Review of the 1998 REPORT

“Bringing focus to the community –  A comprehensive plan for the town of pelham”

by Joseph S. Larson, at the request of Warren Hall, Planning Board Chair
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General Observations

In Massachusetts Towns may create or “adopt” Master Plans. But Massachusetts law does not require cross-compliance between zoning bylaws and Master Plans. For that reason many, if not most Master Plans remain a series of suggestions.

Pelham’s 1998 Plan has an Appendix A that lists the various goals of the nine (9) previous plans or studies conducted for the town since 1988. While all of these plans have remained a series of suggestions, each of them contains selected suggestions that have been adopted by the town in some fashion. The 1988 Plan is in this category.

Main Strengths of the 1998 Plan

1. The Plan was prepared with the 10 previous plans and studies in mind, minimizing the chance of “reinventing the wheel.”

2. It is broad in scope, treating the concept of a village center, general economic development, housing, land use, open space and natural resources, recreation, cultural and historic resources, community services and facilities, and circulation and transportation.

3. It makes specific recommendations. 

4. The town has adopted a number of the Plan’s recommendations.

Plan Recommendations Adopted by the Town, in Whole or in Part

Village Center Concept 

The Plan was written coincident the Town’s commitment to construct the Community Center to house the Town and School Libraries, Police and Fire Departments. As the Plan’s authors anticipated, this structure has promoted a sense of community identity.

 The Library is heavily used by the Elementary School and the general public, including people who commute over Amherst Road to other towns and find the library convenient to use. During 2007 over 1500 library patrons borrowed nearly 40,000 books, videos and DVDs. Some 54 residents volunteered more than 400 hours to maintain library services. The 2007 Friends of the Library Plant Sale brought in $4000 to pay for new library materials and programs.

In addition to basic library services, the Ramsdell Meeting Room and the Local History Room hosted over 250 committee and group meetings. Starting in 2008 the Library space has become a venue for a series of musical events and performances that are entirely new to the town. Attendance at these has been as high as 70 persons with many events attended by 30 – 40 people.

An unanticipated benefit of the community center concept has been the restoration of Community Hall by an energetic group of citizens who place high value on this former one-room schoolhouse because it served as a community center for their families and friends when Pelham was much smaller. Their efforts have been entirely on a volunteer basis and they have funded the effort by raising private funds, securing donations of material and the services of professional tradesmen.


The Plan’s Village Center Concept has proven valid in terms of community identity, increased cultural events, and as a limited “destination” for travelers. 

Other specific Plan recommendations not necessarily linked to the Village Center Concept have been addressed as follows:

Tours of Historic Sites in Pelham


The private Pelham Historical Society has instituted a series of historic home and historic site tours in their annual programs.

Provide After-School Recreational Opportunities for School Children


The outdoor recreational facilities at the Elementary School have been improved. A private not for profit organization “Pelham After School” is now located at the Elementary School. It provides a recreational program and child care until 5:30. It currently serves 94 K – 12 students from 75 local families. 

Recommendations for Maintaining the Rural Character of the Town


The Town adopted the Scenic Road Bylaw. The Conservation Commission has revised the Open Space and Recreation Plan and has acquired additional land and conservation restrictions as called for under that Plan.

Inventory and Protection of Historic Resources


The drafters of the Plan correctly identified Pelham as a community rich in unrealized historic resources and the Town has responded.

The Historical Commission has initiated a state directed inventory of the historical assets of the town. When the Plan was written there were only 10 Pelham homes, buildings, and sites on the Massachusetts Historical Commission’s Inventory of Historic and Archaeological Assets of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Now there are over 80 and about an additional 80 homes and buildings are planned for addition, plus a variety of non-structural sites.

The Historical Society and the Historical Commission have jointly made major repairs to the historic Pelham Church/Museum in the National Register Historic District using town funds, a state emergency grant, and a generous contribution of private funds by the Society. An entirely new set of museum exhibits is planned by the Society some of which could be “destination” exhibits. The Historical Commission has applied for a state grant for repainting and repairs at the Town Hall using Town matching funds from the newly created capital outlay fund.

Various Suggestions for Improved Affordable Housing


Permits for accessory apartments continue to be permitted by the Zoning Board of Appeals. The ZBA also continues to issue permits for home occupations. Some professional planners view the requirement for a permit for accessory apartments and home occupations as an indication of overly controlled development or “snob” zoning. They hold that these should be uses that are allowed “by right” under the town’s zoning bylaw.

The “snob zoning” assumption is invalid in Pelham. The ZBA has issued permits for everyone who has applied for an accessory apartment. Only one application for a home occupation, proposed on a dangerous curve with sole access by a steep driveway dangerous in the winter, was disapproved.


The Pelham Growth Study (2004 – 2006) found that 66.4% of the respondents to a survey favored permitting duplexes in Pelham, with site plan review. The Planning Board was requested to reinstitute permits for owner-occupied duplexes, with design standards, but nothing has developed in this line.

Creation of Opportunities for Limited Business Development

The town has created a Limited Business District in the zoning bylaw and approved one limited site for this designation. This District has high potential for other locations in town.

Main Weaknesses of the 1998 Plan

A good deal of the Plan addresses the need to expand the tax base by encouraging limited, commercial uses compatible with maintaining the rural character of the town. The general objective would be to increase or make more convenient a number of services to the town’s citizens. A good deal is keyed to the now successful cultural focus of the Community Center/School/Community Hall complex at the junction of Amherst and North and South Valley Roads.


The Plan’s authors generalized about convenience stores, a town common, bus stop, etc. But they failed to do a critical analysis of the economic feasibility of specific commercial ventures. Nor did they address which commercial activities are now permitted in the zoning bylaw or whether anyone has expressed an interest in availing themselves of these opportunities. The authors did not take a critical look at the past history of failed attempts to provide convenient commercial services in Pelham or nearby similar towns like Shutesbury and Leverett.

Currently Permitted but Unrealized Commercial Ventures Allowed in Pelham


The current zoning bylaws allow the following activities that would broaden the tax base in Pelham, but for which no individual developer has expressed an interest:

Commercial boarding and riding stables

Commercial hunting and fishing

Bed and breakfast houses

Elderly congregate housing

Public or non-profit educational institutions

Private library, museum, or craft center

Clubhouse or headquarters of a fraternal organization

Community center facility for the elderly

Day-care centers and nursery schools

The authors of the 1998 Plan should have sought to find out why this has been the case.


The 1998 Plan identified the Community Center area and US Route 202 (Daniel Shays Highway) as having high potential for limited commercial development. But the authors failed to take a detailed look at the recent history of commercial ventures in these areas. Even casual observation would have shown:

1. A trial bus service along Amherst road failed to attract enough patrons to justify an extension of the service from Amherst to Pelham.

2. The former grocery store and gas station on Amherst Road within the Community Center area failed to be profitable.

3. The former convenience store and gas station on Route 202 has failed under many owners, even given the fact that the ZBA has agreed to give every new owner and potential owner permits for virtually everything that they have requested, including permission to re-install gasoline pumps.

It is instructive to note that the recently established Limited Business District created in the zoning bylaws arose from a home occupation permit for a veterinary clinic that has prospered on Route 9.

The above suggest that before making their recommendations the authors of the 1998 Plan should have conducted an economic feasibility study with the objective of discovering:

1. Why convenience services have failed at the two seemingly areas seemingly most favorable for limited commercial enterprises.

2. Why the currently permitted suite of commercial ventures has not attracted any interest.

In the absence of a critical economic viability assessment, the Plan’s recommendations are likely to be no more successful than the suite of commercial opportunities currently in the zoning bylaw.

Sewer Issue

The Plan’s authors correctly identify certain possibilities for tax base improvement and other public benefits that could be associated with extension of the Amherst sewer system to the westerly end of Amherst Road. However, they failed to address the high potential for uncontrolled and unanticipated development.

A sewer extension in the absence of special zoning, design standards, and regulation, would put Pelham at risk of development to the detriment of community character.










