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Town of Sturbridge – Route 15 PDA 

 

Purpose of Analysis 

The Route 15 Recreation/Light Industrial area 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 15 Recreation/Light Industrial PDA (Labeled "5") 

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 Sturbridge, 
the town selected the Route 15 Recreation/Light Industrial PDA (“Route 15 PDA”) for a more 
comprehensive analysis. 

 In Sturbridge’s case, there has been significant work already done to analyze this PDA and identify goals 
and objectives.  To that end, the goal of this project will be to synthesize existing information into one 
document and to come up with findings and recommendations that can assist the town in moving 
forward with the area. 

The following materials were reviewed as part of the background research into the Route 15 PDA: 

• Sturbridge Zoning Bylaws 

• Town of Sturbridge 2011 Master Plan 

• Town of Sturbridge 2011 Open Space and Recreation Plan 

• Route 15 Wastewater/Water Study by Tighe and Bond (Summary document dated February 1, 
2012) 

• Market Feasibility Analysis for the Kelly Farm Business Park, prepared by RKG Associates, Inc., 
September 2000 

• Route 15 Study Committee Report, November 1997 (including Planning Charette Summary 
Report prepared by Mullin Associates Incorporated) 

• Route 15 Corridor Study, Jennifer S. Cortis, Town Planner, 1992 

• Materials related to the Town’s submission of an application for Priority Development Site 
status for 17 and 26 Kelly Road to the Interagency Permitting Board at the MA Executive Office 
of Housing and Economic Development, 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

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

http://www.mass.gov/hed/business/licensing/43d/
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Study Area 

Figure 2. Study area - Google Earth image 

 

The Town of Sturbridge voted to accept the State Layout of Route 15 leading from the intersection with 
Route 131 to the Connecticut State Line during the 1984 Annual Town Meeting.  The Town Meeting 
voted to accept this road layout with a moratorium being instituted that prohibited access or 
development of adjoining land so that the Planning Board could establish an orderly plan of 
development.  No further action was taken on the Route 15 issue until 1992 when the Town was 
approached by the Massachusetts Highway Department indicating a renewed interest in turning the 
road over to the Town.  The Board of Selectmen forwarded a letter to the Massachusetts Highway 
Department on April 9, 1992 formally expressing an interest in taking over control of the roadway.   

On September 7, 1993, the Board of Selectmen voted "To confirm the 1984 Annual Town Meeting vote 
on Article 24 accepting a portion of the State Highway layout of Route 15 as a Town roadway with 
improvements to be completed by the State per the Town Engineer’s letter of July 8, 1992."  The 
Massachusetts Highway Department completed reconstruction of Route 15 and filed the transfer of 
ownership to the Town on October 17, 1996.2 

                                                           
2 Route 15 Study Committee Report, November 1997. 

Approximate study area 
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The Town created a study committee to discuss land use and zoning, the potential for development 
along the corridor, and concepts that the Town could pursue to encourage preferred development on 
Route 15.  The study committee developed zoning recommendations that were ultimately approved at 
the 1998 Annual Town Meeting. 

The Route 15 PDA is in two zoning districts:  the Special Use District, and the Planned Unit Business 
Development (PUBD) district, both of which were adopted at the April 27, 1998 Town Meeting.  The 
study area boundary is defined by the Quinebaug River where it crosses under Route 15 (Haynes Street) 
to the north, River Road to the east, the intersection of Route 15 and Mashapaug Road to the south, and 
Route 15 along the eastern boundary.   

The district has perhaps the town’s best direct access to and from Interstate 84 (I-84), but lacks 
municipal water and sewer. 

Running north/south and parallel to I-84, this two-lane roadway provides access to a number of the 
Town’s natural resource areas as well as the Yogi Bear’s Jellystone Park campground area and the 
Sturbridge RV Resort on Mashapaug Road. 
 
 

Zoning 

Table 1.  Zoning in the Study Area. 

 
ZONING 
DISTRICT 

MIN. LOT 
AREA 
(acres) 

MIN. LOT 
FRONTAGE 
(Feet) 

MIN. 
SETBACK - 
Street 
(Feet) 

MIN.SETBACK 
- Other 
(Feet) 

MAX. BLDG 
HT (Feet) 

Special Use 1*  200** 100^ 30^ 35 

 
* Except in PUBD, where minimum acreage is 50 acres, 25 acres with Special Permit.  
** Except in PUBD, where frontage requirement is 400 feet. 
^ Except in PUBD, where setback is 100 feet on public way and 75 feet from property lines. 
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Figure 3. Zoning in the Study Area 

The Special Use District allows a small collection of uses, such as:  single family dwellings, landscape 
nursery, a variety of trails (walking, hiking, bicycling), and farms.  By Special Permit, the Special Use 
District also allows campgrounds, hospitals, multiple dwelling projects, bed and breakfast 
establishments, and commercial recreational facilities.  Additional opportunities for commercial 
development, also by Special Permit, are the following general categories: 

 (a) Executive offices  
(b) Laboratories for research and development   
(c) Professional and medical offices  
(e) Light industrial operations  
(e) Public recreational facilities  
(f) Hotel/Motel  
(g) Commercial recreational facilities  
(h) Limited residential uses that are appropriate in relation to the proposed nonresidential uses in terms 
of the public health, safety and welfare and Sturbridge’s housing needs. 
 

Study Area 
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The purpose of the Planned Unit Business Development (PUBD) is “to encourage the efficient and 
creative use of the parcels of land in Sturbridge that is suited for primarily non-residential use. Although 
development under this provision must comply with the design and site planning standards given below, 
the strategy for the use of the land is intentionally undefined. The Town of Sturbridge desires to 
encourage projects that will meet the demands of the market, improve the economic base of the 
community and protect the town’s character.  Any development within this district must recognize that 
protection of Sturbridge’s rural character will be a prime consideration for approval or denial...a PUBD 
may be comprised of a mixture of residential uses including affordable housing units, open space, 
industrial or other uses, and a variety of building types.”3 
 
As developed by the Route 15 Study Committee in 1997, the zoning in the study area “...encourages 
creative mixed uses on single parcels through cluster development and requires open space and large 
setbacks from Route 15 to preserve the attractive setting of the roadway.  Additionally, the proposal 
discourages development that was considered detrimental to the specific location of Route 15, in the 
form of high traffic generation near the town center or development that places a strain on town 
services.”4 
 
However, and as cited in the Master Plan, the intended development objectives are not clear and the 
regulations are quite restrictive and the result is an area that does not appear to actively encourage 
commercial development.  For example, the regulations require a minimum land tract size of 50 acres, 
which may be reduced to 25 acres by Special Permit from the Zoning Board of Appeals.  Minimum 
setbacks of 100 feet from any public way are quite extensive, and a minimum of 40% of the total tract is 
to be in permanent open space.  Any proposed PUBD shall have direct access to Route 15 which, while it 
is understandable to limit potential impact on surrounding residential neighbourhoods, it would seem 
that some discretion could be beneficial as there are some side roads that could function as adequate 
access as well, under the right circumstances. 

According to the zoning bylaw, the district does not list retail uses as allowed, even as accessory to the 
primary use, while restaurants and health clubs are allowed accessory uses.  Residents in Sturbridge 
believe that there are sufficient areas in town where retail can be developed and that Route 15 may be 
more suitable for other types of development.   The current Master Plan reflects this as well and a 
recent proposal to add retail to the regulations was defeated at Town Meeting. 

 

District Context and Characteristics 

Although it has direct access to Interstate 84, the Special Use district is not heavily developed at present 
and is also home to two well-established family campgrounds, in addition to residential 
neighbourhoods.  The majority of the corridor is undeveloped due to the absence of town water and 
sewer. The issue of whether to extend these services has been an ongoing topic of discussion. A recent 
study of the corridor resulted in a finding that any extension of public wastewater infrastructure is at 
least three to four years away. 

                                                           
3 Sturbridge Zoning Bylaw, Chapter Fifteen:  Planned Unit Business Development (PUBD). 
4 Route 15 Study Committee Report, November 1997, p. 14. 
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Figure 4.  The “gateway” to the Special Use District is the civic area at the intersection of Route 15 and Route 31. (This is notable 
in that the geometry of this intersection, with the surrounding historic structures, cannot be expanded, which could be 
challenging for large commercial developments along Route 15.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  A very typical view while traveling Route 15. 
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Figures 6-7.  Direct access to and from I-84 from Route 15. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.  The former Hebert’s Candy retail store.  This property is a pre-existing non-conforming use, and as such is the only 
property in the study area that would be allowed a retail use. 
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Development Suitability and Constraints 

The study area contains both development advantages and constraints, namely in highway access, 
utilities, development regulations, and the potential for conflict with abutting residential uses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.  Real estate sign advertising a development opportunity in the study area.  Note the “selling points” listed on the sign, 
including location and accessibility to highways as well as the zoning as being “multi use”. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                     
Figure 10.  Development Potential in the study area5 

 

                                                           
5 Sturbridge Master Plan, 2011. 
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Table 2. Development Potential of Vacant Non-Residential Land – 20096 

        Development Potential   

Zoning District  # Parcels Total Acres Category 1 Category 2 Category 3  

Special Use  14  153  0  58  95 

 
Cat 1 = No major limitations – good frontage, sewer access and lot size 
Cat 2 = At least one limitation – no frontage, small lot size, no sewer 
Cat 3 = Two or more limitations – no frontage, sewer, and/or small lot size 
 

 

According to the Master Plan, the largest concentration of non-residential vacant land in Sturbridge is 
located in the study area on Route 15.  However, as shown in Table 2, these properties are limited by 
the lack of municipal sewer which reduces development potential.  

The largest concentration of vacant land, 153 acres, is located in the Special Use District on Route 15. 
However, as illustrated in the table, these properties are limited by the lack of municipal sewer which 
reduces the development potential considerably. Only 58 acres were estimated to have adequate parcel 
size and highway frontage to make it relatively easy to establish commercial or industrial uses on these 
sites. However, other zoning requirements associated with this district and the Town’s Planned Unit 
Business Development (PUBD) overlay criteria create further limitations for the likelihood of 
development on these properties.  
 
As noted previously in this report, the Master Plan states that the district regulations lack clear 
development objectives and that there are numerous existing residential uses that create potential 
conflicts with future commercial or industrial uses.  The Master Plan states that the Special Use District 
is well-suited for either tourism-related uses or manufacturing/distribution sites, but not both 
concurrently.  This is an important aspect of the development planning for the study area:  a focused 
vision for the future of the district that is able to balance future uses with existing ones, such as the two 
well-established recreational campgrounds and numerous residential properties. 

According to the Town Planner, a 2010 application to develop a commercial recreation facility (the 
Sturbridge Arena) was very well-received by the Town and was approved for both a Special Permit and a 
variance on the property at 17 Kelly Road and 90 River Road.  The proposal was to develop a domed 
indoor sporting complex with adjacent outdoor fields and a disc golf course, as well as concessions, 
associated retail, and restrooms. 

 

                                                           
6 Data excerpted from Table 4.13 in the 2011 Sturbridge Master Plan 
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Figure 10.  Site Plan of the proposed Sturbridge Arena commercial recreation facility. 

 

Unfortunately, this project was not constructed due to economic conditions.  However, it is included in 
this discussion because it was positively received and was approved, illustrating the Town’s preference 
for this type of development along Route 15 as complimentary to the surrounding uses as well as adding 
to the Town’s commercial tax base. 

As noted previously in this report, a recent warrant article seeking to allow retail uses in the PUBD was 
defeated at Town Meeting, thus confirming that the Town has specific goals in mind for the district and 
adding more retail uses is not the current vision for the corridor. 

   

Water and Sewer Infrastructure 

In 2010, a Final Report on the Route 15 Wastewater/Water Study was submitted to the Town by Tighe & 
Bond.  The water and wastewater recommendations from the report are as follows7: 

• Wastewater: The wastewater alternatives were tabled due to limited available permitted flow 
capacity at the Wastewater Treatment Facility (WWTF), an on-going upgrade to the WWTF, and 
uncertainty related to EPA’s approval of a future WWTF flow re-rating request by the Town.  In 
addition, the Needs Analysis conducted as part of the Town’s Comprehensive Wastewater 

                                                           
7 Letter from David R. Prickett, PE (Tighe & Bond) to Greg Morse, DPW Director, February 1, 2012 
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Management Plan concluded that soil conditions in the Route 15 Study Area are generally 
capable of supporting on-site wastewater disposal systems.  
 

• Water: The water recommendations included proceeding with planning for a water main 
extension along Route 15, exploring funding sources, and developing a project schedule. 

Four alternatives for the water main extension were presented: 

Alternative 1a:  Water main extension south along Route 15 from River Road to Kelly Road.  Estimated 
project cost:  $1.211 million 

Alternative 1b:  Includes Alternative 1a, with an additional water main extension along Route 15 south 
from Kelly Road to I-84.  Estimated project cost:  $2.173 million 

Alternative 2:  Includes Alternative 1b, with a water main extension along the length of Kelly Road from 
Route 15 to River Road.  Estimated project cost:  $2.783 million 

Alternative 3:  Includes Alternative 2, with a water main extension along Mashapaug Road and River 
Road to loop the water main extension back to the existing water distribution system.  Estimated project 
cost:  $5.33 million 

According to the Town, based on other planned applications for MassWorks infrastructure grant funds 
in Sturbridge, no revenue stream has been identified to extend the water main.  The Town is seeking 
potential grant sources that could be combined with private developer investment to proceed with the 
project. 

The lack of water and sewer infrastructure has been identified as development constraint in the study 
area.  In a Market Feasibility Analysis prepared in 2000 for the Kelly Farm Business Park site located at 
the intersection of Route 15 and Kelly Road, the following conclusions were made8:  “...the Kelly Farm 
site has clear location, access, and other site advantages.  A planned business park environment with full 
utilities and direct access to I-84 would offer a superior location to most existing and potential 
alternative industrial/business parks in the Primary Market Area.”   

However, the Feasibility Analysis also concluded that, “...the proposed Kelly Farm Business Park could be 
financially feasible to undertake provided that a) municipal services are extended to the property line; b) 
the project is permitted and comes on-line in time to capture a reasonable share of pent up demand in 
the region; and c) potential future permitting issues for individual lots are addressed during the process 
of approving the PUBD...Based upon the findings of the market research presented...it does not appear  
that an industrial or business park could be successfully  developed at the Kelly Farm site, if reliant upon 
individual wells and septic systems.” 

Without the Town’s commitment to extend infrastructure on Route 15, it appears that any significant 
commercial/industrial development is highly unlikely. 

 

 

 
                                                           
8 Market Feasibility Analysis – Kelly Farm Business Park, prepared by RKG Associates, Inc., September 2000 
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Recommendations and Next Steps  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11.  Future Economic Development Strategies (2011 Master Plan) 

As identified in the Master Plan, and as shown in Figure 11, a key recommendation for the study area is 
to revise the purpose and redevelopment requirements of the Special Use District to clarify economic 
development priorities. 

The Special Use District regulations are not clear in establishing intended development objectives for 
this area resulting in market uncertainty which, combined with the lack of utilities, creates significant 
deterrent to potential development. In addition, requirements of the Planned Unit Business District 
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(PUBD) overlay zoning, which include a minimum lot area of 25-50 acres, 40% open space, and a special 
permit for major uses, are also quite restrictive. As previously stated, this location has perhaps the 
town’s best direct access from the Interstate highway, but lacks municipal sewer and has numerous 
existing residential uses that create potential conflicts with future commercial or industrial uses.  

One of the recommendations from the Master Plan is for the Town to decide if the district will focus on 
entertainment/recreation, manufacturing and warehouse/distribution or healthcare/medical 
establishments.  The study area has many benefits to offer for potential development, such as its 
location, excellent roadway access, and amount of developable land.  Each of these lends itself to many 
kinds of development, not just more intense commercial or industrial uses.  Coupled with the 
surrounding residential development, the two existing family campgrounds and, more importantly, the 
Town’s preference for maintaining the forested aspect of Route 15 and the stated goal of the protection 
of Sturbridge’s rural character, and it appears that promoting the area for tourism/recreation-related 
and/or healthcare/medical uses might be a more successful approach.    

The lack of infrastructure is a constraint for commercial and industrial development, and unless the 
Town is truly committed to encouraging significant commercial and industrial development along Route 
15, investing resources in infrastructure does not seem like a prudent use of scarce public resources.  A 
clear vision of the economic development objectives for this area is critical, but it must be a vision that 
reflects the wishes of the town and does not try to be too many things at once.  While some flexibility is 
needed in order to respond to market conditions and to avoid being too prescriptive, the more certainty 
that the town can provide a potential applicant, the better.  Once the long range development vision is 
articulated, then revising the zoning regulations to clearly reflect that vision is necessary.  As the Master 
Plan states, the intended development objectives are vague, which hinders a developer’s willingness to 
pursue a project.  To the extent that the Town can also create certainty by allowing more uses by right, 
or minimize Special Permit requirements, the more willing developers will be to consider working in 
Sturbridge. 

In looking at the site suitability factors of the study area, the surrounding uses, and the stated goals and 
objectives by the Town, the next steps should be revisiting the district regulations to be sure that they 
match up.  From all of the information that has been provided, from the early corridor studies and 
charettes, to the water and sewer study, to the Master Plan, to reviewing past successful (and 
unsuccessful) applications, the Town appears ready to narrow its goals and expectations for the Special 
Use District. This appears to be a development strategy less focused on commercial/industrial 
development, and more in line with commercial recreation uses and less intensive commercial uses 
more traditionally associated with medical and health care facilities.  These uses will greatly benefit from 
the superior regional access as well as the rural, wooded character of the corridor and will compliment 
the surrounding existing residential and recreational uses.   

Within the PUBD regulations, the Town states that it desires to encourage projects that will “meet the 
demands of the market, improve the economic base of the community and protect the town’s 
character.”  A more defined vision for this area will accomplish all of those things while still respecting 
the stated goal of protecting Sturbridge’s rural character and complimenting the existing businesses and 
residences in the corridor. 


