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Town of Leicester – Route 56 PDA 

 

Purpose of Analysis 

The Route 56 (Huntoon Memorial Highway) Highway Business and Industrial corridor was identified as a 
Priority Development Area in the recently completed Central Thirteen Prioritization Project.  Priority 
development areas (PDAs) are areas within a town that have been identified as capable of supporting 
additional development or as candidates for redevelopment. These are areas on which a town is 
focusing its energy to promote thoughtful economic development that is closely tied to the community’s 
goals.   

 

Figure 1. Route 56 PDA (Labeled "1") 

http://www.cmrpc.org/Central_PP
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Following the completion of the Central Thirteen Prioritization Project, CMRPC was presented with a 
project request as a next phase of work from the Central Thirteen Prioritization Project, Blackstone 
Valley Prioritization Project, and the 495/MetroWest Development Compact.  Utilizing planning funds 
from the District Local Technical Assistance (DLTA) Program, the request was to move forward with next 
steps on the identified Priority Development Areas (PDAs).   

Using up to 25 hours of technical assistance, the objective of this project is to provide participating 
communities with a packet of information for a priority development area that can be used to guide 
them in identifying possible zoning changes, development of a Chapter 43D application1 or other grant 
applications (MassWorks), promotion to developers, as a template for future analysis of additional 
PDAs, etc.  CMRPC staff worked with each participating community to ensure that the technical 
assistance provided was tailored to the town’s specific needs. 

From the PDAs identified in Leicester, the town selected the Highway Business Industrial-2 (HB-2) zoned 
area of the Route 56 corridor as well as a portion of the Residential Industrial Business (RIB) district 
along Route 56 for a more comprehensive analysis. 

Study Area 

Figure 2. Study area - Google Earth image 

                                                           
1 www.mass.gov/hed/business/licensing/43d 

Approximate study area 

http://www.mass.gov/hed/business/licensing/43d/
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The study area is located approximately 2.5 miles south of the Leicester town center with approximately 
one (1) mile of frontage along Route 56 on two sides.   

Water & sewer are available in the study area.  Water is provided by the Cherry Valley Rochdale water 
district; sewer is provided by the Oxford Rochdale sewer district.  Detailed information about this 
infrastructure is available in the 2010 Greater Leicester Water Resources Project Report.2   

 

Zoning 

The study area is the Highway Business and Industrial -2 zoning district on Route 56 and a portion of the 
southern reach of Residential Industrial Business district on Route 56 (See Figure 3). 

 
ZONING 
CODE 

ZONING 
DISTRICT 

MIN. LOT 
AREA (Sq. 
Ft.) 

MIN. LOT 
FRONTAGE 
(Feet) 

MIN. 
FRONT 
YARD (Feet) 

MIN. SIDE 
YARD 
(Feet) 

MIN. REAR 
YARD 
(Feet) 

MAX. BLDG 
HT (Feet)3/ 
STORIES 

HB-2 Highway 
Business and 
Industrial 

45,000  200 50 50 50 55/5 ½  

RIB – 
single 
family 

Residential 
Industrial 
Business 

30,000  175 40 40 40 55/5 ½  

RIB – 
two-
family 

Residential 
Industrial 
Business 

30,000  175 25 25 25 55/5 ½  

RIB – 
multi-
family 

Residential 
Industrial 
Business 

30,000  250 25 15 25 55/5 ½  

RIB – 
multi-
family: 
each 
add’l apt 
up to 5  

Residential 
Industrial 
Business 

10,000  250 25 15 25 55/5 ½  

RIB - 
multi-
family: 
each 
add’l apt 
after 5th 
apt 

Residential 
Industrial 
Business 

2,500  250 25 15 25 55/5 ½  

 

                                                           
2 http://www.cmrpc.org/sites/default/files/Documents/CDAP/GLWRG%20Draft%20Report%201227%20v3a.pdf 
3 No building over 35 feet in height shall be used for habitation. 
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Figure 3. Zoning in the Study Area 

 

 

The various uses allowed in the HB-2 district are quite typical for this type of zoning district.  The HB-2 
district does not allow any residential uses, except for the renting of room in an existing dwelling.  
Various agricultural uses are allowed as well as accessory uses.  This is primarily a commercial/industrial 
district, with allowed uses that include:  wholesale, retail, research facility, office, bank, hotel/motel, 
restaurant, contractor’s yard, manufacturing and processing facility, trucking depot, wind energy facility, 
and solar photovoltaic installation.   

The intent of the RIB district is to “provide for residential uses in somewhat higher density than in other 
residential zones and to provide and increase the value of residential property situated in the vicinity of 
operating businesses, to protect the community from the detrimental effects of development not suited 
to location near residences, to protect persons and property against the hazards of pollution; to 
conserve natural conditions and open spaces; to separate and otherwise divide potentially conflicting 
property uses and to provide a harmonious relationship between residential and commercial 

Study Area:  
HB-2 District 

Study Area: portion 
of RIB district 
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development.” 4 In addition to single- and multi-family dwellings, various commercial operations are 
allowed in this district, such as:  light manufacturing, light assembly, landscaping services, nursing 
homes, rental storage facilities, and senior village developments. 

Of note are the site development standards for the HB-2 district as applied in the section south of 
Stafford Street.  The purpose of the district is to “provide for the development and redevelopment of 
Leicester’s highway business corridors by allowing a mix of commercial, office, research, and light 
industrial activities that create employment opportunities and expand the tax base, while protecting 
existing development, conserving natural resources, and protecting and enhancing the environment.”  

However, information from the Town suggests that the site development standards with regards to 
landscaped buffer zones may be a constraint on development.  At issue are the required landscaped 
buffers where a non-residential use abuts a residential use:  twenty (20) feet wide along roadways and 
fifty (50) feet where the commercial use abuts a residential use.  Reduction in the width of these buffers 
is only allowed where site constraints do not allow for the full required buffer.   These sizeable required 
buffers do not leave sufficient area on the site in which to develop.  Thus, despite the Town’s goal to 
encourage commercial development along Route 56, the fact that there are residential properties right 
up to Stafford Street precludes commercial re-development of the intersection.  Mitigating any impacts 
resulting from conflicting uses is understandable, but the Town might consider reducing the minimum 
size of the required buffer based on the proposed use or providing some discretion in order to evaluate 
projects on a case-by-case basis.  Not all commercial uses are alike, and these large buffers may not be 
necessary in some cases. 
 

 
Figure 4.  Residential property in the HB-2 district. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Leicester Zoning Bylaw. 



Leicester PDA Analysis   May 2013  6 
 

Study Area Context and Characteristics 

The study area is not heavily developed at present; approximately 80 acres are developed as compared 
to approximately 200 acres of vacant developable land.  Rather, it has pockets of developed areas 
interspersed with large wooded tracts of land.  One such section of vacant land, made up of contiguous 
parcels, contains over 80 acres just north of Stafford Street. 

 

 

Figure 5.  Large areas of undeveloped land are available within the study area. 

 

Businesses in the district reflect the zoning designation:  there are a variety of industrial and auto-
related uses, Kindred Hospital, a company that manufactures dip molded vinyl coatings, a moving 
company, a welding operation, self storage, a used office furniture store, and a crane service company.   

Additionally, residential properties are located in the District directly south of Stafford Street.  As 
mentioned earlier, this presents challenges. 
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Figure 6.  The intersection of Route 56 and Stafford Street looking north. 

 

 

Figure 7.  Kindred Hospital, a 47-bed transitional care hospital, located in the study area. 
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Figures 8-12. The corridor includes many different kinds of commercial operations which, in this case, translates 
into a streetscape that lacks continuity. 
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In the RIB district, there is an elderly housing development, a multi-family housing development, as well 
as commercial uses. 
 

 
 
 

 
Figures 13-15.  Images of the RIB district.                
 
 
 
 
 

Approximate RIB study area 



Leicester PDA Analysis   May 2013  10 
 

 
Planning in the Study Area 
 
The Town completed an update to the Town’s 2000 Master Plan in June 2009, which was adopted by the 
Leicester Planning Board on July 7, 2009.  The Master Plan discusses several aspects of the Town’s future 
that directly relates to the study area. 
 
During the Master Plan process, most of the participants’ preferences for Industrial and Office Park 
business locations were clustered along both sides of Huntoon Highway (Route 56) in the Highway 
Business–Industrial 2 District – the study area. 
 
Information from the Town indicates that a key economic development objective is to promote 
commercial development along Route 56.  However, given the most recent economic downturn, 
development proposals have been scarce.  The most recent proposal in the study area was a Site Plan 
application in 2010 for a 131,050 square foot commercial building at 92 Huntoon Memorial Highway.  
Unfortunately, no work has begun on the project and the deadline to commence construction is in 2015.   
 
 

Development Suitability and Constraints 

There are four wetland resource areas in the study area, as well as Grindstone Brook which flows 
between Rochdale Pond and Cedar Swamp.  According to BioMap2, there is no core habitat or critical 
natural landscapes located in the study area.5  According to an analysis done as part of the Central 
Thirteen Prioritization Project, the study area has approximately 205 acres of vacant developable land.  
Please refer to Figure 16, the development constraints map that shows areas available for development.  
Included in the analysis are the following “constraints”:  permanently protected open space, developed 
land, land with slopes in excess of 25%, land subject to the 100- and 200-foot riverfront area, wetlands, 
and land in the 100- and 500-year flood area. 

The site has many advantages for economic development: 

• Municipal water and sewer 
• Route 56 is an established commercial/industrial corridor 
• Zoning language that encourages commercial and industrial development – by-right permitting 
• The study area is approximately 2.5 miles from Route 9, 3 miles from the City of Worcester’s 

Webster Square area, and less than 2 miles from Route 20, giving the site convenient access to 
all of the region’s major transportation routes. 

An additional consideration when analyzing commercial development suitability is traffic: the number of 
cars that travel past the site.  CMRPC has identified Average Daily Vehicle Trips along Route 56 traveling 
past the site to be approximately 8,0006.  This is significant, providing further incentive to develop the 
area. 
 
 

                                                           
5 http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/dfg/biomap/pdf/town_core/Leicester.pdf 
6 CMRPC traffic volume map:  www.cmrpc.org 

http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/dfg/biomap/pdf/town_core/Leicester.pdf
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Figure 16.  Development Constraints. 
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Recommendations and Next Steps  

As discussed above, the study area contains approximately 200 acres of developable 
commercial/industrial land located on Route 56 with access to both municipal water and sewer 
infrastructure and several major regional and interstate roadways.   

Given the obvious positive attributes of the site, the goal is to come up with any additional incentives 
that could encourage a prospective developer to choose this site.  Both the HB-2 and RIB zoning districts 
allow a variety of commercial and industrial uses, most by-right, which confirms the Town’s desire to 
encourage development in the study area.  One additional way the Town could attract development to 
the site is to designate it as a Priority Development Site (PDS) under MGL Chapter 43D, the Expedited 
Permitting law7. 

The Master Plan also recommended this economic development action: 

To encourage development of larger commercial/industrial sites in the outlying 
commercially-zoned areas, the Town could apply for the 43D/Expedited 
Permitting. This involves the Town designating one or more Priority 
Development Sites that it guarantees will receive municipal permitting decisions 
within 180 days of application. Each site must yield at least 50,000 square feet of 
office space and be approved at Town Meeting.  If the State approves the 
application, the Town will be provided with national marketing for the sites and 
the Town’s ability to obtain PWED, CDAG and MORE funding will be enhanced.    
Responsible Municipal Entity: Board of Selectmen.  

 
Expedited Permitting 

In August 2006, MGL Chapter 43D Permitting was enacted into law, establishing an inventory of Priority 
Development Sites (PDS) on which municipalities offer a maximum of 180-day local permitting process. 
Cities and towns that opt into Chapter 43D are able to target areas, through a streamlined local 
permitting process, specific for economic development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is a Priority Development Site (PDS)? 
 

                                                           
7 www.mass.gov/hed/business/licensing/43d 

       

Nearby Communities participating in 
Chapter 43D: 

  
· Worcester—3 sites 
· Marlborough—4 sites 
· Shrewsbury—2 sites 
· Grafton—2 sites 
· Boylston—2 sites 
· Northbridge—2 sites 
· Sutton—1 site 
· Sturbridge—5 sites 

http://www.mass.gov/hed/business/licensing/43d/
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A “PDS” is a privately or publicly owned property that is: 
· zoned for commercial,  industrial, residential, or mixed use; 
· eligible under applicable zoning provisions, including special permits or other discretionary 

permits, for the development or redevelopment of a building at least 50,000 square feet of 
gross floor area in new or existing buildings or structures; and 

· designated as a priority development site by the state Interagency Permitting Board. 
  
It is important for the Town to know that: 

· Nothing in the law alters the substantive jurisdictional authority of local boards or departments. 
· The law does not require that a permit application is approved. 
· The law only requires that all decisions are rendered within 180 days. 

  
This designation would benefit the Town and the property owner in the following ways:    

· Priority consideration for state grants; 
· Priority consideration for quasi-public financing and training programs; 
· Brownfields remediation assistance; 
· Online marketing of the site and promotion of the Town’s pro-development regulatory climate; 
· Technical assistance provided by the regional planning council; 
· Competitive advantage for economic development opportunities. 

  
 
Given the recommendation in the Master Plan, a Chapter 43D Priority Development Site designation is 
the logical next step for this corridor to incentivize development. 
  
Leicester Economic Development Committee 
 
Information from the Town Planner indicates that the permitting process in Leicester is currently 
efficient and streamlined, although without the “guaranteed” 180-day processing timeframe.  As an 
alternative to a formal 43D designation, the Town could consider a more active role for the Town’s 
Economic Development Committee (EDC).  The EDC’s webpage within the Town’s website notes 
membership information and several statements regarding the EDC’s focus on “...promoting the 
geographical, economic, and political advantages of doing business in the Town of Leicester.”  We 
recommend that the EDC expand its presence on the Town’s website and perhaps include specific 
information about sites or areas that it is actively promoting for development, such as the Route 56 
study area.  We have learned that municipal websites are often one of the first places that site selectors 
look when researching locations for potential development.  Actively promoting specific locations and 
other benefits to developing or expanding in Leicester is important in this competitive market.   
 
We also recommend that the EDC network directly with the various regional economic development 
entities, such as:  the Central Mass South Chamber of Commerce, Massachusetts Office of Business 
Development, Worcester Business Development Corporation, and others. 
 
For example, the Towns of West Boylston and Douglas are actively promoting several sites in their 
towns.  In Douglas, these are called “Featured Development Opportunities”, and include maps, parcel 
data, and zoning and permitting information. 
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Figure 17.  Douglas Economic Development Commission webpage.8 
 

Similarly, the Town of West Boylston has created an “Economic Development” webpage, promoting the 
Town and includes the statement: “West Boylston Welcomes New & Expanding Business!”  In addition, 
they too include a list of “Commercial and Industrial Opportunities”. 

 

 

                                                           
8 http://www.douglasma.org/index.php/pages/committees/featured_development_opportunities 

http://www.douglasma.org/index.php/pages/committees/featured_development_opportunities
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Figure 18.  Town of West Boylston Economic 
Development webpage.9 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 http://www.westboylston.com/Pages/WBoylstonMA_EconDev/business 

http://www.westboylston.com/Pages/WBoylstonMA_EconDev/business
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Concurrent with either of these processes, an analysis of the required landscaped buffers in the district, 
particularly in the district south of Stafford Street is recommended.  As mentioned earlier in the report, 
the required buffer is a significant requirement that appears to be an impediment to commercial 
development, particularly as the zoning bylaw does not provide for Planning Board discretion should the 
proposed development not warrant such significant buffers.  The Town could consider either including 
more discretion in the bylaw language, or even alter that particular area’s zoning district to acknowledge 
its unique location as being directly adjacent to a residential zone.  Perhaps a transition zone of some 
kind could reflect both the Town’s goals for economic development as well as the proximity to 
residential homes.  The parcels in this part of the HB-2 district are smaller than in the rest of the district, 
so the potential development would be smaller as well.  Consequently, perhaps a reduced landscape 
buffer requirement would be appropriate. 

  

In summary, given the availability of water and sewer infrastructure, by-right zoning that promotes 
economic development, and its location on a well-traveled route, this section of Route 56 has the 
potential for positive development and redevelopment.  

We recommend the following: 

• Consider adopting Chapter 43D Expedited Permitting in key locations 
• Review landscape buffer requirements in the district area immediately south of Stafford Street 
• Expand the Economic Development Committee’s presence on the Town’s website to actively 

promote specific sites and key initiatives for economic development in Leicester 

 

 
 

 

 

 


