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Representative Neighborhoods 
Executive Summary 

As the vast majority of land in Newburyport is 

zoned for residential use, changes in the 

Newburyport Zoning Ordinance (NZO) impacting 

residential uses will have the widest ranging impacts 

on the residents and neighborhoods of Newburyport. 

This report seeks to establish a baseline level 

understanding of both the built environment as it 

currently exists and the City’s regulatory policies in 

order to determine how they are impacted by the 

current zoning. 

Bringing the dimensional requirements into 

conformance with built conditions is necessary so 

that the NZO can more effectively regulate all 

property within in the city. Currently, due to outsized 

requirements, most properties are considered “non-

conforming1”. A consequence of a high number of 

non-conforming properties is that how new 

construction activity will occur becomes 

unpredictable for both owners/applicants and 

neighbors/abutters. Further, the lack of appropriate 

regulations creates hardships for residents who want 

to modify their homes, typically to accommodate 

anticipated mobility challenges, additions to the 

family, or needed modernization projects, and they 

find themselves unable to do so without going 

through a public process that can be expensive 

and uncertain.  

The goals of the proposed changes to the Table 

of Dimensional Requirements are to: 

1. Facilitate reasonable modifications to 

existing homes and structures by-right, 

2. Provide criteria for reasonable flexibility to 

address non-conforming conditions by 

special permit; and 

3. Eliminate the need for variance 

applications that result in unpredictability 

in neighborhood conditions. 

                                                        
1 Nonconforming means the lots and/or structures 

do not comply with zoning requirements.    

Background  

The purpose of a Table of Dimensional 

Requirements in a zoning ordinance is to prescribe 

building and lot requirements with the intent to 

control density and building intensity. The primary 

purpose for controlling such things is to mitigate 

development impacts on neighboring properties 

and to allow the City to manage progressive and 

incremental change over time. 

The Table of Dimensional Requirements within the 

NZO establishes minimum and maximum 

dimensional controls, both by zoning district (R1, R2, 

R3, PI, etc.) and the use of the lot (e.g. single-family, 

multi-family, retail, etc.). The following controls are 

used to manage development:  

• minimum lot size,  

• front, side, and rear yard setbacks,  

• frontage2,  

• lot coverage,  

• open space; and  

• maximum building heights.  

These metrics are used to determine the eligibility of 

a lot to be considered buildable, as well as to 

establish appropriate building envelopes and 

heights for any development on a lot. The 

determination of the buildable area outside the 

required setbacks on a standard lot is determined in 

accordance with Figure 1. The required yard 

setbacks and open space are subtracted from the 

lot area, leaving just the buildable area. 

 

Figure 1- Setback Diagram, Standard Lot 

                                                        
2 Lot frontage refers to the width of the lot adjacent 

to the street “right of way” which typically extends to 

include the sidewalk and shoulder of the road.  
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How these requirements are applied to a lot can 

vary by the type of lot – odd shaped lots like 

triangular lots, corner lots, and through-lots3 

generally have more than one front yard and can 

have zero, one, or more side yards. For example, 

Figure 2 shows how corner lots are interpreted to 

have one front yard, two side yards, and one rear 

yard.  

 

Figure 2 - Lot Line Interpretation on Corner Lot 

While many lots in Newburyport are fairly standard in 

terms of shape, most city blocks contain at least 

several irregular lots and a general understanding of 

how dimensional requirements apply to these 

different types of lots can also be helpful.   

Protecting what we Love 

As written, Newburyport’s dimensional 

requirements are generally in line with dimensional 

controls that would be used to regulate “suburban” 

style development – i.e. single-family homes on ½+ 

acre lots. While these dimensional controls tend to 

be appropriate for areas of the city that are 

predominately located west of I-95, they are less 

effective in many of the older and more dense 

historic neighborhoods that predate the NZO and 

characterize much of Newburyport’s built 

environment. In many cases, the current 

dimensional requirements are not appropriate for 

the existing development patterns nor anticipated 

future development needs. Nearly all the 

characteristics of the built environment that give 

Newburyport its identity and sense of place could 

                                                        
3 Through lot refers to a lot that has frontage on two 

streets, and where the lot frontages do not intersect. 

not be built today under the current zoning 

regulations which hinders the City’s ability to 

adequately foster, promote, and protect its 

heritage. 

As the minimum lot sizes, setbacks, and lot 

frontage requirements are out of scale for 

residential uses in many zoning districts, most lots 

currently do not meet requirements. This renders 

many existing lots and structures pre-existing non-

conforming4. The ability to alter these lots or 

structures is limited because any new work generally 

must conform to the current NZO regulations, 

regardless of how out of scale these regulations 

may be – unless otherwise authorized by a permit 

granting authority (typically the Zoning Board of 

Appeals). As those authorizations occur for activities 

outside the zoning code due to the inability to apply 

the current code to actual projects [due to the 

extremely high degree of nonconforming lots and 

structures], these applications and approvals can 

lead to a lack of predictability in neighborhood 

conditions for residents, which many can find 

upsetting.  

However, as there periodically may be 

reasonable need to alter structures in Newburyport, 

such as changes necessary for modernization, 

building code compliance, or handicap 

accessibility, it is necessary and reasonable to allow 

for some degree of modifications and allow for 

different levels of review to address these 

modifications. A high degree of non-conforming 

properties lends itself to a larger percentage of 

building permit applications requiring board level 

review. There are pros and cons to this. The 

administrative costs are higher to the City, the 

applicants are frequently homeowners (rather than 

developers) who find the process expensive, 

onerous, and intimidating, and the process as a 

whole is time consuming. However, it also allows for 

more public review of building permit applications 

as board level review requires abutter notification 

and public hearings in accordance with 

Massachusetts General Laws – which the neighbors 

                                                        
4 A pre-existing nonconforming lot or structure is a lot 

or structure that either lawfully existed prior to zoning, 

or complied with zoning and development regulations 

at the time it was built but because of subsequent 

changes to the zoning and/or development 

regulations, no longer fully complies with those 

regulations. 
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may prefer, even though there can be more 

subjectivity in a board’s review than would 

otherwise be found in a zoning ordinance that 

actually reflected the built conditions of the city.    

However, in practice, when properties lawfully do 

not conform to zoning, and the existing zoning 

ordinance is dysfunctional in addressing those lots 

and structures, it can turn into a situation where in 

some ways it is as though those properties are no 

longer subject to regulation. In recent years, the 

Planning Board and Zoning Board of Appeals have 

been in the position of trying to manage growth 

and redevelopment in a city absent of good 

regulations that could provide real guidance. The 

work of those boards, though unpopular at times, 

has largely been done without the benefit of a 

regulatory code that empowers them to review, 

approve, deny, or condition projects appropriately, 

and in some cases, legally. Since the existing code 

does not “fit” city properties, any alterations to most 

buildings would already exceed what is allowed 

simply due to how and where the structure was 

originally built – in most cases prior to the existence 

of the NZO. As there simply are no metrics in place 

that state what amount of flexibility beyond what 

can be done by-right (meaning it complies with the 

code and a building permit can be issued) but 

might still be reasonable, it instead comes at the 

determination of a board rather than the code; 

hence the results are unpredictable. 

In other words, if a building project scope 

exceeds what is allowed, which it frequently does 

due to existing conditions, and particularly if it does 

not fit what is allowed by special permit (see later 

discussion on special permits and variances), the 

appropriateness of the application becomes 

subject to the determination of the permit granting 

authority (typically the Zoning Board of Appeals for 

nonconformities) as to whether or not the 

application meets the legal grounds for the zoning 

relief requested. The board then must determine if 

the relief requested is reasonable and does not 

derogate from the intent of the NZO. A board must 

make those findings based on the facts as 

submitted within the applicant’s permit application 

and reviewed by city staff, and as presented during 

a public meeting and/or hearing. For those cases 

presented in public, the boards must also consider 

not just the applicant’s testimony, but any other 

testimony presented by interested parties (i.e. 

neighbors, local officials, hired experts, etc.) during 

a meeting or hearing. Many times, outside testimony 

and/or materials are not provided in advance, 

forcing a board to react on the spot to information. 

Further complicating the issue is that information 

may or may not be accurate, substantiated by 

study, or in some cases reasonable, making it more 

difficult for boards to come to good decisions. While 

there many occasions where public review of 

certain types of applications on a case-by-case 

basis is appropriate, not all cases should require a 

high-level review. For those that do, applications 

should receive consistent review enabled by 

appropriate regulations.    

Ensuring that the cases that should rise to a high-

level review receive one requires regulations that 

appropriately reflect the built conditions, but also 

provide for a prescribed amount of flexibility if 

specific criteria are met – and have that be the limit 

of development. Anything beyond that limit should 

require a variance, and a variance should only be 

approved in those situations that meet the statutory 

grounds for that granting of a variance. This would 

lend itself to a far better regulatory environment 

than having dimensional requirements that are far 

enough out of scale to preclude new dwelling units 

on the one hand, but also provide no functional 

mechanism to address how to reasonably maintain 

existing structures on the other. In order to have 

these parameters, the requirements first need to 

reflect reality so that reasonableness can then be 

factored in and allowed only after certain criteria 

are met and the appropriate level of review has 

been completed. 
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Special Permits and Variances 

One way to address balancing the need to protect 

the city while also providing for flexibility to maintain 

an older building stock is by giving scale to how 

much process is needed for review and pre-

determining how much flexibility is reasonable. 

Typically, under zoning this is done by differentiating 

what can be done “by-right” or “as of right”, by 

“special permit”, and by “variance”. For those 

activities that can be done by-right, it means the 

proposed work conforms to all aspects of the zoning 

ordinance and a building permit may be issued 

(provided that the project also complies with the 

State’s Building Code). Special permits are granted 

by the Planning Board, Board of Appeals, and 

occasionally the City Council, while variances are 

granted solely by the Board of Appeals. Special 

permits are authorized for those cases where the 

proposed work in an application exceeds what is 

allowed by zoning by-right, but is within the range of 

what is permissible by special permit – i.e. an 

established threshold for additional development 

allowed contingent upon satisfactory completion of 

a public board level review. The City has broad 

discretion over the granting of special permits 

provided they meet the criteria established within 

the current zoning ordinance (these criteria are 

being updated to be more explicit as part of the 

recodification). Below is an example of what 

“flexibility” for a special permit might look like in a 

city’s zoning ordinance: 

 

Unlike special permits, variances do not have a 

prescribed range (they are simply everything that 

does not fit within the zoning ordinance) and can 

only be granted in accordance with Massachusetts 

General Law (MGL) Chapter 40A Section 10 in 

addition to local standards established in the 

current zoning ordinance (which will also be 

updated as some standards are currently in conflict 

with state law). Variances are never supposed to be 

granted unless there is a hardship that meets the 

standard established under MGL Ch. 40A (and as 

further restricted in the zoning ordinance). This 

standard requires that a variance may only be 

granted when there is a condition unique to a lot, 

within a zoning district, arising from the: 1) soil 

conditions, 2) shape, or 3) the topography of a lot 

where a literal enforcement of the zoning ordinance 

would represent a qualified hardship to the 

applicant. Variances were only intended to be 

granted in rare situations well beyond the control of 

the applicant – for example, a lot might contain hilly 

topography or ledge in the soils that may make it 

more practical to grant a variance to site a building 

within a required setback, rather than literally 

enforce the setback regulations and require 

blasting. Financial hardships may not be considered 

a “qualified” hardship. 

In addition, a variance may only be granted 

provided that the relief requested will not be to the 

detriment of the public good or derogate from the 

intent of the zoning ordinance. To find a condition 

that is present on only the subject lot, within the 

zoning district, and meets that criteria is an 

extremely rare circumstance. However, in practice, 

variances have been granted as a “work around” 

for the issues within the zoning ordinance and occur 

in many communities, not just Newburyport. 

However, the granting of variances that do not truly 

meet the statutory grounds for a variance is a legal 

liability for the city and such authorizations would be 

unlikely to survive an appeal. 

In spite of the liability, the City had nevertheless 

been granting a fairly significant number of 

variances over the years to facilitate reasonable 

development due to the inflexibility of the existing 

zoning ordinance and its unrealistic dimensional 

standards. That said, the Zoning Board of Appeals 

has not granted any new dimensional variances for 

well over a year – regardless of the quality of the 

project – in those cases where the statutory grounds 

for the variance were not met. In some cases, the 

lack of relief from the zoning ordinance created 

hardship and prevented reasonable development; 

Sample Regulation:  
No garages may be constructed within 10’ of a 

side lot line, unless authorized by special permit 

by the Planning Board, provided no such garage 

will be located within 3’ of the side lot line. 

Type of Permit Required: 
       By-Right: Garage is at least 10’ from lot line  

       Special Permit: Garage is 3-10’ from lot line 

       Variance: Garage is 0-3’ from lot line 

 
[Note: This example is not based on current Newburyport 

regulations and is for demonstration purposes only.] 
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in other cases, it discouraged “bad” development. 

The track record is mixed. The situation has become 

more complicated due to the down-zoning of 

several neighborhoods in recent years, thereby 

increasing the number of nonconforming properties 

while decreasing the ability to “right-size5” due to 

disparate neighborhoods being lumped into the 

same zoning district.  

Nonconformities in Practice 

The old practice of granting variances on a semi-

routine basis has come to an end, but in order for 

that to continue, a new, functional and appropriate 

ordinance must take its place and reduce the 

number of non-conforming properties in the city. As 

previously stated, a large degree of nonconformities 

is unattractive as it leads to first and foremost, an 

inability to apply basic development control 

standards to the vast majority of lots and structures 

that do not meet the current requirements. In 

absence of an ability to apply requirements, 

projects are reviewed on a case-by-case basis and 

it is difficult for residents to maintain consistent 

expectations as to what type of development can 

occur in their neighborhoods.  

Further, it also creates the necessity for board 

level reviews on projects that may otherwise be 

fairly minor, thereby impacting homeowners 

attempting to modify their home so that it may 

continue to meet their needs in upcoming years. For 

many homeowners, the process of appearing 

before a board to ask permission to use their home 

in the way in which they would like is daunting and 

can be expensive. Architectural plans and 

elevations are required, legal services may be 

needed, and the process can take three to six 

months, if it goes smoothly. The current way of doing 

things benefits neither applicants nor abutters.  

  In order to address these issues, one of the most 

critical components of the recodification revising 

the Table of Dimensional Requirements. In order to 

revise the table, the Representative Neighborhoods 

project was undertaken. 

 

                                                        
5 Right-sizing the zoning districts refers to the 

practice of measuring a sample of properties and 

adjusting setback and lot requirements to match 

existing as-built conditions.  

Scope  

In support of “right-sizing” the zoning districts, the 

Representative Neighborhoods project was 

undertaken to create a database of existing 

conditions which will provide guidance on new 

dimensional standards.   

Methodology 

A sample of nearly 500 properties in thirteen 

different “Representative Neighborhoods” was 

taken to create a database of existing conditions 

(see Map 1: Representative Neighborhoods). The 

neighborhoods consist of intact blocks located 

throughout the city that were chosen due to their 

“representativeness” – e.g. because they were 

comprised of residential lots that were similar in size, 

scale, and configuration to those surrounding them 

and could be considered as representative of 

average conditions. Once identified and approved 

by the Zoning Advisory Committee, the 

Representative Neighborhoods map was then 

distributed to City Councilors for their review and 

acceptance to ensure those blocks selected were 

representative of different areas of the city.  

The lots in the study were measured for lot size, 

frontage, and front/side/rear yard setbacks, then 

compared against the existing zoning regulations to 

determine the degree of conformity, and then 

measured against the proposed zoning 

recommendations to determine any impacts to 

development potential by ward and zoning district. 

The properties were measured using Geographic 

Information System (GIS) data and software. The 

data was provided by the following sources: 

Newburyport Assessor’s Office, Newburyport Office 

of Planning and Development, Google, and 

MassGIS.   

District Plates 

The District Plates were created for each 

representative neighborhood to display and 

summarize the issues with the current zoning 

ordinance. Each district plate contains a map 

displaying conformance with current zoning 

requirements, and summary statistics for that zoning 

district. For notes about the data, please see the 

Appendix. 



R-2 Zoning District: Back Bay 

 
Situated between Route 1 and State Street 
commercial uses, the Highland and Oak Hill 
Cemeteries, the Route 1 Traffic Circle, this 
neighborhood includes a number of antique homes, 
as well as several Post-War single-family homes, 
and a small collection of single and two-family 
homes that have been constructed more recently. 
Within the sample area, most homes were 
constructed prior to 1930, but several were built in 
the late 1960’s, 1990’s, and more recently in the 
2010’s. Within the sample, there were three two-
family structures, while the remaining were all 
single-family homes. In the broader neighborhood, 
there are several non-residential structures, and land 
uses and traffic are generally more intense on the 
edges of this neighborhood. There are a number of 
irregularly shaped lots, but many of the lots were 
conforming in terms of lot size. However, deficient 
setbacks and lot frontage were present in more than 
half of the structures.. At current the area is 
underserved by catch basins and precipitation 
events are a challenge, this issue will need 
remediation if the area is to support further 
development.  

Zoning Issues: 
• This neighborhood has been experiencing a degree of in-fill and new development. New housing within the 

neighborhood tends to be two-family dwellings attached side-by-side, in some cases by garages, which creates 
long unbroken facades and awkward massing of the structures.  

• The periphery of the neighborhood includes a number of commercial, industrial and larger scale residential 
uses (including the Hillside Center for Sustainable Living) due to the proximity of Route 1, the Smart Growth 
Overlay, the Business Park, and the Route 1 rotary. Buffering these more intense uses from the low intensity 
uses on the interior of the neighborhood is a priority. 

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(R2- 101) 

Lot Size 12,469 s.f. 11,188 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 18 ft. 13 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 22 ft. 17 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 81 ft. 78 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 91 ft. 100 ft. 90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 24 Lots:  

o 21 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 3 are Two-Family Homes (Use 102) 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1915 
o Average size: 1,598 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $473,200 



R2 Zoning District: Brown School and South End 
 

1.5 

   

Zoning Issues: 
• Future re-use of the Brown School is still under discussion. In recent years, Youth Services was moved into the 

building, the building was then decommissioned and an RFP was issued to put forward a multi-use design 
concept that retained youth services and the gym, while also providing affordable housing and parking.  

• Housing lots get progressively denser as they near Downtown, with the South End having amongst the 
smallest lots – representing a minor challenge when coupled with R2 districts that are less dense but subject to 
the same regulations. The South End, per built conditions, is more in line with R3 dimensional requirements. 

 
 

 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(R2-101) 

Brown School    
Lot Size 5,075 s.f. 4,350 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 7 ft. 5 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 8 ft. 6 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 44 ft. 35 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 46 ft. 46 ft. 90 ft. 
South End     
Lot Size 3,898 s.f. 3,455 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 6 ft. 4 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 10 ft. 8 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 32 ft. 31 ft. 25ft. 
Frontage 49 ft. 47 ft. 90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 108 Lots (54 Brown School & 54 South End):  

o 69 lots are Single-Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 27 lots are Two-Family Homes (Use 102) 
o 10 lots are Multi-Family: 6 are Three-Family and 

 4 are Multi-Family with more than four units 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1839 
o Average size: 2,330 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $563,064 

The South End is home to an eclectic mix of 
architectural styles, with the Federal style being the 
most prominent. The neighborhood, a mix  of 
single-, two-, and multi-family homes, although it is 
bordered by some larger buildings, is characterized 
by narrow streets and homes on undersized lots 
with deficient setbacks (most frequently the front 
and side yards) with many homes built just steps 
from the street and sidewalks. This is due to the 
proliferation of tightly constructed neighborhoods 
serving less well-to-do households from the mid-18th 
to the mid-19th century. Although lots tend to be 
narrow, they are fairly deep allowing for some open 
space on each property in the rear yards, but owing 
to the narrowness of the lots the provision of 
driveways and off-street parking facilities can be an 
additional challenge, particularly when serving infill 
development. 



R2 Zoning District: Downtown – East  

  
Located in a National Register of Historic 
Places District, Downtown Newburyport has an 
eclectic mix of residential buildings – ranging 
from single family buildings to large multi-
story multi-family buildings that largely harken 
back to Newburyport’s days as a prominent 
shipping port. Federal period architecture is 
most frequently demonstrated, but there are a 
number of other buildings featuring a range of 
styles from First Period houses to modern 
housing built within the last decade. In addition 
to Federalist architecture, the area is also 
characterized by homes constructed in the 
Colonial, Georgian, and Greek Revival Styles 
with periodic interspersions of Victorian 
architecture and on occasion, some Post-War 
ranches and capes. The neighborhood, just 
steps from Downtown businesses, is 
characterized by dense housing built to zero-lot 
lines in the front yard, and very tight side 
yards. Most of the lot area is located in the rear 
yards of the property, though space is limited. 

Zoning Issues: 
• Although the properties are located in a district on the National Register of Historic Places, and the passage of 

the DOD and DCOD overlay districts has led to some additional protections to the integral structures of this 
historic area, the National Register designation offers no protections and unless a project triggers site plan 
review, there is no binding oversight on alterations to ensure that they are appropriate and befitting of good 
stewardship. 

• Parking related issues are among the most serious concerns Downtown, which is made more acute in the 
winter months where limited snow storage, street parking, and narrow passages exacerbate parking shortages. 

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required  
(R2 - 101) 

Lot Size 4,734 s.f. 4,997 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 4 ft. 3 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 10 ft. 9 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 29 ft. 30 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 53 ft. 57 ft.  80 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 42 Lots:  

o 29 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 7 lots are two-family, 10 lots are multi-family 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1830 
o Average size: 2,689  s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $702,585 



R2 Zoning District: Downtown - West 

  
The western end of Downtown Newburyport is 
among the more irregular areas in the city in terms of 
lot configurations, mix of uses, and proximity to both 
the waterfront and associated maritime businesses, 
which are more intensely located in this area along 
the shore of the Merrimack River. This area of 
Downtown is somewhat sectioned off and isolated 
from the rest of Downtown due to the presence of 
Route 1 – which is elevated and divided through this 
area – presenting some challenges with connectivity. 
An older area of the city, long in use, the streets are 
narrow and packed with wood frame structures, 
largely constructed in the Federal and Georgian 
styles, with some smaller homes likely built during 
the First Period and some later additions as well. The 
area is a mix of residential uses with commercial uses 
interspersed throughout the neighborhood, some of 
which are located in mixed-use commercial buildings 
that also contain a small number of residential units. 
In more recent years, some of the larger structures 
have been converted to apartments – in the past 
many of them were small rental units, more recent 
conversions tend to be luxury condominiums.  

Zoning Issues: 
• Although there is a fair amount of commercial activity in the western end of Downtown, there is little 

connectivity to the remainder of Downtown which reduces vehicular and pedestrian traffic. Additional 
commercial may help anchor a concentration of shops in this section of the city and encourage visitorship.   

• While located in the DCOD, this area has experienced some infill development that has been considered 
disharmonious. New site plan and design review regulations would be helpful in mitigating some of those issues. 
Additionally, the interpretation of “roofline change” has changed requiring more reviews; but the definition 
change has not been formally codified leaving the interpretation vulnerable to a challenge. 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required  
(R2 - 101) 

Lot Size 4,617 s.f. 3,950 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 6 ft. 5 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 9 ft. 6 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 36 ft. 34 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 52 ft. 47 ft.  90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 37 Lots:  

o 26 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 8 lots are two-family, 2 lots are multi-family 
o 1 lot in commercial use 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1838 
o Average size: 2,129  s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $557,911 



HRSB & R2 Zoning Districts: High Street 
 

  
Although a major thoroughfare, the High Street area 
is home to a number of architecturally and 
historically significant grand homes and estates as 
well as contributing smaller properties that give the 
neighborhood its characteristic beauty and eclectic 
style. Recently, the southern portion of High Street 
was rezoned from R2 to HRSB, a new zoning district 
that was created to help protect the neighborhood 
from subdivision and fragmentation, and also to 
encourage the preservation of the existing structures. 
The opposite side of the street remains in the R2 
designation, as many of those lots are smaller and do 
not share the same characteristics (in terms of lot 
configuration). The area contains a wealth of historic 
structures and a mix of uses including an Inn, a 
church, and a parsonage. 

Zoning Issues: 
• Weak historic preservation regulations make it difficult to adequately protect and preserve the overall aesthetic 

of the High Street area. The change to the HRSB zoning has helped impede some potential for subdivision and 
disharmonious infill opportunities, however, adopting additional provisions for historic preservation under 
M.G.L. 40C of great additional benefit. 

• Although not directly a zoning issue, the above ground utilities strongly detract from the appearance of the 
High Street area. Requiring utility companies to bury the utilities when work is done would be of great benefit. 

 
 

 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(101) 

HRSB    
Lot Size 24,800 s.f. 13,669 s.f. 30,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 45 ft. 39 ft. 30 ft. 
Side Setback 30 ft. 26 ft. 20 ft. 
Rear Setback 76 ft. 47 ft. 50 ft. 
Frontage 108 ft. 101 ft. 75 ft. 
R2    
Lot Size 12,244 s.f. 10,525 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 27 ft. 27 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 16 ft. 15 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 67 ft. 56 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 79 ft. 25 ft. 90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 22 Lots (10 Lots HRSB & 12 Lots R2):  

o 18 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 2 lots are Two-Family Homes, 1 Inn, & 1 parsonage 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1902 
o Average size: 3,108 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $914,335 



R2 Zoning District:  Joppa 

  

Zoning Issues: 
• Although largely “built-out”, some infill development does occur within the area – occasionally it is a 

conversion from a single to a two-family, and in some cases, the addition can be somewhat oversized or out of 
scale with the remainder of the house. Given that there a number of smaller residential structures, ensuring 
new development remains in scale will be a challenge in upcoming years.  

• The area may be somewhat susceptible to climate change as the neighborhood is abutted by tidal marshland. 
 

 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required  
(R2 - 101) 

Lot Size 11,740 s.f. 10,089 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 22 ft. 10 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 17 ft. 12 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 72 ft. 58 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 80 ft. 81 ft. 90 ft. 
 

During the late 19th century, the Joppa Flats 
were occupied by a large number of clam 
shacks (serving Boston’s rampant demand for 
clams) and was served by a trolley line. 
Although the trolley has since been removed, 
the haphazard patterns of housing 
development remain with this being one of the 
more recently constructed areas of the city 
(recent being relative, though there are also 
First Period houses in Joppa). Located in the R2 
zoning district, and DCOD overlay district, 
Joppa’s housing inventory is comprised of 
structures that are generally situated on deep 
and narrow lots, with some lots are irregularly 
shaped. One of the more spacious districts, a 
comparatively larger number of properties 
more or less conform to the existing zoning, 
with exception to frontage in almost all cases, 
and periodic deficient side yard setbacks. Due 
to the larger lots, this area can be somewhat 
vulnerable to infill development – though 
largely in the form of additions to single family 
homes rather than new development.  

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 35 Lots:  

o 30 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 4 lots are two- or  multi-family, 1 lot is vacant 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1896 
o Average size: 2,333  s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $663,679 



R2 Zoning District: Mid-North End 

  

  

Newburyport’s North End, which is 
bounded to the east by Route 1, the north by 
Cashman Park and the Merrimack River, 
and to the south by High Street and 
Newburyport High School. This area is 
characterized by its large collection of 
historic homes developed over the course of 
three hundred years, with the majority 
having been constructed prior to 1900. Due 
to the overwhelming number of structures 
built in this area prior to the adoption of 
zoning, nearly every lot is non-conforming 
with respect to setbacks (most frequently 
with one deficient side yard, while the other 
complies) and most with respect to 
minimum lot size. The neighborhood is 
comprised of a mix of single- and two- 
family structures, with periodic multi-family 
buildings as well. Even if zoned R3, the 
neighborhood would still be significantly 
non-conforming from a dimensional 
perspective.  

Zoning Issues: 
• Many of the buildings are cited on lots in such a way that there is little to no front yard, and frequently, there is 

significant encroachment in to the required side yards by setbacks. Based on the built dimensions, this area 
may be more appropriately zoned as R-3 in the future to become more conforming.  

• Current lot requirement renders these structures substantially nonconforming making minor alterations such 
as modest additions require variance level zoning relief if the non-conforming is exacerbated or intensified, 
representing a legal hardship for homeowners.  

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required  
(R2 - 101) 

Lot Size 6,441 s.f. 6,475 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 7 ft. 8 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 14 ft. 12 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 64 ft. 54 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 61 ft. 58 ft. 90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 53 Lots:  

o 34 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 15 lots are Two-Family Homes, 4 lots are Multi-Family 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1859 
o Average size: 2.002 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $521,979 



R2 Zoning District: Ferry Road and Moseley Avenue 

  

  

Situated between the Moseley Woods, 
Merrimack River, Belleville Cemetery, and 
Atkinson Common, this neighborhood was 
constructed largely during the Post-War 
period, but has some older more historic 
structures, as well as more recent additions 
such as the condos at Moseley Place and the 
homes on Gove Drive. The neighborhood, 
which has a suburban feel, features some 
fairly large lots along the riverfront, but the 
majority of homes sit on roughly ¼ of an acre 
with mature plantings providing much shade 
and screening.  Issues of local concern pertain 
to traffic speeds and volumes, parking 
related issues due to youth sports, and 
periodic cases of out-of-scale additions or 
significant reconstruction. However, for the 
most part, the area is stable with few 
opportunities for significant amounts of new 
construction and the single-family suburban 
character of the area is expected to continue 
for the foreseeable future.    

Zoning Issues: 
• Given its proximity to the Merrimack River, some portions of this neighborhood are located within the flood 

plain or have significant wetlands. Both of these natural areas are protected, but further limiting development 
along their borders would make the area more resilient to climate change.  

• This neighborhood features some of Newburyport’s more affordable market rate single family homes. 
Preserving affordability and the character of the area by discouraging out-of-scale additions, remodels, or other 
substantial alterations (including teardowns) would be beneficial in helping to achieve both objectives. 

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required  
(R2 - 101) 

Lot Size 11,336 s.f. 9,405 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 26 ft. 23 ft. 25 ft. 
Side Setback 21 ft. 18 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 68 ft. 94 ft. 25 ft. 
Frontage 91 ft. 51 ft. 90 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 65 Lots:  

o 60 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 3 lots are Two-Family Homes, 1 lot is a Three-Family 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1948 
o Average size: 1,693  s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $455,888 



R-1 Zoning District: Philips  Drive: 

 
Situated just east of the Artichoke 
River and positioned between Storey 
Avenue, Maudslay State Park and I-95, 
the Philips Drive area of Ward 6 is 
typified by modest ranch and raised 
ranch style single family homes. Most 
of the homes in the area were 
constructed during the late 1960’s and 
early 1970’s on lots ranging in size 
between ¼ and ½ acre. Most lots are 
regular in shape, however, there are 
several larger or odd shaped lots along 
Philips Drive near Ryan Road and to 
the west along Hoyt’s Lane that are 
less typical to the area. The overall 
character of the neighborhood is 
evocative of Post-War single-family 
construction, with some infill of more 
recently constructed homes, which 
tend to be larger both in terms of 
square footage, overall height, and 
massing. 

Zoning Issues: 
• Not a single lot in the Philips Drive study area conforms to the zoning requirements for the R-1 zoning district. 

Every lot is undersized and does not meet the minimum lot size requirement. Twelve lots do not meet setback 
requirements, largely due to at least one deficient side yard. One lot does not meet frontage requirements.  

• Due to relatively small home sizes, this area could be susceptible to speculative teardowns or additions that 
may not be in scale with the existing development pattern.  

• This area is currently plagued by costly and worsening drainage issues. Any future development must ensure 
that all stormwater and runoff can be managed on site, without utilization of the City’s stormwater system. 

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(R1- 101) 

Lot Size 12,750 s.f. 12,000 s.f. 20,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 38 ft. 39 ft. 30 ft. 
Side Setback 32 ft. 31 ft. 20 ft. 
Rear Setback 47 ft. 48 ft. 30 ft. 
Frontage 113 ft. 100 ft. 125 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 16 Lots:  

o All 16 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o All homes constructed between 1964 and 1970 
o Average size: 1,071 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $369,995 
• Average Number of Rooms: 6 



R-3 Zoning District: Plum Island 

  
Plum Island is a highly fragile and sensitive 
barrier island measuring roughly 11 miles in 
length, with the northern portion of the island 
along the Merrimack River lying with the 
boundaries of the City of Newburyport. The 
island, which can be accessed by vehicular traffic 
via the Newburyport Turnpike, lies within four 
municipalities and one must leave Newburyport 
to access the island, creating challenges for 
emergency access, school busing, and the 
provision and maintenance of infrastructure.  
Plum Island, long settled as a vacation area, at 
one time boasted large resorts and hotels, but is 
now home to year-round residences (primarily 
single family homes), several businesses, rental 
cottages, bed and breakfasts, Coast Guard and 
public beach facilities. The housing in the area is 
typified by “beach shacks” which range from 
small cottages and camps largely to luxury beach 
front homes. The entire island is considered a 
wetland and is vulnerable to violent storms, 
tides, and shifting sand.  

Zoning Issues: 
• Lot coverages and height limits given in Plum Island, due to the density of the island to allow for some 

modification, may have been too permissive resulting in the overburdening of small lots. Ideally, the PIOD that 
is currently an overlay on Plum Island will become the base zoning for the district. 

• Due to climate change which is causing an increase in the number and intensification of storm activity and sea 
level rise, as well as the high fiscal impacts to the City for the provision of services to the island, future 
development on Plum Island should be carefully considered and extremely limited due to its high risk location.   

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(R3- 101) 

Lot Size 5,911 s.f. 4,900 s.f. 8,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 18 ft. 15 ft. 20 ft. 
Side Setback 15 ft. 14 ft. 10 ft. 
Rear Setback 26 ft. 22 ft. 20 ft. 
Frontage 73 ft. 68 ft. 80 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 22 Lots:  

o 18 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 4 lots are vacant – two are merged and unbuildable  
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1940 
o Average size: 1,205 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $451,079 



HRSA Zoning District: The Ridge 

  
Situated on High Street, the Ridge serves as a 
gateway to Newburyport’s National Register 
Historic District, and is comprised of a number 
of historically and architecturally significant 
properties. Recently rezoned, the Ridge is 
largely comprised of stately homes and with 
sprawling lawns and gardens – typically 
served by outbuildings such as carriage houses 
as well.  The rezoning was passed, in part, to 
protect the historic context of these structures 
by preventing fragmentation of the area 
through inappropriate subdivision and infill 
development. The Ridge, while predominantly 
occupied by single family homes, is somewhat 
diverse in terms of uses, in large part due to its 
location along a main artery. Present with the 
neighborhood is a nursing home and several 
buildings which have been converted from 
single family to two-, three- and multi-family 
structures, several of which are 
condominiums, representing a diversity of 
uses. 

Zoning Issues: 
• Following the recent adoption of the HRSA zoning, this area should remain relatively stable with limited threat 

of encroachment of inappropriate development. In terms of best practices, further steps to protect the integrity 
of the area would best be addressed through the adoption of a Local Historic District under M.G.L. Ch. 40C.  

• In addition to protecting the historic integrity of the privately-owned structures comprising the Ridge, 
improving the cobblestone sidewalks within the Right-of-Way and requiring utility providers to bury future 
utility lines along High Street would represent an enormous aesthetic improvement to the area. 

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(HRSA- 101) 

Lot Size 82,147 s.f. 57,064 s.f. 60,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 81 ft. 89 ft. 75 ft. 
Side Setback 23 ft. 20 ft. 25 ft. 
Rear Setback 390 ft. 302 ft. 300 ft. 
Frontage 103 ft. 104 ft. 100 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 17 Lots:  

o 10 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o 6 lots are two- or  multi-family, 1 lot is a nursing home 
o Avg. Year Built: Est. 1824 
o Average size: 6,324  s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $1,310,771 



R-1 Zoning District: Turkey Hill: 

 
Located just south of Storey Avenue near the I-95 
interchange, the Turkey Hill area of Ward 5 was 
largely constructed in three successive waves during 
the 1960’s, 1980’s, and 1990’s. The Lavalley Lane 
homes were built in 1985, with additional homes 
constructed between 1994 and 1996, while Turkey 
Hill Rd. homes were built between 1961 and 1962, 
with additional homes constructed in 1985. Due to 
the different development phases, the area is 
typified by a mix of Post-War ranch, colonial, and 
Cape Cod style single family homes that were 
popular during their respective eras of construction. 
Of some local concern are a number of lots that were 
created when the subdivision was first platted but 
never built upon. Many of the roads serving those 
lots were never constructed, but exist as “paper 
roads”, and most of the platted lots are significantly 
constrained by the presence of wetlands or required 
no-build areas buffering wetlands. Consequently, 
lots that were buildable from that subdivision were 
generally built upon—leaving little to no 
development potential of the remaining lots.  

 

Zoning Issues: 
• Of the 34 lots, 33 lots are single family home lots while one 11,200 s.f. lot is vacant. The vacant lot would not 

meet minimum lot size if it were to be developed as a single-family home. None of the other lots meet the 
minimum lot size. With exception to several lots developed during the 1990’s on Lavalley Lane, none of the 
lots conform entirely to setback requirements either.  

• Due to relatively small home sizes among some of the older homes, this area could be susceptible to 
teardowns or additions that may not be in scale with the existing development pattern.  

 
 

 Average 
Existing 

Median 
Existing 

Required 
(R1- 101) 

Lot Size 11,966 s.f. 11,550 s.f. 20,000 s.f. 
Front Setback 32 ft. 34 ft. 30 ft. 
Side Setback 25 ft. 25 ft. 20 ft. 
Rear Setback 57 ft. 58 ft. 30 ft. 
Frontage 101 ft. 100 ft. 125 ft. 
 

Neighborhood Highlights: 
• 34 Lots:  

o 33 lots are Single Family Homes (Use 101) 
o Built in three phases between 1961 and 1996 
o Average size: 1,586 s.f. (Living Area) 

• Average Assessed Value: $452,695 
• Average Number of Rooms: 6 
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Key Findings 

• The three primarily residential zoning 

districts – R1, R2, and R3 – have 

requirements that are severely out of 

scale with as-built conditions:  

o The average lot size in Turkey Hill is 

just under 12,000 square feet, 

however, the minimum lot size 

required in the R1 is 20,000 square 

feet. The area was downzoned 

during the 1980s from R2 to R1 

resulting in this disparity. The lots 

generally do conform to R2 zoning.  

o There are neighborhoods zoned 

R2 (where the required lot size is 

10,000 square feet) where the 

average lot size is under 4,000 

square feet, less than half of what 

is currently required in the R3 

zoning district. Many of these 

areas have been downzoned 

from R3 to R2. 

o Plum Island, currently zoned R3 

(but to be zoned PI in the future) 

has larger average lots than many 

areas around downtown, yet has 

less restrictive dimensional 

requirements.  

• The current zoning allows for the front 

yard setback to be determined either by 

the required setback or the average 

alignment of neighboring properties 

(meaning the front yard setback of 

neighboring lots is factored to determine 

the required front yard setback on a 

property). There are many properties with 

“zero-lot-lines6” in the front yard, but also 

in the side yard (as is always the case with 

row houses and half-houses, but also 

occurs with standalone structures). While 

the front yard is fairly easy to address, the 

side yard non-conformities built to zero-lot 

lines are likely to remain non-conforming 

as side yard setbacks will still be required – 

particularly for parking facilities.  

• Although the downzoning of the Back Bay 

to R2 generally brought a more 

                                                        
6 Zero-lot-line refers to a residential property built with at 

least one? wall of the structure adjoining the property line.  

conforming zoning designation to that 

area, the downzoning of other areas, 

particularly those between High Street 

and the Merrimack River has created 

severe problems within the R2 district as 

those properties have nothing in common 

with the R2 zoning district. Addressing the 

dimensional disparities resulting from 

downing could be done through the 

creation of the R2-A and R2-B zoning 

districts for dimensional purposes only. The 

subdistricts would have two different sets 

of dimensional requirements, but would 

carry the same use, parking, and other 

restrictions as the R2 district as a whole.  

Summary Results 

Table 1 shows a snapshot summary of one 

component of the Table of Dimensional 

Requirements – minimum lot size – and how reality 

compares to regulation.  

 Due to the later development of the R1 lots, they 

tend to be larger and in conformance with the 

current R2 zoning (as that was the zoning in place 

when many of the R1 district lots west of I-95 were 

platted). Adapting the R1 zoning requirements so 

that they are more consistent with those areas 

actually zoned R1 mostly requires reducing the 

minimum lot size and frontage, while increasing the 

rear yard requirement (it is currently significantly 

lower than average conditions). Although there is 

concern that a change to dimensional 

requirements in the R1 district might make lots 

developable in the Turkey Hill neighborhood that 

are generally considered to be undevelopable, that 

is not a likely consequence of these changes. For 

Table 1: Existing Conditions 

Neighborhood Avg. Lot Size Req. Lot Size 

Back Bay 12,469 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Brown School 5,075 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Downtown East 4,734 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Downtown West 4,617 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

High Street (R2) 12,244 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Ferry/Moseley 11,336 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Joppa 11,740 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Mid-North End 6,441 s.f. 10,000 s.f. 

Plum Island 5,911 s.f. 8,000 s.f. 

Philips Road 12,750 s.f. 20,000 s.f. 

Turkey Hill 11,966 s.f. 20,000 s.f. 
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those lots that were platted but never developed, 

the majority are constrained extensively by wetlands. 

While there are several lots that are dry, they are 

generally inaccessible due to large wetland areas 

hindering the ability to economically construct new 

roadways to serve those lots. With this in mind, the 

following recommendations are being made to the 

dimensional requirements in the R1 district:  

As extensively noted above, although the R1 

district is in decent shape with exception to 

minimum lot size, the R2 raises more serious policy 

questions. Table 3 shows the results of R2 

neighborhoods that are aggregated by likeness. 

Table 3: Dissymmetry of R2 Neighborhoods 
 

Ferry/Moseley, 
Back Bay, High 
Street, Joppa 

Brown School, 
South End, 
Downtown 

(East & West) 
Mean Median Mean Median 

Front (ft) 23 21 7 5 
Side (ft) 20 17 11 8 
Rear (ft) 72 57 41 34 
Lot Size (sf) 11,673 10,260 5,053 4,460 
Frontage (ft) 88 90 54 53 

The R2 District has the following requirements: 

• Front/Rear yard setback: 25 ft. 

• Side Yard Setback: 10 ft. 

• Minimum Lot Size: 10,000 s.f. (single-family) 

• Frontage: 90 ft. (single family) 

It is likely that as these neighborhoods progressively 

came under a single zoning designation over the 

years. The rationale for downzoning had little to do 

with the likeness of the neighborhoods and was 

more related to use issues and/or unpopular 

projects. A consequence of downzoning is that 

when dissimilar areas and neighborhoods are 

grouped together in a single zoning district, nearly 

all properties are made non-conforming. Bringing a 

higher degree of conformity to these 

neighborhoods is going to require breaking the R2 

district into two separate subdistricts for the 

purposes of regulating dimensional requirements.  

Table 4 

shows R2 

options, 

while Table 

5 shows 

existing 

conditions 

and  

recommendations in the R3 district. The R2-B is 

recommended to carry the same dimensional 

requirements as the R3 district; however, multi-family 

residential uses will not be allowed in the R2-B 

subdistrict. As the R3 is already very dense with 

parking and snow removal issues, a larger than 

average lot size is recommended.  

Table 5: R3 Existing Conditions & Recommendations 

R3 - Combined 

 

Front 
(ft) 

Side 
(ft) 

Rear 
(ft) 

Lot 
Size (sf) 

Frontage 
(ft) 

Mean  6 10 42 4,943 53 

Median 4 7 35 4,405 50 

Required 20 10 20 8,000 80 

Recommended 5 10 35 5,000* 50 

* Plus 750 s.f. per unit after 2 units. 

Given the small size of R3 lots, even with 

drastically reduced lot requirements, there is still 

minimal opportunity to create new multi-family 

housing, in large part due to the fact that the sites 

need to accommodate parking and open space, 

and cannot exceed maximum lot coverage 

requirements in addition to minimum lot size. 

Although the R3 zoning district is, and always has 

been intended for multi-family use, the existing 

density of the area requires that any infill multi-family 

development be carefully considered. New 

regulations will require that housing sites be self-

supporting and will require: mandatory on-site 

Table 2: R1 Existing Conditions & Recommendations  

R1 Combined     

 Front 
(ft) 

Side 
(ft) 

Rear 
(ft) 

Lot Size 
(sf) 

Frontage 
(ft) 

Mean 34 28 53 12,223 102 

Median 36 26 53 12,000 100 

Required 30 20 30 20,000 125 

Proposed 30 20 50 12,000 100 

Table 4: R2 Recommendations  

 R2-A R2-B 

Front (ft) 20 5 

Side (ft) 15 10 

Rear (ft) 55 35 

Lot Size (sf) 10,000 5,000 

Frontage (ft) 80 50 
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stormwater management, the provision of 

adequate parking and snow storage facilities as 

well as open space, regulatory guidance for design 

review, and a board level public review process.  

At current there are no recommended changes 

to the HRSA and HRSB zoning districts. Properties in 

those districts were measured prior to rezoning and 

the existing conditions are reflected in the new 

requirements for those districts. The last zoning 

district to consider is the Plum Island zoning district. 

Currently zoned R3 with the Plum Island Zoning 

Overlay district over it, the intention is to eliminate 

the existing base district, and adopt the Plum Island 

Overlay District as the base district. As Plum Island’s 

existing conditions are more spacious than the 

proposed R3 regulations in other parts of the city, 

the following requirements are suggested for the 

Plum Island zoning district:  

Table 7: PI Existing Conditions & Recommendations  

Plum Island (Currently R3, Proposed PI) 

 Front 
(ft) 

Side 
(ft) 

Rear 
(ft) 

Lot Size 
(sf) 

Frontage 
(ft) 

Mean 18 15 26 5,991 73 

Median 15 14 22 4,900 68 

Required 20 10 20 8,000 80 

Proposed 15 15 25 6,000 75 

In addition, the development regulations and 

processes administered on Plum Island will be made 

to be consistent with those in all other areas of the 

city. At current, there are certain provisions that 

allow for development on Plum Island that would 

not otherwise be authorized in the rest of the city. In 

addition, Plum Island is a barrier island that is 

ecologically and environmentally sensitive and is 

routinely battered during Nor’easters, thereby taxing 

emergency response crews. Further, the island is 

served by a constrained wastewater system. 

Although Plum Island is a spectacular place to live, 

the land simply cannot support much additional 

development and the zoning must reflect this reality.  

Multi-Family Housing 

Another policy issue is that of housing diversity. 

Small multi-family buildings are essential in addition 

to single-family and large multi-family buildings to 

providing housing diversity. Although the City is likely 

to attract larger apartment buildings in the Smart 

Growth Overlay District, the Storey Avenue Mixed 

Use Gateway, and perhaps, someday in Waterfront 

West, a housing stock of large apartment buildings 

and single-family homes leaves a large gap in the 

housing market to serve different types of 

households and hinders economic development. 

Although there have been unpopular small infill 

multi-family development projects over the years, 

the ability to perform these projects in upcoming 

years is going to be essential to maintaining 

Newburyport’s tax base. Single-family homes have a 

higher break-even rate for fiscal impacts to the City 

budget and lower per acre value, whereas multi-

family tends to be revenue positive. The city’s 

existing single-family housing stock, particularly 

those homes that are more modestly priced and 

smaller in scale, must also be protected from 

demolition and speculative reconstruction 

(frequently as larger, more expensive luxury homes).  

It is not in Newburyport’s best interest to curb 

housing diversity. Allowing some growth in multi-

family supports economic development (by housing 

the local workforce and reducing weather or transit 

related employee absenteeism, a common 

problem cited by many Newburyport employers7) 

and reduces the tax burden on single-family 

homeowners both directly and indirectly. Some 

compromise on the issue is usually helpful as 

bringing the dimensions down to make small multi-

family a possibility would be a positive contribution 

to the City’s future. 

The current regulations require an additional 4,000 

square feet per unit for multi-family uses – in the R3, 

a new three-family building would require a 28,000 

s.f. lot (well over a half-acre). A lot that size well 

exceeds the amount of space needed to support a 

three-family use, which leads to inefficient land use 

(and, again, higher property tax bills). Efficiency 

aside, there are few areas of the City where 28,000 

square foot lots can be found – even the Business & 

Industry Park lacks sub-dividable land of that size. 

                                                        
7 Based on numerous interviews and a survey 

conducted amongst business owners during the Zoning 

Recodification and Master Plan processes in 2015. 

While somewhat dated, employers citing a lack of 

affordable workforce housing as a critical issue has 

likely not changed significantly.   
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In so far as the rationale for lot size goes for multi-

family in the R3, it’s predicated on actual spatial 

needs for three-unit buildings – a common housing 

type throughout the city and the state (hence there 

is ample sample data across rural, suburban, and 

urban communities on average lot size) that does 

not exceed three stories in height (as much of 

Newburyport is three stories or less).  The average 

footprint of a triplex is about 1,200 to 1,500 s.f. The 

new regulations require 5,000 square feet for single- 

and two- family dwellings, plus an extra 750 square 

feet per unit. Therefore, if there is a triplex on a 5,750 

square foot lot and assume a larger footprint; that 

would leave 4,250 square feet to provide parking 

and open space. As concerns around density 

typically also involve concerns about parking, the 

metric for additional lot size is tied to the provision of 

parking. A standard parking space measures 9 x 18 

(162 s.f.), assuming turning radius and access, 

parking takes about 250 s.f. per unit – the additional 

500 s.f. (of 750 s.f.) is an adjusted footprint of a unit 

(avg. footprint per unit ranges from 800+ s.f. – the 

reduced foot print assumption is due to stacking in 

multi-family reducing the overall average footprint 

per unit). 

The recommendations that are being made are 

being done so based on what is dimensionally 

reasonable to serve a land use. It is important to 

note that dimensions are only one of many 

regulations that work together to determine the 

development potential of a lot. Simply put, a 

reduction in lot size does not mean that every 6,000 

square foot lot in the R3 district is going to be 

converted to a three-family structure by-right. To do 

so will require, at a minimum, a special permit for 

the multi-family use, the provision of adequate 

parking for all units, meeting maximum lot coverage 

and open space requirements, and successful 

completion of Design Review. The recommended 

changes are not intended to bring a bonanza of 

new development, they are merely intended to 

more effectively control the types of projects that 

typically occur within the city over time.  

Impact Analysis  

The following series of maps measure the impacts 

of the potential zoning changes for residential 

districts. The analysis was done by ward and by 

district to determine the total number of lots that 

would potentially be eligible for subdivision. In most 

areas of the city, development potential is severely 

limited by a lack of available land. In most cases, 

where a subdivision is shown as being possible, the 

ability to do so would require demolishing all of the 

structures on the property – which on most lots is an 

unlikely proposition. For those lots that are identified, 

they are identified because they are in stable use 

that is unlikely to change (such as nursing homes 

and Housing Authority property). Properties already 

containing large multifamily buildings or projects 

were also identified as those projects tend to be 

unlikely for redevelopment as they are already at 

maximum potential in terms of use. 

Conclusions 

Although the changes proposed might be 

considered radical due to the significant reductions 

in dimensional requirements, these changes are 

necessary to better and more effectively regulate 

development in Newburyport that will ensure the 

sustained social, fiscal, and environmental health of 

the city. All development projects are subject to 

more than just use and dimensional standards. There 

are parking requirements, performance standards 

requiring Low Impact Development techniques, lot 

coverage maximums, open space requirements, 

and design requirements on top of any additional 

applicable codes, plus board level permitting that 

might be required. It is possible to protect 

Newburyport’s character and preserve its high 

quality of life – but better, more appropriate 

regulations are necessary for that to happen. 
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Zoning Impacts 
Ward 1

A/C
B1
B2

B3
GACM
HSRA

HSRB
I1
I1B

I2
R1
R2

R3
WMD
WMU

Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R3 Lots

Structures
Open Space
Wetlands - Unbuildable

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.
All of Plum Island is considered 
to be a wetland and therefore is
unbuildable without relief from 
other regulation. 

Zo
nin

g

Plum Island 

Although subdividable under zoning, 
the Swett-Ilsley-Little Farm and the 
US Fish & Wildlife Land is protected
from development under other
regulations.

James Steam Mill
Senior Housing

Condos

Electiricity Substation

Neptune Club
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Ward 2
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GACM
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I1B
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R1
R2

R3
WMD
WMU

Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R3 Lots

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.
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Condos
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Condos

Housing Authority

Condos

Museum of 
Old Newbury
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Zoning Impacts 
Ward 3

A/C
B1
B2

B3
GACM
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HSRB
I1
I1B

I2
R1
R2

R3
WMD
WMU

Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R3 Lots

Structures
Open Space
Wetlands - Unbuildable

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.
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Roads_Centerline
Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R1 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.
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Belleville Congregational Church
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Zoning Impacts 
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Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R1 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots

Structures
Open Space
Wetlands - Unbuildable

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.

Zo
nin

g

Racquet Club

Country Manor Health
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Representative Neighborhood
Potentially Subdividable R1 Lots
Potentially Subdividable R2 Lots

Note: Lots identified as potentially 
subdividable are those lots that 
meet the proposed minimum lot 
size and frontage. Lot coverage,
building envelope, and existing 
structures were not considered.

Wetlands - Unbuildable



R e p r e s e n t a t i v e  N e i g h b o r h o o d s  R e p o r t               A p p e n d i x  

Community Opportunities Group, Inc. 

Appendix 

Some notes on the data. Within the data there are some minor issues. The city assessor’s data has 

incomplete data for the year structures were built and it also does not track the interior square footage for 

condos. This impacts two metrics on the district plates. In so far as year built is concerned, for historic 

structures where this date is unclear, the structure is entered as having been built in 1850. Although this 

creates an imperfect picture as to the actual age of each structure in the neighborhood, those 

neighborhoods that have an average year built that skews closer to 1850 do have a larger concentration of 

Second Period homes (largely the Federal and Georgian housing stock – though there are several First Period 

homes in the city as well) and were generally settled earlier than neighborhoods with averages further from 

1850. The other issue is the average square footage provided does not include condominium units – though it 

does include the square footage for attached single-families (typically side-by-side duplexes), as well as 

single-, two-, three-, and multi-family buildings (for those buildings with more than one unit, the square 

footage is overall for the entire building rather than per unit). Approximately 98% of lots in the sample had 

square footage provided, but it should be noted the data largely pertains to single-family homes 

(approximately 90% of the sample).  
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