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LAND USE AND ZONING
INTRODUCTION
The Land Use and Zoning chapter of the Master Plan
examines past development trends and current land use
patterns within the community. Land use refers to the
physical arrangement of a community’s residential,
commercial, industrial and institutional development, along
with its transportation network, infrastructure and vacant
land. Examining spatial development patterns, rates of
change, and trends can provide insight into how the Town
evolved under varying social, economic and environmental
conditions. Understanding land use change within a
community is a key aspect of the overall Master Plan, and
forms the basis for discussion regarding the future direction
of the Town.
Many individuals confuse land use with zoning. In the 1900s,
local governments began to utilize zoning as a means for
regulating the amount and location of development. Zoning
is one tool that local officials may utilize to balance private
property rights with the public interest in providing for
orderly growth and change. In order to understand how
zoning may aid in the accomplishment of community goals,
this section of the Master Plan begins with a land use analysis,
which considers the following aspects of Pepperell’s land use
pattern:






What are the features of Pepperell’s land use pattern?
How did this pattern come about?
What aspects of the town’s land use pattern are
essential to the character of the town?
Is the existing land use pattern consistent with
community goals?
What opportunities exist to guide future development
in a fashion consistent with the goals of the Master
Plan or other established community goals?

LAND USE GOALS
 Update and modernize
the Zoning Bylaw, and
other development
regulations and policies.
 Incorporate
sustainability and
resiliency principles
into future planning
initiatives.
 Consider the impacts of
climate change in
reviewing development
projects and programs.



Maintain development
policies that encourage
a diverse economic
base, provide housing
opportunities for all
residents, and protect
local neighborhoods.



Improve the visual
appearance of the
community through
enhanced design
guidance.

 Strengthen and improve
Railroad Square and the
Main Street corridor as
the business and civic
center of the town.
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BACKGROUND
The Town’s current land use reflects the area’s historical development pattern. European
settlement in the area that is now Pepperell began with the establishments of farms and river
crossings in the 1720s and 1730s. Originally a part of Groton, the western section of today’s
Pepperell was designated as Groton West Parish in 1742, and was established as the
Pepperell district in 1753, followed by designation as a town in 1775. Religious and
government uses were established and grew around the town common, which was laid out
in 1740. What is now the eastern portion of Pepperell developed around industrial and
commercial activities located along the Nashua River. A grist mill operated on the river as
early as 1726, and East Pepperell’s mill village developed later as a forge, foundry and
powder mill were established. The mill village continued to grow around these expanding
industries, and the first paper mill was established in 1834 or 1835, and in 1868 a shoe
factory began production. Workers and managers lived in residences within walking
distance of work, and retail businesses were established to serve the mill village and its
residents.
After construction of the Worcester & Nashua Railroad in 1848, followed by the construction
of the Main Street Bridge in 1851, settlement on the east bank of the Nashua River
accelerated. Prior to 1857, the area east of the Nashua River was part of Groton, but due to
the new growth and the linkages provided by the Main Street Bridge, Pepperell annexed the
area and renamed it Depot Village. Commercial establishments grew around the railroad
depot, though a series of fires destroyed several of the mills and commercial buildings, and
others closed following regional and national manufacturing declines. Many of the older
buildings remain, particularly the residential and retail buildings. More recent development
generally followed earlier established settlement patterns.

POPULATION TRENDS
As illustrated in Table 1 below, Pepperell’s population grew from 3,460 in 1950 to 4,336 in
1960, a growth rate of 25.32%. During the 1960s, the Town’s population increased again to
5,887, a growth rate of 35.77%. While these growth rates seem high, other communities in
the Northern Middlesex region, such as Billerica and Dunstable, saw their populations more
than double from 1950 to 1970. In the 1970s and 1980s, Pepperell’s population continued
to increase significantly, with growth rates of 36.93% and 25.27% respectively. The rate of
population growth slowed to 10.34% between 1990 and 2000, and slowed again to 3.19%
between 2000 and 2010, corresponding roughly to the regional growth rate of 2.02%
between 2000 and 2010 (includes Lowell, Pepperell, Dunstable, Tyngsborough, Dracut,
Tewksbury, Billerica, Chelmsford, and Westford). Over a half century (1960 to 2010),
Pepperell’s population increased by 165.15%, an average of 33.03% per decade. In contrast,
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the regional population grew by 69.4% during the same time period, from 169,403 to
286,901, an average of 13.88% per decade. With a total area of 23.18 square miles,
Pepperell’s population density was approximately 496 persons per square mile in 2010.
Table 1: Population Trends - 1950-2010
Year
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010

Population
3,460
4,336
5,887
8,061
10,098
11,142
11,497

% Change
25.32
35.77
36.93
25.27
10.34
3.19

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Population projections for the Town of Pepperell, as outlined in Table 2 below, predict a
slightly higher future growth rate for the Town compared to the region as a whole. Between
2010 and 2020, Pepperell is expected to experience a growth rate of 1.3%, which is
anticipated to increase to 2.7% in the 2020s, and to 4.9% in the 2030s, reaching a total
projected population of 12,553 by 2040. The projections suggest that Pepperell’s population
will comprise 4.1% of the Greater Lowell region’s total population by 2040, similar to today.
Table 2: Actual and Projected Population: 2010-2040
Year

Population

Growth Rate

Greater Lowell
Region

Regional
Growth Rate

Pepperell as a
Percentage of
Region

2010

11,497

3.2%

286,901

2.0%

4.0%

2020

11,648

1.3%

291,101

1.5%

4.0%

2030

11,962

2.7%

295,370

1.5%

4.0%

2040

12,553

4.9%

306,913

3.9%

4.1%

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau; Projections developed by MassDOT in consultation with NMCOG

LAND USE TRENDS
Land use in Pepperell generally follows the historic development patterns along the town’s
main travel corridors established prior to zoning. Over the past fifty years residential
development has replaced farmland and forest. Between 1971 and 2016, acreage classified
as residential grew by 246%, while agricultural land decreased by 42%. Overall, developed
acreage grew by 204%, while the total acreage of undeveloped land decreased by 23%.
While 67% of the acreage in town is still undeveloped, the rural landscape is being lost as
residential growth continues. Commercial and industrial uses collectively comprise less
than 2% of the Town’s acreage, as shown in Table 3 on the following page. Land use is shown
on Map 1, using data compiled by the University of Massachusetts through aerial photo
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interpretation. This data was recently updated by NMCOG GIS staff, through the
interpretation of more recent aerial imagery. Map 1 reflects the amount of land covered by
a specific use based on physical attributes and is not parcel specific.
Pepperell’s commercial area has developed mostly along Route 113, with some limited
activity along Route 119 and Hollis Street. Industrial uses are concentrated at Lomar
Industrial Park located in the northeastern section of town, and in small businesses that are
concentrated in Pepperell Center/Railroad Square.
Table 3: Land Use Development Patterns in Pepperell: 1971 to 2016
Land Use

1971

1985

1999

2016

Percent Change
1971 -2016

Percent of
Total 2016

Residential
Commercial
Industrial
Government/Institutional

1,163
50
103
126

2,125
61
225
211

3,386
67
178
96

4,022
59
188
113

245.86%
17.99%
82.26%
-10.56%

27.11%
0.40%
1.27%
0.76%

Developed
Agricultural
Other Undeveloped
Undeveloped
Water
Total

1,443
2,673
10,344
13,018
378
14,838

2,622
2,488
9,352
11,839
378
14,838

3,726
2,069
8,643
10,712
400
14,838

4,383
1,560
8,496
10,055
400
14,838

203.74%
-41.66%
-17.87%
-22.76%
5.95%
N/A

29.54%
10.51%
57.26%
67.77%
2.70%
100%

Source: University of Massachusetts, MacConnell Land Use Data; 2016 land use data was updated from 1999 MacConnell land
use data using 2016 aerial imagery

LAND USE CHARACTERISTICS OF EXISTING PARCELS
The land use coverage information derived from the University of Massachusetts MacConnell
data differs significantly from parcel-based land use statistics derived from Tax Assessor
records. Since land use coverage maps account for the town’s entire geography, they include
features such as open water and roadways. By contrast, Tax Assessor parcel maps represent
land in recorded plans and are used to determine the appraised value of taxable property.
Given the different characteristics of these two data sources, it is not possible to directly
compare one with the other. However, both sources provide useful insights into the Town’s
development patterns and identify similar trends. Table 4 summarizes parcel-based land
use statistics from the Tax Assessor’s database as of January 2018. These land use patterns
are also graphically displayed on Map 2.

Land Use and Zoning Chapter | 4

Updated 2/21/19
Table 4: Current Use of Parcels in Pepperell (2018)
Land Use
No. of Parcels
Total Acres
Residential - Single Family Dwellings
3,138
6,554.14
Residential - Two Family Dwellings
207
323.66
Residential - Multi-Family Dwellings
374
167.69
Residential - Mobile homes
23
147.49
Residential - Accessory Land
13
52.74
Mixed Residential and Agricultural
24
580.40
Mixed Residential and Commercial
40
158.41
Commercial
58
169.27
Manufacturing and R&D
95
71.76
Public Utilities
9
20.23
Institutional
20
18.67
Agricultural
29
811.02
Cemetery
5
42.10
Municipal Land (excluding conservation)
83
776.66
Conservation: State, Municipal, and Private
93
1,473.62
Limited Protection Conservation/Open
Space
40
949.64
Vacant
384
1,658.91
Total
4,635
13,976.41
Source: Pepperell Assessor’s Parcel Data and Land Use Codes, January 2018

% of Land Area
46.89%
2.32%
1.20%
1.06%
0.38%
4.15%
1.13%
1.21%
0.51%
0.14%
0.13%
5.80%
0.30%
5.56%
10.54%
6.79%
11.87%
100.00%

RESIDENTIAL LAND USES
As illustrated in Table 4 above, 51.9% of the Town’s land is classified as residential according
to the Assessor’s parcel data. Single-family residences, by far the largest residential use,
account for 46.9% of the total acreage in Pepperell, and comprise 90.5% of Pepperell’s
residentially used land. Two-family dwellings account for 2.3% of Pepperell’s land area,
while multi-family dwellings account for just 1.2% of the land area.
There are several parcels that the Tax Assessor classifies as mixed residential with
commercial, or as mixed residential with agricultural. Together, these parcels comprise
approximately 738.8 acres, or 5.3% of the Town’s land area, with 580.4 acres consisting of
mixed residential use with agriculture, and the remaining 158.4 acres with mixed residential
and commercial use.

COMMERCIAL LAND USES
According to the Pepperell Assessor’s parcel data, commercial land uses account for 1.2% of
the total land area in Pepperell. There are fifty-eight (58) separate parcels classified as
commercial use, comprising a total of 169.3 acres. The majority of commercial uses are
located along Routes 113 and 111, with many of the town’s commercial establishments
concentrated along Main Street in the vicinity of Railroad Square.
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INDUSTRIAL LAND USES
Industrial uses account for 71.8 acres, or 0.5% of land in the Town. Industrial land is located
primarily in the northeast section of town near Nashua Road or in Railroad Square near Mill
Street. Industrial land uses are predominately a mix of manufacturing, warehousing, and
office space associated with manufacturing operations.

PUBLIC UTILITIES
Just over twenty acres (20.2), or less than 0.25% of Pepperell’s acreage, is classified as public
utility land by the Assessor’s office. The parcels primarily include electric substations,
telephone exchanges and towers, cable transmitting facilities, and utility rights-of-way, such
as electric transmission lists and natural gas pipeline.

AGRICULTURAL LANDS
In 2017, Pepperell had twenty-nine (29) parcels totaling 811 acres of land classified as
agricultural by the Assessor. Together, these parcels comprise 811 acres and account for
5.8% of the total acreage in Pepperell. Nearly all of the parcels are taxed under the Chapter
61A program, with several being a mix of Chapter 61A agricultural land and Chapter 61
forestland. It is important to note that the Chapter 61, 61A and 61B programs do not provide
permanent protection from future development.

INSTITUTIONAL USES
Churches, non-profits, fraternal organizations, and tax-exempt charitable organizations own
twenty (20) parcels in Pepperell, accounting for 18.7 acres, or 0.1%, of the town’s total land
area. This includes function halls and community centers owned by organizations such as
the Veterans of Foreign Wars and the Grange.

CEMETERIES
There are five (5) lots comprising 42.1 acres that are utilized for burial plots. These parcels
include municipally owned cemeteries, such as the Walton Cemetery and Woodlawn
Cemetery, and the Pepperell Cemetery owned by the Pepperell Cemetery Association.
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Map 1: Pepperell Land Use: 2016 MacConnell Classification
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Map 2: Pepperell Land Use per Assessor’s Parcels
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GOVERNMENTAL USES
The Town of Pepperell, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and other governmental
entities, including the North Middlesex Regional School District, own eighty-three (83)
parcels totaling 776.7 acres, or 5.6% of the town’s total land area. This acreage does not
include State and municipally owned lands classified as conservation and open space.

CONSERVATION AND OPEN SPACE
Ninety-three (93) open space and conservation parcels are owned by the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts, the Town of Pepperell, Nashoba Conservation Trust, and other private
organizations, as are identified by the Assessor’s database. Combined, these parcels account
for 1,473.6 acres, or 10.5% of the town’s land area, and are afforded some level of protection
from development.
The Assessor’s database also identifies forty (40) parcels as classified under Chapter 61
forestry, Chapter 61B recreation, or a mix of residential and Chapters 61 or 61B on the
parcels. Combined, these 40 parcels constitute 949.6 acres, or 6.8% of the Town’s total land.
While these programs offer tax benefits to keep forest and recreation land undeveloped, they
do not provide permanent protection from future development.

VACANT LAND
There are three hundred eighty-four (384) parcels classified as undeveloped or vacant in the
Assessor’s database. Combined, these undeveloped parcels total 1,658.9 acres, or 11.9% of
Pepperell’s total land area. The parcels include 549.6 acres of developable residential land
and 121.1 acres of developable industrial land. In addition, 736.8 acres are classified as
undevelopable, while 251.4 acres are classified as potentially developable.

LAND USE AND CLIMATE CHANGE
Land use changes can help communities adapt to anticipated or observed effects of a changed
climate. Forestry and land use practices hold considerable potential for counteracting the
effect of greenhouse gas emissions. These practices include focusing on planting trees,
preserving and properly managing forests, and changing cultivation practices to account for
increased carbon storage in the soil. Land use decisions and land management can affect the
amount of greenhouse gases entering and leaving the atmosphere, providing future
opportunities to help reduce or minimize climate change. Such practices could make it
possible to increase carbon sinks while further reducing the emission of greenhouse gases.
Land use decision processes are influenced by the physical environment, and by markets,
laws, technology, politics, perceptions, and culture. There is evidence that climate adaptation
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considerations are playing an increasingly role in land decisions, even in the absence of a
formal federal climate policy. However, it is important to recognize that land use planning
is a tool used to pursue other objectives as well, such as providing affordable housing,
stimulating job creation, preserving community character, protecting historic resources, and
enabling an efficient transportation system. A key challenge for Pepperell and other
communities is how to integrate consideration of the changing climate into the many
decisions made by town government on a daily basis. Such decisions revolve around
operating municipal services, collecting taxes, enforcement and inspection activities, public
safety and disaster response. To improve local resilience, Pepperell can take certain actions
to encourage nature-based solutions and focus on smart growth in a way that balances the
needs of conservation and economic development.

ZONING OVERVIEW
Pepperell regulates development through zoning, subdivision control, health regulations,
and wetlands regulations. Zoning is the most important of these regulatory tools given its
capacity to guide the development of vacant land. Zoning establishes districts that determine
the allowed uses for every parcel of land in town. Zoning also establishes dimensional
regulations that limit the location, size and placement of buildings on each parcel. Pepperell
adopted its first zoning bylaw in February 1958, and a major update was approved by Town
Meeting in 2001. Sixteen amendments to the Bylaw have been approved by Town Meeting
and the Attorney General’s office since 2001.
Pepperell’s zoning framework includes seven (7) conventional use districts and six (6)
overlay districts. Twelve of these districts are shown on Maps 4 and 5. The Wireless
Communications Overlay District applies to all properties within the Town and is not shown
on the Zoning Map. A use district is a geographic area delineated on a zoning map and
designated for specific land uses. Table 5 on pages 12-14 summarizes the allowed uses
within the town’s zoning districts. There are also dimensional requirements that are applied
to each district, and many uses require a special permit from either the Planning Board or
Board of Selectmen.
An overlay district, usually delineated on a zoning map, may limit certain uses or allow uses
that would otherwise be prohibited in the underlying zoning district. For example, the Mixed
Use Overlay District allows additional uses by Special Permit that would otherwise be
prohibited in the underlying district. In contrast, the Aquifer-Watershed Protection Zone
prohibits a number of uses that might result in groundwater contamination without regard
to what is allowed in the underlying zoning district.
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Map 4
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Map 5
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Table 5: Current Zoning Districts and Allowed Uses
Zoning
District
Rural
Residence
(RR)

Allowed Uses















Town
Residence
(TR)
Recreational
Residence
(RCR)




Suburban
Residence
(SR)




Urban
Residence
(UR)








Commercial
(C)









Single family dwellings
Exempt uses other than child care facilities located in a new structure
Government administration building or fire or police station
Public recreation or water supplies
Community centers
Nonexempt commercial greenhouses
Nonexempt dairy, poultry, or livestock farms; Nonexempt farm or nursery
Small family day care
Bed & breakfasts
Nursing or convalescent homes
Temporary outdoor shows or exhibitions
Small wind energy system, non free-standing
Wind monitor or meteorological structure
By Special Permit: Two family dwellings; Boarding houses; Assisted living facilities; Child care
facilities located in a new structure; Cemeteries; Hospitals; Essential services; Public garage,
yard, or service areas; Public solid waste disposal facilities; Nonexempt farm stands; Adult
day care facilities; Large family day care; Accessory pet daycare facilities; Animal clinics or
hospitals; Nonprofit clubs or lodges; Wireless Communications Facilities; Commercial ski
grounds, picnic grounds, bathing beach, or miniature golf courses; Commercial golf courses;
Commercial recreation camp, boat or canoe livery, marina, riding academies; Sawmills;
Contractor's yards or outdoor storage facility; Landscaping yards; Small wind energy system,
free-standing
Any use permitted in the RR district by-right
By Special Permit: Motor vehicle light services; Funeral homes; Any use permitted in the RR
district by Special Permit
Any use permitted in the RR district by-right
By Special Permit: Hotels, motels or inns; Restaurants (not including fast-food); Retail
operations on premises of recreational uses; Any use permitted in the TR district by Special
Permit
Any use permitted in the RR district by-right
By Special Permit: Any use permitted in the TR district by Special Permit with the exception
of commercial recreation camps, boats, canoe livery, marinas, riding academies; and
Sawmills
Two family dwellings; Any use permitted in the SR district by-right with the exception of
Nonexempt commercial greenhouses, farms or nurseries; and Keeping of nondomestic
animals for personal enjoyment or household use
By Special Permit: Multi-family dwellings; Nonexempt farms or nurseries; Hotels, motels or
inns; Restaurants (not including fast-food); Any use permitted in the SR district by Special
Permit with the exception of Public solid waste disposal facilities; Motor vehicle light
services; and Animal clinics or hospitals
Dwelling unit(s) above first floor
Exempt uses other than child care facilities located in a new structure
Government administration building or fire or police station
Public recreation or water supplies
Community centers
Nonexempt commercial greenhouses
Small family day care
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Industrial (I)









Hotels, motels or inns
Bed & breakfasts
Retail of building, plumbing or heating supplies
Retail stores and services not elsewhere set forth
Retail sales where more than 50% of gross floor area devoted to sales is not within a
building
Business or professional offices
Banks or financial institutions
Restaurants and fast-food restaurants
Indoor facility for the rental of equipment or goods
Car washes
Accessory pet daycare facilities
Funeral homes
Medical centers or clinics, excluding methadone clinics
Nonprofit clubs or lodges
Personal service establishments
General service establishments
Temporary outdoor shows or exhibitions
Commercial parking facilities
Commercial ski grounds, picnic grounds, bathing beaches, or miniature golf courses
Commercial recreation camps, boat or canoe livery, marinas, or riding academies
Bowling alleys or billiard parlors
Theaters or movie houses
Physical fitness training facilities
Martial arts instruction facilities
Dance studios
Retail operations on premises of recreational use
Light manufacturing; research laboratories
Warehouse, wholesale or indoor storage facilities
Contractor's yard or outdoor storage facilities, landscaping yards
Self-storage facilities
Small wind energy system, non free-standing
Wind monitor or meteorological structure
By Special Permit: Multi-family dwellings; Boarding houses; Assisted living facilities; Child
care facilities located in a new structure; Hospitals; Airports; Essential services; Public
garage, yard, or service areas; Public solid waste disposal facilities; Nonexempt educational
uses; Nonexempt farm stands; Adult day care facilities; Large family day care; Motor vehicle
sales and rental; Motor vehicle light service; Motor vehicle general and body repair;
Commercial kennels; Animal clinics or hospitals; Nursing or convalescent homes; Drive-in or
drive-through facilities or windows; Flea markets; Wireless Communications Facilities;
Medical Marijuana Treatment Centers; Commercial golf courses; Manufacturing, assembly
or processing; Rail or motor freight terminals, passenger terminals, or bus storage yards;
Commercial storage of fuel, sand, cement, lumber or other goods; Open air display of goods
or merchandise accessory to principal use; Small wind energy system, free-standing
Exempt uses other than child care facilities located in a new structure
Government administration buildings or fire or police stations
Public recreation or water supplies
Community centers
Small family day care
Retail of building, plumbing or heating supplies
Restaurants (not including fast-food)
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Motor vehicle general and body repair
Accessory pet daycare facilities
Medical centers or clinics, excluding methadone clinics
General service establishments
Temporary outdoor shows or exhibitions
Indoor/outdoor racquet sports facilities
Physical fitness training facilities
Indoor soccer facilities
Martial arts instruction facilities
Dance studios
Manufacturing, assembly or processing
Light manufacturing; research laboratories
Warehouse, wholesale or indoor storage facilities
Rail or motor freight terminals; passenger terminals; bus storage yards
Sawmills
Contractor's yards or outdoor storage facilities; landscaping yards
Self-storage facilities
Small wind energy system, non free-standing
Wind monitor or meteorological structure
By Special Permit: Child care facilities located in a new structure; Airports; Essential services;
Public garages, yards, or service areas; Public solid waste disposal facilities; Nonexempt
educational uses; Adult day care facilities; Large family day care; Business or professional
offices; Bank or financial institutions; Radio or television transmission towers; Fast food
restaurants; Indoor facilities for the rental of equipment or goods; Motor vehicle light
service; Commercial kennels; Animal clinic or hospitals; Drive-in or drive-through facilities or
windows; Body art or piercing; Flea markets; Wireless Communications Facilities;
Commercial golf courses; Commercial recreation camps, boat or canoe livery, marinas,
riding academies; Retail operations on premises of recreational use; Commercial storage of
fuel, sand, cement, lumber or other goods; Earth & soil removal; Fuel or hazardous material
storage facilities; Small wind energy system, free-standing

Source: Town of Pepperell Zoning Bylaw, July 2014

Table 6 depicts the acreage for each zoning district within Pepperell. The Rural Residence
district is the largest in terms of land area. While approximately 96.5% of the town is zoned
for residential use, over 47% of the residentially zoned land is in the Rural Residence district,
followed by the Town Residence district (27.6%), Recreational Residence (11.8%),
Suburban Residence (8.3%), and Urban Residence (1.2%). The Commercial zoning district
covers less than 1% of the town’s land area, while the Industrial zoning district covers 2.9%.
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Table 6: Zoning District Acreage
Acres

Percentage (%)

97.22

0.70

428.09

2.90

Recreational Residence (RCR)

1,747.04

11.80

Rural Residence (RR)

7,066.61

47.60

Suburban Residence (SR)

1,237.57

8.30

Town Residence (TR)

4,094.94

27.60

171.64

1.20

14,843.10

100.00

Zoning District
Commercial (C)
Industrial (I)

Urban Residence (UR)
Total
Source: Town of Pepperell GIS data as of March 29, 2018

SPECIAL PERMITS
Not all land uses are allowed as of right and some require conditional approvals called
special permits. The standards for granting a special permit are established in the town’s
zoning bylaw, where there are land uses specifically allowed as of right and others for which
special conditions must be met. The special conditions are described within the bylaw, and
if it is determined that a special permit application is within the scope of the bylaw and will
not derogate from the character of the district or the town, a special permit is granted. The
special permit generally has conditions described within the permit that ensure that the
proposed use and/or layout will comply with the bylaw. The board granting a special permit
is called the special permit granting authority (SPGA), and generally includes either the
Zoning Board of Appeals, the Planning Board or the Board of Selectmen.

RESIDENTIAL ZONING
Pepperell’s five residential zoning districts: Rural Residence (RR), Town Residence (TR),
Recreational Residence (RCR), Suburban Residence (SR), and Urban Residence (UR),
account for 96.5% of the town’s land area. Therefore, the residential zoning regulations
shape the development and land use for the vast majority of Pepperell. Four of the five
residential districts: RR, TR, RCR and SR, allow identical uses by-right, including singlefamily dwellings, and also allow most of the same uses by Special Permit, including twofamily dwellings. However, multi-family residences are prohibited in all four districts.
The UR district, which accounts for 171.6 acres or 1.2% of Pepperell, allows two-family
dwellings by-right and multi-family units by Special Permit. The Commercial district is the
only other conventional zoning district in Pepperell where multi-family residences are
allowed, although a Special Permit is required. Multi-family dwellings are also allowed in
the Mixed Used Overlay District. The Commercial district is the only conventional zoning
district where residences are allowed above commercial space by-right. However, singleLand Use and Zoning Chapter | 16
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family and two-family dwellings are prohibited in the Commercial district, as well as in the
Industrial district.
The Town’s three largest zoning districts, RR, TR and RCR require a minimum 80,000 square
foot lot size, and a 50-foot minimum front yard. Together, these three districts, with identical
by-right uses and minimum lot sizes, account for 12,908.6 acres, or 87% of the town’s land
area. In contrast, the SR and UR districts both requires a 40,000 square foot minimum lot
size and a 30-foot minimum front yard requirement. The permitted uses for residential
zoning district are outlined in Table 7 below and the dimensional requirements relative to
each district are described in Table 8 on the following page.
Table 7: Permitted Residential Uses by Zoning District
Zoning District
Residential
Use

Single
Family
Dwelling
Two Family
Dwelling
MultiFamily
Dwelling
Dwelling
unit(s)
above first
floor
Boarding
house
Assisted
Living
Facility
Trailer or
mobile
home park

(C)

Industrial
(I)

Mixed Use
Overlay
District
(MUOD)

Y

N

N

N*

PB

Y

N

N

N*

N

N

PB

PB

N

PB

N

N

N

N

Y

N

PB

BOS

BOS

BOS

BOS

BOS

BOS

N

N*

PB

PB

PB

PB

PB

PB

N

N*

N

N

N

N

N

N

N

N

Rural
Residence
(RR)

Town
Residence
(TR)

Recreationa
l Residence

(RCR)

Suburban
Residence
(SR)

Urban
Residence
(UR)

Y

Y

Y

Y

PB

PB

PB

N

N

N

Commercial

Land Use and Zoning Chapter | 17

Updated 2/21/19
Table 8: Dimensional and Density Requirements for Districts Allowing Residential Dwellings
Zoning District

Minimum Lot Area
(sf)
Minimum Lot
Frontage (ft)
Minimum Lot Width
(ft)
Minimum Front
Yard (ft)
Minimum Side Yard
(ft)
Minimum Rear Yard
(ft)
Maximum Building
Height (ft)

Rural
Residence
(RR)

Town
Residence
(TR)

Recreation
al
Residence
(RCR)

Suburban
Residence
(SR)

Urban
Residence
(UR)

Commercial
(C)

Mixed Use
Overlay
District
(MUOD)

80,000

80,000

80,000

40,000

40,000

*

5 acres

200

150

150

150

150

*

100

40

40

40

40

40

*

100

50

50

50

30

30

*

30

30

25

25

15

15

*

**

75

60

60

45

45

*

**

35

35

35

35

35***

35***

60

* A residential use hereafter located in a Commercial district shall conform to the dimensional requirements of the nearest
residential district, except dwelling units above the first floor as allowed in the Commercial district.
** Side Yard and Rear Yard for lots within the Mixed Use Overlay District are the same as the underlying zoning district.
*** The Planning Board may authorize greater height by Special Permit.
Source: Town of Pepperell Zoning Bylaw, July 2014

OPEN SPACE RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT
The Town of Pepperell established the Open Space and Residential Development Bylaw in
order to:
 Allow for flexibility in design and minimize land disturbance;
 Encourage the protection of open space, natural and cultural resources, agricultural
land, and the town’s water supply;
 Enhance community character; and
 Provide affordable housing to persons of low and moderate income.
Pepperell’s Open Space Residential Development (OSRD) regulation allows for the issuance
of a Special Permit for flexible site design with reduced lots sizes and dimensional
requirements. An OSRD must set aside at least 40% of the total tract area as permanently
protected open space, and the Planning Board may award a density bonus of up to 20% of
the maximum dwelling units allowed under conventional zoning. To be eligible, the tract of
land must have a minimum of five (5) acres in the SR or UR districts, or ten (10) acres in the
RR, TR and RCR districts or any of the Water Resource Protection Overlay District (WRPOD).
All major subdivisions of five or more lots must be presented to the Planning Board as OSRD
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developments, unless waived by the Board due to site suitability issues. Smaller size
subdivisions have the option of creating a conventional subdivision of utilizing the OSRD
bylaw.
Under the OSRD, the basic number of lots and dwelling units cannot exceed what would be
allowed under a conventional subdivision plan. Minimum lot sizes and other dimensional
requirements are established according to whether the project is located in an area served
by town water and/or sewer, and range from 20,000 square feet to 40,000 square feet for an
area that has neither municipal water nor sewer service. Minimum frontage requirements
range from 75 feet to 120 feet. Lots with duplexes or multi-family units require twice the
minimum lot area.
To promote affordable housing, a small number of duplexes or multifamily structures (no
more than 10% of the total number of lots) are allowed within an OSRD project. The
Planning Board may award a density bonus up to 20% that allows for additional dwelling
units in exchange for the preservation of additional open space or the creation of additional
affordable housing units. A density bonus of one affordable or market rate unit may also be
applied to projects that use low impact development (LID) site design principles or green
infrastructure, or when the project is designed to effectively link open space to existing
conservation or open space property.

PLANNED UNIT DEVELOPMENT
On parcels of at least 120,000 square feet, the Planning Board may authorize a Special Permit
for a Planned Unit Development that allows a mixture of uses and a variety of building types
by-right or by Special Permit. The designation of a portion of the parcel as common or open
land is required, and the total number of dwelling units cannot exceed the number otherwise
allowable in the district.

ZONING PROVISIONS FOR MULTI-FAMILY HOUSING
Multi-family residential development is allowed in the Urban Residence and Commercial
districts with a special permit from the Planning Board. No more than 4 units may be
constructed per building, and 10,000 square feet of land is required for each unit. Units
constructed within an apartment building must be at least 480 square feet in size. For
project with 8 units or more, no more than 20% of the units can contain 3 or more bedrooms.
Projects where six or more detached single-family dwelling units are proposed on a site
designated for multi-family development, 10% of the units must be affordable, as defined by
the State.
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MOBILE HOMES
Trailers or similar mobile equipment, may not be used for dwelling purposes except for
temporary circumstances not exceeding six months and licensed by the Selectmen. This
restriction does not apply to existing trailers used for dwellings or to trailers placed into
existing trailer parks. Such trailers may be replaced by a trailer not more than 20% larger
in volume than the lawfully preexisting trailer.

ACCESSORY APARTMENTS
In order to provide additional rental units, create housing options for elderly residents, and
assist owners of single-family homes with the upkeep of structures that are larger than they
require, accessory apartments are allowed in all five residential districts by Special Permit
from the Zoning Board of Appeals. The dwelling must be owner-occupied and only one
accessory apartment may be established per lot. The accessory apartment cannot exceed 800
square feet, and it must be located in the primary residential structure.

RESIDENTIAL ACCESSORY USES
Pepperell’s Zoning Bylaw allows certain accessory uses by right or by special permit. In
some cases, this section of the bylaw is more permissive than what is allowed in other
communities. A homeowner may accommodate up to two boarders by right in a singlefamily home. The Bylaw then states that three (3) or (4) boarders are allowed by special
permit, but adds that 4 or more boarders are treated as a boarding house under the Zoning
Bylaw. There appears to be a conflict in this language as it is difficult to determine whether
the accommodation of 4 boarders in a single family home can be addressed through a special
permit, or if one needs to comply with the requirements for a boarding house.
Contractor yards and commercial landscaping businesses are also allowed under this section
of the Zoning Bylaw by special permit. There are no limitations set within the bylaw as to
the amount of materials and equipment that can be stored on site for these types of
businesses. In some cases, this may create a conflict with adjacent residential uses, as such
operations often utilize significant stockpilings of material such as loam, sand, mulch,
building and construction materials, vehicles, trailers, and heavy equipment, and can
generate significant noise.
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COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL ZONING
Pepperell has only one commercial (C) and one industrial (I) zoning category as outlined in
the Town’s Zoning Bylaw. Most industrially zoned land is located along Route 111 near the
New Hampshire border, in Lomar Park, and north and east of Railroad Square. Commercially
zoned parcels are concentrated in the Railroad Square/Town Center area. Table 9 below
outlines the dimensional requirements for business and industrially zoned districts within
Pepperell.
Table 9: Dimensional and Density Requirements for Commercial and Industrial Districts
Zoning District
Commercial (C)
None

Industrial (I)
None

Minimum Lot Frontage (ft)

50

None

Minimum Front Yard (ft)

30*

40

Minimum Side Yard (ft)

15*

30

Minimum Rear Yard (ft)

25

45

Maximum Building Height (ft)

35**

35

Minimum Lot Area (sf)

* The Planning Board may vary the minimum front and side yard requirement by Special Permit when adequate access to required
parking is shown.
** The Planning Board may authorize greater height by Special Permit.

Commercial (C) District
The Commercial district is the only Pepperell zoning district dedicated to business and
commercial uses. Uses permitted by-right include dwelling units above the first floor, retail,
hotels, professional offices, banks and financial institutions, restaurants including fast food
(drive through facilities require a Special Permit from the Planning Board), car washes,
personal and general service establishments, theaters, light manufacturing, warehouses,
contractor yards, and self-storage facilities. Uses permitted by Special Permit in the
Commercial district include multi-family dwellings, motor vehicle sales, motor vehicle
repair, manufacturing, medical marijuana facilities, assisted living facilities and adult day
care facilities.
Uses prohibited in the Commercial district include single family and two family dwellings.
However, there are a significant number of single family and two family dwellings in the
Commercial district, many of which were constructed prior to the 1954 adoption of the
Massachusetts’ Zoning Enabling Act.
There is no minimum lot size in the Commercial district and the minimum frontage is 50 feet.
The maximum building height allowed is 35 feet, though the Planning Board may authorize
a greater height by Special Permit in the district. The minimum front yard is 30 feet, though
the Planning Board can vary the front yard requirement by Special Permit in the district.
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Industrial (I) District
Uses allowed by-right in the Industrial district include manufacturing, warehouses, freight
terminals, contractor yards, self-storage facilities, restaurants (fast food establishments
require a Special Permit), motor vehicle repair, general service establishments, and physical
fitness training facilities. Residential uses are prohibited within the Industrial district,
except as allowed in a Mixed Use District Overlay described below. There is no minimum lot
size required in the Industrial district and no minimum frontage. The maximum building
height allowed in the district is 35 feet, and the minimum front yard is 30 feet.

OVERLAY DISTRICTS
In addition to the conventional zoning districts, Pepperell has six (6) overlay districts:
 Aquifer-Watershed Protection Zone;
 Well Protection Zone;
 Water Source Protection Zone;
 Mixed Use Overlay District;
 Sewer District; and
 Wireless Communication Overlay District.
As discussed previously, an overlay district may limit certain uses or allow uses that would
otherwise be prohibited in the underlying zoning district, as discussed previously. In
Pepperell, four of the overlay zones are protective in nature, while the Mixed Use Overlay
District allows additional uses not permitted in the underlying district, and the Sewer
District delineates the area where sewer service is available or planned. Each overlay district
is discussed in greater detail below.

WATER RESOURCE PROTECTION OVERLAY DISTRICT (WRPOD)
The purpose of the WRPOD is to protect the current and future groundwater supplies of the
town by regulating activities that could generate contaminants that result in the degradation
of groundwater quality. Three zones are delineated separately on the Zoning Map and each
has distinct regulations and land use restrictions, as described below. The three zones
include:
 Zone 1 - Water Source Protection Zone (WSPZ)
 Zone 2 - Well Protection Zone (WPZ)
 Zone 3 - Aquifer-Watershed Protection Zone (AWPZ)
In addition to each zone’s individual land use restrictions, the WRPOD has general
performance standards and construction standards that apply to all development in the
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three WRPOD zones. The Planning Board serves as the SPGA under this section of the zoning
bylaw.
Zone 1/Water Source Protection Zone (WSPZ)
The Zone 1/WSPZ consists of a protective radius of 400 feet surrounding public
wellheads/water sources. Zone 1/WSPZ areas can be owned in fee simple or controlled by
the Town through an easement, lease, or other restriction, and include the following
locations:






Jersey 1 well;
Jersey 2 well;
Bemis 1 well;
Bemis 2 well; and
Nashua Road well.

The use of the Zone1/WSPZ land is for public water supply purposes, with most land uses
prohibited regardless of the underlying zoning district. Allowed uses include woodlot
management after approval of tree cutting, construction and maintenance of facilities and
accessory uses related to public water supply, maintenance of roadways and drainage
structures, and construction or alteration of roads and drainage facilities by Special Permit.
Zone 2/Well Protection Zone (WPZ)
The Zone 2/WPZ includes areas adjacent to the Zone1/WSPZ that contribute water to the
public wellheads under severe pumping and recharge conditions and consists of the
following areas:




Jersey 1 and 2;
Bemis 1 and 2; and
Nashua Road.

The Zone 2/WPZ overlay prohibits a number of land uses and practices that could create
groundwater contaminants, including motor vehicle repair facilities, body shops, gasoline
service stations, hairdressing and beauty shop, laundromats and commercial laundries not
connected to the municipal sewer system. The overlay requires a Special Permit for any new
residential, commercial or industrial construction. The requirement that hairdressers and
beauty shops be connected to the sewer system may go beyond necessary precautions for
aquifer and watershed protection.
Zone 3/Aquifer-Watershed Protection Zone (AWPZ)
The Zone 3/AWPZ consists of the area outside the Zone 2/WPZ from which surface water
and groundwater drain into the Zone 2/WPZ. The area covered under this section of the
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overlay bylaw are the same as those identified in the Zone 2/AWPZ. Simlarly, the land uses
allowed and prohibited in the Zone 3/AWPS overlay are the same as those allowed and
prohibited in the Zone 2/WPZ overlay.

WIRELESS COMMUNICATIONS OVERLAY DISTRICT (WCOD)
The Wireless Communications Overlay District (WCOD) encompasses all property within the
Town. The purpose of the WCOD is to provide for safe and appropriate siting of wireless
communications facilities while minimizing the visual impacts from such facilities. Within
the overlay district, wireless equipment may be placed on any appropriate existing structure,
including a permitted monopole, following minor site plan approval by the Planning Board.
Equipment may also be placed upon or inside existing buildings or structures, including
water tanks and towers, church spires, and electrical transmission lines. The wireless
equipment height cannot exceed two (2) feet above the height of the existing structure or
building, although the height limitation may be waived by the Planning Board. To the extent
feasible, service providers are required to co-locate equipment on a single facility, and all
structures associated with WCFs shall be removed within one year of cessation of use. New
freestanding communications facilities must be located on a monopole designed to
accommodate other users. Monopoles cannot be higher than 100 feet above mean finished
ground elevation, except where co-location is planned and approved, in which case 140 feet
above mean ground elevation is acceptable. Lattice towers are not allowed.

SEWER DISTRICT (SD)
The Sewer District delineates the portion of the Town where sewer service is currently
provided or is planned. This section of the bylaw is also intended to regulate sewer
connections and use within the area. Within the Sewer District, all residential or commercial
structures constructed after the zoning section’s effective date of May 2, 2005 that have legal
access to the municipal sewer must connect prior to use or occupancy. All existing singlefamily residences in the district are allowed access to the municipal sewer system. Any
single-family residence existing in May 2005 which is outside the Sewer District but directly
abutting a parcel within the Sewer District may be allowed access to the municipal sewer
system through demonstrated hardship with the permission of the Board of Public Works.
No other properties outside the Sewer District are entitled to access the municipal sewer
system.

MIXED USE OVERLAY DISTRICT (MUOD)
The Mixed Use Overlay District allows the Planning Board to issue a Special Permit in the
Commercial and Industrial districts on sites of five (5) acres or more. The bylaw is intended
to create mixed commercial, residential and open space areas, and to: encourage pedestrian
activity by creating a pleasant environment for pedestrians; provide opportunities for retail
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services, housing and employment in close proximity; and encourage the sharing of parking
lots and driveway curb cuts, thereby minimizing the amount of paved parking surface area,
and reducing traffic congestion. Currently, the only designated MUOD is the former
Pepperell Paper Mill site north of Route 113 on the western bank of the Nashua River.
Most uses permitted in a Commercial district are eligible for consideration as part of a Mixed
Use District project, including multi-family dwellings, municipal facilities, above and below
ground utilities, and parking facilities. Uses may be commingled into a single structure or
structures, along with other eligible uses, or they may be located in separate structures on
the site. Business professional offices or retail uses must comprise a minimum of 10% of the
floor area in a Mixed Use Development. Several uses normally allowed in the Commercial or
Industrial districts are prohibited from the MUOD, including car washes and motor vehicle
repair.
Any MUD project that results in the creation of ten (10) or more residential units must
designate at least 10% of the units as affordable, in accordance with the State’s criteria for
listing on the subsidized housing inventory (SHI). Furthermore, the bylaw states a
preference that the affordable housing component be proposed under the Local Initiative
Program (LIP), also known as a “friendly 40B” which is created through a partnership with
the Town, developer and the State subsidizing agency. Alternatively, a developer may
provide fees-in-lieu of the construction of affordable units.
The minimum lot frontage in the MUOD is 100 feet, and the minimum front yard is 30 feet.
The maximum building height allowed in the district is 60 feet, and the maximum lot
coverage is 70%.

REGULATIONS FOR FLOOD HAZARD AREAS AND FLOODPLAINS
Nearly every community in the Commonwealth addresses floodplain regulation through
the zoning bylaw. There are no flood control works on the rivers and streams in the Town
of Pepperell. The dams on the Nashua and Nissitissit Rivers offer no flood protection. In
1974, Pepperell entered the National Flood Insurance Program, making residents eligible
to buy subsidized flood insurance. As a result, a floodway regulation was enacted as part of
the Town Code, rather than through the Zoning Bylaw. This regulation addresses
encroachment, including fill, new construction, and substantial improvements to existing
structures. It also prohibits building in the floodway unless certification by a registered
professional civil engineer is provided to the Building Inspector by the applicant,
demonstrating that such encroachment shall not result in any increase in flood levels
within the community. Pepperell would benefit from updating and strengthening the
current bylaw and integrating it into the zoning regulations.
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Pepperell’s Subdivision regulations require that surface water drainage be designed to
accommodate a twenty-five year storm, and that culverts be designed to handle a fifty-year
storm, with consideration given to avoidance of damage for a one-hundred year storm. The
regulations also require that stormwater management systems by designed in accordance
with Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection’s (DEP) Stormwater Manual.
The DEP document is currently being revised to reflect new requirements outlined in the
Massachusetts MS4 Permit that went into effect on July 1, 2018. The Town should consider
whether the requirements currently outlined in the subdivision regulations need to be
modified in order to address the impacts of climate change. In addition, the subdivision
regulations should be updated in accordance with the new MS4 permit and to reflect the
updated DEP Stormwater Manual, once it becomes available.

ZONING FOR RENEWABLE ENERGY
Wind Energy Systems
Section 6300 of the zoning bylaw regulates the construction and operation of small wind
energy facilities. The bylaw applies to all free-standing and non-free standing small wind
energy systems with no greater than 60 kilowatts of rated nameplate capacity, and provides
standards for the placement, design, construction, monitoring, modification, and removal of
such facilities. Non-free-standing small wind energy systems are allowed by-right in all
zoning districts, while free-standing small wind energy systems are allowed by Special
Permit from the Planning Board in all zoning districts.
Non-free-standing small wind energy systems attached to a structure require a building
permit from the Building Inspector. Free-standing small wind energy systems require a
Special Permit from the Planning Board, and the Planning Board may waive strict compliance
with the requirements of the bylaw. A wind monitor or meteorological tower for measuring
and analytical purposes requires a building permit from the Building Inspector and may be
valid for one (1) year, although the Building Inspector may grant an extension of up to one
(1) year.
Free-standing small wind energy systems must be set back a distance equal to the height
from the property line, inhabited neighboring structures, roads, right of ways, or utility lines.
Free-standing wind energy systems cannot exceed 140 feet in height. Non-free-standing
small wind energy systems cannot exceed the building height, except in the Urban Residence
and Commercial districts, where the maximum height may be expanded with a Special
Permit from the Planning Board. Design standards are also set forth in the bylaw for color,
finish, lighting and signage. Safety and environmental standards are established in the bylaw
to address fall zones, prevention of unauthorized access, noise, lighting, shadow/flicker, land
clearing, monitoring, maintenance, abandonment and decommissioning.
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Solar Energy
Currently, the only mention of solar energy in the zoning bylaw is in section 7150 under
Open Space Residential Developments, where it states that building sites shall be oriented to
maximize solar access. Although municipalities may not prohibit or unreasonably regulate
the installation of solar energy systems under Massachusetts General Law Chapter 40A
Section 3, municipalities may regulate solar energy systems to protect the public health,
safety, or welfare, including through zoning bylaws. This includes regulating height,
setbacks from property lines, security requirements, shading, minimum lot size, and
performance bond requirements. Municipalities may also use zoning to encourage the siting
of solar energy facilities. This includes regulations that preserve solar access with standards
relative to building height regulation, orientation of buildings and streets, and requirements
for planting and pruning that optimize exposure to the sun.
The Town of Pepperell has chosen to participate in the SolSmart program in partnership
with the Northern Middlesex Council of Governments. SolSmart is a national designation
program recognizing cities, counties, and towns that foster the development of mature
local solar markets. The Solar Foundation and a team of consultants with expertise in solar
energy and local government lead this U.S. Department of Energy program. The program
staff works with local communities to reduce barriers to solar energy deployment through
permit streamlining, zoning and public education. Through this program, communities
may receive a bronze, silver or gold designation and are given national recognition for their
work.
Pepperell has worked with the NMCOG staff on the designation process, and has made
significant progress. To receive its SolSmart bronze designation, Pepperell still needs 20
additional “points” in the Planning, Zoning, and Development (PZD) categories. The
following criteria outline the most expeditious way to complete the bronze designation.
Completing each of these four steps will earn five points.
Table 10: SolSmart Designation Criteria
PZD-1b: Formally present PZD-1a memo findings to planning commission, or relevant body
PZD-1c: Draft proposed language for changes to zoning code based on PZD-1a memo. Involve planners
and/or local zoning experts in the creation of the draft language
PZD-3a: Conduct review of existing planning documents and identify new opportunities to integrate solar
PV into planning goals.
PZD-3b: In consultation with planners and other staff, provide draft language on solar PV, which will be
proposed for inclusion in existing or future plans. Provide a timeline for when the language will be
considered for incorporation into plans.

A “PZD-1A memo” was signed by the Pepperell Town Planner last August and is attached.
The memo lays out ways in which the Town can strengthen its zoning for solar energy.
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Presenting this information to the Master Plan Advisory Committee and to the Planning
Board will help satisfy PZC-1b.
The work already undertaken through the SolSmart program identified the impediments to
the implementation of renewable energy systems in Pepperell. These impediments can be
addressed through resident and business education, improvements to the permitting
process, and zoning bylaw amendments that are based upon the Massachusetts
Department of Energy Resources (DOER) model solar zoning. The DOER document
recommends adding details about solar to various parts of local bylaws (definitions,
permitted uses, dimensional requirements) rather than creating a separate section focused
exclusively on solar systems. Given the structure of Pepperell’s bylaw, however, adding a
stand-alone section similar to section 6300 (Small Wind Energy Systems) makes sense and
would help frame the relevant policy choices.
Pepperell has expressed an interest in developing a large-scale solar energy facility on the
former landfill. There is nothing contained within the current zoning bylaw that addresses
these types of projects. Such an initiative at the landfill would restore a contaminated and
inactive property to a productive and environmentally improved condition. In addition to
zoning revisions, there are a number of issues that will need to be addressed in order for
this particular project to move forward, including the capping of the landfill and correcting
capacity issues relative to National Grid’s distribution infrastructure in the area.

DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS
Pepperell has adopted development standards or requirements that govern site design,
parking and loading, environmental standards, landscaping, and signage. The site plan
review process and development standards are outlined in the following narrative.
Site Plan Review
The Massachusetts Zoning Act does not specifically authorize site plan review, but the courts
have upheld it as a valid exercise of zoning authority and most communities have some type
of site plan review procedure. Site plan review is an important component of land use
regulation because it creates a mechanism for reviewing development plans that are likely
to have a noticeable impact on the surrounding land uses, natural resources and traffic. Site
plan review also provides a mechanism for placing reasonable conditions on projects prior
to the issuance of a building permit. However, it does not create the authority to disapprove
uses that are permitted by-right. Unlike a subdivision plan or Special Permit, an approved
site plan does not “grandfather” any zoning rights.
Pepperell requires a site plan review for nearly all development projects other than single
and two family dwellings. In approving or disapproving a site plan, the following issues are
considered: landscaping, open space, signage, parking, utilities, outdoor lighting, screening,
Land Use and Zoning Chapter | 28

Updated 2/21/19

and overall compliance with the standards set forth in the zoning bylaw. Site plan approval
lapses after one year from the approval date, if substantial use has not commenced, except
for good cause.
Landscaping
Landscaping plans are an important component of the overall development plan and are
required by Pepperell as part of the site plan review process for major site plans. Pepperell’s
major site plan requirements include five separate plans, including a “Utility and landscaping
plan” and a separate “Landscaping plan” showing existing tree lines, all proposed landscape
features and improvements, including screening, planting areas with size and type of stock
for each shrub or tree, and proposed erosion control measures.
Parking and Loading
Pepperell’s zoning bylaw sets minimum parking and loading standards for various land uses.
For single family, two family and multi-family dwellings, two (2) spaces are required per
dwelling unit, plus one (1) space for each nonresident employee in cases where there is a
permitted home occupation. In addition, for multi-family dwellings, one (1) space for every
four (4) units is required for visitor parking. Parking requirements for commercial and
industrial uses are detailed in the bylaw, generally based on the size, number of employees
or occupancy of the specific use.
Shared parking areas for two (2) or more uses may be provided in combined facilities where
it is demonstrated that parking will continue to be available for all of the uses, and where the
parking provided satisfies the zoning bylaw’s requirements for each of the uses combined.
A traffic engineer must conduct a parking survey. Common parking areas require that:
 the parking is within 500 feet of the premises and has excess capacity during all or
part of the day;
 a contract or suitable legal instrument detailing the shared parking is filed with the
permit application;
 the reduction in area required for parking may need to be reserved in landscaped
open space; and
 the property owners are responsible for parking if the joint parking arrangement
ends.
The zoning bylaw also contains parking design standards related to the dimensions of
parking stalls, curb cuts, and emergency vehicle accommodations.
In addition to parking, buildings that require the delivery or shipment of materials must have
bays and suitable maneuvering space for off-street loading of vehicles. The number of bays
required is set forth in the zoning bylaw, beginning with one bay for buildings with 20,000
to 50,000 square feet, while four bays are required for large projects of 150,000 to 300,000
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square feet. Loading facilities are to be located in areas separate from customer parking and
require screening, as described in the bylaw.
Signage and Outdoor Lighting
Section 5300 of the zoning bylaw addresses signage within specific zoning districts. All
lighted signs, and unlighted signs larger than one square foot, require a sign permit from the
Building Commissioner in order to be erected, enlarged or altered. In residential districts,
signs up to six square feet are allowed for permitted non-residential uses, and illuminated
signs must meet the special requirements for outdoor lighting. In the Commercial and
Industrial districts, up to two freestanding signs totaling up to 40 square feet may be
permitted, as well as signs painted on or attached flat on walls of buildings not exceeding
10% of the wall to which they are affixed. Illuminated signs must meet the special
requirements for outdoor lighting. In all districts, moving, animated and flashing signs are
prohibited, except in the case of barber poles up to 18 inches in height. Signs cannot be
located within 25 feet of intersecting streets. No part of any sign may be located more than
20 feet above ground level or exceed the height of the building. Sandwich signs are also
prohibited. Signs relating to non-profit organizations or activities within Pepperell are
allowed on town property only in areas designated by the Board of Selectmen
Outdoor lighting devices, including but not limited to signs, must employ only lights that emit
a constant intensity. No lighting device may be placed so that its illumination is directed or
beamed onto a public street, highway, sidewalk or adjacent premises, so as to cause glare or
reflection that may constitute a traffic hazard or other nuisance. Lighting may not be erected
in a way that obstructs traffic sight lines for drivers or pedestrians.

LAND USE AND COMMUNITY DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS FOR AN AGING
POPULATION
There is no “one size fits all” approach to community design that will meet the needs of all
older adults. While the Town’s demographic is changing rapidly, the built environment tends
to change slowly and incrementally. As people age, the built environment becomes
increasingly important in their day-to-day lives. An older person’s daily travel radius begins
to shrink, and if this person has diminished physical capacity, barriers within the built
environment further inhibit the travel radius. The separation of land uses into residential
and commercial districts has made life particularly challenging for these individuals.
Allowing for mixed land uses is one step in transforming a community in such a way that
older adults can choose to bike, walk, use a wheelchair or other assistive device to access
basic services.
Older adults overwhelming prefer to age-in-place by staying in their homes or community.
Access to services, transportation, open space, and amenities is in demand. To address the
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needs of its senior citizens, the Town needs to consider the thoughtful placement and
planning of housing and amenities for all age groups.
The Town could modify its Site Plan Review and Subdivision Regulations to ensure that
proposed projects provide safe access and internal circulation for older adults. The
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) sets standards for physical accessibility of buildings
and spaces that must be met by most public and commercial projects. However, there are
no such standards for private residential projects. Modifications to residential design that
would serve to make a project aging friendly include:




At least one zero-step entrance (e.g., making sure the front door is at ground level);
Doors and hallways with at 32 inches of clear passable width; and
A ground floor bathroom that is accessible by wheel chair.

To address the needs of older adults, Site Plan Review can also include improvements to site
layout, sidewalks (including ramps and tactile strips), bicycle accommodations and
pedestrian amenities, such as benches for resting and street trees to provide shade. While
some communities have provided flat benches without backs and “walls” designed for sitting
in public spaces, benches with backs are most appropriate for older adults. Sidewalks should
have a minimum 4-6 foot pedestrian clearway (the area in which a person is free to move
without obstacles such as signs and utility poles). Studies show that vehicle-pedestrian
traffic accidents are more than twice as likely to occur in places without sidewalks, and more
than 40 percent of pedestrian fatalities occur where no crosswalk is available.1
Approximately 14% of people over age 65 experience some vision issues. This increases to
23% for those over age 85.2 These vision issues lead to a need for better lighting in dark
situations, increased sensitivity to glare, and decreased perception of contrast. New
construction can be designed to assist in mitigating these challenges by providing a large
number of less powerful lighting fixtures, rather than a small number of very powerful
fixtures. In addition, fixtures should be placed and focused so as to minimize glare. Changes
in level, such as from a parking lot to a walkway, should be highlighted with contrasting
colors and large print. To meet the needs of older drivers, site plan review should encourage
logical parking lot configurations with directional arrows and high contract signs with large
lettering. Walkways for pedestrians should be protected from vehicle traffic with wellmarked, visible crosswalks. Benches or other resting areas should also be provided within
the site.
The Town’s Housing Production Plan, completed in 2014, contains a number of planning
recommendations that benefit healthy community planning, including consideration of

1
2

Ten Principles for Building Healthy Places, Urban Land Institute, 2013.
Older Americans, 2012: Key Indicators of Well-being, Federal Interagency Forum on Aging Related Statistics, 2012
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inclusionary zoning, Smart Growth Overlay zoning, and mixed use development. Mixed use
development that allows destinations to be located in proximity to housing is one of the most
effective strategies for promoting healthy aging.

PUBLIC INPUT
The Master Plan Committee distributed a written and online survey to residents as a means
of gathering public input and received 525 responses. The land use related input generated
from the survey is summarized as follows:





82% of the respondents choose to live in Pepperell for the rural setting and
community character, while 23.5% appreciate the town location relative to
employment;
When asked to identify the three most critical issues facing Pepperell over the next
ten years, the proposed reclamation project at 161 Nashua Road, the need to attract
economic development, overdevelopment, the need for affordable housing and senior
housing, maintaining rural character, and natural resource protection were among
the top ten responses;
Over 50% of the respondents indicated that it is very important or extremely
important for the Town to establish the following as priorities:
o Creating additional opportunities for small scale/neighborhood-style
business establishments;
o Encouraging more intense economic development in strategic locations;
o Creating design guidelines for new development;
o Adopting additional energy and renewable energy initiatives, such as solar;
o Protecting additional agricultural lands;
o Protecting historic resources and structures; and
o Taking steps to address the impacts of climate change.

The first public Visioning Session was held on April 19, 2018 at the Lawrence Library. The
purpose of the session was to provide an overview of the Master Plan process, discuss future
opportunities for public involvement, and complete a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities
and Threats (SWOT) analysis. Thirty-seven participants attended the session and identified
the following land use related items:
Strengths
 Open space and rural character
 Conservation land
 Small town feel
 Agriculture
 Historic buildings
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Weaknesses
 Lack of senior and over-55 housing
 Lack of affordable housing
 Odd shaped lots
 Empty storefronts
 Lack of protective measures for water quality and historic and cultural resources
 Lack of planning for climate change
 Lack of employment opportunities
 Lack of destination locations
 Vacant mill site
 Outdated zoning and development regulations
Opportunities
 Redevelopment of the Peter Fitzpatrick School
 Setting a preservation target for open space
 Redevelopment of the mill site
 Community farming
 Solar and renewable energy and storage
 Preserving dark skies
 Remaining a small town
 Façade improvements in Railroad Square
 Art galleries on Main Street
 Farm-to-table program
Threats
 Overdevelopment/loss of resources
 Climate change
 Lack of historic preservation
 Gentrification
 Aging population
 Shortage of farm land
 Business/retail vacancies
A second public Visioning Session focusing on Land Use, Housing and Economic
Development was held on September 13, 2018 at the Pepperell Senior Center. The program
for the session included a discussion whereby participants provided responses to ten
discussion questions posed by NMCOG staff who facilitated the session. Following the
discussion, a breakout session and mapping exercise was conducted. The responses to the
land use related discussion questions can be summarized as follows:
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Question 1. What changes are needed to refine and modernize Pepperell’s land use policies
and regulations?
Response summary:
 The zoning districts need to be re-evaluated across town
 Development should be more concentrated and higher density housing should be
allowed in some areas, such as the downtown
 The floodplain regulations should be revised and enforced
 Zoning changes should be undertaken in a way that protects water resources
 Better zoning is needed to promote renewable energy
 Development regulations should better address light pollution
Question 2. Are there locations in Town with obvious land use conflicts?
Response summary:
 Along Route 119 where development is located in the floodplain
 161 Nashua Road
 Need buffering between residential and commercial areas
 106 Brookline Street
 Right-to-farm bylaw should be revisited to avoid conflicts in residential areas
Question 3. Should Pepperell continue to require large lot zoning (2 acres) for most
residential development or are there locations where higher density development should be
allowed?
Response summary:
 Main Street (and adjacent side streets) is appropriate for higher density development,
such as cluster, mixed-use and residential over retail
 Park Street should be included in a downtown overlay district
Question 4. What steps can the Town take to improve the downtown/Railroad Square area?
 Historic resources should be protected
 Building facades should be restored/improved
 Address traffic flow and walkability
 Improve streetscape and the public realm (benches, sidewalks, lighting)
 Install wayfinding signs
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During the breakout portion of the Visioning Session, participants identified the Main Street
(Route 113)/Railroad Square area as an appropriate location for multi-family housing. This
area was also identified as being suitable for potential business development, along with
locations along Route 111. Visioning Session participants were asked to identify the types
of businesses that are appropriate in these areas. Many responses focused on outdoor
recreation establishments (kayaking, cross-country skiing, fishing, and ecotourism), fitness
facilities, retail establishments (health food store, bakery, restaurant, microbrewery,
butcher, fish market, clothing store, gift shop, deli, etc.), entertainment/cultural enterprises
(art gallery, movie theater, music venues, craft stores, bookstore, antique shop, etc.), and
agricultural related businesses (farm-to-table restaurants, year-round farmers market, a
commercial kitchen, etc.). Most respondents indicated that big box stores, marijuana
dispensaries, car dealerships, large manufacturing facilities, and fast food restaurants should
be discouraged.
During the mapping exercise, Visioning Session participants indicated that most of the area
within the current Town Residence and Suburban Residence zoning districts is appropriate
for one-acre single-family residences, while most participants felt that the current two-acre
lot requirement in the Rural Residence district should be retained.

ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES
Pepperell’s zoning bylaw needs to be updated, as it has not been significantly reviewed and
rewritten in several years. Going forward, the Master Plan Committee recommends that the
zoning bylaw and subdivision regulations be comprehensively reviewed every five (5) years.
Many sections of the current regulations lack clarity or appropriate standards and
guidelines. Most of the town is zoned for large-lot single-family residences. As discussed
during the Pepperell Master Plan process, recent trends in demographics and lifestyles are
prompting an increased demand for alternatives to low density, single-family detached
housing. These trends include:






decreasing household size;
an increase in the number of single-parent households and nontraditional families;
an increase in the numbers of persons living alone;
a greater awareness of the social, economic and environmental costs of sprawl; and
high land and building costs.

Based on the input received during the Visioning Sessions, Pepperell residents appear
interested in reducing their dependence on the automobile, and would like to see more
alternative types of housing, particularly attractive higher density housing opportunities
that satisfy the desires of current homebuyers. A range of housing types would make it
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possible for senior citizens to stay in their neighborhoods, young people to afford their first
homes, and families at all stages to find a safe, attractive home that they can afford.
Development that incorporates compact design, higher density, and key community design
factors, would contribute positively to the character of the town. It would also reduce energy
use, air pollution, land consumption and the disturbance of natural features. Furthermore, it
is likely to enhance the sense of community through increased interaction among residents.
The Master Plan Committee has concluded that compact residential development can be
combined with appropriately-scaled retail and commercial activities, providing residents
with convenient services that do not necessarily require automobile use. Design standards
for this type of development should consider compatibility with adjacent land uses,
amenities for residents, walkability, and the provision of nearby services. During the second
Visioning Session, participants identified locations around Railroad Square/Route 113 as
being suitable for multifamily housing, as well as for future business development. Locations
along Route 111 were also identified as appropriate for additional business development.
A zoning amendment will be needed to accommodate compact development or to
incorporate alternative residential uses into an existing district. Amendments to the
subdivision regulations should also be adopted to ensure appropriate design standards in
higher density residential and mixed-use areas, along with ensuring that all information
required to review such development plans is specified in the plan submission requirements.
Railroad Square, like many historic neighborhoods that pre-date zoning, has a traditional
development pattern as demonstrated by its unique setbacks, scale and mixed uses. Uses
and dimensions that existed prior to enactment of zoning are not allowed under Pepperell’s
current zoning bylaw. Presently, Pepperell’s regulations force the creation of homogenous
neighborhoods that lack the interest and amenities of older village centers. The Master Plan
Committee recommends that the zoning within the Railroad Square/Main Street corridor be
re-examined and modified to: support the historic development patterns that presently
exist; allow for additional mixed uses; and protect valued historic resources, streetscapes,
facades and landscapes. Consideration should be given to creating a Village Center zoning
district in this area.
A Village Center zone allows for mixed-use development with a set of uses (retail, residential
and office) and dimensional requirements that are more consistent with nineteenth and
early twentieth century villages than is allowed by current zoning. Village Center zoning is
often established through an overlay district, and typically requires that new construction
have minimal front setbacks so that all buildings are at or near the edge of sidewalk. Village
Center zoning can be instrumental in allowing for a variety of housing options and new
opportunities for businesses, thereby enhancing the vitality of the area. This work should be
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coordinated among the Planning Board, Historical Commission and the Economic
Development Committee.
The Open Space Residential Development bylaw should be modified to provide additional
clarity, allow for smaller lot sizes for the residential portion of the project, and to better
accommodate the location of open space and habitat areas in a way that maximizes their
ecological value. Additional standards should be added to the bylaw to ensure the
connectivity of wildlife habitat, require use of native plant materials, and to address low
impact development techniques, where possible. The Planning Board should consider
requiring that OSRD be mandatory for all subdivisions over a certain size threshold.
While the Pepperell Zoning Map shows the boundaries of the Sewer District and elements of
the zoning bylaw are structured so that there are different requirements for projects located
within and outside of the Sewer District, there does not seem to be a rationale for this
regulatory approach. The Planning Board should examine this aspect of the bylaw and
zoning map to determine whether there is value in having separate requirements, given that
new septic technology is highly effective and efficient. The 2006 Master Plan suggested that
the sewer district be used as a means of encouraging denser development in areas served by
sewer infrastructure.
The Master Plan Advisory Committee has environmental concerns about expanding the
sewer district beyond its current boundaries. Sewer systems require energy to pump water
throughout the system and use chemicals to treat the water. There are also issues as to how
the treated effluent may impact the river, in that it could increase the bacteria content or add
other seemingly neutral substances to the water that nonetheless alter its ecology. By
contrast, properly installed septic systems adequately treat waste without using energy for pumping
or chemicals to treat the water. Furthermore, the technology is available to install on-site
wastewater treatment systems that will protect the public health and meet water quality standards,
if properly managed and maintained. It should also be noted that septic systems return water to
the aquifer.
There is a need to review and examine the current delineation of zoning district boundaries
across the town, as well as the uses allowed within each district. Based on the public input
received, the Master Plan Committee feels that most of the area within the current Town
Residence and Suburban Residence zoning districts is appropriate for one-half acre singlefamily residential zoning, while the current two-acre lot requirement in the Rural Residence
district should be retained. Opportunities to create additional commercial zones in the Main
Street (Route 113)/Railroad Square and along Routes 119 and 111 should also be further
examined. In addition, the Main Street/Railroad Square area is also an appropriate location
for multi-family housing and mixed-use development. The concept of allowing mixed-use
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development in the Hollis Street/Brookline Street area was recommended in the previous
Master Plan and should be re-examined. In addition, there may be opportunities for smallscale neighborhood-style commercial development on Park Street through the adaptive
reuse of existing large residences.
The public input process demonstrated that there is interest in updating the use table within
the Zoning Bylaw, to ensure that outdoor recreation establishments, a wide range of
appropriately-sized retail establishments, entertainment/cultural enterprises (art gallery,
movie theater, music venues, craft stores, bookstores, antique shops, etc.), and agricultural
related businesses (farm-to-table restaurants, year-round farmers market, a commercial
kitchen, etc.) are clearly allowed within the commercial districts. As currently written, the
zoning bylaw does not have minimum lot size requirements for commercial or industrial
areas. This should be addressed in the rewriting of the bylaw. It is also noted that some of
the uses presently allowed in the downtown area seem inappropriate, such as contractor
yards and self-storage facilities. These types of uses, along with light manufacturing should
be allowed in the industrial district rather than the commercial district.
The zoning bylaw should be restructured to discourage big box stores, marijuana
dispensaries, car dealerships, large manufacturing facilities, and fast food restaurants. It
should be noted that Pepperell has not taken any action to address recreational marijuana
dispensaries, manufacturing, or grow sites. In addition, the issue of adult entertainment has
not been addressed, in that there is no identified adult entertainment zone. This means that
such an establishment could be located anywhere within the town.
Pepperell has not made significant progress in achieving the 10% goal for affordable housing
established by the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD). To reduce
the threat of unwanted, large-scale comprehensive permit projects (40Bs), the Town needs
to be more proactive in accommodating a broader mix of housing styles in appropriate
locations. The Master Plan Advisory Committee recommends that the Town consider
adopting an inclusionary zoning bylaw. Inclusionary Zoning is a popular tool used by local
governments across the country to leverage private development for the creation of
affordable housing. While such bylaws can take many forms, a common structure is to
require a percentage of units in a private development be rented or sold at affordable levels
to low- and moderate-income households (usually households at or below 80% of the Area
Median Income, AMI). Such units are eligible for inclusion on the DHCD subsidized housing
inventory (SHI) and allow the town to make progress toward reaching its 10% goal. Mass
Housing Partnership (MHP) works with local communities in designing an inclusionary
zoning bylaw that best meets the needs and desires of the town’s residents.
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During the public input process, many residents commented on the need for better design
standards for new development. While the Pepperell Planning Board has created some
design guidance, it is unclear whether it was intended to only be applied in the downtown
area or town-wide. As part of future revisions to the zoning bylaw, the Planning Board
should address the need for improved design standards or guidelines, particularly in the
historic areas of town. Design standards and design guidelines are distinctly different tools
and serve different purposes. Design standards are objective, quantitative measures of
design attributes, and include numbers, dimensions, and precise prescriptive wording that
results in a narrow range of outcomes. Design guidelines are flexible, qualitative measures
of design attributes. They rely on descriptive language and words such as “should” or “may”
that allow for a wide range of outcomes. Many communities use both, depending on the
district or land uses to which design review is applied.
Any enhanced design review process established in Pepperell should consider scale,
topography, architecture, landscaping, dark-sky friendly lighting, signage and the proximity,
character and orientation of existing structures. It should ensure that every proposal
positively enhances the public realm, including pedestrian circulation and public spaces. It
should also allow for innovative and imaginative design solutions for a particular site, by
engaging with the proponent early on in the design process, and focusing on the aspects of
the proposed development that help build a streetscape, neighborhood or district.
Generally, an effective design review process is one that uses a collaborative approach for
project design and approval. A design review process should not be structured as a
mechanism for stopping or limiting development but rather for enhancing the quality of
future development. Design review will allow the Town to better achieve its goals for
economic development, while protecting its environmental assets, strengthening its
neighborhoods, and enhancing the overall image of the town.
The Town should establish municipal policies that encourage healthy community design
elements, as finances allow. Such elements include the installation of pedestrian benches,
water fountains, street trees, public restrooms and bicycle racks at municipal properties and
within the downtown. The Town should also encourage developers to include such elements
in the design of large residential and commercial projects.
The population of Pepperell is aging. To address the needs of its older residents, the Town
must consider the design, placement and planning of housing and amenities. The Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) sets standards for physical accessibility of buildings and spaces
that must be met by most public and commercial projects. However, there are no such
standards for private residential projects. While the Master Plan Committee has decided the
Town should not modify site plan requirements for private residential projects by making
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these standards mandatory, there should be informational materials provided to residents
and developers regarding residential design elements that would make a project agingfriendly including:




At least one zero-step entrance (e.g., making sure the front door is at ground level);
Doors and hallways with at 32 inches of clear passable width; and
A ground floor bathroom that is accessible by wheel chair.

The reuse of the Peter Fitzpatrick School is a priority for the community and is now under
study. The zoning for the property should be reassessed to determine whether adaptive
reuse needs to be better addressed through changes in zoning. Many communities have put
Adaptive Reuse Zoning in place to provide new life for vacant and underutilized structures.
This could be accomplished by amending the existing zoning bylaw to expand the allowed
uses or allowed densities in order to provide new opportunities for reuse, or through the
creation of an overlay district. The zoning changes could provide flexibility in use,
dimensional requirements, and parking requirements to help facilitate a future reuse
proposal. Any zoning bylaw changes must ensure that new uses are compatible with nearby
existing uses, and should contain language for site plan review and design guidelines that
preserves the character-defining features of the building. Framingham, Reading, and
Peabody are examples of communities that adopted zoning revisions to promote the
adaptive reuse of former school properties.
Agricultural preservation is a high priority for Pepperell. Under MGL 40A, municipalities are
not permitted to create zoning districts with agriculture as an exclusive use. However,
Pepperell has already taken several positive actions to accommodate farming practices
within the community. The town has adopted a Right-to-Farm bylaw and formed an
Agricultural Advisory Commission. The Right-to-Farm bylaw applies to commercial farming
and agricultural activities, and allows accepted practices to be carried out within the town.
The Agricultural Advisory Commission can act as a mediator when there is a dispute
regarding an agricultural practice or issue. Pepperell should make modifications to its
zoning bylaw to further support agricultural enterprises. The modifications could include
allowing farm retail sales in residential district, and allowing farm co-ops, community
kitchens, farm-to-table restaurants, and food processing facilities (up to a certain size) by
right.
The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) is a voluntary Federal program enabling
property owners in participating communities to purchase insurance against flood losses in
exchange for adopting and enforcing regulations that reduce future flood damage. A
community must adopt and enforce floodplain management regulations based on data
provided by FEMA that includes floodplain boundaries, base flood elevations, FIRM zones
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and floodway boundaries shown on current Flood Boundary Floodway Maps and/or in a
Flood Insurance Study.
A participating community’s floodplain management regulations must meet or exceed the
NFIP minimum requirements. By participating in the program, the Town has made a
commitment to:





1. Issue or deny floodplain development/building permits;
2. Inspect all development to assure compliance with the local bylaw
3. Maintain records of floodplain development
4. Help residents obtain information on flood hazards, floodplain map data,
flood insurance and proper construction measures.

While FEMA has minimum floodplain management standards for participation in the
program, adopting higher standards will lead to stronger and more resilient communities,
particularly when confronted with the likely future impacts of climate change. For example,
Pepperell could pursue certification through the Community Rating System (CRS), which
provides a discount in flood insurance premiums for properties in communities that
implement floodplain management programs that exceed minimum NFIP requirements.
The Town should consider allowing for Low Impact Development (LID) in its future
development regulations. LID is an approach to environmentally friendly land use
development that includes landscaping and design techniques that maintain the natural, predeveloped ability of the land to manage rainfall. This is achieved by applying a suite of tools
including:





Preserving the site’s natural features such as wetlands, native vegetation,
floodplains, woodlands and soils to the greatest extent possible;
Planting native vegetation in buffer strips and in rain gardens;
Using vegetated areas to slow runoff, maximizing infiltration and reducing contact
with paved surfaces; and
Reducing impervious surface wherever possible through alternative street design
and through the use of shared parking.

While Pepperell has a Small Wind Energy Systems bylaw, the only mention of solar energy
in the zoning bylaw is in section 7150 under Open Space Residential Developments, where
it states that building sites shall be oriented to maximize solar access. The work already
undertaken with NMCOG through the SolSmart program identified the impediments to the
implementation of renewable energy systems in Pepperell which can be addressed through
resident and business education, improvements to the permitting process, and zoning bylaw
amendments based upon the Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources (DOER) model
solar zoning. DOER recommends adding details about solar to various parts of zoning bylaw
rather than creating a separate section focused on solar systems. Given the structure of
Land Use and Zoning Chapter | 41

Updated 2/21/19

Pepperell’s bylaw, however, adding a stand-alone section similar to section 6300 (Small
Wind Energy Systems) would be more practical.
Pepperell is interested in developing a large-scale solar energy facility on the former landfill.
There is nothing within the current zoning bylaw that addresses these types of projects. Such
an initiative would restore a contaminated and inactive property to a productive and
environmentally improved condition.
New technologies have produced lighting that is extremely powerful, and if improperly
installed, may create problems of excessive glare or light trespass, and result in higher
energy use. Excessive glare can be annoying and may create safety concerns. Light
trespass reduces a resident's privacy and can interfere with sleep. Higher energy use
results in increased costs and negatively impacts the environment. In Pepperell, there is a
need to update and modify the Town’s lighting regulations, in order to manage new
technologies, address energy efficiency, and to protect the Town's character and the
environment.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Update and revise the Town’s Zoning Bylaw to provide clarity and consistency,
update uses, and add appropriate design standards, guidelines and performance
standards, including updated standards for landscaping, lighting and signage.
Conduct a comprehensive review of the town’s Zoning Bylaw and development
regulations every five years.
2. Review and revise the delineation of zoning districts across town to provide
additional areas for commercial enterprises and mixed-uses in certain locations,
such as Railroad Square/Main Street, and in areas of Routes 119 and 111. In
addition, residential zoning district delineations should be reconsidered, along with
allowed uses, to accommodate multi-family units in the Railroad Square/Main Street
area, and to reduce the minimum lot size to one-half acre for single-family homes
located in the current Town Residence and Suburban Residence districts. Reexamine the concept of allowing mixed-use development in the Hollis
Street/Brookline Street area, as outlined in the previous Master Plan. Explore
opportunities for small-scale neighborhood-style commercial development in Park
Street, through adaptive reuse of large residences.
3. Establish minimum lot size requirements for the commercial and industrial districts.
4. Rework the table of uses within the Zoning Bylaw to eliminate inappropriate uses,
such as allowing self-storage units and contractor yards in the downtown, and to add
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uses that achieve the goals of the Master Plan, including better accommodation of
agriculture related businesses, entertainment, arts and cultural uses, and a wide
range of appropriately sized retail uses.
5. Modify the zoning in Railroad Square and along the downtown portion of Main Street
to be consistent with the historic development pattern, allowing for mixed uses and
utilizing standards that protect historic resources. Consideration should be given to
creating a Village Center zoning district in this area.
6. Revise the Zoning Bylaw to discourage undesired uses, such as big box retail,
marijuana dispensaries, car dealerships, fast food restaurants, and large
manufacturing facilities. Address the lack of regulations for recreational marijuana
facilities and adult entertainment establishments.
7. Revise the Open Space Residential Development Bylaw (OSRD) to provide additional
clarity, allow for smaller lot sizes for the residential portion of a project, and ensure
that the open space and habitat areas are located in a location that provides the
greatest ecological impact. Use of native plant materials should be required, along
with low impact development techniques, where possible. Consider requiring
mandatory OSRD for all subdivisions over a certain size threshold.
8. Reassess the 2006 Master Plan recommendation to “restrict Sewer District
expansion to designated areas with minimal natural resources”, which was intended
to protect water resources and focus development where increased density is
desired. Revisit the concept of tying development regulations and requirements to a
project’s location within or outside of the sewer district. Clarify the purpose,
function and value of delineating the sewer district on the zoning map, and of having
two sets of permitting requirements.
9. Consider the adoption of an inclusionary zoning bylaw, as recommended in the
Town’s Housing Production Plan, for multi-family projects and single-family
subdivisions over a certain size threshold. Utilize technical assistance provided by
Mass Housing Partnership (MHP) to develop the bylaw.
10. Consider adopting a Low Impact Development (LID) bylaw for managing
stormwater on site and assisting the Town in meeting the requirements of the new
EPA MS4 permit.
11. Address the need for improved design standards or guidelines to help the Town
achieve its economic development goals, while protecting its environmental assets,
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strengthening its neighborhoods, preserving its historic resources, and enhancing its
overall appearance and image.
12. Establish municipal policies that encourage healthy community design, such as the
installation of benches, street trees and bicycle racks at municipal properties and in
downtown, following the recommendations laid out on the Healthy Chapter of the
Open Space and Recreation Plan. Encourage private developers to incorporate
similar design elements within their project designs.
13. Provide information to private developers and perspective homebuyers on the agefriendly residential design features.
14. Continue to pursue redevelopment of the Peter Fitzpatrick School. Reassess the
zoning for the property to determine whether adaptive reuse could be better
accommodated with certain zoning changes in place.
15. Improve and strengthen the town’s Floodplain Management bylaw and move the
bylaw from the Town Code to the Zoning Bylaw. Consider participating in the
Community Rating System (CRS) as a means of addressing the future impacts of
climate change and of lowering flood insurance premiums for residents.
16. Address impediments to solar energy development, as identified through the
SolSmart initiative. Amend the zoning bylaw to accommodate Massachusetts
Department of Energy Resources (DOER) model solar zoning guidance, and to
accommodate large-scale solar energy facilities, such as the solar farm which the
town in interested in developing on the former landfill site. Complete the SolSmart
designation process.
17. Review the Town’s existing lighting regulations and requirements, and update the
standards to reflect new lighting technologies, require full cut-off lighting, minimize
energy use, and reduce light pollution.
18. Establish site development requirements and guidelines to incorporate sustainable
landscape design and green infrastructure.
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