible uses within those zones without limiting their existing by-right uses 
could inject enough flexibility into development potential to allow for better responsiveness to market changes without 

3 2040 Providence Road Priority Development Area Study (2014)
4 Co-working spaces are shared office spaces in which inhabitants of the area are not employed by the same organizations. Makerspaces are creative, do-it-yourself 
spaces where people can gather to create, invent, and learn. 
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sacrificing space for potential future industrial uses. 

Business Retention Program: Although the Town conducts activities (such as Business Breakfasts) that support existing 
businesses, additional strategies can help Northbridge retain its industrial assets.  Many towns have had success with 
programs where town officials and municipal personnel conduct prearranged visits to local businesses/manufacturers. At 
these sessions, participants tour a facility and conduct a listening session on what that business needs and how the town 
could help.  Such events can provide insight into business need, build stronger relationships, and break down some of the 
barriers between the business community and town government. 

2040 Providence Road: In 2007, residents participated in a community visioning process for Rockdale that included 2040 
Providence Road. Residents expressed support for cleaning up the site, and for mixed-use development in Rockdale 
generally. Rezoning to enable a mix of uses that leverage the site’s waterfront location could facilitate cleanup and reuse 
of the parcel. 

Rt. 146/ Main Street: Developable land also exists on Rt. 146/ Main Street adjacent to the Super Walmart facility and 
a National Grid distribution site. Proximate to the Rt. 146 interchange, the area is ideal for commercial businesses and 
light industry. The properties are served by the public water supply and sewer access is available through an extension 
from Sutton. The site consists of five (5) parcels totaling 4.3 acres and benefits from 180 day 43D expedited permitting. 
At full buildout, the site may yield up to two 50,000 +/- SF buildings and associated site requirements such as parking and 
landscaping (see Appendix C for a conceptual illustration). The site’s proximity to the interchange makes it an ideal location 
for transportation and freight-based business. Yet, with over 8,000 vehicle trips made daily on Main Street, the site also 
benefits from high visibility that increases the viability of commercial uses.5 

5 Development Opportunity: Priority Development Site Northbridge, MA

Figure 9. Urban Rivers Vision 2- 2040 Providence Road 

In 2007, Northbridge residents participated in an UrbanRiver Visions 2 project funded by the MA Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs. 
Through this project, residents defined a vision for the Blackstone riverfront. 2040 Providence Road sits at the gateway of Rockdale and was identified as 
critical to the area's revitalization.  
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Providence Road: Industrially-zoned parcels on Providence Road south of Church Street also present development 
opportunities.  The area is not fully built out. A large property west of Providence Road with Church Street and Providence 
Road access is held by a single owner who (according to participants in the public form) is motivated for development. 
Adjacent parcels with frontage on Providence Road (across from the Town’s sewer plant) are zoned B-3 and may present 
an opportunity for mixed-use development. At the public forum, residents expressed support for mixed-use (commercial, 
retail, and residential) development in this area. 

Osterman Commerce Park: The Osterman Commerce Park is currently home to the 24,000 square foot Milford Regional 
Medical Center and Osterman Propane headquarters. The park was constructed in 2014 and exemplifies best development 
practices. Several additional pad-ready sites are currently available for buildout.  

Summary of Action Items

■■ Breweries and similar industries, co-working space, and makerspaces can be attractive to entrepreneurs and act as 
a draw for visitors around the region. 

■■ Broaden the by-right uses in I-1 and I-2 zones. 
■■ Address flooding at 2040 Providence Road 
■■ Explore opportunities to promote, sustain, and enable long-term preservation and restoration of Whitin Machine 

Works complex through zoning. 
■■ Promote incubator space at the Shops and evaluate opportunities for live-work space

■■ Conduct a business retention and expansion program with on-site listening sessions

TRANSPORTATION, TRAFFIC, AND CONNECTIVITY
Traffic, transportation, and connectivity are important considerations in the 21st century. The ease (or challenge) with 
which businesses can transport goods, and workers can access places of employment, directly impact local economies. 
Northbridge is well-connected to major transportation infrastructure but challenges exist in its local roadways. Route 122 
(Providence Road) serves as the Town’s primary north/south thoroughfare. 

Strengths

Location: The Town is thirteen (13) miles southeast from Worcester, thirty-eight (38) miles southwest of Boston, and thirty-
four (34) miles northwest of Providence. Access to the Framingham commuter rail line, with end points in Worcester and 
Boston, is available in the neighboring Town of Grafton. The Grafton commuter rail stop is approximately 7.5 miles from the 
northern boundary of Northbridge and 11.5 miles from the Northbridge Town Hall. Excellent medical centers and colleges 
are also convenient to Northbridge residents. Milford Regional Medical Center is located just nine (9) miles from Town 
while Saint Vincent's Hospital and UMass Medical Center are located approximately fourteen (14) miles away. Additionally, 
Worcester is home to eleven (11) colleges and universities while nearby Grafton is home to the Tufts University Cumming 
School of Veterinary Medicine. 

Interstate Access: The Town of Northbridge is bisected by US Route 122 and is proximate to the Massachusetts Turnpike, 
Interstate 495, and State Routes 146, 140, and 395. Route 146 (the Worcester Providence Turnpike) traverses the Town’s 
southwestern-most corner, where an interchange joins with Main Street. 

Transit: In addition to this infrastructure, Northbridge also benefits from inter-municipal transit access via the Worcester 
Regional Transit Authority (WRTA) shuttle bus. Launched in 2013, two (2) fixed-route lines connect Whitinsville and 
Rockdale to the Shoppes at Blackstone valley in Millbury, the MBTA train Station in Grafton, Tufts University, and other 
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sites.6 This service connects residents 
with limited access to vehicles to diverse 
shopping, employment, and educational 
opportunities. 

Scale: In many parts of Northbridge (e.g., 
downtown Whitinsville), local roadway 
and streetscape designs lend themselves 
to multi-modal transportation. The 
Town’s narrow streets facilitate 
moderate driving speeds while pockets 
of well-maintained, sidewalks encourage 
pedestrian use. 

Weaknesses 

Connectivity: Connectivity between 
neighborhoods and commercial districts 
could be improved in some areas, 
including at Memorial Square, the 
historic Whitinsville common located at 
the intersection of Hill Street and Main 
Street. Similarly, improving connectivity 
between trails, natural and cultural 
resources, and other amenities would 
highlight the Town's assets and support 
its  marketability as a destination. 
As noted in the 2007 Northbridge 
Reconnaissance Report, “Areas such 
as the Mumford River Walk Land, the 
Mason Trust Land, the Town Beach on 
Meadow Pond and the Blackstone River 
through Rockdale and Riverdale need to 
be improved, linked, and made accessible for recreational use by residents.”7 This strategy is discussed in greater detail in 
the Natural and Cultural Resources analysis section. 

Church Street traffic: Traffic along Church Street was frequently cited as a constraint to business activity. Church Street 
represents two (2) of (3) Northbridge auto crash clusters. The most significant of these is at the intersection of Church 
Street and Providence Road. 

Plummer’s Corner traffic: The corridor’s most heavily congested segment is a stretch from Plummer’s Corner to Quaker 
Street. Traffic counts from 2011 indicate that between 9,500 and 12,600 cars pass through Plummer’s Corner every day8. 
During the peak commute hours of 7-9 am and 4-6 pm, drivers wait at the signal an average of twenty (20) seconds and 

6 Telegram & Gazette, 2014. Sue Spencer. Five
7 Northbridge Reconnaissance Report (2007).
8 Traffic counters were placed in four (4) locations: Rt. 122 just north of the intersection (9500 daily trips), east of intersection (9,500), Rt. 122 South of intersection 
(11,000), west of intersection (12,600). 

Figure 10. Traffic Volume

Northbridge benefits from excellent transportation connectivity but struggles with traffic 
congestion along its major corridors. Route 122, Church Street, and portions of Main Street serve 
between 7,500 and 14,999 vehicles per day. Traffic backs up along these routes during peak hours. 
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thirty-seven (37) seconds, respectively9. The lengths of delay in peak morning hours earns a service grade of C. The delay 
during peak evening hours earns a service grade of D. 

The road segment’s narrow width likely contributes to such delays. Route 122 south of the intersection does not include a 
designated turning lane, the lack of which impedes the northbound flow of traffic. Although widening this road segment 
and adding a designated turning lane could reduce congestion, it is an unlikely solution because the properties with 
frontage along this road segment are privately owned. 

East/West connections: East/West travelers follow routes that include portions of Sutton Street in the North, Main/Church 
Street in the South, and Benson Road (located near the Town’s geographic center). Unlike North/South travel (which is 
facilitated by Rt. 122), local east/west road connections are less direct. 

Transit: Although the Town’s two bus routes represent a strength, they are also limited in terms of how often, how far, and 
how fast they serve customers. Route A runs between approximately 9:00 am to 3:30 pm and makes five (5) Northbridge 
stops:

■■ Northbridge Walmart
■■ New Village Whitinsville
■■ Shaw's/ Ocean State Job Lot
■■ Milford Regional Medical Center
■■ Linwood Apartments
■■ Riverdale and Rockdale Villages

Route A continues north to Grafton and Millbury’s Shoppes at Blackstone Valley. Route B runs approximately eleven (11) 
times per day from 6:00 am to 6:00 pm making all Northbridge Route A stops except for Milford Regional Medical Center. 
Route B’s final stop is the Grafton MBTA commuter rail station. It takes forty (40) minutes to travel from Northbridge 
Walmart to the train station by bus. Northbridge commuters who arrive at the MBTA station by rail after 6:00 pm are 
not served by bus connection. The lack of connectivity after 6 pm limits almost certainly limits commuter rail use by 
Northbridge residents. 

Opportunities

Complete Streets: The Town currently lacks a Complete Streets policy or sidewalk inventory, which identifies areas in which 
ADA accessibility and bike and pedestrian needs can be better met. From an economic development perspective, Complete 
Streets are important in that they support retail, reduce parking needs, and help build destinations where people want to 
play, spend, and live. The Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT) funds the development of Complete 
Streets policies as well as sidewalk analysis and components of findings resulting from these measures.  

Improve traffic flow: If the intersection signal has not been optimized for timing, doing so could reduce some of the 
congestion at Plummer’s Corner. Conversion of the stop sign located at the intersection of Main Street Extension and 
Quaker Street to a roundabout could potentially facilitate a steadier flow of traffic. Yet, slow moving, stacked traffic makes 
for captive window shoppers, which benefit the abutting businesses. Access management techniques such as reducing 
the number of curb cuts to better organize how vehicles enter and exit the roadway could also ease congestion and travel 
delays. 

Pedestrian-friendly enhancements: While earlier streetscape improvements in downtown Whitinsville significantly 
improved its pedestrian appeal, enhancements at Memorial Square (on the western end of Church Street) would improve 

9 CMRPC Turn Movement Counts, 2008-2014. 
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the downtown’s connectivity to the Town Hall/ Whitin Machine Works Shops area. While street medians and a crossing 
signal at Memorial Square offer some security to pedestrians, the intersection is intimidating to navigate by foot.  Stronger 
definition of pedestrian pathways presents an opportunity to improve walkability. The Town should also reinstall flower 
boxes and undertake measures to improve the Square’s appeal. 

Summary of Action Items:

■■ Pursue a Complete Streets study for commercial centers along Rt. 122, especially in village centers and Plummer’s 
Corner. Increasing walkability and concentrating commercial development at village centers can create a focal 
point for the neighborhood while limiting the restrictions on the flow of commercial traffic along the rest of the 
arterial.  

■■ Optimize Plummer’s Corner traffic signal 
■■ Review Plummer’s Corner access management- assess the number and placement of curb cuts 
■■ Evaluate possibility of replacing the stop sign at the intersection of Main Street Extension/ Quaker Street with a 

roundabout. 

■■ Extend bus service hours to provide Northbridge commuters with return service from the Grafton train station. 

PARKING
Parking can play a critical role in stimulating economic development by providing drivers an opportunity to exit their 
vehicles and explore an area on foot.  Parking is also a key area of concern for residents. The amount of available parking 
can be a decisive factor in whether a project will be supported and approved. At the same time, too much surface parking 
can break up the streetscape creating an uninviting, often hostile atmosphere for pedestrians. Correctly balancing parking 
with amenities is critical to the success of commercial areas. 

Strengths

Existing Public and Shared Surface Lots: Northbridge currently has two existing parking lots that can be a direct benefit to 
increased economic development in town. Unibank, located on Church Street in Whitinsville, has a shared parking lot that 
is available to non-Bank users and has potential to continue to serve as a community benefit. Parking also exists behind 
the Pythian building and can be expected to help encourage economic growth as well. Additionally, limited public parking 
is available across from Town Hall at the Community Center,.

Weaknesses 

Off-Street Parking: With the exception of the aforementioned public and shared parking options, the town’s village centers 
have limited additional off-street parking. Historically dense development patterns have created a rich, walkable streetscape 
along areas like Church Street, yet have left off-street parking at a premium. Town by-laws encourage the addition of rear-
lot, off-street parking but do not require it. It is suggested that regulations clearly state that locating parking in these areas 
is to be expected. As they are currently written, general parking and loading requirements demand that parking spaces 
linked to a particular intended use be located no more than 300 feet from the premises to which they are appurtenant. 

On-Street Parking: There is some on-street parking which the town has improved with the addition of curb extensions in 
recent years. However, this is limited to the short commercial stretch of Church St. Other commercial centers tend to rely 
predominantly on privately held surface lots to support their businesses. This has the effect of fragmenting these centers 
and limiting their effectiveness as destinations. 
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Opportunities

“Gateway” Parking Options: In addition to the existing lots, several paved parking areas exist at the western edges of 
Whitinsville. These areas could be leveraged as “gateway” parking locations. Good village center design encourages visitors 
to leave their cars behind and explore the neighborhood on foot. One strategy to achieve this is to leverage “gateway” 
parking locations. These are lots located at the edges of a district in locations that are close enough to the commercial 
center to encourage visitors to park and walk, but far enough away that they limit impacts on the main downtown traffic 
flow. Whitinsville has three (3) surface lots that could be utilized for this purpose: on Main Street (between High Street 
and Forester) in addition to the lot at the Whitinsville Community Center; and three (3) on Douglas Rd. supporting the Red 
Brick Mill and performance center.  

Shared Parking: Where gateway parking is not possible or practical, shared parking opportunities should be explored. By 
siting shared parking near multiple existing retail sites, those visiting Northbridge can be encouraged to park their cars 
in a central location and walk the remaining distance to their destination. To avoid potential conflict with private lots in 
various commercial developments, a shared parking bylaw could alleviate pressure from new development to increase 
the number of private lots. New site plan reviews can also be used to allow reduction in the number of parking spaces 
required. The Church Street corridor has several existing lots which could be used to supplement the limited parking 
options. Plummer’s Corner likewise has an abundance of privately owned parking lots which might benefit from a shared 
parking bylaw, though in many of those lots, some walkability improvements would likely need to be made. Formalizing 
parking regulations in town by strengthening existing language to require shared parking has the potential to improve 
current parking conditions in Town and to play a role in enhanced economic development in Northbridge. A model shared 
parking bylaw is included as Appendix F. 

Summary of Action Items:

■■ Consider a shared parking by-law.

■■ Consider replacing parking minimums with parking maximums in certain districts, especially village centers.

■■ Review parking by-laws to ensure clarity of language, remove ambiguities.

■■ Examine strategies to establish a consortium of public/private sharing.

■■ Consider undertaking a comprehensive parking study.

ZONING
Zoning is a powerful land use regulatory tool that allows communities to exercise a level of control over how land is put 
to productive use within town borders.  When used well, zoning can help guide development in a way that brings genuine 
vitality to a community. When used poorly, it can stifle growth, inhibit effective community design, deter streetscaping, 
and even damage the fabric of a community. It is thus vitally important that a zoning review be included in this EDSP. 

Participants in the focus groups cited zoning as an area of concern. Northbridge’s last comprehensive zoning update was 
in 1994. The town has changed significantly since that time. Three (3) key take-aways from these conversations include:

■■ Zoning is too limiting and too many uses require a special permit
■■ The permitting process is too cumbersome and slow
■■ Industrial zones are too narrowly focus and need to allow more building types and uses to be genuinely productive. 
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Zoning in Northbridge

Current zoning provides for 12 base districts and six (6) Overlay districts: 

■■ Residential One (R-1) through Residential Six (R-6)
■■ Business One (B-1) through Business Three (B-3)
■■ Industrial One (I-1) and Industrial Two (I-2)
■■ Heritage (H)
■■ Floodway (FW) Overlay
■■ Floodplain (FP) Overlay
■■ Forest Products Overlay (FPOD)
■■ Open Space Development Overlay (OSDOD) 
■■ Route 146 Overlay and 
■■ Historic Mill Adaptive Reuse Overlay (HMAROD). 

This EDSP will primarily interested in the six base districts which directly govern commercial and industrial activity - the 
Business (B-1, B-2 and B-3), Industrial (I-1 and I-2), the Heritage (H) district,  and the Route 146 and Historic Mill Adaptive 
Reuse overlays. 

Business Districts 

Business zoning districts predominate the village centers in Northbridge and are generally clustered around the traditional 
mill towns. This is reflective of both historic development patterns and the town’s desire to promote those patterns. A 
secondary concentration of business zones is spread out along the major transit routes, particularly Rt. 122. One important 
note here is that some parcels in the business zone are nonconforming, meaning that the actual use is not permitted. A 
comparison of zone designation against reported use in the assessor’s data showed that of 257 parcels zoned for business 
only thirty-three (33) percent reflected a business use while fifty-four (54) percent reflected a residential use. The highest 
concentrations of residential uses in a business zone were in the area around the Village of Rockdale, while the parcels 
along Rt. 122 showed the lowest concentration of residential. This may be read to imply greater demand for the kinds of 
auto oriented businesses that dominate this corridor. On the other hand, it may imply a greater demand for housing in the 
village centers, which, if properly coupled with business uses, might shift demand away from the Rt. 122 corridor. 

Industrial Districts

Industrial districts provide space for uses not generally compatible with residential or business districts. While a working 
statement of purpose for these districts is not provided for in the bylaw, industrial districts are typically intended to isolate 
pollution or nuisance-generating land uses from the public. Industrial uses in these areas predate the advent of zoning (the 
districts reflect the historical introduction of hydro power, with districts established to match these uses)  but generally 
achieve this best practice. 

Focus group participants indicated that allowable uses in Industrial districts are still oriented toward attracting large scale 
manufacturing and extractive industries. While the placement of the largest industrial zones (clustered in the east along 
the rail line) is well aligned with quality shipping routes and well separated from residential areas, the general decline in 
demand for industrial space has left these parcels at a disadvantage. A review of the use tables included in the Northbridge 
zoning by-law showed that of the fifty-eight (58) defined uses, only eighteen (18) are allowed by-right in I-1 districts 
and twenty (20) in I-2 districts. Allowing more flexibility in development types within I-1 and I-2 zones could increase 
the marketability of those parcels without threatening the overall supply of zoned industrial land. Use types suggested 
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by focus group participants included office space 
and even residential/commercial mixed use in 
parcels located closest to the highway.

Heritage District

The Heritage District is a comparatively recent 
addition designed to add a level of protection 
to the Whitinsville center, while, at the same 
time, provide a certain level of flexibility in 
uses. While it limits the number of by-right 
uses which are allowable under this district, 
it offers a number of positive changes; first, 
special permit authority is largely vested in the 
planning board rather than the Zoning Board 
of Appeals (for a list of exceptions, see analysis 
of Municipal Processes and Procedures); 
second, the board is given fairly wide latitude 
in deciding what uses are permissible provided 
such uses “shall further preserve the historic 
character of the main structures, outbuildings 
and landscape within the subject property.”10  
Discussion within the focus groups generated 
very little negative comment about this district. 
Indeed, some commented on the positive effect 
the district has had on the revitalization of the 
Whitin Machine Works in central Whitinsville. 

Route 146 Overlay

The Rt. 146 Overlay District was developed as part of a cooperative effort among towns along the Rt. 146 corridor. Its 
aim has been to “facilitate the long-term economic growth of the Corridor by coordinating development among the five 
communities and by promoting high quality development that preserves the scenic, natural, and cultural resources of the 
Blackstone Valley."11 Among other changes, the district: 

■■ Grants special permitting authority to the planning board

■■ Provides basic design standards

■■ Requires an open space set aside of at least 35% 

■■ Allows up to 25% reduction in parking minimums

Historic Mill Adaptive Reuse Overlay

Added in 2004, the HMAROD was intended to allow for the adaptive reuse of the many historic mills in Northbridge. Now, 
the only properties to be included in the district are the Linwood Mill, and the John Whitin Mill on Douglas Road. Even this 
limited sample size illustrates the benefits of this type of district. Under the rules of this district, Linwood has been remade 

10  Town of Northbridge Zoning Bylaws- Heritage District 
11  Town of Northbridge Zoning Bylaws- Route 146 Overlay District

Figure 11. Northbridge Zoning Map (2014) 

Northbridge contains twelve (12) base zoning districts and six (6) overlay districts. Many 
of these districts (and their allowed uses) reflect historical land use patterns As economic 
patterns and lifestyle preference continue to shift, additional zoning changes may be 
necessary to meet the demands of 21st century development. 
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into a residential/commercial mixed-use development, which, as of this writing, is fully occupied.  The John Whitin Mill has 
been remade into a multi-use building which including commercial and social service uses. The HMAROD is the only district 
in Northbridge that explicitly allows for mixed-use redevelopment.    

Zoning Weaknesses

Statements of Purpose: Northbridge’s zoning districts lack explicitly defined statements of purpose (the exception being 
the Heritage district). Identifying the purpose of each district will help users distinguish between them and identify the 
goals with which they were established. Clarifying the intention of each district will enable the Town to review the Use 
table and determine what should be permitted where and by-right or special permit.  

Defined Uses in the By-Law: 58 uses are explicitly mentioned in the by-law. While no by-law contains an exhaustive list of 
uses, this list omits several common uses. Restaurants and other food vendors are grouped together in a way that may be 
causing unnecessary ambiguity. Doctors’ offices, grocery stores and pharmacies have been omitted altogether.

Mixed-Use Development: currently the By-Law makes no provision for mixed-use development in any district except the 
Historic Mill Adaptive Reuse Overlay District. This overlay encourages mixed-use including but not limited to offices, retail, 
service establishments, community facilities, and multi-family housing. As housing is an important component of active 
downtowns- it provides pedestrian activity, supports retail sales, and supports private investment by activating second 
story units -  a significant opportunity exists in zoning reform to allow residential uses in the Town’s B1, B2, and possibly 
B3 districts. 

Summary of Action Items:
■■ Develop a formal fast track permitting process
■■ Provide better definitions for business uses in the uses table
■■ Include more by-right uses in I-1 and I-2 zones
■■ Explore options for defining mixed use developments that may be compatible with the current distribution patterns 

of Industrial zones 
■■ Explore options for creating a new zoning district that allows a mix of uses that include industrial enterprises
■■ Consider expanding the heritage district to include the Whitinsville Machine Works complex
■■ Consider expanding HMAROD to other mills, especially the Whitin Machine Works and the Rockdale Mill
■■ Create defined statements of purpose for all defined districts in the by-law
■■ Review by-law to refine uses and definitions; include omitted common use types in the uses table
■■ Explore strategies for expanding mixed-use in certain districts; such strategies include: 

o Expanding the HMAROD to all currently occupied mills in town
o Create a new village center overlay district that explicitly allows for mixed use by-right in defined districts

MUNICIPAL PROCESSES AND PROCEDURES
Municipal processes and internal policies can significantly affect economic development. The ease of obtaining permits 
and approvals, as well as transparency of processes, can facilitate or constrain private investment. Similarly, the capacity of 
municipal staff to tracks leads, provide resources, and coordinate reviews has bearing on whether development flourishes 
or falters. As indicated in the Prior Efforts section (see page 3) Northbridge has implemented a considerable number 
of best practices in municipal procedures. However, focus group participants indicated several areas where additional 
improvements could be made. 
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Strengths

Staffing: The Town employs a full-time Town Planner and Building Inspector as well as a part-time Conservation Agent who 
is shared with the Town of Upton. In recent years, Northbridge co-located officials charged with reviewing, approving, and 
permitting plans; the Town Planner, Planning Board, Conservation Agent, Board of Health, and Building Inspector all work 
from the Aldrich School Town Hall Annex. This setup helps to streamline permitting processes and allows staff to conduct 
informal interdepartmental coordination. For example, the Town Planner hosts Technical Review meetings for all projects 
as part of a formal submittal or pre-application, which helps to identify issues or concerns early in the process and alerts 
all involved parties to upcoming permitting needs.  The Town also maintains a close relationship with the Blackstone Valley 
Chamber of Commerce, which moved its offices to the Linwood Mill following the building’s renovation in 2007. 

Access to Information: The Town of Northbridge maintains a user-friendly website, and the Community Development 
and Planning Office page is populated with tools and development guidance. The Town’s Zoning Bylaws, Zoning Maps, 
Subdivision Rules and Regulations, Permitting Guidebook, and Best Development Practices Guidebook are all online and 
easy to locate. Some permits can also be applied for online. 

Permitting Timeframes: Additionally, the Town’s permitting timeframes are reasonable:

As-of-Right:

■■ Review and response by other boards to Planning Board: 21 days from Planning Board receipt of application
■■ Delivery of permitting decision to Building Inspector: 30 days from receipt of application

Special Permit:

■■ Review and response by other boards to Planning Board: 45 days from Planning Board receipt of application
■■ Public hearing: 65 days from Planning Board receipt of application
■■ Final action: 90 days from date of hearing

43D Expedited Permitting Sites

■■ Permit reviews and final decisions:  180 days from Planning Board receipt of application

Incentives: The Town offers development incentives in the form of Tax Increment Financing (TIF). Under the terms of a 
TIF agreement, the town may grant landowners tax exemptions of up to 100% of the tax increment for a maximum of 
20 years. The tax increment is the difference between the pre-development (or redevelopment) assessed value and the 
post-development assessed value; in other words, the value added to a parcel by development. This additional tax value 
is waived for specified period of time, with the understanding that the assessment will rise incrementally over the life of 
the TIF.  

Weaknesses 

Although the Town employs many best practices, the consultant team received mixed feedback concerning whether the 
Town is “business friendly.” In part, this is because of weaknesses in the Town’s permitting and approval processes. 

Permitting: In general, permitting occurs in a reasonable time frame and is coordinated via informal meetings of town 
personnel; however, the Town lacks a formal fast-track permitting process. This can result in longer waiting periods, and 
thus greater costs, for applicants. It can also prolong the process for abutters and interested citizens.

Additionally, the existing designation of the Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) as the Town’s Special Permit Granting Authority 
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(SPGA) is likely to cause confusion and delays. Under current procedures, the Planning Board conducts all Site Plan Reviews 
while the Zoning Board of Appeals issues most of the required Special Permits. Because of this, applicants must file two 
applications, pay two filing fees, and attend two public hearings before two different boards for the same project. Abutters 
are subject to a similar duplication of processes. Furthermore, the order in which applications are to be submitted is 
unclear. Finally, if the Planning Board has already approved a Site Plan, Special Permit review can be a duplicative and 
time-wasting process. 

Enforcement: Interviewed stakeholders expressed the feeling that enforcement of local and state regulations is sometimes  
stricter than the actual requirement. This feeling strict was cited as a development constraint. 

Business Lead Tracking: Currently, the Town employs no formal method of tracking development inquiries. This is largely 
because business leads flow to local Realtors, rather than municipal development staff. Unfortunately, real estate personnel 
are often unaware of local vacancies and frequently direct business developers to sites outside of Northbridge. 

Economic Development Staffing: Northbridge’s size and economic assets warrant an economic development position 
distinct from the role of Town Planner. Without a designated economic development staffer, the marketing, outreach, lead 
tracking, and other actions that support economic development cannot be fully realized. 

Opportunities

Special Permit Granting Authority: Regarding Special Permits, best practices follow one of two paths: 1) consolidate the 
SPGA so that those responsible for issuing Special Permits also issue the Site Plan Reviews, or 2) have the Planning Board 
issue (at least) all Special Permits requiring Site Plan Review.  

Currently, the Planning Board reviews site plans for by-right development and holds SPGA for the following districts and 
uses:

■■ 43D Expediting Permitting
■■ Aquifer Protection District
■■ Route 146 Overlay District
■■ Heritage District
■■ Industrial and Light Industrial Districts
■■ Senior living developments
■■ Infectious waste transfer and processing facilities

Combining the authority for Site Plan Review and Special Permits would simplify municipal procedures and facilitate 
economic development.

Fast Track Permitting: Opportunities to improve processes also exist in interdepartmental coordination. Although local 
personnel convene informal coordinating meetings, the Town lacks a formal fast track permitting process that would facilitate 
desired development proposals. Best practices indicate a process comprised of two (2) components:  a regularly scheduled 
Round Table Review process and Zoning Combined Permitting.  The Roundtable would enable prospective developers to 
communicate not just with staff from the Community Planning and Development department but also with fire, highway, 
and police officials, from the initial stages of a project through implementation.  The Zoning Combined Permitting would 
allow the combination of multiple special permit and/or site plan approval applications into a single application and require 
a single public hearing. Together, these revisions have the potential to streamline approval processes, facilitate private 
investment, and mitigate project hurdles. A fast track permitting model is included as Appendix D of this document.
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Business Lead Tracking: The Town can stem the loss of business leads by implementing a formal tracking system for 
inquiries it receives and by communicating opportunities to local real estate professionals. Such responsibilities could lie 
with a nonprofit such as a Northbridge Business Association. Such an association could facilitate economic development in 
a variety of ways, including promotion, branding, and programming. Best practices for establishing a business association 
are detailed in the Framework for Implementation section. 

Summary of Action Items: 

■■ Reassign Special Permit granting authority from the ZBA to the Planning Board
■■ Encourage development of a local business association
■■ Develop and implement a lead-tracking method
■■ Assess feasibility of establishing an economic development staff position distinct from the Town Planner
■■ Continue to hold regular, interdepartmental review meetings to allow one-stop-shopping for developers to get 

questions addressed by town departments early in the process. Assess whether any further efficiencies can be 
gained in this process. 

■■ Wherever possible, seek consensus (and clarification as necessary) on state regulations to ensure compliance can 
be achieved with the minimal possible impact on development. 

VILLAGE AND COMMERCIAL CENTERS
The mill villages in Northbridge are integral to the Town’s character and highly valued by its residents. Historically, 
Northbridge’s village centers were a focal point of commercial and civic life in the region. Today, much of the commercial 
activity is spread along the town’s major transportation corridors. Most of the Town's commercial activity can be found 
on Rt. 122. While telling, this transition does not suggest that the town’s traditional village centers are not still viable 
commercial centers. 

This report focuses on a handful of specific village centers. These locations were chosen for several specific reasons 
which include their a) central position within the town’s road network, b) clustering of existing commercial activity and/
or buildings capable of being adapted for commercial activity, c) potential to be redefined as walkable destinations. These 
village centers, Whitinsville, Rockdale Center, and Linwood, are unique assets that display the Town’s historical legacy 
in present day. When combined in scope, the Town’s existing natural resources and villages present a unique path to 
economic development. 

Downtown Whitinsville (Northbridge Center/Church Street)

Whitinsville is named for the Whitin Machine works, one of the most successful industrial ventures in Northbridge. The 
village is located at the intersection of several major roadways and serves as the town’s municipal center. While there is 
limited commercial activity in the village center, there is significant commercial activity along Church Street. One of the 
largest functional mills in town is in Whitinsville. Despite this fact, Whitinsville is not currently a hub for industrial activity. 
Much of the floor space in the Whitin Machine Works complex is devoted either to small scale manufacturing or non-
industrial uses.  

Strengths

One of Whitinsville’s major strengths is its history. The town can leverage Whitinsville’s inclusion in the Blackstone River 
Valley National Historic Park to attract new visitors and businesses to the areas. In addition, the village is supported by 
a robust road network, which allows drivers coming from multiple directions to converge in Whitinsville. Despite these 
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roadways and the large amount of retail located along Church Street, traffic was not among the concerns mentioned by 
participants in the focus groups or forum.

Weaknesses

Retail Mix: According to participants in public outreach activities, the downtown’s retail mix does not offer “much real 
draw.” Most of businesses are closed by 6:00 pm on weekdays, and several storefronts are vacant. Residents envision a 
lively, mixed-use district with retail, restaurants, coffee shops, and antique stores. Northbridge should focus on supporting 
and attracting a mix of uses that are distinct and proven successful in town centers like those of Northbridge. The Town 
should not compete with typical car-oriented, chain-type businesses that will always have an advantage. 

Rental Rates: Rental rates are viewed as a limiting factor for development, too. In Northbridge, rental rates are low as $10 
per square foot. As such, many commercial property owners are reluctant or unwilling to renovate and fit out spaces for 
tenants. Vacant storefronts can detract from an event or shopping experience. 

Downtown Residential Opportunities: downtown Whitinsville is largely comprised on single-story buildings. Development 
of a 24/7 downtown partially depends on the presence of a residential population. The building stock in downtown 
Whitinsville limits opportunities for second-floor residential space. 

Figure 12. Downtown Whitinsville

Part of the Blackstone River Valley National Historic Park, Whitinsville is among Northbridge's most important assets. The Village contains a critical mass of 
historic buildings, opportunities for nearby housing, and the physical infrastructure necessary to become a thriving, mixed-use neighborhood. 
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Parking: Participants cited parking in Whitinsville’s village center as a concern. An estimate of available parking spaces 
indicates roughly ten (10) percent of the downtown area is currently devoted to parking. A large amount of available 
parking space is privately owned or otherwise limited, and many commercial buildings on Church Street offer limited 
parking opportunities to visitors. Based on field visits, only two large lots near  the village center appeared to be accessible 
to the public. These lots are located near the Whitinsville Community center and the Whitin Mill on Douglas Road. More 
study is required to understand the potential impacts increased visitor traffic might have on this village center. 

Opportunities

Historic Tourism: Designation of the Blackstone River Valley National Historic Park  offers Northbridge the opportunity 
to capture a share of the $18.4 billion spent in National Parks annually.12 The town has already taken many steps to 
remake Whitinsville into a destination. Investments in streetscape improvements along Church Street and allowing for 
greater flexibility in redeveloping historic buildings has helped bring the district together cohesively. It is suggested that 
investments be made to improve walkability in parts of the village center (e.g. Douglas Road around the Red Brick Mill), as 
well as Improve wayfinding. 

Whitin Machine Works Adaptive Reuse: Although a critical mass of downtown residential housing is unlikely (it would 
require razing the existing downtown to create density), the Whitin Machine Works is adjacent to downtown and presents 
an opportunity for housing walkable to the town center. 

Investment Incentives: Attracting businesses to downtown areas typically requires a critical mass of residents; however, 
residents are often uninterested in living in downtowns that lack a critical mass of service and hospitality establishments. 
To overcome this challenge, the Town may need to incentive tenants and/or commercial investment. Continuation of the 
CDBG-funded facade improvement program with matching grants or via a revolving loan fund could spur investment. 
Passage of the Community Preservation Act (CPA) could provide another method to fund improvements within eligible 
historic buildings. State and Federal Historic Tax Credits are also available for some historic redevelopment projects, while 
Low-Income Housing Tax Credits are available in the case of certain residential or mix-use projects. The  Town could also 
look into creating a tax abatement district. In this district,  property owners  who invest in their property could be eligible 
for tax abatements. This would encourage existing owners to rehabilitate properties regardless of whether current rental 
rates are sufficient to make investment cost effective.

Demolition Delay Bylaw: An effective tool for historic preservation, demolition delay bylaws establish a period in which 
owners of historic buildings must explore alternative options to demolition. According the 2007 Northbridge Reconnaissance 
Report, the Town has twice voted down such a regulation. Demolition Delay Bylaws can be an attractive alternative to Local 
Historic Districts, which also offer important protections to historic properties but can discourage potential investors and 
prevent current owners from investing in their properties. As noted in the Reconnaissance Report, “The most valuable 
aspect of this bylaw is that it creates space within which to have a conversation about how public and private needs can 
both be met in the service of preservation.”13

Design Guidelines: Design Guidelines are intended to help inform developers, builders, owners, and building occupants 
about good architectural and site design practices. They serve as a resource for current and future housing rehabilitation 
projects in and they provide best practices on a range of building elements such as porches, siding, roofs, fencing, and 
landscaping. They also provide examples of discouraged practices that have become far too common, and diminish the 
appearance and historical qualities of our structures and neighborhoods. Establishment of design guidelines could help 
ensure infill projects and expansions are compatible with existing development and maintain the character of the existing 
commercial neighborhoods. Design guideline examples are included in Appendix E.
12 Visitor spending in national parks in 2016, National Park Service website: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm
13  Northbridge Reconnaissance Report (2007)
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Threats 

Retail Over-Saturation:  Retail over-saturation is threatening many communities across the region. With the rise of auto-
oriented development in the mid-part of the 20th century, retail shifted from being concentrated in town centers to being 
spread along major arterials. While this trend has been declining in recent years, walkable downtowns now compete 
with online retailers as well, which may limit increased walkability’s intended impacts. Looking forward, towns may see 
a decline in the number of brick and mortar stores in their communities rather than stores redistributing geographically. 

Formula Businesses: An over-saturation of formula businesses (enterprises in which the decor, products, and services are 
purposefully identical) can make a downtown feel like “Anywhere USA.” While the presence of some formula businesses 
can be desirable, the establishment of one such business is very often followed by more. Many municipalities are limiting 
the number of formula businesses through zoning bylaws to ensure independent businesses are not displaced en mass and 
that their downtowns retain what makes them unique.  

Infrastructure Impacts: As noted above, those who participated in public outreach events did not list infrastructure as a 
major concern. Participants did not discuss the potential impacts that rebranding Whitinsville (and increasing its appeal as 
a destination) might have on roadway infrastructure. While the topic is too broad to be included in this report, it is noted 
that the main roads servicing Whitinsville have a limited capacity. Any significant increase in the number of daily visitors 
will likely impact traffic flow, which will need to be addressed. 

Village of Rockdale:

Rockdale Village is one of the oldest communities in Northbridge. Like most villages in Northbridge, Rockdale grew from 
a farming community into an industrial center in the 19th century. Today, the village hosts a handful of businesses along 
Rt. 122, a few industrial parcels, and residential lands.  The logical center-point of the village is at Rockdale Park, situated 
just south of the historic Rockdale Mill complex. The area examined in this report focused on the parcels immediately 
surrounding Rockdale Park, stretching south along Providence Road (Rt. 122) to the area around Elston Avenue, a distance 
of about a quarter of a mile.

Strengths

Rockdale Park forms a natural focal point for the village. The area around the park running along Rt. 122, is a mixture of 
commercial and multi-family housing, with the latter predominating the streetscape. The Rockdale Mill predominates 
the northwestern part of the village center and offers a mix of small scale manufacturing and retail services. Expanding 
potential uses at that site could be key to bringing more vitality to the district. 

Rockdale also contains a secondary commercial center just to the south of the park. This commercial center is located 
near the intersection of Rt. 122 and Bean Lane. As with the area immediately around the park, this district hosts a few 
commercial establishments and many multi-family buildings. These uses could make this parcel a good candidate for 
increased mixed-use residential/commercial development. 

Weaknesses

Despite the overwhelming number of residential parcels, the district is zoned B-2. Mixed Uses are not allowed in B-2 
districts. As such, any attempt to encourage a new development pattern will likely require changes to the underlying 
zoning. 

Although the area’s proximity to the Blackstone River is an asset, it also presents a major obstacle to development. Erosion 
and riverbank destabilization, as well as a degraded retailing wall, contribute to the area’s frequently flooding. 
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Figure 13. Village of Rockdale Land Use

The historic Village of Rockdale is a dense neighborhood of multi-family, commercial, and industrial properties. With proximity to the Blackstone River and a 
rich heritage, the Village is an important component of Northbridge's past and future.  Strategies such zoning to permit mixed-use development can enable 
developments that will help revitalize the neighborhood. 

Consequently, many homes and businesses along Rt. 122 are in poor condition. 

Opportunities

Rockdale Mill represents the principal opportunity for the village. The mill dominates the area and provides a key historic 
anchor point to the village. Expanding uses in the mill could increase its market potential. However, the mill is currently 
zoned for industrial use. It is suggested that the town should consider either a) applying a similar overlay district to that 
which allowed the redevelopment of the Linwood Mill or b) altering the underlying I-1 zoning to allow for broader uses by 
right. This latter option would also benefit industrial parcels along Rt. 122 and other areas of the town. 

Opportunities to improve access to the river also exist. In a participatory planning exercise facilitated by the EOEA, residents 
identified many strategies for activating the riverfront. These include better connecting the river to the village through a 
Riverwalk, trails, canoe launches, and a waterfront park. Behind many of the waterfront properties, space exists to create 
a trail or other water access point. 



CMRPC & PVPC                                                                                                                                                       PAGE I 36

Town of Northbridge                                                                                         Economic Development Strategic Plan

Threats

Successful commercial development is dependent on demand. Commercial over-saturation could prevent any development 
plan from getting off the ground.  The town might benefit from focusing early efforts on expanding uses within the 
Rockdale Mill, investing in minor streetscape improvements (e.g. sidewalks, street parking), and improving wayfinding to 
help pedestrians navigate the village. 

Several participants in public outreach events viewed multi-family housing in Rockdale negatively. This perception raises 
the possibility that reorienting development patterns to include rental or other workforce housing will be viewed negatively 
by property owners in the town. 

Plummer’s Corner

Plummer’s Corner is a commercial center at the intersection of Church Street and Route 122. It is named for the nearby 
Plummer’s Landing historical site14. The landing was the site of one of four (4) locks in Northbridge which served the 
Blackstone Canal. Today, it is the center of a major thoroughfare. The area is characterized by commercial uses typical of a 
highway commercial area. Existing businesses include big box discount retailer, auto parts store, and fast food restaurants. 

Strengths

Located at the intersection of Rt. 122 and Church Street, Plummer’s Corner has some of the highest concentrations of 
commercial space in town, Resident focus groups indicated these sites were in generally good economic health. It should 
be noted, this report does not verify these claims or attempt to assess the health of individual developments. The site 
contains a mix of retail and other commercial 
uses. While the Corner is surrounded by low 
density residential, there is little in the way of 
multi-family units. The concentration of retail 
uses makes a strong case for the strength of 
this area as a commercial center. 

Weaknesses

The development in Plummer’s Corner is 
almost universally auto-oriented. Commercial 
development is set back from the road 
and surrounded by parking. As a rule, this 
tends to isolate the development from the 
surrounding community and detract from 
cohesiveness of the streetscape. Whitinsville 
Plaza, the largest single development in the 
commercial center, devotes an estimated 
forty (40) percent of available land to parking 
and is consistent with the area’s development 
pattern.15 

14 http://www.waymarking.com/waymarks/WMPEEQ_Plummers_Landing_Northbridge_MA
15 Based on preliminary GIS analysis of assessor’s data against visual estimates of area devoted to parking. Parking estimate does not exclude travel lanes, landscaping 

Plummer's Corner is a major commercial center at the intersection of Route 122 and 
Church Street. The area is auto-oriented, with large parking lots in front of many buildings. 
Outparcel development opportunities may exist at Whitinsville Plaza, where parking may be 
in excess of what is necessary. 

Figure 14. Whitinsville Plaza, Plummer’s Corner
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Opportunities

Sites with a large percentage of available parking, such as Whitinsville Plaza, may be over-supplied with parking. As such, 
these sites present an opportunity for  outparcel development. Outparcels are Individual retail sites located within a 
shopping center, or a tract of land adjacent to a larger tract of which it was originally an integral part. The large parking areas 
around the UniBank building in the Whitinsville Plaza might be good candidates for street-oriented outparcel development 
and would help make the area feel less auto-oriented. However, it should be noted that a parking usage assessment in 
this or any area of Northbridge is not included in this report. Determining if an area in Plummer’s Corner would be a good 
candidate for outparcel development could be a key aspect of a potential future parking study. Given the parking needs in 
other districts, it is highly recommended the Town conduct such a study in the future.    

Threats

Changing the development conditions in Plummer’s Corner, or any district in Northbridge, will likely require changes to 
current zoning. Implementing zoning changes will likely be met with challenges, and there is no guarantee that such policy 
changes will attract the kind of development the town is seeking. The town administration will need to continue its efforts 
to bring stakeholder voices to the table and secure the buy-in necessary to pursue regulatory reform. 

Linwood Mill:

The Linwood Mill complex is situated in the Linwood Historic District. This district is shared by Northbridge and Uxbridge. 
The former site of an industrial cotton mill, Linwood is a great example of adaptive reuse – a redevelopment technique 
that retrofits structures for new uses without impacting its original design. The mill has recently been converted into a 
combination of residential and commercial uses. The surrounding district is very small, making up the most southerly point 
of Northbridge. 

Strengths

Historic significance: the Linwood Mill is a key feature in the Blackstone River Valley National Historic Park. The mill is a 
prime example of early New England Industrial mill construction. The broader mill complex hosts a variety of uses, including 
a French restaurant, a liquor store, and a brewery. Redeveloping Linwood Mill has had a catalytic effect on the surrounding 
area. Its adaptive reuse sparked private investment by restaurateurs and other business interests. With the adaptive reuse 
of the Linwood Mill complex complete, an opportunity for placemaking exists in the surrounding neighborhood. 

Weaknesses

Despite the strengths noted above the area immediately surrounding the Linwood Mill lacks a coherent aesthetic identity. 
The mill is immediately abutted by residential properties to the south and auto-oriented commercial properties to the 
east (across Linwood Ave). This surrounding development isolates the mill and diminishes its effectiveness as a village 
centerpiece. Further investment could be encouraged by investing in mixed-use development that is pedestrian friendly 
and streetscape improvements that visually connect the Linwood Avenue streetscape with the Mill complex.  

Opportunities

Linwood Mill’s recent development into a mixed-use affordable senior housing complex could be leveraged to encourage 
more pedestrian oriented development in the village center. The two parcels referenced above, currently hosting a car 
wash and a Chinese restaurant, could easily be reimagined as street-facing, pedestrian friendly developments. In addition 
to the constraints already mentioned, the above parcels are currently zoned I-1. This means any type of mixed use 
redevelopment would likely require rezoning or the addition of an overlay district. 



CMRPC & PVPC                                                                                                                                                       PAGE I 38

Town of Northbridge                                                                                         Economic Development Strategic Plan

Threats

As a village center, Linwood has limited investment opportunities. Only two parcels have easy potential for pedestrian 
oriented redevelopment. Those parcels, immediately across from the Mill on Linwood Ave, are currently housing active 
businesses, and it is unclear how feasible it would be for the town to actively encourage redevelopment at this time. 
Because the Village of Linwood is split between Northbridge and Uxbridge, any village oriented redevelopment efforts 
must be coordinated by the two towns. While such coordination is not outside the realm of possibility, it will complicate 
the planning process.   

Redevelopment of the Linwood Mill preserved a historic asset and spurred subsequent investment. Yet, the mill village is partially characterized by 
residential and auto-oriented developments that lack an aesthetic identity. Through streetscaping and pedestrian enhancements the Town could establish 
a greater sense of place, enhancing the village's appeal to businesses and residents. 

Figure 15. Linwood Mill and Adjacent Parcels
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CONCLUSION 

The Northbridge Economic Development Strategic Plan engaged government, residents, and the private sector in setting 
priorities for the future of the Town. The result is a set of priorities and action items that hold the potential to strengthen 
Northbridge’s economy while preserving the quality of life and characteristics that its residents value most. 

Participants appreciated the need to expand Northbridge’s nonresidential tax base and offered excellent strategies for 
doing so without compromising the Town’s unique identity. Specifically, residents, business owners, and officials all strongly 
favored economic strategies that leverage Northbridge’s historic, natural, and cultural assets. These include tourism and 
promotional strategies that increase awareness of and preserve the Town’s historic mills and mill villages, farmland, 
and natural wonders. Enhancing Northbridge’s village centers through mixed-use, appropriately-scaled development, 
incentivizing industrial development in select locations, and streamlining municipal processes and procedures were among 
the supporting strategies recommended by local stakeholders. Together, these strategies can help Northbridge diversify 
its economy while allowing it to remain a truly special place where people love to live, work, and visit.  Concrete steps for 
implementation are presented in a five-year action plan at the end of this document. 

The project team will continue to help Northbridge advance the principles and priorities developed in the planning process. 
CMRPC can provide local technical assistance to augment local planning capacity and move development and preservation 
initiatives closer to implementation. It can help the Town adopt zoning changes and streamline permitting so as to create 
the right conditions for desirable development, balanced with preservation. It can do this in partnership with regional 
organizations like the Blackstone Valley Chamber of Commerce and the Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor.

Summary of Action Items: 

■■ Encourage smaller manufacturing and innovative uses in the Town’s historic mills. More uses mean greater 
resilience; allowing business and commercial uses will allow land to retain much of its value even in a weak 
industrial market

■■ Leverage existing space in the Whitin Machine Works mill complex to capitalize on its central position in Historic 
Whitinsville. Participants voiced support for residences, a visitor’s center, boutique hotel, or restaurant.

■■ Encourage rental housing within a mixed-use context to add vitality and purchasing power in town centers and 
bring in young workers. 

■■ Address flooding in Rockdale and work to make the area a destination by reconnecting it to the river.
■■ Assess need for establishment of Design Guidelines.
■■ Consider establishment of a formula business bylaw to prevent over-saturation of standardized businesses. 
■■ Assess whether areas of Plummer’s Corner are over-parked. Identify sites suitable for outparcel development.  
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FIVE-YEAR ACTION PLAN

The following 5-Year action plan represents concrete steps for the recommendations detailed in this plan. The plan is 
organized thematically into four major categories: Tourism and Recreation, Village Revitalization, Industrial Development, 
and Land Use and Regulations. Each recommendation is accompanied by action steps, a time-frame for action and 
recommendations for responsible parties and/or potential partners.
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Tourism And Recreation Actions Responsible Parties
Time 
Frame

(Year)

1. Build On Existing Branding And 

Marketing Of Blackstone River 

Valley National Heritage Corridor 

And Blackstone River And Canal 

Heritage State Park. 

1.1 Create/Adopt Local Historic District 

(Whitinsville) 

Planning, Property Owners, 
Historical Commission, Local 
Historic District Study Committee 1

1.2 Form A Standing State Park 

Committee (Spc) To Coordinate Branding, 

Marketing And Cultural Event Activities

Planning, Conservation 

Commission, Historical 

Commission, Local Historic 

District Study Committee, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

1

1.3 Create Linkages To Existing National 

Park Service And State Park Promotional 

Materials, Both Online And In Print

State Park Standing Committee, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

1 & 2

1.4 Create Additional Informational And 

Educational Resources.
State Park Standing Committee 2-5

1.5 Create Locally-Themed Events And 

Festivals To Attract Town Residents And 

Visitors. 

State Park Standing Committee, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce 

2 - 5

2.    Leverage Designation As A 

National Park To Draw More 

Visitors To Whitinsville.

2.1 Create Brochure And/Or Phone 

“App” With Trail Maps And Recreational 

Amenities.

State Park Standing Committee, 

National Park Service
1 & 2

2.2 Consider A Living History Exhibit Or 

Presentation.

Planning, Property Owners, 

National Park Service
2 - 5

3.    Build On Outdoor Recreation As A 

Key Draw For The Region. 

3.1 Update Open Space & Recreation Plan
Planning, Open Space Planning 

Committee 
1

3.2 Establish A Canoeing “Trail” With 

Parking At Access Points.

Planning, Department Of Public 

Works, Open Space Planning 

Committee 

2 & 3

3.3 Increase Biking, Hiking, And Cross 

Country Ski Trails
Conservation Commission 1-5

4.    Improve Wayfinding To And 

Throughout The Town 

4.1 Conduct A Wayfinding And Signage 

Plan Survey.

State Park Standing Committee, 

Department Of Public Works
2 & 3

4.2 Install Directional Signage On State 

Highways.

State Park Standing Committee, 

Department Of Public Works
1 - 3
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Tourism And Recreation Actions Responsible Parties
Time 
Frame

(Year)

5.    Preserve Remaining Agricultural 

Properties And Historic Working 

Landscapes.

5.1 Pursue State And Federal Assistance 

Opportunities To Help Ensure That Farms 

Can Maintain Operations. 

Planning, Conservation 

Commission
1 - 5

5.2 Preserve Castle Hill Farm Through 

Exploration Of Alternative Uses And 

Subsequent Zoning Changes.

Planning, Conservation 

Commission
1 & 2

5.3 Promote Foppema’s Farm Stand On 

Hill Street

Planning, Conservation 

Commission

1 - 5

Village Revitalization Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

6.    Encourage Development Of Local 

Business Associations (Local Business 

Association).

6.1 Engage Business Owners In 

Discussions And Provide Local Business 

Association Models

Planning, Local Business Owners, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

1

7.     Improve Streetscapes In Village 

Centers.

7.1 Conduct Streetscape Design Plan 

And Guidelines For Each Village Center 

To Assess Potential For Improvements 

In Façades, Signage, Sidewalks, Lighting, 

Trees/Landscaping, Benches, Public Art, 

Etc.

Planning 3

7.2 Pursue Complete Streets Plan For 

Improved Access And Safety.
Planning 3

7.3 Conduct Volunteer Clean-Up Days.

Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

2 - 5

7.4 Create More Attractive Public Spaces, 

Including Flower Boxes, Appropriate 

Fencing, And Other Amenities (Such As 

Indicated By Streetscape Designs)

Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

2 - 5

7.5 Repair/Replace Fencing Along Main 

Street (Arcade Pond)

Planning, Department Of 

Public Works, Local Business 

Association

1 & 2

7.6 Clean-Up Sidewalk (Remove Weeds, 

Etc.) Along Roadways Whitinsville Center 

& Rockdale

Planning, Department Of 

Public Works, Local Business 

Association

1 & 2
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Village Revitalization Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

7.7 (Re)Install Flower Boxes At Memorial 

Square

Planning, Department Of 

Public Works, Local Business 

Association

1 & 2

7.8 Improve Grass/Lawn Area In Front Of 

Town Hall And Annex

Planning, Department Of Public 

Works
1 & 2

8.    Improve Wayfinding To And 

Within Village Centers.

8.1 Install Wayfinding Markers To 

Businesses, And Historic Sites At Major 

Intersections And Public Parking Sites

Planning, Department Of Public 

Works
1 - 3

8.2 Install Clear Signage For Public Parking
Planning, Department Of Public 

Works
2

8.3 Conduct A Parking Study In Major 

Village Centers
Planning 2 & 3

9.    Preserve And Renovate Downtown 

Buildings.

9.1 Work With State Representatives 

To Find Or Develop Programs To Help 

Fund The Costs Of Improving Vacant/

Underutilized Historic Buildings.

Planning, State Reps, Local 

Business Association, Blackstone 

Valley Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

1 - 5

9.2 Pursue Façade Improvements 

Programs.

Planning, Local Business 

Association
2 - 5

9.3 Consider Expanding Historic Mill 

Overlay District To Other Mills In 

Northbridge, Especially The Whitinsville 

Machine Works And The Rockdale Mill

Planning 1

10.   Revitalize Individual Village 

Centers In Keeping With Their 

Character.

10.1 Create Conceptual Master Plan For 

Redevelopment Of Downtown Rockdale, 

Including Potential Channelization Of 

Riverbank Area.

Planning, Army Corps Of 

Engineers
3

10.2 Construct Channelization Of 

Riverbank Area

Planning, Army Corps Of 

Engineers
5 

10.3 Adopt Zoning For Mixed-Use 

Development With Minimal Setbacks And 

Shared Parking.

Planning, Local Business 

Association
3

10.4 Explore Mixed Use Zoning For 

Whitin Machine Works, Including 

Possible Residential Uses, Boutique 

Hotel, Conference Center, Commercial, 

Manufacturing, Etc. 

Planning, Local Business 

Association
1

10.5 Work With Existing Landlords And 

Tenants To Establish Viable Uses, Including 

Retail, Restaurants, And Services. 

Planning, Local Business 

Association
1
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Village Revitalization Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

10.6 Consider Adoption Of Model 

Traditional Neighborhood Development 

Ordinance To Encourage Infill 

Development In Appropriate Areas

Planning 1 & 2

10.7 Encourage Local, Area Business 

Associations To Develop Recruitment 

Priorities And Prospect Lists To Better 

Market The Villages To Businesses, 

Developers And Brokers

Planning, Local Business 

Association, Blackstone Valley 

Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

1 & 2

10.8 Engage Business Leaders In 

Downtown Programming And Other 

Revitalization Strategies.

Planning, Local Business 

Association, Blackstone Valley 

Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

1 - 5

10.9 Develop Downtown Activities And 

Events Such As Art Walks, Sidewalk Sales, 

Farmers’ Markets, Restaurant Week, Etc. 

(If There Is Sufficient Density Of Offerings). 

Planning, Local Business 

Association, State Park Standing 

Committee

2 - 5

10.10 Assess Need For Establishment Of 

Design Guidelines
Planning 1

11.    Preserve Existing Businesses.

11.1 Inventory Existing Businesses And 

Vacancies In Village Centers To Determine 

Business Mix, Needs, And Opportunities.

Planning, Local Business 

Association, Blackstone Valley 

Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

1

11.2 Build Relationships With Local 

Business Owners.

Planning, Local Business 

Association, Blackstone Valley 

Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

1 - 5

11.3 Assess the need for formula business 

limitations in Whitinsville and other areas 
Planning 1-5

11.4 Identify At-Risk Business Owners And 

Those Needing Succession Plans; Develop 

Intervention Strategies To Assist Them.

Planning, Local Business 

Association, Blackstone Valley 

Chamber Of Commerce / 

Worcester Regional Chamber Of 

Commerce

2 - 5
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Industrial Development Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

12.    Revitalize Existing Historic Mill   

Buildings.

12.1 Promote Use Of Mill Buildings 

As Business Incubators.

Planning, Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

2 - 5

12.2 Amend Current Mill Zoning 

To Allow Live/Work Space In Mill 

Buildings To Promote Greater 

Utilization And To Encourage The 

“Creative Economy.”

Planning 1 - 3

12.3 Encourage Smaller 

Manufacturing And Innovative Uses 

In The Mill Buildings.

Planning, Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

2 - 5

12.4 Conduct Outreach To Existing 

Mill Owners And Potential 

Entrepreneurs To Pursue A Variety Of 

Uses, Including Light Manufacturing, 

Breweries, Co-Work Space, And 

Makerspaces.

Planning, Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

2 - 5

13.    Conduct A Business Retention 

Program.

13.1 Conduct Proactive Outreach 

To Existing Industrial Businesses To 

Determine Needs And Future Plans.

Local Business Association, 

Blackstone Valley Chamber Of 

Commerce / Worcester Regional 

Chamber Of Commerce

1 - 5

14.    Encourage Development In 

Industrial Zones Along Major 

Transit Corridors

14.1 Consider An Overlay District 

Or Changes To I-1 And I-2 Zones To 

Allow Wider Number Of Uses By-

Right

Planning 1 - 2

Land Use and Regulations Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

15.    Update Town’s Zoning Bylaw 

To Incorporate Modern Terms, 

Definitions, And Provisions.

15.1 Reassign Permit Granting 

Authority From The ZBA To The 

Planning Board

Planning 1

15.2 Update Zoning Bylaw To 

Incorporate More Specific, 

Commonly Used Land Use Terms 

Rather Than How Uses Are Currently 

Defined In Our Zoning Bylaw

Planning 1

15.3 Ensure That All Defined Land-

Use Terms Are Reflected In The Use-

Tables

Planning 1
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Land Use and Regulations Actions Responsible Party
Time 
Frame 
(Year)

15.4 Review Zoning Bylaws To Better 

Define Their Scope And Purpose.

Planning 1 & 2

15.5 Expand By-Right Uses In 

Business, Industrial And Commercial 

Overlay Districts To Allow For 

Greatest Flexibility For Developers 

And Business Owners.

Planning 2 & 3

16.    Streamline Municipal 

Procedures To Facilitate Business 

Development.

16.1 Continue Practice Of Holding 

Interdepartmental Review Meetings 

To Ensure All Parties Are Aware 

Of Opportunities And Potential 

Problems. 

Planning, Business / Property 

Owners, Local Business Association
1

16.2 Develop A Fast-Track Permitting 

Process, Such As E-Permitting
Building Department 1

17.    Explore Innovative By-Laws 

And Guidelines  For Commercial 

Centers

17.1 Consider Village Center 

By-Law And Design Guidelines 

For Whitinsville, Rockdale And 

Plummer’s Corner

Planning 1

17.2 Consider A Shared Parking 

Bylaw Planning 3
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APPENDIX A 

Public Forum Results: Prioritization Process 



  Northbridge Economic Development Strategic Plan Public Forum Results 
  Tuesday, April 11, 2017 7:00 pm – 9:00 pm  
 

                                                       NORTHBRIDGE EDSP PUBLIC FORUM 
BREAKOUT TOPIC A. – Resources and Needs 

CONSENSUS – TOP SUGGESTIONS 

Rank Resources #Votes  Rank Needs #Votes 

#1 History, beauty (8) 
8 #1 

Restaurants 
5 

#2 
Great place to raise a 
family         

3 #2 
Walking/ biking trails 

3 

#3 

Community Center                                                                       
1 

Parking 
3 

Lots of churches 
1 #3 

Shopping/ retail 
2 

Open space, rural 
community 

1 #4 
Infrastructure for business 

1 

Summer events 
1  

Jobs for kids, adults 
0 

Walkable 1 Maintenance of recreation 
facilities 

0 

Low taxes, affordable 
1 

Industry, entertainment 
0 

Recreation facilities 1 Downtown: sidewalks in 
poor shape, trash 

0 

 

NORTHBRIDGE EDSP PUBLIC FORUM 
BREAKOUT TOPIC B. – OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS                                  

CONSENSUS- TOP SUGGESTIONS 

Rank Suggestion # Votes 

#1 

Outdoor recreation 

 Bike path, trails (4) 

 Nation Park (1) 

 Recreation fields (1) 

6 

Downtown 

 Downtown [generally] (2) 

 Not kid friendly (2) 

 Lack of parking (1) 

 Traffic- Downtown through Plummers Corner (1) 

6 

#2 

Undeveloped land 

 Route 146 (3) 

 Industrial land near/ on Providence Road (2) 

 Sewer near Walmart (0) 

 Undeveloped land near Upton Forest (0) 

5 

#3 

Mills 

 Mills [generally] (3) 

 Linwood  (0) 

3 
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#4 

Plummers Corner 

 Plummers Corner [generally] (0) 

 Stop sign at Church and Quaker (2) 

2 

#5 
Agriculture 1 

Beavers 1 

#6 

Golf Course 0 

Castle Hill Road 0 

River Act 0 

Zoning 0 

Ledge/topography 0 

Rockdale  

 Parking 

 Flood zone 

0 

 

NORTHBRIDGE EDSP PUBLIC FORUM 

BREAKOUT TOPIC C - COMMUNITY VISION 

CONSENSUS – TOP SUGGESTIONS 

Rank Vision # Votes 

#1 

Promote Historic District Tourism 

 Make the downtown district more walkable 

 Attract more amenities like restaurants, shops and hotels to the 
district 

 Build on the town’s unique history with educational and cultural 
events 

23 
 

#2 

Promote creative reuse of mill spaces:  

 Hotel 

 Conference center 

 Restaurants 

 Housing 

13 

#3 

Increased village center business 

 Boutique shops 

 Restaurants 

11 

#4 

Educational anchor institution brought to town 

 Community College 

 Work-force development program 

4 

#5 

Promote small businesses and the arts 

 Incubator spaces 

 Maker-spaces 

2 

#6 
Variety of business types along RT 122, not just industry 

2 

#7 
Make downtown a hub for business 
 

0 
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#8 
Promote natural assets: purgatory chasm 

0 

#9 
Attract high paying manufacturing jobs 
 

0 

 

NORTHBRIDGE ESDP PUBLIC FORUM 
BREAKOUT TOPIC D. – DETAILED DEVELOPMENT SCENARIOS 

CONSENSUS – TOP SUGGESTIONS 

Rank Site # Votes 
#1 Castle Hill Farm 

 Open Space, dog park 

 Farmland historic district 

 Conference/event center 

15 

#2 Promote Development of 43D Sites 

 Main St. by Route 148 Interchange  

 Linwood Cotton Mill 

11 

Develop an Outdoor Recreational Economy 

 Blackstone River – fishing, canoe/kayaking launch 

 Mumford River/mill pond network – fishing, canoe/kayaking launch 

 Meadow Pond – bathing  

 Old canal - extend hiking/mountain bike trail 

 Land surrounding Upton State Forest – expanded hiking, mountain 
biking 

11 

#3 Utilize Mill Complexes For Mixed Use, Incubator Space, Shops, Restaurants  10 

#4 Whitinsville Historic District – Develop Tourist Industry 

 Whitin Lasell Manor – 10,000sf.  Weddings/event/conference space  

 Whitin Mill 

 Aldrich School 

9 

#5 Downtown Whitinsville/Main St. – more parking, kid friendly attractions, 
boutiques, specialty shops, restaurants, keep historic 

8 

Rte. 122 – undeveloped land across from Harbro Motors 8 

#6 Providence Rd. Brownfield Site (old junkyard) 7 

#7 Rockdale Village – mixed use, restaurants, retail, antiques 4 

#8 Plumber’s Corner – expand business zone 3 

Osterman Commercial Park 3 

#9 Tree Cleared Area Between Church St. and Rte 122 2 

#10 Northbridge Centre Congregational Church 0 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

Leakage Analysis 



 

Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
The Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis examines the quantitative aspect of the community's retail 
opportunities. It is a guide to understanding retail opportunities but it is not an analysis that indicates 
unconditional opportunities. The analysis is sometimes called "a gap analysis" or "a supply and demand 
analysis" and can aid in the following:
 
- Indicating how well the retail needs of local residents are being met
- Uncovering unmet demand and possible opportunities
- Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the local retail sector
- Measuring the difference between estimated and potential retail sales
 
Understanding Retail Leakage
 
Retail leakage means that residents are spending more for products than local businesses capture. Retail sales 
leakage suggests that there is unmet demand in the trade area and that the community can support 
additional store space for that type of business.
 
However, retail leakage does not necessarily translate into opportunity. For example, there could be a strong 
competitor in a neighboring community that dominates the market for that type of product or store.
 
Understanding Retail Surplus
 
A retail surplus means that the community's trade area is capturing the local market plus attracting non-local 
shoppers. A retail surplus does not necessarily mean that the community cannot support additional business. 
Many communities have developed strong clusters of stores that have broad geographic appeal. Examples of 
these types of retailers include: sporting goods stores, home furnishing stores, restaurants, and other specialty 
operations that become destination retailers and draw customers from outside the trade area.
 
Examining the quantitative aspects (Leakage/Surplus) is only part of the evaluation of community's retail 
opportunities. Before any conclusions can be drawn about potential business expansion or recruitment 
opportunities, qualitative considerations such as trade area psychographics and buying habits must be 
analyzed in context of other market factors.
 
Interpreting Leakage Index
 
1.0 = equilibrium, meaning that demand and sales in the area being analyzed are in balance.
.80 = demand exceeds sales by 20%, meaning that consumers are leaving the area being analyzed.
1.2 = sales exceed demand by 20%, meaning that consumers are coming from outside the area being 
analyzed.

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Leakage/Surplus Index by Major Store Type

The quantitative comparison of retail leakage and surplus in the twelve major store types shown in the chart 
and table below provides an initial measure of market opportunities. Combining this analysis with the 
knowledge of the local retail situation will take the process of identifying retail possibilities one step further.
 
Figure 1 provides the leakage/surplus indices and following is the sales potential and estimated sales for major 
store types.
 

     Figure 1. Leakage/Surplus Index and Estimated and Potential Sales by Major Store Types

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Motor Vehicle Parts & Dealers 124,253,206 75,807,179 0.6
Furniture & Home Furnishing Stores 11,678,366 4,946,989 0.4
Electronics & Appliance Stores 11,882,276 4,917,169 0.4
Building Material & Garden Equipment & Supply Dealers 50,322,371 23,053,759 0.5
Food & Beverage Stores 81,927,001 61,911,900 0.8
Health & Personal Care Stores 32,748,173 14,184,445 0.4
Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores 43,744,309 259,500 0.0
Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book, & Music Stores 11,725,125 1,208,584 0.1
General Merchandise Stores 87,314,774 40,699,489 0.5
Miscellaneous Store Retailers 15,157,080 6,216,517 0.4
Foodservice & Drinking Places 80,408,207 58,409,438 0.7
Total 551,160,888 291,614,969 0.5

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Motor Vehicle Parts & Dealers
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Automotive Dealers 104,722,254 64,865,172 0.6
Other Motor Vehicle Dealers 7,053,305 657,628 0.0
Automotive Parts, Accessories, & Tire Stores 12,477,647 10,284,379 0.8
Total Motor Vehicle Parts & Dealers 124,253,206 75,807,179 0.6

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Furniture & Home Furnishing Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Furniture Stores 5,612,803 1,743,358 0.3
Home Furnishing Stores 6,065,563 3,203,631 0.5
Total Furniture & Home Furnishing Stores 11,678,366 4,946,989 0.4

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Electronics & Appliance Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Household appliance stores 1,718,135 1,699,660 1.0
Electronics Stores 10,164,141 3,217,509 0.3
Total Electronics & Appliance Stores 11,882,276 4,917,169 0.4

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Building Material & Garden Equipment & Supply Dealers
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Home Centers 23,253,923 0 0.0
Paint and Wallpaper Stores 1,797,234 20,852 0.0
Hardware Stores 3,470,705 13,896,476 4.0
Other Building Material Dealers 15,795,938 7,816,731 0.5
Outdoor Power Equipment Stores 846,346 312,879 0.4
Nursery, garden center, & farm supply stores 5,158,225 1,006,821 0.2
Total Building Material & Garden Equipment & Supply Dealers 50,322,371 23,053,759 0.5

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Food & Beverage Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Supermarkets and Other Grocery (except Convenience) Stores 69,252,651 48,181,744 0.7
Convenience Stores 2,991,471 2,289,272 0.8
Specialty Food Stores 2,826,719 691,793 0.2
Beer, Wine, & Liquor Stores 6,856,160 10,749,091 1.6
Total Food & Beverage Stores 81,927,001 61,911,900 0.8

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Health & Personal Care Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Pharmacies and Drug Stores 27,104,297 12,876,305 0.5
Cosmetics, Beauty Supplies and Perfume Stores 1,827,824 241,026 0.1
Optical Goods Stores 1,710,609 468,524 0.3
Other Health and Personal Care Stores 2,105,443 598,590 0.3
Total Health & Personal Care Stores 32,748,173 14,184,445 0.4

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Mens Clothing Stores 2,651,514 0 0.0
Womens Clothing Stores 6,795,785 211,017 0.0
Childrens and Infants Clothing Stores 1,969,750 0 0.0
Family Clothing Stores 18,144,280 0 0.0
Clothing Accessories Stores 1,792,143 0 0.0
Other Clothing Stores 2,288,439 48,483 0.0
Shoe Stores 4,458,912 0 0.0
Jewelry Stores 5,266,575 0 0.0
Luggage & Leather Goods Stores 376,911 0 0.0
Total Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores 43,744,309 259,500 0.0

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book, & Music Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Sporting Goods Stores 6,139,593 1,030,905 0.2
Hobby, Toy, and Game Stores 2,653,328 20,683 0.0
Sewing, Needlework, and Piece Goods Stores 588,424 48,728 0.0
Musical Instrument and Supplies Stores 552,349 67,306 0.1
Book Stores 1,341,450 40,962 0.0
News Dealers and Newsstands 449,981 0 0.0
Total Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book, & Music Stores 11,725,125 1,208,584 0.1

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of General Merchandise Stores
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Department Stores 24,734,513 37,765,158 1.5
Warehouse Clubs & Superstores 54,242,732 1,356,434 0.0
All Other General Merchandise Stores 8,337,529 1,577,897 0.2
Total General Merchandise Stores 87,314,774 40,699,489 0.5

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Miscellaneous Store Retailers
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Florists 715,221 679,702 1.0
Office Supplies and Stationery Stores 1,663,486 56,672 0.0
Gift, Novelty, and Souvenir Stores 2,311,984 3,824,655 1.7
Used Merchandise Stores 2,045,179 259,782 0.1
Other Miscellaneous Store Retailers 8,421,210 1,395,706 0.2
Total Miscellaneous Store Retailers 15,157,080 6,216,517 0.4

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sub-Categories of Foodservice & Drinking Places
 
 

Store Type Potential Estimated Sales Surplus/Leakage
Special Food Services 8,647,139 8,011,510 0.9
Drinking Places (Alcoholic Beverages) 3,886,568 425,511 0.1
Restaurants and Other Eating Places 67,874,500 49,972,417 0.7
Total Foodservice & Drinking Places 80,408,207 58,409,438 0.7

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis
 

10-minute drive-time around 42.151632, -71.649441

Sources and Methodology

The primary data sources used in the construction of the database include:
 
- Current Year CAPE (Census Area Projections & Estimates) Consumer Expenditure Estimates
- Census of Retail Trade, Merchandise Line Sales
- Census Bureau Monthly Retail Trade
 
The Census of Retail Trade presents a table known as the Merchandise Line summary, which relates 
approximately 120 merchandise lines (e.g. hardware) to each of the store types. For each merchandise line, 
the distribution of sales by store type can be computed, yielding a conversion table which apportions 
merchandise line sales by store type.
 
 
The CAPE (Census Area Projections & Estimates) Consumer Expenditure database was re-computed to these 
merchandise lines by aggregating both whole and partial categories, yielding, at the block group level, a 
series of merchandise line estimates which are consistent with the CAPE Consumer Expenditure database.
 
These two components were then combined in order to derive estimated potential by store type. The results 
were then compared to current retail trade statistics to ensure consistency and completeness.      
 

All estimates, projections or forecasts in this model are subject to errors, including statistical error, error due to the subjective nature of some data, error due to changes in demographics, error based on 
lagging competitor information or growth data, and error due to factors that are not included in the model. The user assumes all risk of reliance on this information.
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APPENDIX C 

Route 146 43D Expedited Permitting Site 

 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

Fast Track Permitting Model  

 



CITY OF WESTFIELD 
(7-1-10) 

 

FAST TRACK PERMITTING 

 

The City of Westfield has developed a Fast Track Permitting Process comprised of two 

components, its Round Table Review process, and its Zoning Combined Permitting. 

 

ROUND TABLE REVIEW 

 

Every Thursday morning from 10 a.m. to noon staff from the various city departments that are 

involved in project permitting meet to review projects.  This includes representatives from: 

 

 Planning 

 Community Development 

 Conservation 

 Engineering 

 Building Inspector 

 Zoning 

 Water 

 Sewer 

 Gas & Electric 

 Health 

 Assessors 

 Police 

 Fire 

 Licensing 

 

Round Table participants are the city’s technical staff and do not include elected officials or 

board/commission members.  This allows Round Table meetings to be closed (i.e. not open to 

the public or newspaper reporters) and projects can be discussed frankly and confidentially 

without fear of reading about them prematurely in the newspaper. 

 

While the “Round Table” has evolved to review many types of construction and public works 

projects and conducts most pre-construction conferences, it was primarily established to expedite 

the review of zoning related permits (i.e. Special Permits and Site Plan Approvals).  Round Table 

reviews offer a one-stop comprehensive review of all projects.   

 

While all projects go to the Round Table once they are formally filed, applicants are strongly 

encouraged to bring their projects to the Round Table at a project’s earliest stages of plan 

development and prior to its formal Submission to the Planning Board or other permit granting 

authority.  Our mantra of “come early and come often” is sound advice.  The primary function of 

the Round Table is to identify and address problems as early in the process as possible so that 

when a project is formally filed it has already received the approval of the relevant city 

departments.  For example, it makes for a much smoother Public Hearing if, when the question is 

asked about traffic issues, it can be reported that those aspects have already been reviewed and 

approved by the City Engineer, Public Works Director and Police Department.  Attending the 

Round Table early in the plan development process also allows for easier identification of, and 

more efficient coordination with, any other local or state permitting that might be required.  

Participation in this process goes a long way to avoiding last minute surprises. 

 

ZONING, COMBINED PERMITTING 

(Special Permit/Site Plan Approval/Storm Water Management) 

 

A number of years ago the city modified its zoning so that, when numerous Special Permits 

and/or Site Plan Approvals were required for a project, they could all be combined into a single 

application requiring a single Public Hearing before a single permit granting authority. 



 

While state law allows up to 155 days for a permit to be acted on once it has been formally filed, 

that timetable has been radically shorted by Westfield’s fast track permitting system. 

 

In 2009: 

 the 650,000sf Home Depot Rapid Deployment Center was approved by the Planning 

Board in 22 days 

 the J.Dirats & Company Inc. 14,400sf addition was approved in 19days 

 Cargill’s replacement Salt Storage Building permitting took 21 days 

 all took only one Planning Board meeting and were approved on the night that their 

Public Hearing was closed. 

 

In relating this to other recent large scale projects: 

 A. Duie Pyle’s 240,000 sf warehouse/distribution expansion (2008) took 18 days (one 

meeting) from filing to approval. 

 Preferred Freezer’s 150,000 sf distribution facility (2005) took 18 days 

 Lowe’s 116 acre flatbed distribution center approval (2004) took two meetings (a total of 

43 days) 

 Home Depot’s 100,000 sf retail facility (2003) took 60 days. 

 

Of the 20 Special Permit/Site Plan Approval/Storm Water Management permits approved by the 

Planning Board in 2008: 

 14 were approved within 14-33 days of their filing  

  4 were approved within 48 days of their filing 

  the other two were filed in the winter and decisions were delayed because of 

Conservation Commission issues that had to wait until the spring thaw  

 14 were approved in one meeting, on the same night that the Public Hearing was held and 

closed 

 all 20 were approved on the evening that their Public Hearing was closed. .  

 

Of the 18 permits approved by the Planning Board in 2007: 

 10 were approved within 33 (or less) days of their filing  

 5 of those taking longer then 33 days were filed/processed during the Summer meeting 

schedule (once/month)  

 10 were approved in one meeting, on the same night that the Public Hearing was held and 

closed 

 the other 8 were approved in two consecutive meetings 

 all 18 were approved on the evening that the Public Hearing was closed.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
These Design Standards complement the South Hadley Falls Smart Growth District By-Law 
(SHFSGD) and establish the design requirements for development within the District. 
 
2. PURPOSE 
 
The Design Standards include both binding design standards for compliance and non-binding 
guiding principles. The Design Standards shall be used by the Planning Board in their review and 
consideration of development proposals pursuant to the SHFSGD By-Law. 
 
3. APPLICABILITY 
 
These Design Standards apply to all proposed development within the Downtown Smart Growth 
District that is subject to Plan Approval under the provisions of Section 7(V)(11.) of the Zoning 
By-Laws. 
 
The Planning Board, at its discretion, can approve minor deviations from the Design Standards 
if, in its opinion, such deviations contribute to the goals articulated in Section 5 below more 
effectively than literal compliance with specific requirements. 
 
Applicants should clarify how proposed deviations further the goals of the Town as defined by 
the Guiding Principles. 
 
These Design Standards do not exempt applicants from obtaining all required permits and 
complying with all applicable building codes, laws, and regulations in force. 
 
4. DEFINITIONS 
 
Definitions in Section 7(V)(2.) of the Town of South Hadley Zoning By-Laws apply to these 
Design Standards. Where referenced, the Primary Commercial Streets in the SHFSGD shall be 
those portions of Main Street, Canal Street and Bridge Street. 
 
5. GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 

5.1 Support Mixed Use Development 
Downtown South Hadley Falls has historically contained a mix of uses: residential, office, 
retail, mass-transit, and governmental--that all contribute to the community center character. 
New mixed-use development should contribute to the overall mix of uses within the district 
to and support architectural design that marks South Hadley Falls’ identity. New residences, 
restaurants, and commercial development will bring people to downtown to shop, live, work, 
and engage in civic and cultural activities. Mix use development will add to the employment, 
residential, commercial and cultural opportunities and enrich the varied societal life of 
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Downtown South Hadley Falls. Together they create the livable and vibrant communities that 
the “Smart Growth” district is intended to promote. 
 
5.2 Reinforce Broader Town Goals to Enliven the Downtown 
New development and adaptive reuse should enhance the character of downtown South 
Hadley Falls and its community amenities, including sidewalks, crosswalks, street trees, 
lighting, and pedestrian oriented spaces, and it should use these improvements to make 
connections to open spaces, public buildings and public transportation. 
 
5.3 Balance Unity and Variety and Create Legibility 
These design standards are intended to ensure that new buildings are compatible with the 
existing town center. It is in the Town’s interest to promote variety as well. The creative use 
of forms, materials and unique uses that give vitality to South Hadley Falls’ center is 
encouraged. Legibility of spaces is especially encouraged – a clear definition of public, semi-
public, semi private, and private zones; residential, retail, commercial and public uses; usable 
open spaces and enclosed building volumes; and vehicular and pedestrian areas. 
 
5.4 Protect and Preserve Historic and Cultural Resources 
New development should be compatible with nearby buildings and streetscape patterns. The 
adaptive reuse of historic buildings is encouraged. New construction should respect the 
patterns of New England Village construction that have and continue to define the downtown 
area, including reinforcing the street line by moving the buildings next to the sidewalk in 
commercial areas, creating an intimately scaled rhythm of façade features. 
 
5.5 Promote Sustainable Development 
Sustainable construction techniques and materials should be incorporated in new construction 
in the District. Renovation of existing buildings should seek to improve energy efficiency 
within the building. Water conservation and energy efficiency should be a central goal in the 
selection of building components and building systems. 

 
6. BUILDING DESIGN STANDARDS 
 

6.1 Massing 
6.1.1 Front Façade Setback - A minimum 
of 60% of front facades at ground level 
shall be located at the minimum setback 
line to reinforce the street line. When the 
space between the façade and setback line 
is specifically designed for pedestrian 
uses, such as outdoor dining, the 
maximum setback shall be permitted. 
Stepped back portions of the front façade 
at ground level are encouraged to 
articulate entries and provide variety. 
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6.1.2 Building Step-Back Requirements 
The front and rear facades of four story 
buildings shall step back a minimum of 
five (5) feet from the primary building 
face at either the second or fourth floor 
levels over 50% of their length, or offer 
alternative strategies for scaling the 
building height to the pedestrian must be 
offered.  Where buildings abut a 
residential district, the side yard step-
back shall be such that the maximum 
building envelope is bounded by a line 
projected from the property line at a 1 to 
2 ratio (63.4°) 

 
6.1.3 Mixed use buildings 
shall use proportions – a 
dominant horizontality for 
commercial, and a 
dominant verticality for 
residential – to give 
legibility to building uses. 
 
6.1.4 Special functions 
with public significance 
such as theaters, 
educational uses, and 
exhibitions spaces, shall be 
differentiated in form to 
articulate their role in the 
downtown environment. 

 
6.2 Appearance 

6.2.1 Projecting bays, recesses, and cornices are encouraged at all floor levels to define 
proportions noted above. Building façades over 40’ in length are required to have a 
change in plane articulated by projecting or recessed bays, balconies, or setbacks. 
 
6.2.2 Horizontal elements such as belt courses, projecting cornices, canopies, and step 
backs should be combined with vertical elements such as recesses, projecting bays, 
parapets and vertically aligned windows, to create facades that may evoke but do not 
imitate the historic buildings of South Hadley Falls. Projected elements 2 feet and less 
may be located within the setback areas. Projections into the public right-of-way shall 
comply with the requirements of the Massachusetts State Building Code 780 CMR. 
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6.2.3 Façade elements shall continue around to all sides of buildings visible from the 
street. Elements can be simplified at the rear of buildings to clarify a front/back 
hierarchy. 
 

6.2.4 Rooftop mechanical equipment 
shall be set back from building facades 
so that it is not visible from street 
views, screened from view behind 
parapets or enclosed within 
architectural elements that integrate it 
into the building design. Screening 
elements shall incorporate sound 
control devices or construction that 
mitigates equipment noise. Roofs shall 
not be visible from street views, except 
that mansard roofs may be used at the 
top floor of three or four story 
buildings. For any buildings, visible 
roofs shall not exceed walls in their 
respective visible proportions from 
street views. 

 
6.2.5 Existing building facades with architectural significance are to be incorporated into 
new construction wherever feasible. Protected buildings can be changed only with the 
approval of the South Hadley Historical Commission. 
 
6.2.6 Franchise Architecture, distinctive building design that is trademarked or identified 
with a particular chain or corporation and is generic in nature, shall not be allowed in the 
SHFSGD: To maintain the unique character of Downtown South Hadley Falls, buildings 
shall not be branded using an architectural style of a company. 

 
Franchises or national chains may 
adapt their architectural style to 
follow these Design Standards, to 
create a building that is compatible 
with Downtown South Hadley 
Falls. 

 
6.3 Entries 

6.3.1 Entries are to be clearly 
articulated with projecting canopies 
or recesses for convenience, way-
finding, and to activate the street 
front and pedestrian spaces. 
Residential and commercial entries 
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shall be separated as required in the District By-Law. 
 
6. 32 Retail and commercial entries will face a public sidewalk and are to be primarily 
transparent to reinforce the public nature of the ground floor uses, and they are to be 
flanked by primarily transparent façade elements to reinforce this perception. 
 
6.3.3 Lighting and signage 
shall be integrated into the 
entry design to reinforce the 
public nature of the entry. 
 
6.3.4 Entries to upper floor 
residential and commercial 
uses are encouraged on 
commercial streets, but shall 
not interrupt the perceived 
continuity of the commercial 
streetscape. 

 
6.4 Fenestration 

6.4.1 Fenestration shall reinforce the dominant horizontality for commercial uses and a 
dominant verticality for residential uses to give legibility to different uses. 
 
6.4.2 Ground floor commercial and retail uses shall be a minimum of 60% glass. The 
view into the first floor commercial or retail windows shall be maintained with a view 
into the sales floor or seating area. View windows shall not be blocked. Merchandise 
displays shall not include full-height backdrops that block the view. 

 
Transom windows above view 
windows and doors are 
encouraged. Upper floor 
residential and commercial 
uses shall have relatively less 
glass area to emphasize the 
public nature of the street-
front uses. Glass shall be 
clear, or reflective only to the 
extent that such reflectivity 
reduces interior heat. Mirror 
glass is not permitted. 
 

No appliqués or other such deliberate screening shall be permitted. Signage on glass shall 
be as permitted in Section 8. 
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6.4.3 Protecting ground floor 
fenestration and defining 
commercial street fronts with 
overhanging awnings or 
canopies is encouraged. 
Operable windows and doors 
onto balconies and terraces at 
upper floor uses are 
encouraged. 

 
6.5 Materials 

6.5.1 Allowed exterior finishes include, but are not limited to brick, stone, cast stone or 
other finished masonry, cementitious panels, glass, metal, wood, and cellular PVC trim. 
 
6.5.2 Prohibited materials include vinyl siding and EIFS, although these materials may be 
used on facades not visible from the primary commercial streets provided such materials 
are detailed and installed in such a manner as to be consistent with the intent of these 
Design Standards. 
 
6.5.3 Changes in materials are encouraged to reinforce the massing requirements noted 
above. When change in material or colors occur, they shall articulate the difference 
between public and private uses, upper floors and lower floors. 
 
6.5.4 Materials shall continue around to all sides of buildings, which are visible from the 
street or public parking areas. Elements can be simplified at the rear of buildings to 
clarify a front/back hierarchy 
 
6.5.5 Blank facades are not permitted. Changes in material, which are accompanied by a 
change in plane, vertical and / or horizontal elements shall be used to provide a pedestrian 
scale in areas where windows and doors are not functionally required. 

 
7. SITE DESIGN STANDARDS 
 

7.1 Sidewalks 
7.1.1 New sidewalks shall not interrupt the continuity of existing sidewalk materials and 
dimensions. However, recessed entries and widened sidewalks devoted to outdoor uses, 
such as dining, can receive special materials and articulation that give spatial definition to 
these functions. 
 
7.1.2 Amenities that increase the comfort of pedestrian movement along sidewalks such 
as lighting, projecting canopies, and street trees are required. 
 
7.1.3 Usable open spaces adjoining sidewalks that create activated pedestrian areas for 
dining, farmers markets, etc. , are encouraged, especially those in the vicinity of public 
uses such as the commuter rail station. 
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7.1.4 Improvements to adjacent crosswalks, curbing and sidewalks to accommodate 
increased pedestrian activity associated with new developments are encouraged. 

 
7.2 Driveways and Parking 

7.2.1 Driveways shall not interrupt the continuity of sidewalks and pedestrian spaces. 
Curb cuts shall be located away from the primary commercial streets whenever possible, 
preferably on side streets and alleys. 
 
7.2.2 Parking lots shall not face primary commercial streets or be located in front of 
buildings. Whenever possible, parking areas should be located behind buildings. 
 
7.2.3 Parking lots behind buildings shall be aggregated across property lines wherever 
possible to maximize the efficiency of the paved space and minimize the number of curb 
cuts and driveways. 
 
7.2.4 Below grade parking is encouraged, especially where existing changes in grade 
make on-grade access possible while allowing economical structuring of buildings above. 
Ramping must be incorporated within the building envelope or below grade. 
 
7.2.5 Parking areas that abut lots in residential districts shall be screened from view by 
fencing, planting or both and conform to landscaping requirements in paragraph 7.3, 
following. 
 
7.2.6 Shared parking plans for proposed developments shall be developed in cooperation 
with the Town of South Hadley and shall be compatible with the Town’s parking policy. 
 
7.2.7 All parking areas and driveways must be designed to maximize pedestrian and 
vehicular safety. No driveways are to be located within 50’ of an intersection. 

 
7.3 Landscaping 

7.3.1 Providing street trees that continue the planting plan established by the Town of 
South Hadley is encouraged. 
 
7.3.2 Landscaping at retail frontages should be minimal and not interfere with the 
connection between the sidewalk and interior uses. Landscaping to define commercial 
entries or outdoor dining areas shall not interfere with the continuity of the sidewalks. 
Landscaping to define residential entries shall not compete with or overwhelm the 
continuity of the retail frontages. 
 
7.3.3 Landscaping in parking areas is required – one tree in a minimum 50 square foot 
planting area for every 5 cars. Landscaping to buffer parking lots from adjoining 
residential areas is required. 
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7.3.4 Landscaping that creates usable public open space, or continues existing public 
open space, is encouraged, providing it does not interrupt the continuity of retail 
frontages or disengage buildings from the sidewalk in commercial areas. 
 
7.3.5 Wherever possible plantings shall be native species that require minimal irrigation 
and fertilizer. Planting of invasive species is prohibited. 
 
7.3.6 Healthy existing trees with a minimum 6” caliper and large canopy shall be 
identified and shall be identified on the Concept Plan if such plan is submitted as 
specified in 7(V)(11.) of the SHFSGD Bylaw. Proposed development shall preserve four 
of the identified healthy existing trees per acre or one per lot, whichever is greater. 

 
7.4 Lighting 

7.4.1 Façade lighting and architectural lighting shall articulate building uses and entries 
and reinforce the public nature of the sidewalk and building frontage. 
 
7.4.2 Lighting along street fronts shall reinforce rather than compete with the continuity 
of the Town’s street lighting. If the sidewalk includes street trees, streetlights shall be 
located between the trees so that the tree canopy does not interfere with illumination 
coverage. 
 
7.4.3 Lighting in parking areas and at the side and rear of buildings abutting adjoining 
properties should be designed to cut off light at the property line. 
 
7.4.4 Lighting should contribute to public safety by lighting entries, exits, and adjacent 
open spaces. 
 
7.4.5 Lighting incorporated into signage, or illuminating signage, must conform with sign 
requirements of the Zoning Bylaws of the Town of South Hadley in effect as of (date of 
adoption of the SHFSGD Bylaw). 
 
7.4.6 All lighting shall be oriented downward and otherwise conform to “dark skies” 
standards. Uplighting is permitted to light a primary entrance when the light fixture is 
mounted under an architectural element (e.g. roof, cornice, walkway, entryway or 
overhanging non-translucent eaves) so that the uplight is captured. 
 
7.4.7 Prohibited lighting includes neon or other edge-glowing sources, mercury vapor, 
low pressure sodium, high pressure sodium, searchlights, and flashing or changing light 
sources. 

 
7.5 Utility Areas and Utilities 

7.5.1 Loading docks, dumpsters, mechanical equipment and utility meters shall be 
located at the rear or side of buildings where they are not visible from primary 
commercial streets and do not interrupt the continuity of the sidewalk and building 
facades. 
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7.5.2 When loading docks, dumpsters, and mechanical equipment cannot be located 
within buildings they shall be screened by elements compatible with the architecture of 
the building. 
 
7.5.3 Where possible and feasible, shared loading areas, dumpsters, and mechanical 
equipment shall be incorporated into the design. 
 
7.5.4 No above ground electrical lines or utility cables will be permitted. 
 
7.5.5 Burial of overhead utility lines, adjacent to new development will be required. 

 
7.6 Drainage and Storm Water Management 

7.6.1 Storm water management systems shall incorporate “Best Management Practices” 
(BMP) as prescribed by the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection, in 
addition to employing Low Impact Development (LID) strategies. BMP/LID means and 
methods should be carefully integrated within the site design approach with a goal of 
decentralizing storm water management systems to the greatest extent practical and 
minimizing environmental impact of new development. The specific goals of the 
BMP/LID measures should be mitigation of post-development downstream impacts and 
achieving the highest level of water quality for all storm water runoff. 
 
7.6.2 Systems and the designed approach for storm water management should include 
elements such as infiltration chambers, landscaped swales, vegetated rain gardens, 
infiltration trenches, dry-wells, permeable pavements and other runoff controlling 
features that in combination serve to achieve BMP/LID goals. 
 
7.6.3 A Storm water Operations and Maintenance Plan shall be submitted at the time of 
application for all Development Projects to ensure compliance with the District By-Law. 
The plan shall include a map of the proposed system, specify the parties responsible for 
the system, a map of the system, easements required, and a schedule for maintenance 
tasks. 
 
7.6.4 All water from roofs and paved areas shall be retained on site, where possible, and 
recharged into the ground, or incorporated into a recovery system for use as on-site 
irrigation, gray water flushing, etc. 
 
7.6.5 Pervious paving is recommended, along with landscaping and pervious landscaped 
areas. 
 
7.6.6 Sites shall be graded as necessary to prevent ponding of water. 
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8. SIGNAGE DESIGN STANDARDS 
 

8.1 Exterior Signs 
8.1.1 Signage shall be provided to identify residential and non-residential. Signs shall be 
made of natural materials or have a natural appearance. 
 
8.1.2 A residential-only development or the residential component of a mixed use 
development project shall be permitted one sign at each principal entrance to the site. The 
sign shall identify the name and address of the development and shall not exceed 16 
square feet. 
 
8.1.3 Each mixed-use development project in the District may include a primary 
storefront sign, a storefront cantilevered sign, a display window sign and an awning, or 
some combination thereof. 
 
8.1.4 Signs on buildings should not obstruct elements such as cornices, arches, lintels, 
pediments, windows, pilasters, etc. 
 
8.1.5 Signs in the District should be designed primarily to be visible to pedestrians or 
slow moving vehicular traffic. Wording should be kept to a minimum and the use of 
logos is encouraged. 
 
8.1.6 No signmaker labels or other identification (including UL label), are permitted on 
the exposed surfaces of signs, except as may be required by the building code. If 
required, such labels or other identification shall be in an inconspicuous location. 
 
8.1.7 Awnings that are used to provide signage should be standardized by height above 
grade, type, size, materials, colors, illumination and method of installation, across the 
building façade and within the block to the largest extent practical. 

 
8.2 Primary Storefront Sign 

8.2.1 A primary storefront sign shall be 
located within a sign band beginning 
approximately 8 to 15 feet above the finish 
floor level. When a tenant has elevations 
fronting on different sides of a building, the 
tenant may have a primary storefront sign on 
each façade. Wall signs in multi-tenanted 
buildings shall be placed within the same 
sign band. The placement of wall signs on 
individual buildings shall respect the sign 
band on adjacent buildings. 
 
8.2.2 The total sign area for the primary 
storefront sign shall not contain more than 
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two square feet of sign area for each linear foot of storefront. Sign area shall be 
calculated by creating a box around the main body of the primary sign. The storefront 
lease line width multiplied by two equals the maximum sign area in square feet, and may 
not exceed 75 square feet. 
 
8.2.3 Signage above the sills of the second story windows shall be confined to painted or 
applied letters on the window glass, provided that such signs advertise the organizations 
therein. Signage is not permitted on continuous, horizontal “curtainwall” type windows in 
upper stories. 

 
8.3 Storefront Cantilevered Sign 

8.3.1 Each tenant will be allowed to construct and install a cantilevered (“blade sign”), 
installed perpendicular to the building façade, not in excess of eight (8) square feet as 
measured on one face of the sign. Any such storefront cantilevered sign shall not count 
toward the total allowable area of signage on a single façade. 
 
8.3.2 One storefront cantilevered sign will be allowed per tenant on each elevation of a 
building with a customer entrance. The sign shall be attached to the tenant storefront at a 
minimum 8’ 6” above finish floor level. 
 
8.3.3 Each storefront cantilevered sign may be externally illuminated with two integrated 
lights (one light on each sign face or panel). The sign may be square, round, elliptical or 
other shape. Complex shapes and three-dimensional letters or figures are encouraged. 
Formed plastic, injection molded plastic, and internally illuminated panels are prohibited. 
 
8.3.4 Signs on the inside or outside surface of display windows may be permitted 
provided, however, that such signage shall not cover more than ten percent (10%) of the 
display window area and shall be lighted only by building illumination (white, non-
flashing). 

 
8.4 Awnings 

8.4.1 Awnings shall be made of fire resistant, water repellent marine fabric (e.g. canvas) 
or may be constructed of metal or glass. Vinyl or vinyl-coated awning fabric will not be 
permitted. 
 
8.4.2 Patterns, graphics and stripes are encouraged. 
 
8.4.3 Continuous, uninterrupted awning spans are not permitted. Fixed awnings shall not 
span numerous bays, windows or store fronts. The awnings should delineate storefronts 
on a multi-tenant building. 
 
8.4.4 Internally illuminated awnings are not permitted, except that down lighting that is 
intended to illuminate the sidewalk may be provided under the awning. All lighting under 
a canopy shall be cutoff or recessed, with no lens dropping below the horizontal plane of 
the canopy. The light source shall not illuminate or cause the awning to “glow”. 
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8.5 Prohibited Sign Types 

The following sign types are prohibited in the SHFSGD: 
 
8.5.1 Signs employing luminous plastic letters are prohibited. 
 
8.5.2 Signs or lights that move, change, flash, or make noise are prohibited. Such 
prohibition shall include commercial balloon devices, high powered search lights and 
signage expressed or portrayed by emitted light, digital display or liquid crystal display. 
Where permitted, indicators of time or temperature may move. 
 
8.5.3 Box style cabinet signs or “can” signs are prohibited, whether internally illuminated 
or not. 
 
8.5.4 Signs utilizing paper, cardboard, Styrofoam, stickers or decals hung around, on or 
behind storefronts, or applied to or located behind the storefront glazing are prohibited. 
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PLAINFIELD VILLAGE CENTER DISTRICT 

 
DESIGN GUIDELINES 

 
 

 
These design guidelines strive to maintain and enhance a community's rural character, historic value and 
scenic charm. They encourage the use of forms and materials that are human in scale and allow 
expression of Plainfield’s sense of its small town way of life through commercial development. 
 
The overriding objective of the design guidelines is to ensure that new development and 
renovation/alterations and additions fit in well with its surroundings. These guidelines are designed with 
an emphasis on siting and design conditions to guide the design of new development in a manner that 
strengthens the mixed-use commercial thoroughfares. These guidelines strive to seek a balance 
maintaining the small town atmosphere and qualities that have historically characterized Plainfield, 
while accommodating new development that provides the opportunity for a broader mix of businesses 
and services, residential units and employment and an expanded tax base. Properly administered, these 
design guidelines will ensure that new development enhances the rural qualities valued by the 
townspeople and creates a pattern of development that is pedestrian friendly and human-scale, 
character and function. 
 
In situations where these design guidelines conflict with Zoning requirements, conformance with the 
Zoning requirements shall prevail. 
 
 

Site Design 
 
Commercial site design should respond to the natural and physical characteristics of the site and 
surrounding environment, including, but not limited to topography, vegetation, drainage patterns, and 
the surrounding built environment.  Buildings and site elements should be designed to human scale. The 
forms, massing and openings of buildings should be proportional to the size of a human figure.  Site 
Design elements to consider include: 
 
• New commercial development should seek to 

place buildings closer to roadway frontages and 
place parking to the rear/side of buildings 

 
• Site design should coordinate with adjacent sites to 

include: 

- Shared driveways/curb cuts 
- Continuation of landscaped areas or 

open space. 
- Planned access to service or refuse 

areas. Commercial Parking to Side and Rear 
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- Pedestrian circulation systems and pedestrian spaces. 
- Internal vehicular circulation systems within a shared parking area. 

 
• Shopping carts, vending machines, and newspaper racks should be stored within a building or 

screened by a wall that is integral with the architecture of the respective building. Walk-up ATM’s 
should be integrated into the design of the existing or planned building. 

 
• Utility cabinets and pedestals should be located where 

they can be screened from view. They should not be 
located within a landscaping island or in a parking lot 
where they are subject to damage by vehicles or may 
impact oncoming vehicle’s sight lines. Consideration 
should also be given to accessibility for required service 
and maintenance of such facilities. 

 
• At street corner locations commercial buildings should 

be placed at the corner to develop corner street 
frontages on both streets and avoid placement of off-
street surface parking in front yards. 

 
   

  Parking   
 
Parking lots and driveways are necessary elements in a commercial area, yet they should not visually 
dominate the environment. Parking lots should be designed to complement the building, adjacent 
buildings, and physical characteristics of the site and the character of the Town.  Parking should be 
inviting, pedestrian friendly places by paying careful attention to internal walkways, landscaping and 
lighting.  To achieve this, parking should be designed in consideration of the following elements: 
 
• Curb-cuts and turning movements should be minimized by utilizing shared driveways 
 
• Parking areas should be located behind and/or to the side of buildings whenever possible. 
 
• Parking areas should be screened with hedges, fences and 

evergreen plantings. Screening of parked cars and paved 
areas builds a positive image for the district, provides color 
and shade, and screens nearby residents from commercial 
uses.  

 
• Where it is unavoidable that parking must be adjacent to a 

residential zone, the lot should be sufficiently screened 
with evergreen trees, earth berms, fences or shrubs. 

 
 

• The capacity of the parking lot should not exceed what is required under zoning. 
 

Building “Holding” the Corner 

Landscaping/Fencing to Screen Parking 
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• Surfaced parking areas and other expansive areas with paved surfaces should be interspersed with 
landscaped areas. 

 
• Areas should be designated for snow piles that 

prevent planted areas from being used as snow 
storage. 

 
• Covered parking should be architecturally 

integrated with the adjacent buildings by using 
appropriate colors, materials and detailing. 

 
•  A landscaped buffer strip separating the sidewalk 

from adjacent parking areas maintains the 
sidewalk’s edge and provides safety and comfort 
for the pedestrian.  

 
• Granite curbs or wheel stops in parking lots prevent cars from overrunning planting areas. 
 
• Low mast and cut-off light fixtures to reduce glare and spillover into adjoining areas. 
 
 

Buildings 
 
New buildings should be designed to fit the individual characteristics of their particular site and be 
influenced by traditional New England village architecture and patterns while meeting the needs of the 
intended use and users.  Building elements to consider are: 
 
• Buildings should be oriented to create usable, safe 

and attractive pedestrian spaces, preserve significant 
natural site features and minimize the appearance of 
parking areas. 

 
• Building entries should be easily identifiable. Facade 

variations, porticos, roof variations, and architectural 
recesses or projections should be visible from public 
streets and parking areas. 
 

• The proposed building’s scale should be consistent with 
the surrounding development in the area. This can be 
accomplished by designing elements of a similar scale towards the periphery of the development/ 
building while providing a gradual transition to any larger mass toward the interior of the site.  

 
• New buildings should be proportionate in bulk, mass, style and scale to existing traditional buildings 

in the surrounding area. 
 

New England Village Architecture, 
Parking to Side and White Picket Fence 

Landscaped Parking Area 



4 

 

• New additions to existing buildings should be consistent in style and design. Drastic variations in 
height or bulk should be strongly discouraged for additions to existing buildings. 

 
• Buildings within the same development 

complex or setting should replicate a 
theme by using compatible colors, 
materials, textures, patterns, and rhythms 
found with other buildings in the complex. 

 
• A clear distinction among a building’s roof, 

body, and base to reduce the visual impact 
of the building’s mass should be 
encouraged.  In general, the base of the 
building should appear heavier than the 
rest of the building. 

 
• A gradual transition in building height away from the street is desirable.  Taller buildings should step 

down in height as they reach the street/sidewalk. Buildings should also step down in height in 
response to surrounding buildings. 

 
• The perceived height of a building may be reduced by defining and detailing a base, middle, and top 

to the building.  
- The base may be defined by landscaping adjacent to the building in concert with a 

wainscot of different material, texture or color.  
- The middle and top may be defined by the application of different colors and/or 

textures and architectural detailing.  
- An accent material should be used as a wainscot or to highlight a building mass such as 

an entry features. 
 
• The entire facade should be capped with a decorative cornice. 
 

• Buildings should be designed to break up their 
mass into smaller visual components. The 
perceived mass of a building should be 
differentiated by using some variations in rooflines 
and forms, wall offsets, modification of textures 
and colors, deepset windows, wide building 
arcades, the accenting of building entries, and the 
use of building focal points or vertical accents. 
Such architectural detailing should be consistent 
with the character of the district.  

 
• The design of freestanding structures (such as ATMs, garages, canopies, storage units, recycling or 

trash enclosures, cart corrals, and the like) should be coordinated with the primary building through 
compatibility of form, materials, details and color. 

 

Variations in Roof Forms and Offsets 

Multiple Buildings with Unifying Elements 
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Larger Scale Buildings 
 
In addition to the above Design Guidelines, parcels containing a cumulative total of 20,000 square feet 
or greater of gross building floor area should be designed according to the following additional design 
elements and be consistent with the scale and form found in Plainfield: 
 
• Buildings should use repeating architectural elements in the facade that act as visual rhythms and 

balance the scale of the building. 
 
• Site features, such as site furniture, trees 

and the entrances should be provided at 
a scale in keeping with the overall 
structure.  

 
• Architectural details should be 

incorporated to add interest and human 
scale, such as colonnades, pilasters, gable 
ends, canopies, display windows, and 
light fixtures. 

 

• For Large Scale Buildings with multiple 
tenants, each exterior customer entrance 
should meet the design standards of 
these Design Guidelines.  

 
• The ground floor facade at each customer entrance should have display windows adjacent to the 

entrance in a size complementary to the facade.  
 
• Buildings should enhance the pedestrian 

environment by providing some of the following: 
- patio/seating area  
- pedestrian area with benches 
- outdoor play area 
- water fountain 
- clock tower 
- other focal feature or amenities that enhance 

the pedestrian experience 
Such features should be constructed of materials of the 
same quality as the building and should be consistent 
with the overall site plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reducing the Mass through Architectural Variations 

Hadley Family Practice 



6 

 

Linear Commercial Buildings 
 

• All strip shopping centers, one-story multi-tenant offices and other linear commercial buildings 
should be designed with facade and roof line elements that reduce their scale and add architectural 
interest.  

 
• Buildings should use techniques to effectively scale 

down the visual appearance of the building, for 
example varied roof lines and offsets, open 
colonnades, and similar features.  

 
• Pedestrian entrances to each tenant should be clearly 

delineated to convey a sense of individuality through 
the use of architectural detailing, roof line breaks, 
landscaping and lighting.  

 
• Variations in roof lines, detailing and building height 

should be included to break up the scale of the 
building. 

 
• Raised roof lines at entry ways, clock towers or other architectural elements should be included to 

add visual interest and to help reduce the scale of the building. 
 
 
Service and Gas Stations, Convenience Stores, Car Washes and Drive-Throughs  
 
All development of these vehicular focused buildings should be designed with the following facade and 
roof line elements that reduce their scale and add architectural interest: 
 
• To reduce the impact of the vehicular focus, the building structure should be sited to face the street; 

all pump islands, canopies and drive-throughs should be located to the side or in the rear and avoid 
facing any street or residential area.  

 
• Service and gas station canopies should be visually 

compatible with the main structure through 
consistency in roof pitch, architectural detailing, 
materials and color. Pitched roofs, and fascia trim, are 
encouraged for canopies. Bands of bold color on the 
canopy and backlighting inside the canopy are 
discouraged. Any graphics on canopies should be 
considered signage, and must meet the signage 
standards of Plainfield’s Zoning Bylaw. 
  

• The drive-through should be visually subordinate to 
the design of the main building. Windows and 
canopies should be compatible with the design of the 

Architectural Detailing in Linear Facade 

Canopy Matching  
Roof Line and Colors of Building 
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building; canopy roof line should be compatible with 
the building roof line in pitch, fascia trim, material 
and other architectural detailing. 

 
• Drive-through facilities should be adequately 

screened from public view. Adequate vehicle queuing 
length should be provided to ensure that stacking 
traffic does not obstruct on-site or off-site pedestrian 
or vehicular traffic. Drive-through covers/enclosures 
should be designed to add variation to the building’s 
mass and appear integrated with its architecture. 

 
 
Prototype Signage 
 
• Buildings that derive their image primarily from applied treatments that express corporate identity 

are highly discouraged. 
 

• The building’s design must reflect and 
incorporate New England architectural 
traditions in their form, detailing and material.  

 
• Architectural forms derived from a style outside 

of New England are discouraged. New England 
regional prototypes from national franchises 
are permitted provided they meet these Design 

Guidelines.  
 
• Buildings that are stylized to the point of being a form of advertisement are discouraged. 
 
• The use of awnings, accent bands, parapet details, decorative roofing, are encouraged. However 

they shouldn’t be used to identify a business or corporate identity. 
 
 
 

Architecture/Architectural Features 
 
Buildings should have architectural features and patterns that provide visual interests at the scale of the 
pedestrian, reduce massive aesthetic effects, and recognize local character. In general, it is not 
necessary to duplicate the designs of adjacent or surrounding buildings. Rather, use similar colors, 
textures, materials, and other facade articulation techniques to enable new development to blend in 
with existing buildings. The following elements should be integral parts of the building fabric, and not 
superficially applied trim or graphics, or paint: 
 
 

McDonald’s, Stowe, VT 

Landscaping and Screening 
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Facades and Exterior Walls 
 
• All elevations of the building should be designed to match or complement the primary and front 

facade and express consistent architectural detailing and character. Blank facades are discouraged.  
 
• The maximum length of the plane of any 

facade of a large-scale building should 
be 60’; exterior walls of any building 
longer than 60’ should have recesses or 
projections at a minimum depth of 3 
feet depth and a minimum of 20 
contiguous feet and be proportional to 
the building’s height and length.  

 
• Other techniques to reduce the scale of 

the structure should be incorporated, 
such as strong shadow lines, changes in 
the roofline, patterns in the surface 
material and wall openings.  

 
• Projections used to break up the length 

of the building should extend to the 
ground.  

 
• Embellished decorative columns, capitals 

or other architectural details should be 
incorporated into storefront vertical 
support systems for the upper building 
facade. 

 
• All facade elements should be 

coordinated with the landscaping to 
ensure balance, proportion and 
continuity.  

 
• All ground floor facades that face public 

areas, including streets, should have 
display windows, entry areas or other such 
transparent features.  

 
• Developments should use features such as arcades, display windows, entry areas, or awnings along 

at least 60 percent of the facade. 
 
• Service areas, parking lots, outdoor storage yards and other similar features should not be visible 

from residential properties. 
 

Facade Plane Varies With Recesses and Changes in Rooflines 

Decorative Architectural Detailing Extending Full Height of 
Building 
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• The primary and front facade should be oriented towards the street and should be designed in a 
manner to clearly distinguish it from the other facades and to define the customer entry. This facade 
should contain elements to add scale to the entry, such as: 

- canopy 
- covered porch or arcade 
- gables and dormers 
- pilasters 
- display windows 
- outdoor seating area 
- recesses or projections in keeping with 

the scale of the building 
- peaked roof  
- unique architectural details in keeping 

with the overall building design 
- other features designed to add scale 

and visual interest to this facade 
 
• All facade elements must relate to each other and the scale of the building and form a harmonious 

overall design.  
 
• The primary and front facade should be designed to accommodate a facade-mounted sign. 
 
• All windows and door openings should be in scale with the facade 
 
• All vents, downspouts, flashing, electrical conduits, meters, HVAC equipment, service areas, loading 

docks, service connections and other functional elements should be treated as an integral part of 
the architecture. 

- downspouts and vents should be incorporated into the facade design through detailing 
and color 

- meters, utility connections, HVAC equipment and other exterior service elements should 
be contained in service closets, behind walls or located out of view from the public 

 
Materials 

 
• Traditional building materials common to Plainfield (for example, clapboards, brick and shingles) 

should be used as the primary siding material. Modern materials that have the same visual 
characteristics are acceptable.  
 

• The following materials are discouraged: highly reflective metal or plastic panels that create a glare, 
reflective metallic type paint, bronzed glass, concrete block, flat siding, “stucco” appearance, T-111, 
untreated plywood, EIFS (i.e. Dryvit), and similar materials.  

 
• Facade treatments for new buildings should be consistent with those of traditional buildings in the 

area.  
 

New England Style Building with Numerous Design Elements 
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• A limited number of material types should be used and all should be in keeping with the design of 
the building as a whole. 

 
• In all cases attention must be paid to the detail at corners, trim at openings and whenever there are 

abutting materials.  
 
• Long term maintenance requirements should be a consideration in the selection of all building 

material.  
 
Colors 
 

Traditional historic New England colors are 
appropriate for all components of the building. 
Colors should comply with California Paint’s “20th 
Century Colors of America”, or equivalent. 

 
• Trim color should be a color that complements 

the building's primary color. 
 

Roofs  
 
• Rooflines should employ the local vernacular of 

peaked roofs with appropriately scaled dormers, 
chimneys, cupolas or gables.  

 
• Buildings and gables should have an 8/12 to 12/12 pitched roof where practical.  
 
• Shed roofs are recommended only as secondary roofs to ancillary structures of a building. 
 

• Large roofs should be broken into 
appropriately scaled masses to avoid large 
continuous planes.  

 
• Roof lines should be varied with a change in 

height every 60 linear feet in the building 
length (alternating lengths may also be 
acceptable). 

• Roofs must provide overhang for pedestrian activity below. 
 
• Roof lines with projections should be designed to create strong shade/shadow patterns.  
 
• Shed roofs, false mansard, A-frames and other non-traditional roof forms should not be used as the 

primary roof line.  
 

Traditional New England Colors and Style 

Varied Roof Line 
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• Visible roofing should be composite asphalt shingles, slate, concrete tile or non-glare metal. High 
gloss roofing materials are not permitted.  

 
• The color of the roofing material should complement the color and texture of the building's facade. 

Stripes, patterns and bright or contrasting colors that would call undue attention to the roof itself 
are discouraged. 

 
• Mechanical and other roof-mounted equipment should be screened from public view, or grouped in 

a location where visibility is limited. Where used, screening of the equipment should be designed as 
an integral part of the architecture and complement the buildings mass and appearance.  

 
• Roof features should complement the character of adjoining neighborhoods. 
 
• Parapets, mansard roofs, gable roofs, hip roofs, or dormers should be used to conceal roof top 

equipment from public view. 
 
Windows 

 
• Modestly scaled, vertically oriented windows are 

most common in the local building vernacular and 
should be used. Windows should be vertical, non-
reflective, and align vertically with any windows 
above or below. 

 
• Preservation of original storefront components where 

they survive is encouraged. 
 
• Bars, solid rolling grates and scissor type horizontal 

grates are discouraged. 
 

• Window materials other than clear glass, such as 
Plexiglas or non-transparent materials or the use of 
smoked glass or reflective glazing in storefronts is 
discouraged. 

 
• Removal or covering of transom windows is 

discouraged. Awnings may be placed over transom 
windows if desired. 

 
• Display windows should be presented on all ground 

floor facades having an entrance, facing a public 
street or parking. 

 
• Windows should be recessed and should include 

visually prominent sills. 
Large Vertical Windows Bring Displays  

Out Onto the Street 

Large Vertical Windows With Awnings 
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• All windows should be framed with a minimum of 3-1/2” trim. If shutters are used, they should be 

sized to fit the opening and used for all windows on a given wall. 
 
• Windows should provide the appearance of “double hung” style with “mullions” when appropriate. 
 
Entrances 
 
• Main entryways (both front and rear) to the 

building should be visible from the street or 
public pathway or parking area. These should 
be clearly identifiable through the use of 
architectural detailing such as arches, patios, 
planters, canopies, porticos, overhangs, or 
moldings over the door, etc. 

 
• Recessed buildings and shop entrances are 

recommended to protect customers and door 
hardware and prevent doors from swinging 
into the sidewalk. 

 
• Developers are encouraged to provide 

outdoor spaces close to building entrances, for 
a variety of uses, seating/resting and aesthetic 
enhancement, to create a pedestrian friendly 
environment. 

 
• Entrances should be enhanced through the use of landscaping and appropriately placed signage. 
 
Awnings 
 
Awnings and canopies can enhance the appearance and function of a building by providing shade, 
shelter, shadow patterns and visual interest.  The following elements should be taken into 
consideration: 
 
• Canopies and awnings along storefronts are encouraged where appropriate to shade the window 

area and serve as covered walkways for pedestrians.  
 
• Awnings should be compatible in style and color with the structure on which they are located and 

should be an integral part of the design, located directly over doors or windows and placed between 
vertical architectural building elements. 

 
• They should not be made of reflective material such as metal or plastic. Their color and style should 

complement the facade of the building.  
 

Well Defined Recessed Entry with Display Windows 
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• Awnings should not obscure important architectural details by crossing over pilasters or covering 
second story windows. 

 
• Multiple awnings on a single building should be 

consistent in profile, location and valance size.  
 
• On multi-tenant buildings the awnings can vary in 

color and details but should be located at the same 
height and have a similar profile to preserve the 
architectural lines of the building. 

 
• Vinyl or plastic materials are discouraged, as are 

odd shaped awnings that do not relate to the 
building architecture. 
 

• Down lighting of awnings should also be 
discouraged as it takes away from the window 
display area where most lighting should be 
concentrated. 
 

 

Landscaping 
 
Planted trees and shrubs together with natural wooded areas and open spaces are an attractive way 
to blend commercial and business development with natural surroundings. Landscaping can also be 
used to define pedestrian spaces and soften the visual impact of suite improvements.  The following 
landscaping elements should be taken into consideration: 
 
• Appropriate landscaping should be incorporated throughout 

the site.  
 
• Where possible, the natural landscape such as slopes and 

wooded areas should be used in the site design.  
 
• To enhance the appearance of the thoroughfare, special 

attention should be give to the space between the roadway 
and the front of the building: 

- this area should be landscaped with trees, flowering shrubs, fencing, stone walls and 
other elements. 

- existing healthy trees and shrubs should be preserved or transplanted to another area 
on the site wherever possible. 

 
• Landscaping should be provided along and against all buildings to blend the building into the 

surrounding environment. Raised planters are permitted when designed to accentuate the 
architecture and enhance pedestrian spaces. 

 

Awnings as a Design Element 

Landscaping Buffering Parking/Street 
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• Store fronts should incorporate canopy trees that coordinate with the placement of arcades, 
signage, and store front windows. 

 
• Raised planters against the outer walls of commercial structures, especially at windows and 

entrances, are recommended to emphasize access into buildings. 
 
• Landscape buffers should be provided to screen commercial uses from abutting residential uses. 

Mature trees should be used to further accentuate the buffer area. This buffer should be a minimum 
of twenty (20) feet in width. 

 
• Curbing should be installed at the edges of all 

planters/medians adjacent to vehicular 
circulation and parking areas to prevent 
damage. 

 
• Selected plants and tree species should be 

easy to maintain and require low levels of 
maintenance 

 
• Proper maintenance and timely replacement 

of dead plants is encouraged. 
 

• Whenever practical, existing mature trees and natural vegetation on site that are in good and 
healthy condition should be preserved. 

 
• Use of native and indigenous plant and tree species is encouraged. 
 
• A variety of plant and tree material should be utilized to create 

interest in the landscaping during all seasons of the year. 
 
• Plant materials hardy in Zone 5 and culturally suited for proposed 

locations should be used. Native plants are encouraged. Species 
known to be invasive are highly discouraged. 

 
• Landscaping should blend with the character of existing landscape 

in adjoining areas of the site in terms of materials used, colors, 
textures, etc., to provide a visual continuity along the street 
frontage. However, the use of a variety of planting materials is 
encouraged within the site to create variety and interest. 

 
• Developers are encouraged to plant effective landscaping to buffer commercial development from 

adjacent uses and minimize adverse impacts due to noise or traffic 
 
• Wherever appropriate, cluster trees to define property edges, frame views from the street, and to 

help provide privacy between buildings and adjacent uses 
 

Landscaping Against Building/Parking on Side 

Landscaping Directing Pedestrian 
Flow 
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Public Areas 
 
• Public areas, courtyards and open seating areas should be incorporated in site designs of 

commercial and neighborhood shopping areas.  
 
• Shaded seating areas should be provided at staging (pick up) areas and break/lunch areas.  
 
• A combination of landscaping and architectural features should be used to create and define 

pedestrian seating areas. These areas should typically be placed at internal locations or near corners 
of buildings which are easily accessible to the pedestrian. 

 
• Outdoor dining areas should be placed away 

from off-site uses that are sensitive to noise 
and night-time activity. Where space allows, 
outdoor dining areas should be used to help 
synergize plazas, courtyards, and street 
frontages. 

 
• The placement of patios and plazas should 

address solar orientation and incorporate both 
landscaping and architectural elements to 
provide shade for the pedestrian. 

 

• Buildings should be oriented toward open 
spaces. 

 
• Outdoor spaces should be separated from vehicular traffic with landscaping, grade changes and 

other site features.  
 
 

Lighting 
 
• Light levels along pedestrian routes should be designed to maintain a 

balance both on-site and between adjacent commercial properties. 
 
• Light glare and excessive brightness should be eliminated. Cut-off 

fixtures, mounting height, and the elevation of potential viewers should 
all be considered to control glare effectively. 

 
• Security and service lighting should comply with all of the above. 
 
• The use of architectural lighting of building facades that result in hot spots on a building wall is 

highly discouraged. 

Downcast Shielded Lighting 

Public Courtyard Dining 
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• The use of bollard lighting for pedestrian pathways and parking areas 

is encouraged and is preferable to lights mounted on walls, posts or 
standards. 

 
• Well-lit and well-designed display windows 

and signs should be utilized for exterior 
lighting of storefronts.  

 
• Down lighting under canopies and sign 

lighting is encouraged. 
 

• Historic-style fixtures are encouraged. 
 

• Security lighting should accent the building’s architecture and provide 
illumination. 

 
 

Signage 
 
A diversity of well-designed signs is desirable within any retail area. Signs are prominent features and 
should all compliment the architecture rather than fight one another for attention. Limits on the size 
and type of signs are important to ensure that each shop can identify itself without being overwhelmed 
by larger or brighter signs.  Signage should be in scale with the respective use and in character with the 
immediate area. The following design elements should be considered: 
 
• Signage must meet all requirements of the 

Zoning Bylaw. 
 
• A sign band, or frieze (the horizontal segment 

of the storefront located above the display 
window or transom windows and below the 
second floor windows) should be utilized for 
displaying signage.  

 
• Wall signs should be integrated to appear part 

of the building facade. 
 

• On multi-tenant buildings lining up multiple 
signs is an important way to preserve order while allowing each sign to be distinctive.  The sign band 
in a multiple tenant building should have a consistent height and line. 

 
 

Pedestrian Bollard Lighting 

Sign Band 

Decorative Period Lighting  
is Encouraged 
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• Multi-tenant directory signs should clearly indicate a list 
of the tenants in an orderly, legible, manner. The sign 
itself should be compatible with the building’s 
architecture and not obscure architectural details or 
windows. 
 

• Visible raceways and transformers for individual letters 
are discouraged. 
 

• Wall signs should not obscure architectural details or 
block windows on upper floors.  

 

• Painted, raised letters, or a box sign are all 
possible methods for wall signs.  

 
• Light sources should be shielded to prevent 

glare from shining into neighboring windows or 
into the eyes of pedestrians and drivers.  

 

• Projecting blade signs should be sized for pedestrian 
legibility and safety.  

 
• Only finished and shielded fixtures should be used on 

building facades. The finish should complement the sign 
and other facade elements. 

 
• Signs should be discouraged in windows.  
 
• A limited amount of lettering in small sizes is 

appropriate and effective within windows to describe 
products, address, or hours of operation. These should 
be carefully organized around the store entrance.  

 
• Temporary signs are discouraged. 
 
• Uncluttered, organized and well-lit window displays are 

encouraged. 
 
• Window curtains or blinds should be appropriate to the building’s design. 
 
• Storefront sign bands should be topped with smaller cornices to visually separate the storefront 

from the upper stories. 

Projecting Banners for Pedestrian Legibility 

Multi Tenant Sign 

Externally Illuminated sign 
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Pedestrian/Bicycle Circulation 
 
• Pedestrian pathways and spaces between buildings and parking areas should be incorporated into 

projects and be well-defined and provide for 
safe lighting, appropriate landscape design, and 
hardscaping. 

 
• Bicycle parking should be provided at locations 

that are easily identifiable, visible, and 
convenient to customers/users. 

 
• Pedestrian walkways linking site features and 

incorporating landscaping and architectural 
shading should be provided. 

 
• Safe pedestrian and bicycle connections 

between abutting land uses should be 
provided where possible, to encourage foot 
and bicycle traffic and minimize vehicular 
traffic. Future connections to abutting 
undeveloped properties should also be 
anticipated. 

 
• For all driveways greater than 32 ft wide, a 5-

ft minimum width pedestrian island should 
be installed at the crosswalk/sidewalk for 
pedestrian refuge.  

 

Service/Loading Areas 
 
• All facilities for service, including waste collection and storage 

facilities, loading and unloading areas, loading docks, storage 
facilities, dumpsters, recycling areas, fueling areas and vehicle 
service and maintenance areas should be at the side or rear of the 
principal building.  

 
• Such areas should be oriented away from roadways, public areas 

and residential properties and should be screened to minimize 
visibility from public and private streets, main entrances, abutting 
neighborhoods, public open spaces and walkways and should be 
screened with architectural elements such as walls, fences or 
vegetation. 

Pedestrian Pathway Connection in Parking Lot 

Accommodations for Bicyclists 
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• Screening of service/loading areas should be integrated into the building’s architecture. 
 

• Screening may be further enhanced with evergreen trees, 
shrubs and earth berms.  

 
• The overall material selected for screening should 

complement the design of the main structure by repetition 
of materials, detailing, scale and color. Where chain link 
fencing is required for safety, it should be painted or 
coated and landscaped to screen from view.  

 
 

• Architectural screening or fencing should be protected 
with granite posts or concrete-filled steel bollards that will 
prevent damage from service vehicles.  

 
• Overhead doors or other vehicle entrances or exits should not be located on any facade that faces a 

public street. 
 
• Service areas should be sized to fit the specific needs of the building’s intended use. The smallest 

size to meet the building’s future needs is encouraged. 
 
• These areas should be clustered wherever possible. 
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MONSON PARKING        (8-30-13) 
 

5.2.3 ACCESS  
2. One driveway per lot shall be permitted as a matter of right. Where deemed  

necessary by the Planning Board, two driveways may be permitted as part of the Site  

Plan Approval process, which shall be clearly marked “entrance” and “exit”. 

 

5.4.5 OFF STREET PARKING for CENTRAL COMMERCIAL DISTRICT 
The purpose of this section is to establish flexible regulations designed to ensure that 
adequate parking is provided for the Central Commercial District.  This section balances 
the need for providing adequate parking with the need to maintain the character and 
fabric of Monson Center and the Central Commercial District.  With the clustering of 
uses and buildings in the Central Commercial District creative alternatives can be 
utilized to reduce the number of parking spaces required, but still meet the parking 
demand, strengthening the center’s economy and improving its appearance.  These 
alternatives provide an opportunity for landowners and developers to work with the town 
to arrive at innovative parking solutions. 
 
For the Central Commercial District, no additional off-street parking is required for the 
continued use or reuse of existing buildings, as long as that use or reuse does not 
increase the total floor area within the building.  However, off-street parking shall be 
provided for any new structure, for an enlargement or addition to an existing building, in 
accordance with Section 5.4.5.1.  For purposes of this Bylaw, the replacement of an 
amount of floor space equal to that in existence at the time of enactment of this Ordinance 
is not considered to be an addition of new space. 
 
5.4.5.1 Required Minimum/Maximum Parking Spaces. - In the Central Commercial 
District, there shall be provided and maintained off-street automobile parking and 
spaces accessed by a driveway in connection with the construction, conversion or 
increase by units or dimensions of buildings, structures and use in the following 
amounts: 
 
 

Land Use Spaces Required - 
per 1000 square foot (sf) of Gross Floor Area (GFA): 

 Maximum Minimum 

Residential   

Single Family Residences 4 per dwelling unit 2 per dwelling unit 
1 per Accessory Apartment 
1 per unit <700 sf total area 

Home Occupation  4 per dwelling unit plus 1.5 
per nonresident employee  

2 per dwelling  unit plus 1 
per non-resident employee  

Bed and Breakfast  1.2 spaces per guest room 
or suite  

1 space per guest room or 
suite  

Multi-Family Residences  2.5 per dwelling unit  1 per dwelling unit  



 

2 

 

Elderly and Handicapped 
Congregate Housing 

 1 ½ spaces for each 
sleeping room 

1 ½ spaces for each 
sleeping room 

Institutional   

Theater, Assembly Hall or 
Auditorium having fixed 
seats 

1 space for each 4 seats  

Other places of public 
assembly and public 
recreation including: 

 Museums, Libraries, Art 
Galleries, Government 
Buildings, Craft Centers 

 Social/Fraternal Clubs 
and Organizations 

 Indoor Recreation 
Facilities   

 Churches and Places of 
Worship 

 
 
 
2 
 
 
4 
 
5 
 
1 space per 3 seats in 
portion of the building used 
for services  

 
 
 
1 
 
 
3 
 
5 
 
1 space per 5 seats in the 
portion of the building used 
for services  

Day Care Centers 1 space per 4 children at 
max. capacity 

1 space per 8 children at 
max. capacity 

Elementary, Middle and 
High Schools   

1 space per 3 seats in the 
auditorium (plus plus one 
space for each 10 students 
for High Schools) 

1 space per 5 seats in the 
auditorium (plus plus one 
space for each 10 students 
for High Schools) 

Nursing Home  3 2  

Business   

General Office Building  4  2 

Medical Office Building 8 2 

Bank/Personal Services   3 2 

Free Standing Retail 3 1 

Small Shopping Centers 6 3 

Big Box Retail 4 2 

Gymnasiums, Physical 
Fitness Centers, Health 
Spas, Martial Arts Centers 
and Dance Studios 

3 1 

Restaurants, Taverns  10  6 

Drive-Thru Restaurant 9 2 

Commercial Kennel, 
veterinary establishments 

3  1 

Hotels, Motels, Tourist 
Home 

1.2 spaces per guest room 
or suite 

1 space per guest room or 
suite 

Automotive Repair and/or 
Service 

4 2 
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Automotive Sales and/or 
Rentals 

3 1 

Outdoor Recreation 
Facilities  

As determined by the 
Special Permit Granting 
Authority based on a 
parking demand study. 

As determined by the 
Special Permit Granting 
Authority based on a 
parking demand study. 

Industrial   

Industrial Plant 2 1 

Warehouse 1 1 

Self Service Warehouse 1 space per 10 
compartments 

1 space per 20 
compartments 

Other   

Any use permitted in this 

Bylaw not interpreted to be 

covered by this schedule 

Closest similar use as shall 

be determined by the 

Building Inspector 

Closest similar use as shall 

be determined by the 

Building Inspector 

 
5.4.5.2 Location and Layout 
 

1. Location.  All required parking shall be provided on the same lot with the main 
use it is to serve or, on a lot that is in the same ownership as, and located within, 
five hundred (500) feet of the main use, except as provided in Sections 5.4.5.3, 
5.4.5.4. or 5.4.5.8 of this Section. 
 
Parking required for two or more buildings or uses must be provided on the same 
lot as the main use or, on a lot under the same ownership in combined facilities 
where it is evident that such facilities will continue to be available for the several 
buildings or uses, except as provided in Sections 5.4.5.3, 5.4.5.4., 5.4.5.7 or 
5.4.5.8 of this Section. 
 

2. All off-street parking shall be located behind or to the side of the principal 
building.  This is intended to maintain the pedestrian friendly orientation and the 
historic character of the District. 
 

3. Size. In a parking lot or parking building up to sixty percent (60%) of the parking 
bays must be 9 feet by 18 feet in size.  The remaining forty percent (40%) may 
have a reduced bay size of 8 feet by 16 feet to accommodate smaller cars.  
These bay sizes are exclusive of adequate driveways and aisles which must 
have direct access to a street or alley.  In the case of perpendicular parking, a 
minimum aisle width of twenty-four (24) feet must be maintained.  Bumper or 
wheel guards shall be provided when needed. Compact car spaces shall be 
grouped together to the greatest possible extent in areas clearly designated for 
compact cars. 
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4. Lighting, Landscaping.  See Section 5.2 COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
LANDSCAPING  

 
5. Surface and Maintenance.  For all new construction, all off-street parking facilities 

shall be surfaced with bituminous concrete or its equal (“equal” to be determined 
by the Building Inspector for by-right uses and by the Permit Granting Authority 
for Special Permits/Site Plan Approvals), with adequate drainage, and 
periodically maintained by the owner or operator, and such facilities shall be 
arranged for convenient access and safety of pedestrians and vehicles. 
Surfacing, grading, and drainage shall facilitate groundwater recharge in order to 
reduce stormwater runoff. 
  

6. Marking and Striping.  Parking spaces must be clearly marked and striped. 
 

5.4.5.3 Shared Parking  
 
In the Central Commercial District the Planning Board may issue a Special Permit 
permitting the use of parking spaces for more than one use on the same parcel or on a 
lot that is in the same ownership as, and located within, five hundred (500) feet of the 
uses when they find that the applicant has submitted an adequate Parking Management 
Plan (including supportive documentation) showing that: 
 

a. the peak parking demand generated by the uses occur at different times, 
and 
  

b. there will be adequate parking for the combined uses at all times 
 

The Parking Management Plan (including supportive documentation) shall be prepared 
by a Registered Land Surveyor, Engineer, Landscape Architect, Architect or 
Transportation Planner licensed (where required) to practice in Massachusetts.  The 
Planning Board may permit said Parking Management Plan to be prepared by others in 
cases where they find that because of the size or nature of the project the above level of 
expertise is not required. 
 
Shared Parking can also be provided on a lot that is not under the same ownership in 
conjunction with the requirements of this Section provided that it also receives a Special 
Permit and complies with the requirements of Section 5.4.5.4 

 
5.4.5.4  Off-Site Parking.   
 
In the Central Commercial District the Planning Board may issue a Special Permit 
permitting the providing of required parking for a use on a lot that is not under the same 
ownership when they find that the applicant has submitted an adequate Parking 
Management Plan (including supportive documentation) showing that: 
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a. that the parking spaces are also located in the Central Commercial District. 
 

b. the parking is suitably located in the neighborhood in which it is proposed 
 

c. the parking has adequate paving, landscaping, screening, lighting, curbing or 
wheel stops, and provides for safe vehicular and pedestrian circulation on the 
site and at all curb-cuts with abutting streets 
  

d. the applicant has submitted sufficient legal documentation (approved by the 
Planning Board and shall be included as an enforceable condition of any 
Building Permit, Site Plan approval, or Special Permit) guaranteeing access 
to, use of, and management of designated shared parking spaces on the 
parcel.    

 
It should be noted that said Special Permit is contingent upon the continued ability to 
legally use the off-site facility and that said Special Permit, and any uses dependent on 
it, shall terminate upon the termination of any legal agreements permitting the use of 
said off-site parking.  The use for which the parking was being provided at the off-site 
facility shall cease upon the termination of said Special Permit until such time as 
adequate parking is provided in accordance with the requirements of the Zoning 
Ordinance. 
 
The Parking Management Plan (including supportive documentation) shall be prepared 
by a Registered Land Surveyor, Engineer, Landscape Architect, Architect or 
Transportation Planner licensed (where required) to practice in Massachusetts.  The 
Planning Board may permit said Parking Management Plan to be prepared by others in 
cases where they find that because of the size or nature of the project the above level of 
expertise is not required. 
 
5.4.5.5  Reduction of Required Parking 
 
In the issuance of a required Special Permit or Site Plan Approval the permitting 
authority can approve a reduction of up to 20% in the number of required parking 
spaces in Section 5.4.5.1 where the applicant can provide a Parking Management Plan 
demonstrating that a reduction is warranted as a result of the utilization of transportation 
demand management measures which reduce automobile use, which may include: 
 

a. The availability of public transportation 
 

b. the subject property lies within walking distance from shopping, 
employment, restaurants, housing, schools, and other trip destinations   

 
c. the provision of bicycle storage facilities to encourage bicycling 
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5.4.5.6  Access/Curb-Cuts to Off-Street Parking areas  
 
Access to lots shall be in accordance with the provisions of Section 5.2.3. 
 
In an effort to reduce the number of curb-cuts and turning movements onto Main Street, 
where an existing parcel has more than one curb-cut accessing onto Main Street, the 
Planning Board may issue a Special Permit allowing for a reduction of up to an 
additional 20% of required parking spaces where they find that:  
 

a. some or all of these extra curb-cuts will be eliminated and discontinued, and 
 

b. such eliminated and discontinued curb-cut(s) is sufficiently designed to 
physically prevent vehicles from using said curb-cut, and 
 

c. there is still sufficient parking provided on-site (or as otherwise permitted 
under this bylaw) to accommodate the use 

 
Abutting property owners are encouraged to coordinate access to their lots including 
utilizing common curb-cuts and driveways under reciprocal easements.  In the issuance 
of a required Special Permit or Site Plan Approval the permit granting authority can 
waive setback and related requirements to achieve this where the applicant 
demonstrates that the curb-cut and access driveway design improves traffic circulation 
and reduces the number of turning movements onto Main Street.  Said Special 
Permit/Site Plan Approval shall not become effective until the easement has been 
recorded, notwithstanding the provisions above.  
 
 
5.4.5.7  Combined Parking Lots 
 
Abutting property owners are encouraged to coordinate parking layouts, including 
combining and connecting, with adjacent parking lots.  In the issuance of a required 
Special Permit or Site Plan Approval the permit granting authority can waive setback 
and related requirements to achieve this where the applicant demonstrates that the 
parking design improves traffic circulation and provides better utilization and higher 
occupancy rates and minimizes trips onto Main Street. 
 
The permit granting authority may also permit a reduction in the number of parking 
spaces required if the applicant demonstrates that the combined parking will still provide 
sufficient parking to meet the needs of the project. 
 
 
5.4.5.8  Fees-In-Lieu of Parking   
 
Within the Central Commercial District, in cases where it is not possible or desirable to 
meet the required number of off-street parking spaces, the Planning Board may issue a 
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Special Permit allowing a fee of $2,000 per required parking space to be paid to the town 
of Monson for required off-street parking spaces not provided where they find that: 
 

a. the parking required cannot be physically provided to serve the use, and;  
 

b. the payment into the fund would ultimately lead towards addressing the parking 
demand generated by the use by adding parking spaces in municipal parking 
areas and facilities serving the same general area in which the increased parking 
demand will be generated. 
 

Fees paid to the town in lieu of providing required parking spaces on-site, shall be 
deposited into a Downtown Parking Reserve Account to be used solely for expenses 
related to increasing parking to serve the Central Commercial District.   
 




