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Town of Auburn – “Dartmouth site” PDA – 190 Washington Street (Route 20) 

Purpose of Analysis 

The “Dartmouth site” on Route 20 in Auburn 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. “Dartmouth parcel” PDA (Labeled "7") 

 

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 application or other grant 

http://www.cmrpc.org/Central_PP
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applications (MassWorks), promotion to developers, as 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 Auburn, the town selected the “Dartmouth site” on Route 20 for a more 
comprehensive analysis. 

 

 

Study Area 

Figure 2. Study area - Google Earth image 

 

The “Dartmouth site” (so called because it has been owned by Dartmouth College since 1984) is a 54-
acre parcel located on Route 20 in Auburn adjacent to I-90.  It is a vacant property and is zoned 
Industrial Park (IP); its 2013 assessed value is $1.566 million.  The parcel has direct access to municipal 
water and sewer.   

  

Approximate study area 
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Zoning 

The study area (See Figure 3) is zoned Industrial Park (IP). 

 
ZONING 
CODE 
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IP Industrial Park 30,000 100 40 20 20 35 

 
 

   
Figure 3. Zoning in the Study Area 

  

   INDUSTRIAL PARK     RESIDENCE B 

   INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT A    RESIDENCE C 

   HIGHWAY BUSINESS 

Study Area 
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The various uses allowed in the district are quite typical for Industrial Parks.   

The IP district does not allow any residential uses, as the Town clearly wishes to maintain the district as 
an intact commercial/industrial area and to not permit any conflicting uses.  Similarly, in order to 
encourage manufacturing and other industrial uses, the zoning bylaw does not allow various commercial 
uses, such as: retail stores, barber/beauty shop, general services, veterinarian, gas station, medical 
center, and hotel/motel, to name a few.  This follows the recommendations from the 2006 Auburn 
Master Plan, which stated that along Route 20 east of I-290, the Town should “...reduce retail 
activity...and encourage uses that are not high traffic generators, and allow for significant office 
development in an effort to create high end office and R&D uses that will raise the average wage in 
Auburn.” 

Various commercial/industrial uses are allowed in the district by Special Permit:  warehouse/distribution 
facility, heavy vehicle and equipment sales, research and testing facilities, publishing/printing/data 
processing facilities, and light manufacturing, finishing, and processing.    

 

Figure 4.  Site frontage traveling west on Route 20.  Mass Turnpike in the distance. 
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The site is located across the street from the recently developed Westec Industrial Park, which has, 
according to the 2006 Auburn Master Plan, “...helped to spur high quality economic development, but 
has few lots remaining.” (See Figure 5) 
 

 
Figure 5.  Westec Industrial Park 
 
Businesses located here include:  FedEx, Western Carriers, Inc., Akuity Technologies, Allied Machined 
Products, Bobcat of Worcester, and Bartlett Tree Experts. 
 
 
 
Development Suitability and Constraints 

There are three wetland resource areas on the site, resulting in approximately 50 acres of developable 
land.  According to BioMap2, there is no core habitat or critical natural landscapes located on the site.1 

The site has many advantages for economic development: 

• Municipal water and sewer 
• Route 20 is an established commercial/industrial corridor 
• The site is approximately 1.5 miles from Rte. 146 and I-90  and less than 2 miles from I-290 
• Industrial Park zoning 

                                                           
1 http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/dfg/biomap/pdf/town_core/Auburn.pdf 

http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/dfg/biomap/pdf/town_core/Auburn.pdf
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The “Dartmouth” parcel is has significant potential for sizeable industrial development.  The Central 
Thirteen Prioritization Project estimated that development on this site could yield as many as 400 jobs, 
depending on the type and size of the project.  

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 20 traveling 
past the site to be approximately 18,7252.  This is significant, providing further incentive to develop the 
site.  

 

Planning in the Study Area 
 

As mentioned above, the 2006 Auburn Master Plan discusses economic development, and the 
promotion of industrial growth, in detail.   

As noted in the Master Plan, Auburn’s commercial tax base is nearly three times higher than its 
industrial tax base and the two combined provide a total of almost 40% of the Town’s entire tax base, 
which is substantially higher than surrounding communities. This has resulted in a number of 
advantages to the Town including a lower residential tax burden. However, Auburn’s median household 
income, and median family income are lower than most of its neighboring communities perhaps due to 
the extraordinarily large number of retail jobs in Auburn generated by the mall and other retail stores. 
The Master Plan recommends that the Town should make a deliberate attempt to increase the 
development of industry for a more balanced tax base.  

The Master Plan makes specific mention of establishing an incubator facility. One of the strengths of 
Central Massachusetts is its preponderance of “knowledge-based” workers. With a large concentration 
of companies in innovative technologies, new product development is a constant occurrence and can 
lead to rapid employment gains. Incubators can provide an inexpensive option for entrepreneurs with a 
new idea and limited resources. By providing low cost space and sharing of essential services, start-up 
costs can be kept to a minimum, allowing companies to focus energies on product development. 
Although properties suitable for this purpose are scarce in Auburn, according to the Master Plan, the 
Town should consider an incubator facility if such an opportunity presents itself.   

A local example of this is the Massachusetts Biomedical Initiatives Incubator at Gateway Park in 
Worcester: 

The incubator, located on the ground floor of the newly constructed WPI Life Sciences 
building, houses laboratories, shared equipment, and offices for biomedical companies. 
This collaboration will specifically identify and capture academic- and science-related 
research and transfer these discoveries into commercial company formations and jobs. 
MBI built out and operates the facility and has a proven history in promoting the 
successful statewide economic development strategy of life science business incubation. 
Further technology growth is also envisioned within the Park as MBI ‘graduate’ 
incubator companies grow into larger space requirements, thus providing further 
employment opportunities within our burgeoning Central Massachusetts regional 
biomedical industry.3 

                                                           
2 CMRPC traffic volume map:  www.cmrpc.org 
3 http://massbiomed.org/ 

http://massbiomed.org/
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 Recommendations and Next Steps  

As discussed above, the “Dartmouth” site is 50 acres of developable industrial land located on Route 20 
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.  While the zoning district allows 
various industrial uses, they are, for the most part, by Special Permit.  One 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 law4. 

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)? 
 
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. 
  

                                                           
4 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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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. 

  
Auburn has operated for many years with a voluntary in-house project review process (Development 
Coordinating Group) that meets with developers prior to application submittal.  The goal is to streamline 
the permitting and approval process and functions as a permitting wayfinder for prospective applicants.  
While no permits are issued through this process, it provides an opportunity for developers to 
troubleshoot their application with key departments prior to submitting an application.  A Chapter 43D 
Priority Development Site is the logical next step for this key development site. 
  
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. 

  
 
 


